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Objectives and Approach 
 
Objectives 

 
This book is designed to help all those who, at some point in their professional or private life, wish to train in 
social science research and successfully carry out work in this field. Thus, it is conceived as a support for 
methodological training, from training in the formulation of a problematic, to the implementation of a system 
of investigation.  
It is designed to be educational and directly applicable: the reader can easily apply all the suggested methods 
to his or her own work.  
However, this book is not a collection of solutions; on the contrary, it should help the reader to conceive by 
himself a real working process. Thus, the aim of the book is to constantly invite critical review and to encourage 
discussion within a working group, for example. 
 
Approach 
 
At the beginning of a research project, it is absolutely necessary to avoid plunging into a state of “pure chaos” 
by moving forward in a "blind rush." Three common pitfalls should be avoided:  

 “Book gluttony” or “Statistical gluttony”: Reading many articles or books without careful pre-
selection and without really knowing what one is looking for is to be avoided. This pitfall often 
leads to discouragement. The “Law of Least effort,” an essential rule of research work, is to be 
preferred by far.  

 “Flying Blind” is the rush to collect data before hypotheses have been formulated. It is also to be 
avoided in research, where, on the contrary, one should always carefully consider each step of the 
research before moving on to the next step.  

 "Obfuscating”: one must avoid describing a research project in pretentious and unintelligible terms 
or risk losing the sense and meaning behind it. 

 
Moreover, an approach is a means of progressing towards a goal. Thus, whatever the research, the approach 
must always be choreographed in the same way, that is to say in three steps, which are: 

 Rupture:  a breaking away from preconceived ideas 
 Construct: the creation of hypotheses, the development of a research plan, the determination of 

actions or investigations to be carried out, and their expected results 
 Test:  The proving (or not) of the achieved results against reality. 
 

These three steps are themselves broken down into a total of seven stages, which will constitute the framework 
of the project. These stages are all indispensable and mutually dependent. 
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Step 1: The Initial Question 
 
The researcher should choose a primary line of inquiry as quickly as possible, so that his work can begin without 
delay and be structured in a coherent way. This is a provisional problematic (hypothesis) as it is highly likely to 
evolve later since research is by definition an endeavor in search of itself. However, the formulation of this initial 
hypothesis remains an obligatory step, which one must resign oneself to accomplish.  
 
The researcher must use the hypothesis to express as accurately as possible what he is seeking to know, to 
elucidate and/or to better understand.  
 
However, putting a research project into the form of a foundational problematic, is only useful if it meets these 
three indispensable criteria:  

 Clarity: the problematic must be precise and not lead to confusion, and each term must be clearly 
defined (test them with those around you). In addition, it should be as concise as possible.  

 Feasibility: the hypothesis must be realistic, from a personal, material and technical point of view.  
 Relevance: the hypothesis must be a valid question, with no presupposed answer and no moral 

connotation (one should not try to judge but to understand). Moreover, it must approach the study 
of what exists or has existed and not of what does not yet exist. Last but not least, it must aim at a 
better understanding of the phenomena studied. 

 
 

Step 2: The Exploration 
 
The hypothesis is the connecting thread of research work and will therefore guide the exploratory stage.  
  
The exploration is divided into the following three parts:  

 reading  
 exploratory interviews  
 complementary exploration methods. 

 
The preparatory reading phase constitutes a “Etat de l’art” and serves to inform oneself of the research already 
carried out on your study’s theme. For this phase of reading, a small number of articles (or books) should be 
carefully planned and selected for maximum benefit. Thus, certain selection criteria should be respected, i.e.: 
ensure the articles chosen are related to the initial question; reasonably size the reading program; identify 
elements for analysis and interpretation; and finally, choose a variety of approaches. In addition, it is strongly 
recommended to proceed by successive “rounds” in order to allow time for reflection and exchange between 
each reading phase. This method makes the reading more profitable and facilitates the choice of subsequent 
readings. 
 
To find out where to find these texts, you should first ask professors, researchers or specialists who can provide 
valuable assistance, and then search for documents using the bibliographical research techniques available in 
libraries (training with a librarian is recommended). For reading to be effective, it is also recommended to read 
methodically. For example, for each article read, a reading grid should be drawn up which lists the ideas 
contained in the text and their structure (text flow.  Using this grid, a short summary should also be prepared.  
 
Once the summaries of the different texts have been completed, it is a matter of comparing them carefully 
(perspectives, contents, consensus and dissent of the various authors) in order to extract from them the most 
interesting working elements and reflections which will help guide future readings. 
 
The readings should be accompanied by exploratory interviews whose main objective is to shed light on aspects 
of the studied phenomenon that the researcher may not have spontaneously thought of independently and 
thus to round out the research avenues revealed in the readings. Exploratory interviews can only fulfil this 
function if they are minimally directive. (semi-directive interviews, method highlighted by Carl Rogers) because 
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the objective is not to not to validate the researcher’s preconceived ideas but to imagine new ones. During the 
interview: 
- Ask as few questions as possible 
- Intervene in an open manner 
- Refrain from self-involvement 
- Ensure that the interview takes place in an appropriate environment and context 
- Record the interviews to be as attentive as possible. 
 
Three categories of people are likely to be of interest to the researcher: scientific specialists in the subject of 
study, key stakeholders and the public directly concerned in the study.  
 
Interviews conducted in this way can be exploited in two ways: on the one hand, as a source of information, and 
on the other hand, they can be decoded as a process during which the interlocutor expresses a deeper truth 
about himself or herself than that which is explicitly perceptible. Finally, these interviews are often accompanied 
by other exploratory methods such as observation and document analysis. 
 
