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Thinking in terms of methodological paradigms may obscure these practical 
issues. 

One result of the practical character of research is that when we look at how 
researchers actually assess particular pieces of research we find that there is more 
agreement about standards of assessment than would be expected on the view 
that social research is governed by conflicting paradigms. And where there is dis- 
agreement, sometimes it arises not from any fundamental difference of principle 
but because those involved are concerned with research directed towards rather 
different products or purposes. 

In the first part of this double unit I want to look at what seem to me to be the 
two main standards in terms of which social researchers assess their own and one 
another's work In the second half we will look at the various sorts of argument 
that are to be found in research reports, and how the standards of assessment 
apply to these. 

2 TWO CRITERIA 
Of course, how we assess a piece of social research will vary depending on our 
purposes. If we are interested in assessing the competence of the researcher we 
will have a somewhat different orientation compared to where, for example, we l 

are concerned with whether the research will help us resolve some particular 
practical problem. However, for most purposes I think we are likely to focus on at 
least two aspects of research reports: 

l 

First, we will want to make a judgement about whether the factual (and per- l 

haps also the value) claims the author makes are true or valid. For instance, 
does the researcher's account accurately represent what actually happened? Is ! 
the explanation offered correct? If evaluations are involved, are the judge- 
ments made by the researcher reasonable?, etc. 

l 

Second, we will be concerned with whether the information provided is rel- i 
evant to our purposes, or more broadly to any general, public concerns In 
short, does the research provide useful information? Research, in both the 1 
natural and social sciences, is sometimes criticized for dealing with trivial 
issues. While such criticisms may sometimes be misdirected, I think it is clear 
that the standard of relevance is an important one in terms of which to judge I 

social research. l 
I will look at each of these criteria in some detail. 

2.1 VALIDITY 

By 'validity' I mean truth: the extent to which an account accurately represents the 
social phenomena to which it refers. We saw how controversial a notion this cor- , 
respondence definition of truth is in Unit 1/2 However, as I explained there, the I 
adoption of some form of realism, the philosophical view associated with this con- 1 
ception of truth, is almost unavoidable Phenomenalism, instrumentalism and rela- 
tivism, the main alternatives to it, do not seem to me to provide effective 1 
alternatives. 

l 

l 

At this point you may find it useful to look at your notes on andlor to re-read Section 3 1 
of Unit 112 to refresh your memory of the arguments surrounding the concept of truth 1 
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I argued in Unit 1/2 that in everyday activities we rely on assumptions that we 
take for granted as beyond reasonable doubt until further notice. that is, until 
evidence suggests that there may be something wrong with them We do not, and 
could not, question everything. We start to question assumptions only when we 
have some reason to do so, notably when what happens is not what we expected 
And we ask questions, usually, only until we have reached a point where we can 
resolve the practical problem that the failure of our expectations caused. I also 
suggested that researchers behave, and ought to behave, in the same way: relying 
(until further notice) on what they regard as beyond reasonable doubt. And it 
seems to me that as readers of research reports we must also judge the claims 
made by researchers in terms of what we regard as beyond reasonable doubt. 
This can be done in two complementary ways, in both cases concerned with 
assessing the likelihood of error So, in examining a research study we should 
look at the main claims it makes in the following terms: 

First, how plausible are they? In other words, does each claim seem very 
likely to be true given our existing knowledge? In the case of some claims, 
they may be so plausible that we can reasonably accept them at face value, 
without needing to know anything about how the writer came to formulate 
them or what evidence he or she can provide to support them. When, in 
opening her recent account of the political views of young people about a 
range of topics, Bhavnani (1991) claims that unemployment has increased 
substantially in the UK in recent decades, this is something whose validity 
most of us would accept at face value We take it as a well-known fact. By 
contrast, when she claims that the real level of unemployment in 1987 was 
closer to 5 million than to the 3 million reported by the government, this is 
something that we would probably feel that we could not take as true at face 
value; even if we suspect that the government figures for that year and others 
are indeed underestimates Here we are judging the plausibility of her claims 
in terms of what we take to be existing knowledge, and that knowledge prob- 
ably does not include relatively precise figures about the true level of unem- 
ployment in a particular year. (I should emphasize that what is involved here 
is not the rejection of claims because they are implausible Implausibility 
implies the need for evidence, not rejection. And, of course, what at one time 
seems plausible may later come to be questioned.) 

