
Glossary of Research Terms

Social Work 403

This glossary is intended to provide a set of concepts that lay out the framework for social science research and a set of definitions of commonly research terms used in research of interest to social workers.  (Source documents for the definitions are at the end of the glossary.)
A
Action Research

The systematic enquiry designed to yield practical results capable of improving a specific aspect of practice and made public to enable scrutiny and testing.

Aggregate 
A group of persons that have certain traits or characteristics in common without necessarily having any direct social connection with one another. For example, "all female physicians" is an aggregate; so is "all European cities with populations over 20,000." Gross National Income is an aggregation of data about individual incomes. 
Applied research 
Research undertaken with the intention of applying the results to some specific problem, such as studying the effects of different methods of law enforcement on crime rates. One of the biggest differences between applied and basic research is that in applied work the research questions are most often determined, not by researchers, but by policy makers or others who want help. Types of applied research include evaluation research and action research.

Attrition
A reduction in the number of participants during the course of a study. If more participants withdraw from one group than another group, this can introduce bias and threaten the internal validity of the research

B

Bias
Any influence that distorts the results of a research study. Extent to which, over repeated samples, the mean of the sampling distribution differs from the true mean. Bias is generally hard to quantify, but is likely to increase if the sampling frame is deficient and/or the response rate is low.

Bivariate Analysis
Pertaining to two variables only.
C

Categorical variable
A variable with discrete values (e.g. a person's gender or a person's marital status). 

Central tendency 
A measure of the typicality or centrality of a set of scores; the three main measures of central tendency are mean, median and mode. 

Clinical Trials Phases 1 – 4

A Clinical trial is a prospective, organized, systematic exposure of subjects to an intervention of some kind (drug, surgical procedure, medical device, etc.) to answer some question about the intervention. The following is a series of terms that pertain to the design of clinical trials:
Phase 1 Clinical Drug Trial: A Phase 1 clinical drug trial represents the first test of a

drug in a human population (only animal and in vitro data are available). Phase I trials

are designed to determine toxicity, absorption, metabo9lism and safe dosage range and

are limited to relatively few subjects (20-80). Although healthy volunteers are

sometimes used, for obvious ethical reasons, Phase I testing is more properly done in

patients. For example, cancer chemotherapy subjects in a Phase I trial have exhausted

all alternative treatments and enroll in the study hoping for therapeutic benefit. The

study often involves dose escalation until the maximum tolerated dose is established.

This means the dose is increased until toxicity occurs. Obviously, subjects in a Phase I

clinical trial of a toxic chemotherapeutic agent incur the risk of death from toxicity.

Although a subject may receive therapeutic benefit from participating in a Phase I study,

the objective in conducting the study is primarily pharmacological in nature.
Phase 2 Clinical Drug Trial: A Phase 2 clinical drug trial is a controlled clinical trial

involving a limited number of subjects (200-300). It is designed to test efficacy and

obtain additional data on the safety of the drug.
Phase 3 Clinical Drug Trial: A Phase 3 clinical drug trial is an expanded trial (several

thousand subjects) which is designed to gain additional evidence of efficacy.
Phase 4 Clinical Drug Trial: A Phase 4 clinical drug trial is a post-marketing study of

an FDA-approved drug in order to gain more information, e.g., elucidate the incidence of

a specific adverse reaction or determine the long-term effects of the drug on morbidity

and mortality.

Coding 

A procedure for transforming raw data into a standardized format for data analysis purposes. Coding qualitative data involves identifying recurrent words, concepts or themes. In positivist research, coding involves attaching numerical values to categories. 

Confounding variable 
A variable, other than the variable(s) under investigation, which is not controlled for and which may distort the results of experimental research. 

Constant comparative method 
A procedure used during grounded theory research whereby newly gathered data are continually compared with previously collected data in order to refine the development of theoretical categories. 


Construct
(a) Something that exists theoretically but is not directly observable. (b) A concept developed (constructed) for describing relations among phenomena or for other research purposes. (c) A theoretical definition in which concepts are defined in terms of other concepts. For example, intelligence cannot be directly observed or measured; it is a construct. 
Construct Dictionary

A list of variables by which a construct is given operational meaning.  

Belief in the Moral Order (construct)

1. I think it is okay to take something without asking, if you can get away with it. (Q036) 

NO!                        no                              yes                                YES!

2. I think it is okay to cheat at school. (Q046) 

NO!                        no                              yes                                YES!

3. It is all right to beat up people if they start the fight. (Q033) 

NO!                        no                              yes                                YES!

4. It is important to be honest with your parents, even if they become upset or you get punished. (Q034) 
NO!                       no                               yes                                YES!

