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Interpreting Research Studies
Social science research, with its focus on human behaviors, relationships and social institutions, can be a rich source of material
for journalists, policymakers and program administrators.

Key Questions to Ask When Reading a
Social Science Research Report
• What makes the study important?
• Do the findings make sense?

Indeed, social science findings have their greatest impact when
they are useful to—and used by—groups such as these, who can

• Who conducted the research and wrote
the report?

channel research into practice to improve people’s lives.

• Who published the report?

Yet valuable research is often communicated in technical language and rigid
formats that make it difficult to interpret
and evaluate the findings. This document
is intended to help demystify social
science research for those who could make
use of the findings but lack specialized
training in research methods. It identifies
the key questions to ask when evaluating a
research report, explains why the answers
matter and offers tips on where to find the
information in the body of the report.

What makes the study important?
What makes a study newsworthy, or useful
for informing policies and programs? It
depends on how the study contributes to
what we already know. This information
may be summarized in the abstract of a
scientific journal article or the executive
summary of a longer report. More in-depth
information is usually found in the
“Discussion” or “Conclusions” sections at
the end of the report. Look for answers to
these questions:
• Does the study answer a previously
unaddressed question?
• Does it address an old question in a new
way or with surprising results?
• Does it confirm the results of previous
studies, strengthening the evidence or

showing that a program can be effective
in multiple settings?

• Did the researcher select an appropriate
group for study?

• Does it build on past work to show
trends over time?

• If comparison groups are used, how
similar are they?

Reading through the abstract or executive
summary with these questions in mind
can help you evaluate the study’s relevance even before you review the full
publication.

• What has changed since the information
was collected?

Do the findings make sense?
The abstract or summary will also present
the study’s key “findings” or “results.” Do
they make sense, given what you already
know about the subject? And are they
rooted in the existing body of research? A
scientific report should be properly referenced, with original sources for all factual
statements and data from other research
clearly cited.

• Does the study establish causation?

But just because a study’s findings challenge conventional wisdom, they are not
necessarily incorrect. One function of
research is to test common assumptions
and reexamine earlier findings. A study
with unexpected results can be particularly important or newsworthy, as it can
lead to new insights and approaches.
Findings that go against the conventional
wisdom, however, require more careful
evaluation.

• Are the methods appropriate to the
research purpose?

• Is the time frame long enough to identify
an impact?
• Could the data be biased as a result of
poor research design?
• Are the results statistically significant?

Who conducted the research and wrote
the report?
It is important to consider whether the
study results could be influenced by a
researcher’s conflict of interest. You
cannot always know this just by reading a
report, but some knowledge of the field
can guide you. Are the authors well
regarded in the scientific community?
What are their professional credentials?
Have they published previously and, if so,
in what journals?

Studies generally indicate where
the authors work and who
funded their research. Are the
researchers independent, or
could their work have been
influenced by the company,
government agency or advocacy
group that employed or funded
them? Who might stand to profit
from the findings? Any potential
conflict of interest should be
identified up front. That said,
researchers have opinions and
beliefs just like everyone else;
good researchers committed to
a political or social agenda can
still conduct unbiased, trustworthy studies that can withstand
independent evaluation,
provided they follow practices
designed to protect the quality
and integrity of research.

Who published the report?
Social science research is often
disseminated through journal
articles. An article published in a
peer-reviewed journal has been
evaluated by experts in the field
to help ensure that it meets high
scientific standards. Each field
has its own hierarchy of journals; if you are familiar with the
field, you can look to the prestige of the journal as one indication of a study’s quality. If you
are not sure how a journal ranks,
look on its front pages for a
statement that it is peerreviewed and a list of who serves
on its editorial committee or
review board (if one exists).
Studies from sources other than
journals (including reports that
research institutions publish
themselves) may also contain
solid, useful information. Look to
the “acknowledgments” (usually
at the very beginning of a report)
to see if the authors mention
outside sources of input and
advice, such as an expert advisory panel or external reviewers.
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With the exception of some
online journals, information on
the Internet is not reviewed as
rigorously before being posted,
but some sites do have a review
process. In general, if an external review process is not
mentioned, you should assume
that one does not exist—which
means you will need to be
cautious about accepting the
study’s conclusions.

