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BLOCK: 1 MEANING & SIGNIFICANCE OF 

SOCIAL RESEARCH 

 

The present Block discusses the meaning and significance of social research. Unit 1 

provides preliminary insights into the meaning, definition and, utility of social 

research. Unit 2 gives an idea about the different important major steps to be taken 

care of during the social research. Unit 3 covers the importance of scientific methods 

and their characteristics. Unit 4 describes the applicability of the scientific method. 
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UNIT-1 MEANING, DEFINITIONS & UTILITY OF 

SOCIAL RESEARCH  

 

Structure 

1.1 Introduction  

1.2 Learning Objectives  

1.3  What is Research? 

1.4 What is Social Research?  

1.4.1 .Meaning of Social Research 

1.4.2 Definitions of Social Research 

1.4.3 Aims and Objectives of Social Research  

1.5 Utility of Social Research  

 1.5.1 Explore and extension of knowledge and wisdom in the subject matter 

1.5.2 Understanding Social Realities and Phenomena 

1.5.3 Understanding Social Realities and Phenomena  

1.5.4 Diagnosis of social problems and their analysis  

1.5.5 Planning and Policy Formulation  

1.5.6 Social Welfare  

1.5.7 Social Growth    

1.5.8 Social Prediction 

1.5.9 Development in Social Research Tools and Techniques 

1.6 Let us sum up  

1.7 Glossary  

1.8 Check Your Progress: Answer Keys 

1.9 Suggested Readings  

 

1.1  INTRODUCTION 

The present unit is all about the meaning, definitions, and utilities of social research. 

This unit is the first part of Block -1: Meaning and Significance of Social Research.  

This unit will help students learn basic knowledge of social science research and its 

importance in society. Prior to discuss the contents in this unit, let's discuss why we 

should go for research? Research is considered as the value addition to existing 

knowledge, and knowledge is something to do with knowing something. There are 

various sources of knowing something, like through acquaintance or detailed 

description of nature and character. Here the acquaintance source of knowledge is the 

commonsense knowledge. Take the example of drinking coffee. The commonsense 
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knowledge of ‘drinking coffee’ is considered as a refreshment beverage of day-to-day 

activities.  If we go into detail description and its character of coffee, it contains 

caffeine, which is a drug and has stimulating effect on the brain. For many people it is 

not just refreshment, they drink for extra lift in their long day work or study. So there 

is a difference between commonsense knowledge and details description and character 

of content. The detailed description, nature, and character of content are documented 

through only research.  So to understand the inherent, implicit, and truth of content or 

concept, we go for research, which can be verifiable and reliable.  Research helps us to 

think ourselves away from commonsense knowledge. In this context, this unit will 

help the readers know the concept of social research and its utility.      

1.2  LEARNING OBJECTIVES 

The unit is designed to help you in conceptualizing  

 the meaning of research and social research  

 the difference between research and social research  

 describes and analyses the definitions of social research provided by scholars  

 the usefulness and significance of social research in our day to day life and 

society   

1.3  WHAT IS RESEARCH 

The term ‘research’ has been derived from the French word ‘recherche’, and is the 

combination of two words ‘re’ and ‘cherche’. The meaning of the word ‘recherche’ 

refers to seek out, or seek for or search closely. Likewise, the term ‘research’ consists 

of two words, ‘re’ and ‘search.’ The ‘re’ refers to again, and ‘search’ refers to finds out 

or looks up for something. The etymological meanings of the term reveal that research 

refers to look at something again and again. Then, why should we study something 

again and again? F. A. Ogg writes, ‘research may or may not come to success; it may 

or may not add anything to what is already known. It is sufficient that its objectives be 

new knowledge or at least a new mode or orientation of knowledge’. So the objective 

of the research is to explore and add new knowledge on the subject of study. But, what 

to study and how to study phenomena is the subject matter of concerned discipline, 

which varies from discipline to discipline. However, research as a universal process 

and method adds knowledge to the existing literature and reveals the facts.  

 

In the process of exploring the facts, Clifford Moody (1927) writes that  “It comprises 

defining and redefining problems; formulating hypotheses or suggested solutions; 

collecting, analyzing and evaluating data; making deductions and making 

conclusions; and at last carefully testing the conclusions to determine whether they fit 

the formulated hypothesis.” Further, John Dewey (1983) noted that “research is 
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considered to be the more formal, systematic, intensive process of carrying on the 

scientific method of analysis. It involves a more systematic structure of investigation, 

usually resulting in some sort of formal record of procedures and a report of results or 

conclusion.” From the above etymological meanings and scholar's definitions, it can 

be argued that research is a systematic and scientific study of particular phenomena to 

advance knowledge. Its aim and purpose are to discover the knowledge and truth of a 

phenomenon or subject matter.  It is undertaken to answer the questions by carefully 

examining the studied phenomena using the systematic and scientific method. 