The construct is belief in a moral order.  Then four questions each are a variable having four parameters (categorical, ordinal, interval or ratio variables???)  Depending on how the responses are scored, these four questions 

http://www.nebraskaprevention.gov/pdf/RiskProtectCrossRef.pdf - example of a construct dictionary.  
Content analysis 
A procedure for organizing narrative, qualitative data into emerging themes and concepts. 


Continuous variable 
A variable that can take on an infinite range of values along a specific continuum (e.g. weight, height). 

Control Group
In experimental research, a group that, for the sake of comparison, does not receive the treatment the experimenter is interested in. In a true experimental design, the control group is the group that does not receive the intervention or treatment under investigation. The scores on the dependent variable for the control and the experimental groups are used to evaluate the effect of the independent variable. In other experimental designs, this group may be referred to as the comparison group. 

Correlation 

The extent to which two or more things are related ("co-related") to one another. The degree of association between two variables. A tendency for variation in one variable to be linked to variation in a second variable. This is usually expressed as a correlation coefficient.

Correlation coefficient 
A measure of the degree of relationship between two variables. A correlation coefficient lies between +1.0 (indicating a perfect positive relationship), through 0 (indicating no relationship between two variables) to -1.0 (a perfect negative relationship). 

Covariation
(a) A state that exists when two things - such as the price and the sales of a commodity - vary together. Measures of association are designed to capture the degree of covariation. 

Cross-sectional study

Studies conducted at one point in time, a ‘snapshot” of a social phenomenon – contrasted to longitudinal study.

Cross tabs  Crossbreaks 
Also called cross-tabulation and cross partitions. A way of arranging data about categorical variables in a matrix so that relations can be more clearly seen. This is not to be confused with a factorial table, in which two or more variables are related to a third. While not all researchers make these distinctions in the terms, the concepts are quite distinct. 

 

D

Data 
Information collected by a researcher. (Data is the plural term; datum the singular). Data are often thought of as statistical or quantitative, but they may take many other forms as well--such as transcripts of interviews or videotapes of social interactions. Nonquantitative data such as transcripts or videotapes are often coded or translated into numbers to make them easier to analyze. 

Database

A collection of data organized for rapid search and retrieval, usually by a computer; often a consolidation of many records previously stored separately. 

Data saturation 
The point at which data collection can cease. This point of closure is arrived at when the information that is being shared with the researcher becomes repetitive and contains no new ideas, so the researcher can be reasonably confident that the inclusion of additional participants is unlikely to generate any new ideas. (Sometimes simply referred to as saturation.) 

Data set 
A collection of related data items, such as answers given by respondents to all questions on a survey. 

Demographics

Information about the sample that includes areas such as age, sex, social class, presence of children, etc.

Depth Interviews

Involve one-to-one contact with respondents and are usually conducted face-to-face, although telephone interviews are sometimes used. The depth interview is very different from the tightly structured interview used in quantitative surveys or opinion polls: it is not only longer (45-60 minutes), but also more discursive and open-ended. The interviewer also has a greater level of flexibility: since they are not constrained by the order or wording of questions, s/he is able to cover the issues specified in the topic guide in a more context sensitive way, as they 'naturally' and conversationally emerge, and to probe responses to gain a full understanding of their meaning and/or implications.

Dependent variable
(a) The presumed effect in a study; so called because it "depends" on another variable. (b) The variable whose values are predicted by the independent variable, whether or not caused by it. For example, in a study to see if there is a relationship between students' drinking of alcoholic beverages and their grade point averages, the drinking behavior would be the presumed cause (independent variable); the grade point average would be the effect (dependent variable).  In experimental research, the dependent variable is the variable presumed within the research hypothesis to depend on (be caused by) another variable (the independent variable); it is sometimes referred to as the outcome variable. 

Deductive reasoning 
A logical process of developing specific predictions (hypotheses) from general principles. This type of reasoning moves from the general to the particular. 

Descriptive Statistics
Statistics that summarize a data set, e.g., mean, median, mode, standard deviation.  Statistical methods used to describe or summarize data collected from a specific sample (e.g. mean, median, mode, range, standard deviation).

E
Emancipatory Research

Emancipatory research is conducted on and with people from marginalized groups/communities. It is led by a researcher or research team who is either an indigenous or external insider; is interpreted within intellectual frameworks of that group; and is conducted largely for the purpose of empowering members of that community and improving services for them. It also engages members of the community as co-constructors or validators of knowledge.

'The development of such a paradigm stems from the gradual rejection of the positivist view of social research as the pursuit of absolute knowledge through the scientific method and the gradual disillusionment with the interpretive view of such research as the generation of socially useful knowledge within particular historical and social contexts. The Emancipatory paradigm, as the name implies. is about the facilitating of a politics of the possible by confronting social oppression at whatever levels it occurs' (Oliver, 1992: 110).  (http://www.leeds.ac.uk/disability-studies/archiveuk/Barnes/Chapter%202.pdf)
Feminist Research

Feminism is a conceptual tool for critiquing traditional sociological research with key concepts of empowerment of women, the equality of the research relationship and understanding the social constructions of gender. It can be understood in terms of values and epistemology more than techniques and methodology.
Error
In statistics, the difference between an observed score and a predicted or estimated score. Symbolized as e or E. 

