Operational Definitions Case Studies

Case Study 1 on Operational Definitions
Defining “Physical Abuse” of Children1
Problem: In recent years, there has been a dramatic increase in the estimates or physical abuse of children by their parents.  For example, there were 669,000 cases reported to social service agencies in 1976; the comparable figure for 1995 is 3,111,000.
“Of considerable importance, the Gallup poll and other population surveys…include ratings of very specific acts that…illustrate how the definition of violence affects estimates of prevalence rates…For instance, if spanking is considered to be violent…, then an estimated two-thirds of children in the United States are victims of abuse.  When violence is defined as hitting with an object,…the rate drops to 5%.  Naturally, rates become even lower when physical child abuse is defined by increasingly severe actions [such as throwing or knocking a child down, hitting with a fist, and beating up or choking a child].
“…we do want to point out that it is likely that there has been some real increase in child abuse in recent years.  Although the number of moderate cases of child abuse remained stable between 1986 and 1993, the number of serious cases…quadrupled…If the increase was solely due to increased awareness or ‘definitional creep,’…one would expect increases across all levels of severity.”
Your Opinions:
1.
Explain in your own words what you think the authors mean by definitional creep as it related to child abuse.
2.
Is there an advantage to referring to specific acts, as was done in the Gallup poll, when defining child abuse?  Why or why not?
3.
If you were conducting research on child abuse, would you include spanking on the bottom as a form of abuse in your definition?  Why or why not?
4.
 In addition to the possibility of a changing of definition over time, could the increase in reported cases also be attributed, in part, to the public’s awareness of the issue?  Why or why not?
1 Source/ reference: Emery, R.E., & Laumann-Billings, L. (1998). An overview of the nature, causes, and consequences of abusive family relationships. American Psychologist, 53, 121-135. Copyright  1998 by the American Psychological Association, Inc.
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Case Study 2 on Operational Definitions
Defining “Economic Well-Being”1
Problem:  Economic well-being is a variable that is widely studied in the social and behavioral sciences.  How it is defined can have an important effect on the results of the studies.
Two Definitions:  “Recent studies of poverty most commonly define poverty by cash income, using the federal poverty threshold as a marker.  Because the index is an absolute dollar amount, not a percentage of the median income nor a percentile, it is theoretically possible for everyone to be above the poverty threshold.
“Unlike poverty status, SES [socioeconomic status] signifies an individual’s, a family’s, or a group’s ranking on a hierarchy according to its access to or control over some combination of valued commodities such as wealth, power, and social status…Dispute exists among social scientists about how SES should be defined and measured, but there is agreement that parental occupation, parental education, family income, prestige, power, and a certain lifestyle are important components of SES…In addition to being multidimensional rather than unidimensional and to denoting relative position rather than status defined by an absolute standard, SES is considerably less volatile than poverty status.  During absolute standard, SES is considerably less volatile than poverty status.  During adulthood, SES indicators such as educational attainment and occupational status are less likely to change markedly from one year to the next than is income…”
“These distinctions between SES and income poverty are conceptually important and are viewed as crucial for public-policy discussions…Some research has indicated, for example, that poverty and income status have effects on children’s development independent of parental education.”

Your Opinions:
1.
In your opinion, what are some of the advantages and disadvantages of defining economic well-being as poverty indicated by cash income when conducting research?
2.
What are some of the advantages and disadvantages of defining economic well-being in terms of SES?
3.
 In general, do you think that studies of the effects of well-being defined as poverty or defined as SES are more interesting and informative?  Why or why not?
1 Source/reference: McLoyd, V.C. (1998). Socioeconomic disadvantage and child development. American Psychologist, 53, 185-204. Copyright  1998 by the American Psychological Association, Inc.
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Case Study 3 on Operational Definitions
Defining “Substance Abuse” Among Pregnant Women1
Problem:  Researchers wanted to identify pregnant women who were substance abusers and compare them with pregnant women who were not substance abusers on a variety of psychological and social variables.  Pregnant women who attended an outpatient obstetrics clinic in an inner-city neighborhood were interviewed.  The researchers faced this problem:  “Because the women in this study were not applying for [drug abuse] treatment and, therefore, [were] not admitted substance abusers and because of the stigma attached to substance abuse during pregnancy, it is probable that some women who were substance abusers were incorrectly classified as nonusers.”
