Beat the Teacher  - Research Methods
Sociologists want methods which are reliable and valid and they can capture data by using either quantitative or qualitative methods.  Sometimes they can even mix the two methods together, a process which is called confabulation.  

At its simplest though, a sociologist will choose either a quantitative method or a qualitative method. Quantitative methods include things like questionnaires and surveys, and qualitative methods are things like interviews and observations (either participant or non-participant).  Quantitative methods produce data in the form of words, whereas qualitative data comes in numerical form; statistics, tables, charts and so on.

Quantitative methods are said to be high in validity and low in reliability, so valid generalisations can be made from quantitative work, if a representative sample has been used.  Qualitative methods on the other hand, are said to be low in validity and high in reliability, and therefore it is hard to generalise from them.  

Validity means that a piece of research can be done again and again, that is, repeated by other researchers, and the results will be the same.  Reliability on the other hand, refers to data which measures what it is supposed to measure, or to put it another way, gives a ‘true picture’ of the phenomenon being observed.

Most sociologists agree though, that the perfect piece of research has yet to be invented – most researchers use the methods which are most appropriate for their research aims. 