The second issue is what I will call credibility. By this I mean whether it 
seems likely that the researcher's judgement of the validity of a claim is accu- 
rate, given the nature of the phenomena concerned, the circumstances in 
which the research was carried out, the characteristics of the researcher, etc. 
As with plausibility, there are claims whose credibility is such that we can 
probably reasonably accept them without further ado. For example, when in 
his study of Hightown Grammar School Colin Lacey reports that pupils in 
each year were divided into four streams (Lacey, 19701, most of us would 
probably accept this as unlikely to be wrong; given that it is something which 
would be fairly easy to observe accurately if one spent a relatively long period 
in the school as Lacey did, and that it is not something that there is any obvi- 
ous reason for informants or for Lacey himself to misrepresent, etc. (Again, of 
course, such judgements are made only until further notice, they may be 
revised if we obtain information that one of the assumptions on which the 
judgement had been made was false, e g. that Lacey had never actually visited 
the school, that teachers working in the school denied that the pupils were 
streamed, etc.) 

It is very unusual for the main claims of a study to be sufficiently plausible or 
credible for them to be accepted at face value; after all, If they are they are not 
telling us anything we did not already know. Where we conclude that a claim is 
neither sufficiently plausible nor sufficiently credible in itself, we will require evi- 
dence to be convinced of its validity However, when we examine the evidence 
we shall have to employ exactly the same means to assess zts validity as we 
applied to the claims themselves. we will need to judge its plausibility and credi- 
bility. And, of course, we may require further evidence in order to come to a 
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conclusion about the valldity of this evidence, which we wil l  again judge in terms 
of plausibility and credibility. But instead of this process going on  forever, as scep- 
tical arguments suggest that i t  might, i t  stops where we are satlsfied that a claim 
(or evidence for it) can be accepted, for the tlme being, as beyond reasonable 
doubt on  the grounds of plausibility and/or credibrlity. 

Read the extract below and answer the follow~ng quest~ons, 

I What (in outlme) are the maln pomts of the author's argument? 

2 How well does she support each of these wrth evtdence? Assess the clalms and 
ev~dence In terms of the~r plaus~bdity and credrbrlrty 

Phys~cal aggression was much more accepted (by teachers) In th~s school than 
In others: 

'It comes from home.' 

'They've no ~dea of d~sc~pl~ne In the home.' 

'We have a lot of "humd~ngers" In th~s school: m~nd you I blame it on 
the parents.' 

'You can't expect anythmg better from these bds, comlng from an area 
l~ke th~s ' 

But they dtd expect g~rls to set a good example In behavrour, and In fact they 
thought they got such behav~our (though this could well be a product of thew 
own perceptrons wh~ch d~chotom~ze the behav~our of grrls and boys so that 
even the same act~vrty may be evaluated d~fferently accord~ng to the sex of 
the actor): 

'G~rls are better behaved, boys are louder' 

'The boys are more aggresslve, whist the g~ris are typ~cally fem~nrne.' 

'Boys are the  deal of what males ought to be. 

'G~rls are more b~tchy towards each other' 

'Grrls are more fussy' 

'I think boys tend to be a l~ttle more aggresslve, and on thtnk~ng about ~t 
the male IS the same In the anrmal world. . . . We are anrmals basrcally' 

Th~s was desp~te the fact that the g~rls were as verballv aggresslve (part~cularly 
In terms of sweanng) as the boys. When asked what lay beh~nd these d~ffer- 
ences, most teachers agreed ~t was 'condrt~on~ng' or 'soc~alrzat~on' wthm the 
fam~ly, and there was general recogn~tron that parents' expectat~ons were dif- 
ferent for grds and boys But thrs drd not prevent these same teachers from 
going r~ght back rnto the classroom and re~nforc~ng the sex-role stereotypes 
by thetr expectat~ons and tolerat~on of d~fferent standards of behav~our 
between the sexes, ~nstead of trymg to erad~cate the prev~ous cond~ttonrng 