cal adjustments for weighting—can produce valid and
representative results.
Sometimes, however, a
researcher may have good
reasons to select the target
population in a different way.
Perhaps there is no list of the
general population available.
Perhaps the behavior in question is particularly prevalent
among a subgroup, so it makes
the most sense to concentrate
the study among this group in
order to get results quickly. For
example, to study HIV transmission among individuals with
multiple sex partners, it may
make sense to focus the study
among commercial sex workers.
Researchers do not always have
to select a representative
sample, but they should explain
the reason for selecting their
study population, and you
should consider the extent to
which their findings are applicable to other groups.

Did the researcher select an
appropriate group for study?
A social scientist’s work is
about people, either as individuals or as part of a social institution (for example, a school,
a hospital, a religious group or
a branch of government).
Although the question motivating a researcher’s work may be
general (“What does the public
think about abortion?” “At what
age do teenagers begin to have
sex?”), in practical terms a
study often focuses on a subset,
or sample, of the larger population. This sample must be
selected carefully to ensure
that the study results are applicable to the relevant general
population.

If comparison groups are
used, how similar are they?
If a study is comparing two or
more groups (to evaluate the
effects of an intervention, for
example), the results will be
valid only if the groups are
similar in all ways other than
their exposure to the intervention being studied. Any preexisting differences between the
groups could account for different outcomes. For example, a
study evaluating the effectiveness of a sex education program
may find that students at an
urban school who have received
sex education are more knowledgeable about HIV prevention
than those at a rural school who
have not. Since urban students
are also more likely to have
been exposed to public education campaigns via radio and

The selection of the study group
should be described in the
“Methods” section of an article
or report.
Using a representative sample
is the best way to ensure that
findings can be generalized to
all members of the target population. If the researcher uses a
representative sample, the
report will typically state this
specifically. There are many
ways to achieve a representative sample, and selecting a
true random sample is only one
of them. Other common
approaches are acceptable
and—with appropriate statisti2

television, the researchers will
have to ask additional questions or do further analysis to
be sure that the urban students’
knowledge actually resulted
from the school program.
In the best study designs,
participants are randomly
assigned to the study groups.
But when differences do exist
between the groups,
researchers can use statistical
techniques to control for differences. The way the study groups
were selected should be
described in a report’s “methods” section; a comparison of
the groups in terms of age,
educational attainment, socioeconomic status and other variables should appear in the
“Results” section. Your own
experience and common sense
can help determine whether the
differences among them are
important for the study.

What has changed since the
information was collected?
A report should generally state
in the abstract or summary
when the information was
collected. Ideally, the data used
in a study will have been
collected recently so that the
information reflects the current
situation. However, because
national-level surveys can be
quite expensive and timeconsuming, data may not
become public for several years
and special analyses may extend
over several years more. For
example, in the United States,
data from the large National
Survey of Family Growth, which
was conducted in 2002, became
public only in late 2004, and
analyses of the new data are
still ongoing. Such delays are
not necessarily a problem, but
you may want to think about
changes that have occurred in
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the intervening period (such as
new policies, or big shifts in
economic conditions) and
whether the outcomes that were
measured would be different
today because of these changes.

Are the methods appropriate
to the research purpose?
All research methods have
advantages and disadvantages.
The research question should
drive the choice of research
methods, but logistic matters,
resource availability and ethical
concerns can also influence that
choice. To evaluate the findings
properly, you should consider
the method used in relation to

the research question, and be
aware of each method’s advantages and disadvantages.

tions or correlations between
factors, quantitative studies
can also indicate important
relationships, such as whether
poor women are more likely
than better-off women to have
more children than they want.
Qualitative techniques (recording and analyzing interactions
with people through techniques
such as in-depth interviews,
focus groups or participant
observation) may be more
useful if the goal is obtaining
a better understanding of
complex contextual, attitudinal
or behavioral issues or documenting a process.

