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Chapter 18/Social Science Reporting

· Lesson #18: Journalists have a great deal in common with social scientists.  Both:

· frame research questions, or hypotheses

· seek answers through careful accumulation of reliable data

· use scientific formulas and statistics to analyze the info they gather

· double-check findings for reliability

· report clearly & carefully what they have learned
Video: Computer-Assisted Reporting
How computers assist in news gathering:

· Journalists can access digital information from Internet databases

· Journalists become knowledge creators by compiling/analyzing information not previously collected or examined

Participant Observation: a good (but limited) tool traditionally used by anthropologists to learn about unknown societies by blending into that society.  Also used by war correspondents embedded with troops.

Journalists use undercover reporting to expose crimes or corruption from the inside.  All participant observers get close-up views of a subject unobtainable from other forms of fact gathering (including feelings).

Potential Problem: participant observers are invading people’s privacy; spying on them, which is ethically questionable.  So sensitivity to people’s feelings, situations, and status is mandatory.

Don’t:

· Become so involved that you change the course of events

· Assume the people you are observing feel the same way you feel

Collecting data is timely, costly, and requires huge resources; editors or publishers will have to decide if it is worth the investment.

Field experiments: researchers take some action in order to observe the effects.  Requires an hypothesis (a clear, simple statement of what you expect to find or prove) and variables (an independent variable is what you think may be a cause; change it and observe what happens to the dependent variable, or the effect)

[p. 392-93 example: “Landlords discriminate against renters of color.”]
Control the experiment: structure carefully to be sure any change is caused only by the independent variable you want to test

Randomization: random selection – allows you to assume that what you select is representative of the whole.

Public-opinion Surveys: the social science tool most used by journalists (and often misused).  They should always include:

· identity of the sponsor

· exact wording of the questions

· population – the total # of people in the group being studied

· sample size & response rate – the larger the sample, the more reliable the results (sampling refers to the procedure in which a small number, or sample, of people are picked at random to be representative of the population)

· margin of error – the allowance made for the possibility that the opinion of the sample may not exactly represent the opinion of the whole population 

· which results are based on part of the sample – all eligible voters or only individuals likely to vote?

· when interviews were collected

· how interviews were collected
Conclusion: Polls & surveys are based on samples of a population.  Fewer respondents means less accuracy.
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