Ethnography 
A research methodology associated with anthropology and sociology that systematically describes the culture of a group of people. The goal of ethnographic research is to understand the natives'/insiders' view of their own world (an emic view of the world). 

Ethnomethodology 
Systematic study of the ways in which people use social interaction to make sense of their situation and create their 'reality'. This research methodology, associated with sociology, focuses on how people understand their everyday activities. 

Experiment 
A study undertaken in which the researcher has control over some of the conditions in which the study takes place and control over some aspects of the independent variables being studied. Random assignment of the subjects to control and experimental groups is usually thought of as a necessary criterion of a true experiment. For example, if you interviewed moviegoers as they exited a theater to see if what they saw influenced their attitudes, this would not be experimental research; you had no control over who the subjects were or what film they watched or the conditions under which they watched it. On the other hand, if you chose a room, a film, and subjects to assign randomly to control and experimental groups and interviewed these subjects about the effects of the film on their attitudes, that would be an experiment. 
Experimental design 
The art of planning and executing experiments. The greatest strength of an experimental research design, due largely to random assignment, is its internal validity: One can be more certain than with any other design about attributing cause to the independent variables. The greatest weakness of experimental designs may be external validity: It may be hard to generalize results beyond the laboratory. 

Experimental group 
A group receiving some treatment in an experiment. Data collected about people in the experimental group are compared with data about people in a control group (who received no treatment) and/or another experimental group (who received a different treatment). In experimental research the group of subjects who receive the experimental treatment or intervention under investigation. 

Experimental research 
A research methodology used to establish cause-and-effect relationships between the independent and dependent variables by means of manipulation of variables, control and randomization. A true experiment involves the random allocation of participants to experimental and control groups, manipulation of the independent variable, and the introduction of a control group (for comparison purposes). Participants are assessed before and after the manipulation of the independent variable in order to assess its effect on the dependent variable (the outcome). 

External validity
The extent to which the findings of a study are relevant to subjects and settings beyond those in the study. Another term for generalizability.

Extraneous variable 
A variable that interferes with the relationship between the independent and dependent variables and which therefore needs to be controlled for in some way. 

F

Factor
(a) In analysis of variance, an independent variable, that is, a variable presumed to cause or influence another variable. (b) In factor analysis, a cluster of related variables that are distinguishable components of a larger set of variables. c) A number by which another number is multiplied, as in the statement: real estate values increased by a factor of three, meaning they tripled.

Focus group 
An interview conducted with a small group of people to explore their ideas on a particular topic. Are typically open ended and are used to gain a deeper understanding of respondents' attitudes and opinions. Typically involve between 6-10 people, and last for 1-2 hours. A key feature of group is that participants are able interact with, and react to, each other. In order to facilitate this group dynamic it is therefore important to ensure that participants do not know each other beforehand and that they are broadly 'compatible'.

Frequency distribution 
A visual display of numerical values ranging from the lowest to the highest, showing the number of times (frequency) each value occurs. 

G

Generalizability 
The extent to which you can come to conclusions about one thing (often a population) based on information about another (often a sample).
Grounded theory 

A research approach used to develop conceptual categories/theory about social processes inductively from real-world observations (data) from a selected group of people. The researcher may subsequently make further observations to test out the developed categories/theory. 


H

Hypothesis 
A statement that predicts the relationship between variables (specifically the relationship between the independent and dependent variables). A hypothesis may be directional or non-directional: 
Directional hypothesis (or one-tailed hypothesis) 

A hypothesis that makes a specific prediction about the nature and direction of 
The relationship between the independent and dependent variables. 

Non-directional hypothesis (or two-tailed hypothesis) 

A hypothesis that does not specify the nature and direction of the relationship
 Between the independent and dependent variables. 

I

Independent variable 
The presumed cause in a study. Also a variable that can be used to predict the values of another variable. Compare dependent variable. Some authors use the term "independent variable" for experimental research only; for nonexperimental research, they use predictor variable. The variable (or antecedent) that is assumed to cause or influence the dependent variable(s) or outcome. The independent variable is manipulated in experimental research to observe its effect on the dependent variable(s). It is sometimes referred to as the treatment variable. 

Inductive reasoning 
A logical process of reasoning used to develop more general rules from specific observations; this type of reasoning moves from the specific to the more generalized. 

Inferential statistics 
Statistics that allow a researcher to make inferences about whether relationships observed in a sample are likely to occur in the wider population from which that sample was drawn. Inferential statistics use logic and mathematical processes in order to test hypotheses relating to a specific population based on data gathered from a sample of the population of interest. 