Cra~g, a five-year old, spent a good deal of h~s t~me In harassrng h~s classmates. 
He took a great dehght In breakmg up ther games, bombard~ng any hapless 
child who happened near h ~ m  wrth marbles, and was a constant source of 
lrntat~on to the gds, whom he mal~c~ously attacked - e~ther verbally or phys- 
~cally - and all th~s w~ th~n  the confines of the class and to the non-reaction 
of the teacher: On the other hand, Sarah was prone to outbursts of temper, 
erther screaming or lett~ng loose a barrage of ~nsults at her offender I was 
present at a t~me when she let fly a quantity of pamt at Lynsey who promptly 
burst ~nto tears. Sarah's behav~our was met w~ th  severe rebuke In publrc by 
the teacher 'Lttle gds do not do that' amongst other thmgs; and thereafter 
she was n~cknamed the 'pamt-dauber'. 

The teacher then proceeded to just~fy her own behav~our by telhng me how 
Sarah was a problem chdd: for example, annoying her classmates It seemed 
to escape her attention that thrs was the very same behav~our that Craig was 
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allowed to get away wth Not only were d~fferent standards of tolerance 
apphed, but also the same behav~our was categonzed d~fferently dependmg 
on the sex Many t~mes I observed ch~ldren ~nvolved In play, and In many 
Instances I was aware of the use of thls double standard. 

Crag and Edward were mvolved In a game of Plast~c~ne and both were se~zed 
w~th a fit of laughter They were allowed to carry on. But, parallel to th~s, 
when two grids were caught up In a s~rndar game and became norsy the 
teacher classed ~t as 'g~ggllng hysterically' and told the glrls to 'calm down' 

And yet In th~s particular Instance there was no real d~st~nct~on between the 
g~rls' or the boys' behav~our It can be seen that there IS a subtle mteract~on 
between the teachen' observat~ons and the teachen' behefs. 

(Clarr~coates, 1980) 

My answer to th~s act~vrty IS at the end of the un~t 

What I have said up to now might be taken to imply that we can simply take as 
true whatever seems plausible or credible to us However, this is not the case. We 
cannot avoid relying on judgements about plausibility and credibility, but those 
judgements must be open to future revision Such revision may be stimulated in a 
variety of ways In everyday life, as I noted earlier, we sometimes come to ques- 
tion assumptions because action on the basis of them fails to have the results we 
expect Alternatively we may come to doubt information we previously believed 
because the credibility of the sources which provided it, which we previously 
assumed reliable, becomes open to question, perhaps because we discover that 
there are ulterior motives involved that we had not previously suspected Another 
way in which our judgements of plausibility and credibility may be thrown into 
doubt is through discovering that others whose judgement we respect do not 
agree with us. In the course of discussion with them we will find that we have to 
resort to evidence to support our judgements, and in doing this we may conclude 
that our original views were wrong. 

The organization of scientific communities is based on an idealization of this sort 
of rational discussion. We can identify the central norms of such communities as 
follows~ 

All findings are subjected to communal assessment in which there is an effort 
to resolve disagreements by seeking common grounds of agreement and try- 
ing to work back to a resolution of the dispute relying only on what is 
accepted as valid by all disputants This rules out the dismissal of arguments 
on the basis of the personal and social characteristics of the person advancing 
them 

Scientists are willmg to change their views if such arguments from common 
ground suggest those views are false; and they assume (and behave as d) 
fellow scientists have the same attitude. 