 

Research has been carried out in diverse disciplines and subjects, i.e., natural science 

and social science, to advance their subject matter knowledge. As the subject of 

science, Anthony Giddens and Philip W. Sutton (2013) write, “Science involves the 

use of systematic methods of empirical investigations, the analysis of data, theoretical 

thinking and the logical assessment of arguments to develop a body of knowledge 

about a particular subject matter.” Both the discipline of research and its process 

cannot be identical in a scientific way due to the nature of the subject matter. 

However, as a subject of science, both disciplines use and follow systematic and 

scientific methods of investigation. 

Check Your Progress Exercise 1.1 

Note: 

I. Use the space given below for your answer. 

II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit. 

 

Q1.What is research? 

Answer: 

 

 

 

 

 

Q2. What is the aim and purpose of research? 

Answer: 
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1.4  WHAT IS SOCIAL RESEARCH 

 

1.4.1 What is Social Research? 

The approach and result of science and research are universal in nature. They provide 

a practical solution to the problems in the universe, which applies not only to natural 

or physical science but also to social science. As the subject matter of social science 

differs from the natural and physical sciences as well as the subject of their research 

and practical solution to the universe. As the subject matter of social science 

disciplines in general and sociology in particular deals with the study of society, 

community, groups, human beings, and their activities, social structure etc., likewise 

the subject of their research. So social research includes scientific investigation carried 

out in the discipline of social science. Like research, social research implies the 

advancement and (re)discovery of knowledge on the social phenomena or facts that 

existed in the society through a systematic process. Before discussing the aim, task, 

significance, and utilities of social research, let’s look into the scholarly definitions for 

a clear understanding of social research.     

1.4.2 Definitions of Social Research 

The scholars from different social science disciplines have been provided and defined 

various definitions for the term ‘Social Research’ in their respective writings.  

 

P. V. Young, in defining social research writes that ‘Social research is the systematic 

method of discovering the new facts or verifying the old facts, their sequences, inter-

relationship, casual explanations and the natural laws which govern them .’ Young’s 

definition of social research reveals that it is a scientific process used to discover, 

rediscover, and verify the social facts, how they are ordered and interrelated through 

causal relationships. He further explains that social research studies how natural laws 

govern these social facts and phenomena through casual explanations in a systematic 

method.     

 

Uwe Flick, in defining social research says that ‘Social research is the systematic 

analysis of research questions by using empirical methods. It aims to make empirically 

grounded statements that can be generalized or to test such statements. Various 

approaches can be distinguished and also a number of fields of applications. The 

various aim can be pursued, ranging from an exact description of phenomena to its 

explanation or to evaluation of an intervention or institution. ’ Like Young’s 

definition, Flick also considered social research as a systematic method of analysis. 

Social research should use empirical methods to answer the questions and generalizing 
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the research findings. Social research can be used and pursued various approaches and 

aims to describe, analyses, explain or evaluate social phenomena.     

 

B. N. Ghosh, in explaining social research writes that ‘Social Research involves the 

application of scientific method for the understanding, studying and analysing of 

social life in order to modify, correct or verify the existing knowledge as a system.’ 

Ghose's analysis of social research implies that social research studied social life by 

applying the scientific method. Social research not only understands and analyzes 

social life but also tries to verify, correct, and modifies the facts of social life.     

 

So from the above definitions, it can be concluded that social research is a systematic 

and scientific study of particular social phenomena with an objective of advancing 

knowledge. It not only analyses and describes the studied society, social issues, human 

behavior, and individual problems through a systematic manner, rather discovers the 

casual relationship, (re)established new facts, verify the old phenomena and ultimately 

add knowledge to existing subject matter of study.  However, knowledge production is 

the central force of social research as a part of scientific interests. There are three tasks 

of social research used in the process of knowledge creation. These are descriptions, 

understanding, and explanations of the scientific investigation of social phenomena. In 

social science research first action needs to be on the description of studied subjects or 

phenomena. It helps in understanding the context and meaning of studied phenomena. 