Internal validity
 - the extent to which the results of a study (usually an experiment) can be attributed to the treatments rather than a flaw in the research design; in other words, the degree to which one can draw valid conclusions about the causal effects of one variable on another.

Informed consent 
The process of obtaining voluntary participation of individuals in research based on a full understanding of the possible benefits and risks. A person’s voluntary agreement, based upon adequate knowledge and understanding of relevant information, to participate in research or to undergo a diagnostic therapeutic or preventive procedure.
Institutional Review Board

Reviews ethics of studies involving human subjects
Interrater reliability (interobserver reliability) 
A measure of the consistency between the ratings/values assigned to an attribute that is being rated or observed; it is usually expressed as a percentage of agreement between two raters/observers or as a coefficient of agreement which may then be expressed as a probability. Usually employed by researchers using structured observation techniques. 

Interview 
A method of data collection involving an interviewer asking questions of another person (a respondent) either face-to-face or over the telephone. 

Structured interview 

The interviewer asks the respondents the same questions using an interview schedule - a formal instrument that specifies the precise wording and ordering of all the questions to be asked of each respondent. 

Unstructured interview 

The researcher asks open-ended questions which give the respondent considerable freedom to talk freely on the topic and to influence the direction of the interview since there is no predetermined plan about the specific information to be gathered from those being interviewed. 

J

K

L

Likert scale 
A method used to measure attitudes, which involves respondents indicating their degree of agreement or disagreement with a series of statements. Scores are summed to give a composite measure of attitudes. 
Literature review

A literature review brings together individual reviews of papers, etc. It should weave together the individual reviews into an overview of the area. The aim is to convey an awareness of the current state of knowledge in the subject. It is commonly used to set the scene for introducing new research or a new perspective on the research.

Literature search

A manual and/or electronic search of the literature to find out what research has been carried out in your area of enquiry.

Longitudinal study

A study intended to describe a process occurring over time – multiple measurement points in time.
M

Mean 
A descriptive statistic used as a measure of central tendency. All scores in a set of scores are added together and divided by the number of subjects. 
Mean — The arithmetic average of a set of data in which the values of all observations are added together and divided by the number of observations

Median — The outcome that divides an ordered distribution exactly into halves.

Mode — The single category among the categories in the distribution with the largest number of observations.
Measurement scale 
Measurement of a phenomenon or property means assigning a number or category to represent it. The methods used to display and/or analyze numerical (quantitative) data will depend on the type of scale used to measure the variable(s). There are four scales of measurement: nominal, ordinal, interval or ratio. The data associated with each measurement scale are referred to as nominal data, ordinal data, interval data and ratio data respectively. 
Nominal scale 

the lowest level of measurement that involves assigning characteristics into categories which are mutually exclusive, but which lack any intrinsic order (e.g. classification by gender or by the color of a person's hair or eyes) 
Ordinal scale 

these categories can be used to rank order a variable, but the intervals between categories are not equal or fixed (e.g. strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree; social class I professional, II semi-professional, IIIa non-manual, IIIb manual, IV semi-skilled, and V unskilled). 
Interval scale 

the categories are ordered and there are equal intervals between points on the scale, but the zero point on the scale is arbitrary so that a particular measure cannot be said to be 
'Twice as' large as another measure on the same scale (e.g. degrees Centigrade). 
Ratio scale 

Scores are assigned on a scale with equal intervals and also a true zero point (e.g. measurement in yards, feet and inches or in meters and centimeters). 
Median 
A descriptive statistic used to measure central tendency. The median is the score/value that is exactly in the middle of a distribution (i.e. the value above which and below which 50% of the scores lie). 

Meta-analysis 
A statistical technique for combining and integrating the data derived from a number of experimental studies undertaken on a specific topic. 

Minimal risk 
The probability and magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated in the research are not greater in and of themselves than those ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or tests.

Mode 
A descriptive statistic that is a measure of central tendency; it is the score/value that occurs most frequently in a distribution of scores. 

Multivariate Analysis 
Any of several methods for examining multiple variables at the same time. Usage varies. (a) Stricter usage reserves the term for designs with two or more independent variables and two or more dependent variables. (b) More loosely, multivariate analysis applies to designs with more than one independent variable or more than one dependent variable or both. Whichever usage you prefer, either allows researchers to examine the relation between two variables while simultaneously controlling for the influence of other variables. Examples include path analysis, factor analysis, multiple regression analysis, MANOVA, LISREL, canonical correlations, and discriminant analysis. 

Mutually exclusive - orthogonal

Said of two events, conditions, or variables which cannot occur at the same time. For example, one cannot be both male and female, or both Protestant and Catholic. Thus, the categories male and female, or Catholic and Protestant are said to be mutually exclusive.

N

Narrative data
Narrative or biographical approaches to research are primarily qualitative, and include gathering/ using data in the form of diaries, stories and life histories.