A Solution:  “Abroad definition of substance abuse was used to capture women who had a history of abuse but were reluctant to admit to use in the past 30 days.  For instance, women who were bothered by cravings, withdrawal symptoms, or the disturbing effects of alcohol intoxication or drugs were classified as substance abusers even if they denied current use.”  In addition, women who had ever been treated for drug or alcohol addiction were classified as substance abusers.
Your Opinions:
1.
In your opinion, could the procedure described in the solution still fail to identify some of the women who were using substances while they were pregnant? Why or why not?
2.
In your opinion, could the procedure described in the solution lead to the misclassification as a substance abuser that was not a current user? Why or why not?
3.
What is your overall opinion of the solution?  If you were conducting the study, would you use it?  Why or why not?
4.
Are there other possible solutions that might help solve the problem?
1 Source/reference: Marcenki, M.O., & Spence, M. Social and psychological correlates of substance abuse among pregnant women. Social Work Research, 19, 103-109.
Submit your opinion of the case study to this threaded discussion.
Case Study 4 on Operational Definitions
Defining a “Social Interaction”1
Problem:  Researchers wanted to study daily social experience by having participants keep diaries of their social interactions.  Because the participants might have varying ideas of what constitutes a social interaction, they were given the definition shown below.  Before reading this definition, consider how you might define a “social interaction.”
The Definition:  “An interaction occurs when you and at least one other person pay attention to one another and adjust your behavior to one another.  This study is concerned only with interactions that last at least 10 minutes or longer in duration.  A conversation is the clearest example of an interaction.  Person A says something.  Person B responds, and so forth.  Dancing and playing games are also interactions.  Sitting side-by-side and watching television is not an interaction unless you are having a running dialogue while the television is on.  Listening to a lecture is not an interaction, even if you occasionally ask a question.  However, a class discussion group would be an interaction.  Let’s take a more difficult example.  Suppose you are dining with a group of people.  You are listening to their conversation but seldom say anything yourself.  Do you record this as an interaction?  It is a social interaction if you are following the conversation and could enter into it if you wished.  If you are not following the conversation, or if it would be inappropriate for you to enter it, it would not be recorded as a social interaction.  Let’s take another difficult example.  If you interacted with Person A for an hour, but your are joined by Person B for 20 minutes during the middle third of the hour, three interactions should be recorded: A 20-minute interaction with Person A, a 20-minute interaction with both A and B, and a 20-minute interaction with A.”
Your Opinions:
1.
Compare how you would have defined a social interaction with the researchers’ definition.  Which definition is better? 
2.
In your opinion, is the researchers’ definition unambiguous? Why or why not?
3.
Most of the definition consists of examples.  Are there enough examples?  Can you think of another example that might improve the definition? 
1 Source/reference: Berry, D.S., & Landry, J.C. (1997) Facial maturity and daily social interaction. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 570-580. Copyright  1997 by the American Psychological Association, Inc.
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Case Study 5 on Operational Definitions
Defining “Sex” in a National Survey1
Problem:  Researchers at the National Opinion Research Center at the University of Chicago conducted a major, national survey on sexual behavior, known as the National Health and Social Life Survey, which resulted in various reports as well as a popular book titled Sex in America:  A Definitive Study.  A fundamental problem in this type of research is whether to define “sex” for respondents and, if so, how to define it.  The researchers first queried respondents about sex partners with no definition provided for them.  For the section asking them to enumerate their sexual partners, the following definition was presented to respondents.
The Definition:  “By ‘sex’ or ‘sexual activity,’ we mean any mutually voluntary activity with another person that involves genital contact and sexual excitement or arousal, that is, feeling really turned on, even if intercourse or orgasm did not occur.
Please include all persons and times…where you had direct physical contact with the genitals (the sex organs) of someone else and sexual excitement to arousal occurred.  Certain activities such as close dancing or kissing without genital contact should NOT be included.”
Your Opinions:
1.
The researchers enhanced their definition with examples of what is not covered by the definition.  In your opinion, how helpful are the examples in framing the definition?  Should there be more examples? Why or why not?
2.
Overall, do you think that the definition is operational (i.e., defined in terms of unambiguous physical operations or behaviors)?  Why or why not?
3.
In a study of this type, do you think that it is better to provide a definition or to question respondents without giving them a definition?  Why or why not?
4.
Suppose that the survey was conducted to estimate how many people are engaging in behaviors that put them at risk for HIV/AIDS.  Would the definition shown above be good for such a survey? Why or why not?
1 Source/reference: Miller, P.V. (1995) They said it couldn’t be done: The National Health and Social Life Survey. Public Opinion Quarterly, 59, 404-419.
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