Social science studies can rely
on either qualitative or quantitative methods or a combination of the two. As a rule,
quantitative techniques
(collecting and analyzing measurements such as height and
weight, number of visits to a
doctor’s office, whether a
person is currently using a
contraceptive method, etc.) are
best for answering questions
such as “How much?” “How
many?” “How often?” or
“When?” By examining associa-

Does the study establish
causation?
Research Designs
Often, the goal of a study is to
Surveys gather information from relatively large numbers of individuals.
determine the effect of somePolls, for example, collect people’s opinions on an issue or their reactions to
thing: for example, a canceran event. Larger surveys gather more detailed information about people’s
background and behavior as well as attitudes and beliefs. When repeated on
fighting drug, a youth
a regular basis, surveys can document trends, and sophisticated analyses
development program or a
can suggest the reasons behind the trends.
social welfare policy. However,
As long as the group of people surveyed is scientifically selected, surveys
because social science takes
are good for explaining what people in general think or do and for identifying
place in the real world, it is
subgroup differences. Statistical analysis allows a researcher to draw a
usually difficult to isolate the
more comprehensive picture of the study population by breaking down the
information in various ways (For example, are the women in a group more
effects of one discrete factor
likely than the men to talk with their children about sex? What about urban
from all the other things going
parents vs. rural parents?). By examining relationships among many variables,
on in people’s lives. Even if the
the researcher can understand which factors are most relevant.
study shows that a particular
Qualitative Research can provide rich detail and insights into the complexity
outcome occurred after a drug
of human behavior. Unlike surveys, though, qualitative designs do not produce
was administered, a program
findings meant to apply to the population as a whole.
got under way or a policy was
In focus groups, several people discuss a topic with guidance from a
implemented, it can be difficult
moderator. These discussions can document a general consensus among a
group. In-depth interviews collect information from individuals one-by-one,
to prove that this intervention
like polls and surveys, but generally the researcher does not quantify the
caused the outcome.
findings for statistical analysis, instead using interviewees’ stories for deeper
understanding of an issue.

A researcher may observe events
as they happen, without deliberately intervening, or may
purposefully experiment by altering some aspects of a situation
and testing the effects.
Experimental designs require
that information be collected
both before and after the intervention, and ideally that the
results be compared with those
for a control group that was not
exposed to the intervention. The

Ethnographic studies and case studies provide in-depth analysis of a small
number of cases (individuals, neighborhoods, clinics) over time. They provide
very rich data and can offer powerful, illustrative stories—valuable for
journalists trying to convey a situation to readers. However, their very depth
and specificity mean that the results cannot be easily generalized to other
situations.
Trials test the effect of an intervention, such as a vaccine or an educational
program. In an uncontrolled trial, the researcher examines a subject group
before and after applying the intervention and measures the difference. In a
controlled trial, the researcher adds a “control group,” which is comparable
in every important way to the subject group but does not receive the
intervention. If the groups are truly similar at the beginning of the study and
carefully monitored to limit influences (other than the intervention) that might
affect outcomes, then changes that occur in the subject group, but not in the
control group, can be said to result from the intervention.