Naturalistic paradigm 
This paradigm assumes that there are multiple interpretations of reality and that the goal of researchers working within this perspective is to understand how individuals construct their own reality within their social context. 

Negative correlation 

A relationship between two variables where higher values on one variable tend to be associated with lower values on the second variable; sometimes referred to as an inverse relationship (e.g. age of non-vintage cars and their market value). 

Nonparametric statistics 
Statistical tests that can be used to analyze nominal or ordinal data; they involve fewer rigorous assumptions about the underlying distribution of variables. 

Nonsignificant result 
The result of a statistical test which indicates that the outcome of an experimental research study could have occurred through random variation (or chance) at a specified level of significance, rather than as a result of manipulation of the independent variable. 

Null hypothesis 
A statement that there is no relationship between the independent and dependent variables and that any relationship observed is due to chance or fluctuations in sampling. 


O
Observation 
A method of data collection in which data are gathered through visual observations. 
Structured observation 

The researcher determines at the outset precisely what behaviors are to be observed and typically uses a standardized checklist to record the frequency with which those behaviors are observed over a specified time period. 

Unstructured observation 

The researcher uses direct observation to record behaviors as they occur, with no preconceived ideas of what will be seen; there is no predetermined plan about what will be observed. 

One-tailed test 
Used by a researcher when testing a directional (or one-tailed) hypothesis, this type of test of statistical significance uses only one tail of an underlying distribution of scores/values to determine significance. 

Operational definition 
The procedures or operations used to observe or measure a specific concept. Operationalization is the process of translating specific research concepts into observable phenomena that are measurable. 

P

p value 

p is the symbol for the probability that is associated with the outcome of a test of the null hypothesis (i.e. it is the probability that an observed inferential statistic occurred through chance variation). If the p value is less than or equal to the stated significance level - often set at 5% (p < 0.05) or 1% (p < 0.01) - then the researcher concludes that the results are unlikely to have occurred by chance and are more likely to have occurred because of the manipulation of the independent variable; the results are said to be 'statistically significant'. If the p value is greater than the significance level, the researcher concludes that the results are likely to have occurred by chance variation, and the results are said to be 'nonsignificant'. 

Pilot Study 

Where research is conducted in advance of the actual study to assess the logistics of the study (i.e. the sample, methodology, question wording etc.). The aim is to highlight any areas of weakness which can then be eradicated in the actual study.
Population – 

a group of persons that one wishes to describe or about which one wishes to generalize. To generalize about a population, one often studies a sample that is meant to be representative of the population. Also called "universe."  The entire set of persons that have at least one common characteristic of interest to the researcher. The sample is selected from the population.
Paradigm 
Kuhn defines a paradigm in two ways: first as the entire constellation of beliefs, values and techniques shared by a scientific community; and secondly as the procedures used to solve specific problems and take theories to their logical conclusion. Kuhn also suggests that paradigms function as maps or guides, dictating the kinds of problem/issue which are important to address, the kinds of theories or explanations that are regarded as acceptable, and the kinds of procedure that are used to tackle particular problems. 
Guba and Lincoln (1998, p.195) argue: 'From our perspective, both qualitative and quantitative methods may be used appropriately with any research paradigm. Questions of method are secondary to questions of paradigm, which we define as the basic belief system or worldview that guides the investigator, not only in choices of method but in ontologically and epistemologically fundamental ways'. They go on to assert: 'Paradigm issues are crucial; no inquirer ought to go about the business of inquiry without being clear about just what paradigm informs and guides his or her approach (p.218). [Reference: Guba, E.G. and Lincoln, Y.S. (1998) 'Competing paradigms in qualitative research', in Denzin, N.K. and Lincoln, Y.S. (editors) The landscape of qualitative research: theories and issues, Thousand Oaks, California: Sage, pp.195-220] 
Parameter 
A characteristic of a population (e.g. the mean age of all nurses studying the MSc in Nursing by distance learning with the RCN Institute). 

Parametric statistics 
A type of inferential statistic that involves the estimation of at least one parameter. Such tests require either interval or ratio data and involve a number of assumptions about the variables under investigation including the fact that the variable is normally distributed. 

Population 

A well-defined group or set that has certain specified properties (e.g. all registered midwives working full-time in Scotland). 

Positive correlation 

A relationship between two variables where higher values on one variable tend to be associated with higher values on the second variable (e.g. physical activity level and pulse rate). 

Positivism 

This paradigm assumes that human behavior is determined by external stimuli and that it is possible to use the principles and methods traditionally employed by the natural scientist to observe and measure social phenomena. 

Predictive research

Predictive research is concerned with identifying indicators of future behavior or demand in a population on the basis of the current behavior and demands of a sample. Predictive techniques use a number of statistical approaches.

