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Methods common in sociological research

Not an exhaustive overview – applied examples from 
environmental sociology

All are tools in the toolbox

Research question  employed methods

Exploratory, hypothesis testing, inductive / deductive and 
“somewhere in-between”

Unit(s) of analysis

Primary and secondary data

Merging of social and environmental / ecological data



Ethnography 

Ethnography - or field research - is a sociological method 

that explores how people live and make sense of their lives 

with one another in particular places. 

The focus might be on people and the meaning they 

produce through everyday interactions, or places, and the 

organizational logics that guide our activities.



The Components of a Ethnography



Norgaard conducted an extensive 

ethnography among a population in 

Norway. 

She spent a year living in a small town in 

the mountains of Western Norway in the 

early 2000s.

Involving herself in political groups, 

voluntary associations, street protest, and 

social life, she studied the rare instances 

in which the topic of climate change came 

up in conversation, noting the emotional 

and cognitive orientations of speakers in 

a range of institutional settings.

MIT Press, 2011



Case Studies (Historical and Contemporary)

In-depth study of a particular case

When researchers focus on a single case, they can make 

detailed observations over a long period of time

Multiple methods often employed

Fieldwork

Primary Data Collection

Secondary Data Analysis

Archival Research



Historical and Contemporary Case Studies

Yale University Press, 2013 Rutgers University Press, 2015



Multivariate Regression Techniques

Regression Analysis: methods of explaining or predicting 
the variability of a dependent variable using information 
about one or more independent variables

“What values in the dependent variable can we expect given certain 
values of the independent variables?”

Cross-sectional vs longitudinal
Between and within variation

Multilevel

Path analysis & structural equation modeling (SEM)



Multivariate Regression Techniques

Various kinds, largely depends on the dependent variable

Linear Regression

Logistic Regression (binary outcomes)

Multinomial Logistic Regression (categorical outcome, more than two 
categories)

Ordinal Regression (ordinal outcomes)

Poisson and Negative Binomial Regression (count outcomes)

Event History Analysis / Cox Regression (non-repeatable events)



Grant et al., 2010, American Sociological Review

Baseline Cross-Sectional Linear Models of US Chemical Plant Emissions
(emissions data from EPA’s Risk-Screening Environmental Indicators)
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Jorgenson et al., Forthcoming, Sociological Forum

Derived From Two-Way Fixed Effects Longitudinal Models For 70 Nations



Givens et al., 2013, Social Science Research

Multilevel Logistic Regression Analysis of Environmental Concern for 48k Individuals in 37 Nations



Example of Full SEM with Latent Variables Path Model



Logistic Regression of Belief in Climate Change for 5k Individuals in New Hampshire



Hooks and Smith, 2004, American Sociological Review

Negative Binomial Regression of “Extremely Dangerous Sites”

and “Less Dangerous Sites” for 3130 US Counties
(ordnance = bombs, shells, grenades, land mines, etc.) 



Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA)

Determines which of several possible combinations of 

factors are most relevant for an outcome

“Different recipes” for the same outcome

QCA takes the idea of equifinality into account, allowing 

different subsets of cases to produce the same outcome



Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA)

Grant et al., 2010, American Sociological Review

Columbia University Press, 2005



Network Analysis
The process of investigating social structures through the 

use of network and graph theories

Characterizes networked structures in terms 

of nodes (individual actors, people, etc.) and 

the ties (relationships or interactions) that connect them

Analysis of relational data

Networks are often visualized through sociograms in which 

nodes are represented as points and ties as lines



An Empirical Examination of Echo Chambers in US Climate Policy Networks

Jasny et al., 2015, Nature Climate Change



Conclusion 

This was not an exhaustive overview

Sociological research methods are diverse 

The best work lets the research question determine the 

employed method(s)

The environmental sociology community embraces 

methodological pluralism

Multimethod studies becoming increasingly common



Thanks! 


