Research Methodology
Research is something that is fundamental to any scientific or academic theory. We need to utilize research to prove and demonstrate that a certain theory or idea works, or makes sense, while also demonstrating how other theories may be incorrect, or may be invalid. The notion of research is simple, find out the truth about a certain topic. Research methods, however, is much more complicated than simply finding out the truth. We have many methodological issues to overcome in the first instance; and then once a research plan has been drawn up, we have a responsibility and obligation as researchers to ensure that the research we are about to conduct is ethical, legal, and most importantly, both reliable and valid. Reliability is the notion that if another researcher, with a similar sample pool of participants, conducts the same research as the original researcher, in theory, they should be drawing the same conclusions and looking at the same results, no matter how many times the research is reproduced. If the results change, then this should be down to the sample pool giving different responses, not the research methodology itself. 

All research looks at answering a question. In this research I will be looking at “evaluating the impact of county lines criminality on offending rates in different geographic locations and contrasting against public perception.” The question is going to be different for each piece of research; however, the methods employed to answer the question, are often similar. In order to answer a research question, the researcher must have data. Data is commonly referred to in two forms.
“The data that is used by sociologists may be ‘primary’ or ‘secondary’. Primary data is collected first hand by the sociological researcher, mainly through the use of research methods such as surveys, interviews, or participant observation. Secondary data is evidence used by sociologists as part of their research which has been produced for non-sociological reasons, either by organizations such as the state or by individuals” (McNeill and Chapman, 2005).
Secondary data can come from a wide range of sources and is almost infinite in how much secondary data could be generated for a specific topic. The key consideration for a researcher would be to ensure that the secondary data applies to the topic being researched, and often presents its own challenges in terms of verifying if the data is valid, or reliable, as secondary data can come from a wide range of sources, not all of which will be scientific or follow scientific methodology. For example, a local Facebook group set up by a community member to monitor and discuss crime in the area may be a good way to gain data on the thoughts of residents; however, there will be a lot of personal opinion, and different definitions of “crime” or “anti-social” by each individual posting, so while one person may think an issue is criminal, another person may not, or vice versa. This could cause issues with regard to over inflated numbers, or numbers lower than they should be. 







Figure 1 – The Research ‘Onion’ (Saunders et al, 2019)
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Saunders et al (2019) generated the research ‘onion’ to help explain and visualise the methodology that we apply to research. The core of the onion is the goal that we want to achieve, i.e. collect data. The outer layers are then concerned with other considerations we should be considering, or utilising in order to achieve our research objectives. Saunders et al then goes on to explain that during the research, the researcher will make a set of assumptions, based upon their own beliefs regarding realities we encounter in our research (ontological assumptions), about human knowledge (epistemological assumptions), and about the extent and way our own values can influence our research process (axiological assumptions). This highlights that we, as scientific researchers, are not immune to implementing our own ideological ideas into the results of the research, or from failing to define certain critical parameters to participants in order to gain a valid and reliable data set that can be replicated easily. 
Due to the above identified issues, it is important to try and identify our own beliefs as to not accidentally implement them into the research. This is especially true for interviews, as a participant may be unclear on what the question defines as, for example ‘Crime.’ If we don’t have a laid out, widely accepted definition to hand, then we may inadvertently offer up our own personal opinion, making the research based on our own views, and not on empirical and scientific definitions of the areas under discussion. 

“The foundation stone on which most science rests is ‘induction’, this is essentially replication, i.e. repeating the experiment or observation. If the data collected is the same time and time again, then both the information collected and the conclusions reached on the basis of that data, are reliable” (McNeill and Chapman, 2005). This viewpoint is a critical one to consider with a sociological study. While it may be true, that this approach works for empirical scientific pursuits, we need to accept that society is not filled with people who think the same, feel the same, act the same. Each person is different, which is why it’s important to take this into consideration when conducting research. It is highly improbable that we can fully replicate a study, including results, to the same margins as the original study, unless the sample size is so small it can’t be generalised easily. 

“The first methodological choice is whether you follow a quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods research design. Each of these options is likely to call for a different mix of elements to achieve coherence in your research design” (Saunders et al, 2019). This choice between data will define what methods we will use to conduct the research. For example, for a qualitative approach, we will mainly be utilising open questions, face to face interviews, and limiting our definitions provided to the participant. The contrast would be a quantitative approach, which will be focused on closed, often multiple-choice questions, questionnaires rather than face to face interviews, and often defining terms to the participant to allow every participant to gain the same understanding and answer equally. For a study that is pressed on time and money, a quantitative approach works better, due to the data being easily interpreted and collated following the study. Qualitative data takes much longer to analyse and define, and is often hard to compare to other research, and hard to apply to other studies looking into the same or similar topics to garner validity. It is often practical to consider a mixed method approach to research, combining some quantitative methods with qualitative ones, enabling the study to have some of the benefits, but disadvantages of both methodologies. 

The benefits of a quantitative research design are that it’s easily summarised and collated following the study, can be represented visually as a graph or chart, and can be easily compared with other studies or other areas, i.e. 50% of people believe that crime affects their quality of life in Cardiff, where only 25% believe this in Swansea. Disadvantages to this methodology however would be that we lack the participants opinion on why this is. For example, with a qualitative approach, we could ask “Why do you think crime doesn’t affect your quality of life in Swansea?” to potential participants. This will enable us to get the participants rationale behind their opinion or feelings, potentially directing us to a root cause or perceived root cause of the issue, where the quantitative approach will only show us that the issue exists, and not allow us to look into why the issue exists to begin with. This in turn, may make the study less useful to the Government, or the Police in the circumstances of my own study, instead, forcing further research to be commissioned into the same area to help understand why this is an issue.

In this particular study, time constraints are an issue, and this is why a quantitative approach will be adopted, and a questionnaire sent out to all participants in electronic form, with multiple choice pre written questions. Due to wanting a high response rate, these questions will be short, and easy to answer. The whole questionnaire is planned to take less than 5 minutes to complete per participant, to allow for them to complete it quickly and easily. 

With any research project, ethical considerations need to be in the forefront of the researchers mind. In this study, I will be utilizing multiple choice questionnaires. These are expected to have a low ethical impact on participants, as if a participant does not want to participate, they can simply not access the questionnaire. I will be utilising an online based questionnaire for my survey; however, I am aware that this in itself has limitations of not reaching people who do not have access to a computer, or a smart phone, which may include the extremely vulnerable in society, the homeless, or elderly people, as they may not have the inclination or knowledge to utilise modern technology but may be willing participants from a paper questionnaire. 
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