Probability sampling (random sampling) 

— This type of sampling results in every sampling unit in a finite population having a calculable and non-zero probability of being selected in the sample. This means that the chance of a unit being included in a sample can be calculated. 

Purposive sampling

 — As its name would suggest, purposive sampling is about selecting a particular sample on purpose. Often used in qualitative research. The dimensions or factors according to which the sample is drawn up are analytically and theoretically linked to the research question(s) being addressed.

Purposes of Research

Exploration – provide beginning familiarity with a topic, description – Observe, and then describe what is observed, and explanation – to say why something observed occurs.  

Q

Qualitative data 

Information gathered in narrative (nonnumeric) form (e.g. a transcript of an unstructured interview). 

Quantitative data 

Information gathered in numeric form. 

Qualitative Research 
(a) When referring to variables, "qualitative" is another term for categorical or nominal. (b) When speaking of kinds of research, "qualitative" refers to studies of subjects that are hard to quantify, such as art history. Qualitative research tends to be a residual category for almost any kind of nonquantitative research. 
Gives an in-depth understanding of why people hold particular views, and how they make judgments, in a way that structured quantitative research cannot, but is not intended to be statistically reliable. Newer types of qualitative research attempt not just to understand but also to inform participants’ views by actively supplying them with information which allows them to reach a more considered view.

Used to identify not only what people think but also, more importantly, the reasons why they hold such views. Whilst these techniques do not produce results which are statistically reliable (quantitative methods are needed for this), findings can — if participants are broadly representative — be strongly indicative of the population as a whole and have a valuable diagnostic value.
Quantitative Research
 - Said of variables or research that can be handled numerically. Usually (too sharply) contrasted with qualitative variables and research. 

Quasi-experiment 
A type of research design for conducting studies in field or real-life situations where the researcher may be able to manipulate some independent variables but cannot randomly assign subjects to control and experimental groups. The procedures of quasi-experimentation were developed mainly in the context of evaluation research projects. For example, you cannot cut off someone's unemployment benefits to see how well he or she could get along without them or to see whether an alternative job-training program would be more effective for some unemployed persons. But you could try to find volunteers for the new program. You could compare the results for the volunteer group (experimental group) with those of people in the regular program (control group). The study is quasi-experimental because you were unable to assign subjects at random to treatment and control groups. Questionnaire - A group of written questions to which subjects respond. Some restrict the use of the term "questionnaire" to written responses.  
A type of experimental design where random assignment to groups is not employed for either ethical or practical reasons, but certain methods of control are employed and the independent variable is manipulated. 

R

Randomization 

The random assignment of subjects to experimental and control groups (i.e. the allocation to groups is determined by chance). 

Randomized controlled trial (RCT) 

In a RCT, participants are randomly assigned either to an intervention group (e.g. a drug treatment) or to a control group (e.g. a placebo treatment). Both groups are followed up over a specified period of time and the effects of the intervention on specific outcomes (dependent variables) defined at the outset are analyzed (e.g. serum cholesterol levels, death rates, remission rates). 

Random sampling 

A process of selecting a sample whereby each member of the population has an equal chance of being included. 

Range 

A measure of variability indicating the difference between the highest and lowest values in a distribution of scores. 

References

In the context of a research report a reference is a formal system for drawing attention to a literature source, usually published, both in the report itself (for instance, when you want to identify the source of a quotation) and in the bibliography or reading list at the end of the report.

Reliability 

Reliability is concerned with the consistency and dependability of a measuring instrument, i.e. it is an indication of the degree to which it gives the same answers over time, across similar groups and irrespective of who administers it. A reliable measuring instrument will always give the same result on different occasions assuming that what is being measured has not changed during the intervening period.  the consistency or stability of a measure or test from one use to the next. When repeated measurements of the same thing give identical or very similar results, the measure is said to be reliable. 

A number of techniques can be used to ensure the reliability of a standardized measuring instrument such as an attitude questionnaire, personality test or pressure sore risk calculator. These include test-retest, split-half and alternate forms. There are also statistical tests that can be used to assess reliability such as Cronbach Alpha and the Spearman rho correlation coefficient test. 

Replicability/Replication

As the name suggests, replication is the process of repeating a study undertaken by someone else, in the sense of using the same methodology. Commonly the location and research subjects will be different, though sometimes studies return to the same group of subjects after a period of time has passed - e.g. with child development studies. A good research report always includes enough information on the methods used to enable someone else to carry out a replication.

Representative sample

A representative sample is one which has been selected in such a way that, as far as can be ascertained, the main characteristics of the sample match those of the parent population; i.e. the population from which the sample has been drawn.

Research Design 
- the science and art of planning procedures for conducting studies so as to get the most valid findings. Called "design" for short. When designing a research study, one draws up a set of instructions for gathering evidence and for interpreting it.
Research methodology 

Different approaches to systematic inquiry developed within a particular paradigm with associated epistemological assumptions (e.g. experimental research, grounded theory, and ethnomethodology).  Specific procedures used to gather and analyze research data. 