The purpose of the exploration stage is to verify that the initial question is still relevant to the meaning of the 
research, and if it is not, it is a question of “exploiting the lessons learned from the exploratory step to 
reformulate the original question. 
 
 

Step 3: The Problematic 
 
It is now a matter of taking a step back from the information gathered to clarify the main orientation of the 
research and to define a problematic directly related to the initial question. The problematic is the theoretical 
approach that one decides to adopt to deal with the issue posed by the initial question. 
 
The authors use two examples of problem design (suicide and teaching) to highlight the method to be used, 
which can be done in two stages. 
 
The first step is to take stock of different possible questions and compare them with the results of the 
exploration. Then, with the help of benchmarks such as intelligibility schemes and modes of explanation, it is 
important to show the value of the theoretical perspectives resulting from the approaches taken. 
 
Secondly, it is a matter of choosing and clarifying one's own problematic in full knowledge of the facts. Thus, it 
is necessary to choose a theoretical framework that is adapted to the problem and manageable. Then, in order 
to clarify the problematic, the focus of the study must be redefined as precisely as possible, specifying the angle 
of attack and reformulating the initial hypothesis so that it becomes the core question of the research. At the 
same time, the theoretical perspective must be adjusted in accordance with the subject of study in order to 
create a harmonized system. 
 
Thus, we can see that the formulation of the initial question, the exploration and finally the explanation of the 
problematic are in close interaction. There are feedback loops between these steps that form the basis for the 
development of the analytical model that will make the chosen research perspective operational. 
 
 

Step 4: The Construction of the Analytic Model 
 

This stage is the link between the problem selected by the researcher and the investigative research conducted. 
Once again, the authors use two examples of the construction of an analytical model (suicide and marginality) 
to illustrate the method to be used. These examples show that the analytical model is composed of concepts 
and hypotheses that are articulated with one another to form a coherent framework. 
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Conceptualization constitutes an abstract construction that aims to account for the reality. However, it does not 
take into account all the aspects of the reality concerned, it only takes into account those which are essential 
from the researcher's point of view. It is thus a conception-selection where the construction involves 
identifying the concept, designating its dimensions and finally specifying the gauges for measuring these 
dimensions. 
 
There are two types of concepts:  

 isolated operating concepts (IOC), empirically constructed through direct observation 
(Hypothetical-Induction)  

 Systemic concepts constructed by abstract reasoning and generally characterized by a higher 
degree of detachment from prejudices (Hypothetical-Deduction).  
 

This conceptualization is accompanied by the implementation of the hypotheses. A hypothesis is a provisional 
proposition that anticipates a relationship between two terms (concepts or phenomena). It therefore needs to 
be verified and will have to be tested against observational data later on. 

 
Thus, in order to be empirically verifiable, a hypothesis must be falsifiable, i.e., it must, on the one hand, be 
testable indefinitely and, on the other hand, accept contrary statements that are theoretically verifiable. 
 
Only respecting this methodology makes it possible to activate the research dynamic characterized by an 
ongoing critical challenge of prior knowledge. 
 

Step 5: The Observation 
 

Observation is the confrontation of the analytical model with observable data. During this phase, a large 
amount of data is collected in order to be systematically evaluated at a later stage. 
 
The three following questions must be answered:  

 What to observe: it is a question of gathering relevant data, that is, those that are useful for testing 
hypotheses and that are determined by the indicators of the variables.  

 Whom to observe: this involves delimiting the scope of the analysis in geographical and social 
space and in time. Depending on the case, it will be a question of studying either the entire 
population under consideration, or only a representative or characteristic sample of this 
population.  

 How to observe: The aim is to determine the instruments of observation and the way in which they 
are used to collect the data.  

o This step is in three stages:  
 designing the instrument of observation  
 testing it  
 collecting the pertinent data 

 
In addition, there are different methods of data collection:  

 Survey by questionnaire  
 Interview  
 Direct observation  
 Collection of existing data: secondary data and documented data.  

 
The choice of method depends on the working hypotheses and the definition of pertinent data. However, 
consideration must also be given to the training requirements necessary for the effective application of each 
method. 
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Step 6: The Analysis 
 
It is now a matter of ascertaining whether the observed results correspond to the results expected by the 
hypotheses. 
 
Once again, the authors use an example (religious phenomenon) to highlight the three stages of information 
analysis, which are as follows:  

 Describing and aggregating the data: this involves identifying the distribution characteristics of the 
variable and then grouping them into sub-categories or expressing them as a new pertinent data 
set.  

 Analyzing the relationships between the variables  
 Comparing the observed results with the theoretically expected results by hypothesis and 

interpreting the differences. 
 
There are two main methods of data analysis:  

 Statistical analysis of data  
 content analysis, which itself involves different methods:  

o Thematic analysis  
o Formal analysis  
o Structural analysis 

 
In fact, “field research” is an example of the complementary implementation of different methods of 
observation and information analysis. 
 
 

Step 7: The Conclusions 
 
The conclusion of a study is the part usually read first by a reader and which will influence his or her decision to 
read the entire research work, so it should be written as carefully as possible.  
 
It should consist of three parts:  

 A summary of the main lines of the approach followed  
 A detailed outline of the contributions of knowledge (new knowledge relating to the object of 

analysis and new theoretical knowledge) that the work has generated  
 New research perspectives that can be developed (potential research opportunities). 

 
 

An Application of an Approach 
 
The authors have chosen to present an example that is an imperfect application of the method in order to 
highlight the “problem situations” that can arise. They thus focus on the problem of student absenteeism.  
 
The starting question that guides their research work is formulated as follows: “What are the causes of 
absenteeism among first-year university students?” They then apply the various steps of the recommended 
approach to this initial question. 

 