Guttmacher Institute

3

controlled setting of an experiment enables a researcher to
draw firmer conclusions about
cause and effect. However, ethical factors often prohibit the use
of experimental designs in work
with human beings. For example,
to investigate the impact of a
new family planning clinic on
the occurrence of unplanned
pregnancy, a researcher could
not ethically force some women
to use the clinic’s services and
deny services to others.
By “controlling for” certain
variables, the researcher can
also rule out some possible
explanations for the study
results, even in the absence of
an experimental design. For
example, a data set might show
that young women using oral
contraceptives contract more
sexually transmitted infections
than young women who are not
using them. This could suggest
that the pills are causing infection; on the other hand, the
young women using birth
control may be more likely to be
sexually active (and, thus,
exposed to greater risk of infection) than those who are not.
By using statistical techniques
(for example, multivariate
analysis or stratification) that
eliminate the effects of sexual
activity on the results, the
researcher can determine which
explanation is more likely to be
correct.
A study’s authors will report on
what they think the study proves
in the “findings” or “results”
section (also summarized in the
abstract). In general, studies—
particularly observational studies—can prove only that an
outcome is “associated with” or
“correlated with” (rather than
“caused by”) a characteristic or
intervention. The information
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may still be extremely useful, but
be alert to researchers who make
claims about cause and effect
that seem dubious or who ignore
other possible explanations for
their findings.

Is the time frame long enough
to identify an impact?
Studies can either follow their
subjects over time, checking in
with them at various intervals
(a longitudinal study), or take a
“snapshot” of subjects at a
single moment in time (a crosssectional study). A crosssectional study is good for
comparing groups, such as men
and women, or teenagers in
Kenya and teenagers in the
Philippines. A series of crosssectional studies conducted
within the same general population (but selecting a different
group of people each time)
can also provide information on
trends over time, such as
changes in HIV prevalence, as
long as the groups sampled are
truly comparable.
Because a longitudinal study
(also sometimes called a panel
study or cohort study) follows
the same group of individuals
over time, it can be better for
examining the effects of a
particular intervention, as long
as it allows enough time for
adequate follow-up and is able
to retain a sufficient number of
participants throughout the
course of the study. For example, to evaluate the impact of
a sex education program,
researchers should ideally study
students not only before, during
and immediately after the
program, but also months or
even years later to determine
the long-term effect of the
program, since some students
will not begin to have sex until
long after completing a sex
education program.

Could the data be biased
as a result of poor research
design?
The wording and order of questions in a poll or survey can
affect the answers participants
provide. When possible,
researchers should provide the
actual wording of questions so
that readers can evaluate
whether the questions encouraged a certain response over
another. Even when researchers
make a great effort to word
questions neutrally, some participants with low literacy may not
understand a survey question, or
cultural factors may affect how
respondents interpret it.
One indication that survey
results could be flawed is a low
response rate. If the response
rate is low (say, fewer than 70%
of those selected), then the
results may be biased because
the people who participated are
not representative of the target
group as a whole. The response
rate should be explicitly noted
in the “Results” section of a
report or article.
Studies of sexual and reproductive behavior face another
hurdle. Participants do not
always answer sensitive questions truthfully. For example,
adolescent boys tend to overreport sexual activity, while
adolescent girls tend to underreport it.

Are the results statistically
significant?
When a quantitative study uses a
sample (as opposed to surveying
an entire population), it is
important to determine mathematically that there is little
probability the result could have
occurred by chance—that is,
that a different sample could
have produced other results. In
the social sciences, a study finding generally is considered

statistically significant if there
is no more than a 5% probability
that it could have occurred by
chance (often expressed as a
“p-value” of 0.05 or less).
Researchers must report on the
results of all hypotheses, regardless of whether or not they reach
statistical significance.
Statistical significance alone is
not enough to prove cause and
effect, but it lends credibility
to an argument. Statistical
significance also does not
necessarily mean an association
has substantive significance;
that is, it does not necessarily
make a study finding important.
In a large enough sample, a
small difference can be statistically significant but of limited
real world importance.
The answers to these 12 questions should help you evaluate
and interpret reports of
research findings. Of course,
a study may be flawlessly
designed, conducted without
bias, appropriately analyzed
and statistically significant, yet

convey nothing important to
you. But if the findings are
something that you care about,
and you believe that the
research is sound, you are in a
position to play a critical role in
social science research—interpreting the findings and transmitting them to the wider world
to have a greater impact.
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