Research process

Phase 1 – problem formulation

Phase 2 -  designing the study – developing a research design

Phase 3 – data collection
Phase 4 – data processing; transforming the data collected into a form appropriate to

                manipulation and analysis

Phase 5 – data analysis; analyzing data and drawing conclusions

Phase 6 – interpreting findings; reporting results and assessing their implications 

Phase 7 – writing the report

Research question 

A clear statement in the form of a question of the specific issue that a researcher wishes to answer in order to address a research problem. A research problem is an issue that lends itself to systematic investigation through research. 

Response rate 

The proportion (percentage) of those invited to participate in a research study who actually do so.  The proportion of those people originally drawn at random from the population who actually end up taking part in a survey. This will help indicate whether the data being collected accurately reflects the views of the population being interviewed. If the response rate is low it is important to examine the profile of the sample and assess whether weighting or other methods would help to improve the quality of the data.
S

Sample 
- A group of subjects selected from a larger group in the hope that studying this smaller group (the sample) will reveal important things about the larger group. 
Sampling 

The process of selecting a subgroup of a population to represent the entire population. There are several different types of sampling, including: 

Simple random sampling 

This probability sampling method gives each eligible element/unit an equal chance of being selected in the sample; random procedures are employed to select a sample using a sampling frame. 

Systematic sampling 

A probability sampling strategy involving the selection of participants randomly drawn from a population at fixed intervals (e.g. every 20th name from a sampling frame). 
Cluster sampling 
A probability sampling strategy involving successive sampling of units (or clusters); the units sampled progress from larger ones to smaller ones (e.g. health authority/health board, trust, senior managers). 

Convenience sampling (also referred to as accidental sampling) 
A non-probability sampling strategy that uses the most easily accessible 

people (or objects) to participate in a study. Purposive/purposeful sampling: a 

non-probability sampling strategy in which the researcher selects participants who are considered to be typical of the wider population (sometimes referred to as judgmental sampling). 

Quota sampling 

a non-probability sampling strategy where the researcher identifies the various strata of a population and ensures that all these strata are proportionately represented within the sample to increase its representativeness. 

Snowball sampling 

a non-probability sampling strategy whereby referrals from earlier participants are used to gather the required number of participants. 

Stratified random sampling

A stratified random sample is one obtained by separating the population into non-overlapping groups, called strata and then selecting a simple random sample from each stratum. It is used either to increase precision or to boost sample numbers within some sectors of the population.

Theoretical sampling 

the selection of individuals within a naturalistic research study, based on emerging findings as the study progresses to ensure that key issues are adequately represented. 

Sampling bias 

Distortion that occurs when a sample is not representative of the population from which it was drawn. 

Sampling error 

The fluctuation in the value of a statistic from different samples drawn from the same population. 

Sampling frame 

A list of the entire population eligible to be included within the specific parameters of a research study. A researcher must have a sampling frame in order to generate a random sample. 

Scale 
- a group of related measures of a variable. The items in a scale are arranged in some order of intensity or importance. A scale differs from an index in that the items in an index need not be in a particular order, and each item usually has the same weight or importance. 

Significance level 

Established at the outset by a researcher when using statistical analysis to test a hypothesis (e.g. 0.05 level or 0.01 significance level). A significance level of 0.05 indicates the probability that an observed difference or relationship would be found by chance only 5 times out of every 100 (1 out of every 100 for a significance level of 0.01). It indicates the risk of the researcher making a Type I error (i.e. an error that occurs when a researcher rejects the null hypothesis when it is true and concludes that a statistically significant relationship/difference exists when it does not). 

Standard deviation 

A descriptive statistic used to measure the degree of variability within a set of scores. 

Statistic 

An estimate of a parameter calculated from a set of data gathered from a sample. 

Statistical analysis 

Most statistical analysis is based on the principle of gathering data from a sample of individuals and using those data to make inferences about the wider population from which the sample was drawn. 

Statistical inference 

A procedure using the laws of probability to infer the attributes of a population based on information gathered from a sample. 

Statistical significance 

A term used to indicate whether the results of an analysis of data drawn from a sample are unlikely to have been cause by chance at a specified level of probability (usually 0.05 or 0.01). 

Statistical test 

A statistical procedure that allows a researcher to determine the probability that the results obtained from a sample reflect true parameters of the underlying population. 

Subjects 

A term most often used in positivist research to describe those who participate in research and provide the data. 

Survey research 

A research approach designed to collect systematically descriptions of existing phenomena in order to describe or explain what is going on; data are obtained through direct questioning of a sample of respondents. The method of collecting information by asking a set of preformulated questions in a predetermined sequence in a structured questionnaire to a sample of individuals drawn so as to be representative of a defined population.
Survey –

 A research design in which a sample of subjects is drawn from a population and studied (usually interviewed) to make inferences about the population. This design is often contrasted with the true experiment in which subjects are randomly assigned to conditions or treatments.