After understanding the phenomena, the last step is to look into the explanations and 

casual relationships between different aspects of studied social phenomena. Look into 

the Example – 1 for better understanding.   

Example – 1 

Let’s take the example of COVID-19 as a new phenomenon of disease. To know 

and suggestive cure measures for this new diseases, its description, understanding, 

and explanation are necessary. In the first step, we need a detailed description of the 

COVID-19 and the experiences of COVID-19 patients. The description of the 

COVID-19 disease will help us understand the meaning, context, and effects of this 

new disease. So the description and understanding of the COVID-19 disease will 

help us analyze the explanations like how it spreads or what the symptoms are, or 

how it can be cured?    

          

1.4.3 Aims and Objectives of Social Research 

The aims and objectives of social research mostly vary from the different types and 

goals of the research. Scholars like P. V. Young, Goode and Hatt, B. N. Ghosh, and 

Ram Ahuja in their respective writings highlighted various aims and objects of social 

research. The important aims and objectives of social research are described below:        
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 Social research aims to understand the structure and function of society 

 Social research studies individual behavior and social action and its interaction 

in the social system and institution. 

 Social research investigates and evaluates the social problem to find out the 

solution of the problem to establish better social order 

 Social research understand and explore the social phenomena, reality, and 

social life   

 Social research develops and explores new social theories and concepts  

These aims and objectives of social research are further divided into two categories 

based on their functions and motives in society. Scholars divide these two categories 

as ‘theoretical’ and ‘utilitarian. The theoretical aspects of social research are mostly 

associated with the academic purpose and aim to acquire knowledge on society and 

how it functions. It is considered as the basic research, where motivation is to acquire 

knowledge.  Whereas the utilitarian aspects of social research deal with understanding 

social issues and problems and work towards ordering society through rectifying and 

removing the social obstacles. It deals with the solution aspects of problems, 

discussing the cause-effect relationship between social issues and social phenomenon. 

These aspects of research are mostly considered as applied research, which not only 

acquires the knowledge but also uses the knowledge for practical purposes to solve 

social problems. However, both aspects of research help and complement each other in 

understanding and solving social issues and problems.     

 

  Check Your Progress Exercise 1.2 

Note: 

I. Use the space given below for your answer. 

II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit. 

 

Q.3. What is Social Research? 

Answer: 

 

 

 

Q.4. What are the aims of social research?  

Answer:  
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1.5  UTILITY OF RESEARCH 

The above discussion on social research meaning, definition, aim and objectives, and 

subject matter of study gives a clear picture of what social research is? But, the 

question arises, why scholars did involves in social research? What is the use of social 

research in our society or in everyday life?, and what can be achieved in social 

research?  In a universal sense, the usefulness of research is to the extension of 

knowledge in the subject matter and helps in understanding the studied subject, which 

is discussed earlier in the meaning and definition section of the social research. 

Besides these universal utilities, social research has its own practical utilities in 

society.  The practical utilities of social research are discussed below.    

1.5.1 Explore and extension of knowledge and wisdom in the subject matter 

The first and foremost utility of social research is to explore and expand the 

existing knowledge in the subject of study and its discipline.  The addition of 

new knowledge in the existing literature will bring potential growth in the 

scope and subject matter of study and steps forward towards achieving 

maturity and wisdom.  

 

1.5.2 Understanding Social Realities and Phenomena  

 

Social research assists in finding out the actual social realities, facts, and 

phenomena of societies in a more simplified way. It reveals the hidden and 

ground reality and truth of social phenomena by dismissing the ideas of taboos 

and superstitions. The truth of social phenomena is explored and described 

through reason and logic; it helps better understanding the different units of 

society. It also helps in developing and classifying various social concepts and 

ideas from research findings for better understanding and avoids confusion 

over different social units.       

 

1.5.3 Control of Social Phenomena  

 

The control over society and social phenomena is possible when someone has 

complete information on the society, its structure, its units, institutions, and 

how they are interrelated, functioned, and guide the human behaviors in the 

society. So it is social research that helps in gathering and documenting various 

aspects of information on society and human relationships. By acquiring 

knowledge over social phenomena helps understand the nature of laws that 

govern society, humans, and their inter-relationship. So social research also 
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helps bring social order and cohesion in society by controlling the social 

phenomena.   

 

 

1.5.4 Diagnosis of social problems and their analysis  

Social research helps diagnose and analyze the existing social problems in 

society, like unemployment, poverty, farmer suicide, deforestation, etc. This 

diagnosis helps to identify the nature and dimensions of a particular problem. 

