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To a large degree, conducting social science research is largely the same as conducting its counterpart, market research.  Indeed, to cast these as two separate entities is certainly a contrived activity.  Instead, a more accurate depiction of the reality of research is that there is always a balancing act between the cost of research and the effort put forward to make certain that everyone in a particular sampling frame is indeed part of the sampling frame and then as equal as anyone else in the sampling frame to be selected for study.  Market research may generally be depicted as cost effective, practical, and geared toward the bottom line of market forces and products, while social science research can be construed as more meticulous, cautious, and conservative.  And certainly, the largest difference between market research and social science is the topic:  While market research is concerned with segmentation, branding, advertising awareness, and product and corporate attitudes and opinions, social science research is concerned with policy evaluations, as well as public opinion on public and political matters.

A useful though entirely fictional example of the difference between these two general types of research may be how each would approach the study of lipstick wearers.  A typical market research strategy to colleting data of lipstick wearers might be to go to a mall and intercept people as they enter and leave stores that sell lipstick.  In short order, such a researcher would have a nice, large set of data to determine whatever they needed with regard to the topic.  How might the social scientist criticize this method of data gathering?  Well surely, there are plenty of people who get lipstick at places other than malls, such as drug stores, the Internet, and other brick and mortar locations outside of malls.  Where is the random method of selecting the respondent so crucial to attaining a representative sample of lipstick makers?  Did anyone worry about the effect different interviewers might have on the interviewed?  Was time spent assessing the validity and reliability of the questions asked?  How many people refused to be “intercepted” at the mall?  A social scientific research would be quite concerned on all these fronts.  But from the market research perspective, the study got what it set out to get, a core set of persons who consume lipstick.  Surely, people who buy lipstick over the Internet may differ in important ways from the person who purchases lipstick at the mall.  But at the end of the day, the study likely got quite useful answers, and a competitive price, and the data gathered are quite certainly going to allow the sponsors of this research to make useful decisions on future selling of their product.  So the market research approach in this application is quite valid and useful for its purposes.

Social science research of course calls to a higher set of standards.  Primarily, this is because the guiding principle in science in to make certain data is as reliable as possible.  Unlike the majority of market research, the majority of social science research is going to be publicly released, publicly scrutinized, and possibly even put up for blind review by scientific experts for publication in an academic journal.  As such, social scientific research must be untouchable, at least as much as possible, from a methodological perspective, so that the public and experts have little to question with regard to its reliability as an accurate representation of the truth.  

Overall, social scientific research must pass muster on a number of fronts:

1. Sample Frame Selection: Who is the target sample?  Is the sampling frame adequate in allowing enough of the target population to be selected as part of the study?  (Example: Often researchers want to study the target population of “adults, 18 years of age and older.”  However, the sampling frame, during a telephone study, is technically “adults, 18 years of age and older who own a landline phone in their household.”  In other words, there is a certain segment of the target population that can never get interviewed based on the confines of a telephone study).

2. Random Selection:  Within the sample frame, does everyone have an equal chance of selection?  If not, is any disproportionality accounted for through weighting or other methods?  If one is to limit the definition of the scientific method to one requirement, it is always random selection.  Random selection allows the law of large numbers to take effect, whose outcome is that the sample selected will look just like the larger target population, within acceptable margins of error.

3. Data Validity:  This is, simply put, the extent to which a measurement actually measures what it was intended to measure.  How does one know this is true?  Mostly, with common sense, expertise, training, and a comprehensive knowledge of the topic at hand.  Such qualities will allow researchers to know how questions have been asked before, be able to consider question order effects, question wording effects, and other methodological issues that may skew the data.

4. Data Reliability: Reliability is the degree to which data is free of error.  If one were to repeat a study, a study high in reliability would attain the same answer as the previous study.  The data are deemed reliable if one adheres to known standards of social scientific research, such as high response rates, valid sample selection, and valid study designs. 

In the end, both market research and social science research strive to attain the truth of what is out there.  And as prefaced at the beginning of this paper, the difference between the two types of research is certainly contrived.  There are many examples of market research studies that attain high response rates, use random and highly valid sample selection techniques, and take much time and effort to maximize the validity of their data.  And there are social scientific studies where cost has to be the most important consideration (especially when faced with the option of not doing to the research at all), and as such, certain costly procedures, such as call rules of 15 attempts or more, cannot be followed.  Or another example is where the target population cannot be captured using random selection (example:  A high profile social scientific study a number of years ago wanted to understand how they could reduce the spread of AIDS by uncovering the arguments and messages they could create to persuade sex workers to use condoms.  The only option available to them to interview this population was to intercept such people at free health clinics, and use those that were initially interviewed to help get other workers to visit the clinic to do the study, for a generous monetary incentive.  In such circumstances, one can imagine, using random methods, such as calling people on the telephone to ask whether they were a sex worker, was simply not an option!).

ICR is a research firm that historically has conducted about half of its projects under what could be termed market research and the other half as social science research.  Again, it would be hard to coin many of the studies done by ICR as one or the other.  That is because ICR understands that the determining factor is the needs of the client.  ICR works with every client to maximize data validity and reliability with the cost constraints of each particular study.  From overnight flash polls of a single question to year-long policy studies with high response rates, ICR has the experience and expertise to get the job done on time, on budget, and at the highest quality possible.
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