T

Treatment
In experiments, a treatment is what researchers do to the subjects in the experimental group, but not to those in the control group. A treatment is thus an independent variable.
Test-retest reliability 

A means of assessing the stability of a research instrument by calculating the correlation between scores obtained on repeated administrations. 

Theme 

A recurring issue that emerges during the analysis of qualitative data. 

Theoretical framework 

The conceptual underpinning of a research study which may be based on theory or a specific conceptual model (in which case it may be referred to as the conceptual framework). 

Theoretical notes 

Notes about the observer's interpretation of observed activities found in field notes. 

Theory 

In its most general sense a theory describes or explains something. Often it is the answer to 'what', 'when', 'how' or 'why' questions. 

Triangulation 

This term is used in a research context to describe the use of a variety of data sources or methods to examine a specific phenomenon either simultaneously or sequentially in order to produce a more accurate account of the phenomenon under investigation. 

Trustworthiness 

A term used to describe whether naturalistic research has been conducted in such a way that it gives the reader confidence in the findings. It can be assessed using the following criteria: 

Credibility 

with its connotations of 'truth', credibility can be compared with internal validity in positivist research. A study's credibility is said to be confirmed when the reader recognizes the situation described by a research study as closely related to their own experience (sometimes referred to as confirmability). 

Dependability 

The dependability of a study is evaluated if it meets the associated criterion of auditability. Auditability is achieved when a researcher provides a sufficiently clear account of the research process to allow others to follow the researcher's thinking and conclusions about the data and thus assess whether the findings are dependable. 

Transferability 

Equivalent to external validity in positivist research (it may also be referred to as applicability). A study is said to be transferable if the findings 'fit' contexts beyond the immediate study situation. In order to transfer the findings elsewhere, readers need sufficient information to be able to assess the extent to which a specific research setting is similar to other settings. 

Type I error 

An error that occurs when a researcher rejects the null hypothesis when it is true and concludes that a statistically significant relationship/difference exists when it does not. 

Type II error 

An error that occurs when a researcher accepts the null hypothesis when it is false and concludes that no significant relationship/difference exists when it does. 

U

Unit of Analysis

Univariate Analysis  
studying the distribution of cases of one variable only--for example, studying the ages of welfare recipients but not considering their gender, ethnicity, and so on.

V

Validity 

In research terms, validity refers to the accuracy and truth of the data and findings that are produced. It refers to the concepts that are being investigated; the people or objects that are being studied; the methods by which data are collected; and the findings that are produced - a term to describe a measurement instrument or test that measures what it is supposed to measure; the extent to which a measure is free of systematic error. For example, a bathroom scale provides a reliable measure cannot give a valid measure of height. 

There are several different types of validity: 

Face validity 

the extent to which a measuring instrument appears to others to be measuring what it claims to measure. 

Content validity 

is similar to face validity except that the researcher deliberately targets individuals acknowledged to be experts in the topic area to give their opinions on the validity of the measure. 

Criterion-related validity 
requires the researcher to identify a relevant criterion or 'gold standard', which is itself reliable and valid, to provide an independent check of the new measure (i.e. to compare the results from a well-established and a new measuring instrument). 

Construct validity 

refers to the degree to which a research instrument measures a theoretical concept (or construct) under investigation. 

Internal validity 

refers to the extent to which changes in the dependent variable (the observed effects) can be attributed to the independent variable rather than to extraneous variables. 

External validity 

refers to the degree to which the results of a study are generalizable beyond the immediate study sample and setting to other samples and settings. 

Variable 

An attribute or characteristics of a person or an object that takes on different values (i.e. that varies) within the population under investigation (e.g. age, weight, pulse rate). Any characteristic or attribute of persons, objects, or events that can take on different numerical values. 
Any factor which may be relevant to a research study. In a survey, for example, you may choose to analyze data by the age and gender of respondents. 'age' and 'gender' are variables. See also Standard Variables, Dependent/Independent variables, and Controlling variables.

Confounding variable 

A variable, other than the variable(s) under investigation, which is not controlled for and which may distort the results of experimental research. 

Controlling Variable

Researchers may control some variables in order to allow the research to focus on specific variables without being distorted by the impact of the excluded variables. A common way to control a variable is to be selective; eg gender is controlled by selecting as respondents only men or only women; age can be partially controlled by restricting a sample to one age range, rather than any age. See also Control group.
Variance 

A measure of dispersion or variability (spread), calculated by squaring the value of the standard deviation. A measure of the spread of scores in a distribution of scores, that is, a measure of dispersion. The larger the variance, the further the individual cases are from the mean. The smaller the variance, the closer the individual scores are to the mean.
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