The analysis helps to identify appropriate remedial measures for the problems.              

1.5.5 Planning and Policy Formulation  

The government's planning and policies are formulated from time to time to 

address the gaps in various development activities. All the planning and policy 

decisions in social sector development and welfare programs are taken up and 

finalized on the basis of inputs and suggestions received from social science 

researchers and their research findings. So social research provides the means, 

guidelines, and plans on the basis of its research findings to address and reduce 

the development gaps. The social science research findings help planning and 

policymakers formulate the perfect plan for implementing different 

developmental programs in society.         

 

1.5.6 Social Welfare  

 

Social research reveals the problems, needs, and necessities of a community or 

society. According to research findings, the welfare measures are taken up by 

concerned government departments through social welfare programs. Social 

research helps find actual causes of social evils and deviant activities and 

suggests necessary steps to bring order in society by eradicating social evils. 

Social research can provide sound guidelines for appropriate measures of 

welfare and reforms in society. It is the social research that helps the state 

formulate legislative measures to protect society by maximizing social welfare.    

       

1.5.7 Social Growth  

 

Social growth is achieved through the help of social research. Social research 

not only studies the different units of society and their relationship but also 

helps and pointed out the right direction for societal growth. Social research 

helps in maintaining the balanced growth between different parts of society. 

Different societal parts, their functions, and structures are ordered and balanced 

through social research. Social research also helps in better planning and 
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controlling different aspects of society, which ultimately leads to establishing 

better social order and growth.  

         

1.5.8 Social Prediction 

 

Social research helps to understand the social laws that are controlling, 

ordering, and maintaining different social facts and their interaction in society. 

These interactions of different facts are causal connections or causative factors 

that help social researchers to predict the relationship between different social 

phenomena and facts. Perfect prediction in social science research, though, is 

not possible in the majority of cases due to the complexity of social 

phenomena, diversified causal factors and their unstable relationship, but 

researchers used statistical measures for prediction. The earlier prediction on 

social governing laws and causal relationship between different social facts 

helps better control over social phenomena and ultimately helps in better 

planning. The projections help in fixing social goals for our future.      

 

1.5.9 Development in Social Research Tools and Techniques 

 

The social researcher used different tools and techniques to conduct research 

and analysis the findings of the research.  The progress and development in 

social research and changing social circumstances help researchers become 

more innovative in collective information. With the innovations in research, 

the old and existing tools and techniques are modified and replaced with a new 

ones with the exigency of new situations. This helps advancements in the tools 

and techniques of social science research and can result in more efficient 

research.   

 

Check Your Progress 1.3 

Note: 

I. Use the space given below for your answer. 

II. Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this unit. 

Q.5. Define social research and list out, what are the practical utilities in social 

science research? 

Answer: 

 

 

 

Q.6. How social research helps in the planning and policy formulation of 

government?  
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Answer:  

 

 

 

 

 

1.6   LET US SUM UP 

 

This unit has first discussed and provided the etymological meaning and definition of 

research. In explaining research, the unit provided and analyses the scholarly 

definition. Likewise, the meaning and definitions of social research are explained by 

providing the scholarly definitions of P.V. Young, Uwe Flick, and B N Ghosh. The 

three tasks aims and objectives of social research are highlighted and explained, 

followed by the functions and motives of social research. The second part of this unit 

discusses the utility and significance of social science research in society. Here, nine 

practical utilities of social research are highlighted and explained. Overall this unit 

comprises of meaning, definitions, and utility of social research.     

 

1.7 GLOSSARY 

 

Research:  Research is a systematic and scientific study of particular 

phenomena to advance knowledge 

Commonsense  

Knowledge: Commonsense knowledge is the information that all individuals 

have. It is considered as the general knowledge of something.  It 

is universal in nature. It is based on the accumulated 

experiences, prejudices, and beliefs of the people, is often 

contradictory and inconsistent.  

Researcher: Researcher refers to the person who carries out or conducted 

research activities respective of any discipline or subject.  

Social Research: Social research is a systematic and scientific study of particular 

social phenomena to advance knowledge. It not only analyses 

and describes the studied society, social issues, human behavior, 

and individual problems systematically, but rather discovers the 

casual relationship, (re)established new facts, and ultimately 

adds knowledge to the existing subject matter of study. 

Scientific Method: Scientific method or approach is a pattern of systematic 

scientific investigation for knowledge extension. It comprises of 