The scientific community is open to participation by anyone able and willing 
to operate on the basis of the first two rules 

A scientific community operating according to these rules maximizes the chances 
of discovering error in assumptions about what is plausible and credible, in 
knowledge that we currently take to be beyond reasonable doubt It also max- 
imizes the possibility of, though by no means guarantees, rational consensus In 
these ways it encourages the cumulative development of knowledge; though this 
advantage is bought at some cost in terms of the time and resources taken to 
resolve inquiries in this way 

Even natural science does not conform perfectly to this ideal of communal organi- 
zation, though it approximates it more closely than does social science. In the 
natural sciences obstacles to the operation of the three rules are likely to come 
mainly from individuals' personal commitments to particular theories and facts on 
the basis of their career interests. While other interests - such as religious, moral 
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2.2 RELEVANCE 

To be of value to us, research findings must not only be valid but also relevant to 
our purposes Our interest in facts (in everyday llfe as much as in social research) 
is selective. All descriptions and explanations are developed for some purpose, 
and the nature of the purpose will crucially shape the character of the account 
and our assessment of it If, say, we are describing a meeting, it will make a con- 
siderable difference whether our interest is in the political positions that are 
represented in what the participants say, the differential participation of men and 
women, variation in the form of public debate between this setting and similar 
situations in other cultures, or something else. The descriptions produced on the 
basis of these various interests may overlap, but equally they may be so different 
as to be not recognizably referring to the same meeting (though if we believe that 
they are all true they should not contradict one another). And there is a large 
number of points of view from which we can describe any social phenomenon 
So, too, with explanations These will not only be concerned with accounting for 
some aspects of a phenomenon rather than others, but will also involve the selec- 
tion of explanatory factors partly in terms of the purpose(s) which the explanation 
is to serve. The philosopher Collingwood (1940, pp 302-3) provides an everyday 
illustration of this He points out that for someone whose car fails to climb a steep 
hill the explanation that one of the high-tension leads is loose is more relevant 
than the fact that it is gravity that makes going up hills more difficult for cars than 
going on the level, even though both are true As he comments '[only] if I had 
been a person who could flatten out hills by stamping on them [would it] . . . have 
been right to call my attention to the hill as the cause of the stoppage.' Expla- 
nations must be judged partly, then, according to relevance and purpose. 

It is also of signdicance in this context that research reports are communications 
addressed to an audience. When researchers seek to communicate with people, 
the latter assume that they are reporting something that is likely to be of signifi- 
cance If it turned out that they were merely communicating facts, any facts, they 
would soon find that they had few listeners1 In the case of most social research 
the aim is to communicate with a relatively large audience (otherwise what would 
be the point of publication?), and it follows that what is communicated should be 
relevant in some way to such an audience The obvious questions that follow 
from this are. who are the appropriate audiences?, and what sort of relevance 
should social research have for them? 

Let us look first at the question of whom the audience should be We can think 
for the moment in terms of a broad distinction between fellow researchers and 
other audiences Research at the practical end of the spectrum is likely to take 
occupational practitioners and policy-makers in the relevant field as its main audi- 
ence. Research having a more disciplinary orientation will usually be directed 
more towards other researchers. However, remember that what we have here is a 
dimension, not two distinct sorts of research, and most research reports are aimed 
at multiple audiences. 

First of all, let us take other researchers as an audience How might/should they 
assess the relevance of research findings? Of course, no social researcher will find 
every piece of social research relevant to her or his work. Further, who will and 
will not (or should and should not) is complicated by the fact that the social 
research community is differentiated not only by specialization in terms of sub- 
stantive field, but also by commitment to different methodological, theoretical and 
even political approaches. Thus, a piece of research may be judged relevant or 
irrelevant not only in terms of its relation to some topic of interest, and current 
knowledge about that topic, but also on the basis of its exemplification of some 
methodological, theoretical or political paradigm. However, researchers working 
within a particular field will have a general concern with the development of that 
field. And in this context we can identrfy a couple of aspects of relevance that are 
central to any assessment 
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1 Importance of topic. This concerns the centrality of the topic studied to a 
substantive field. Some issues within a field are more important than others, 
though this is often a contested matter For instance, in the sociology of devi- 
ance and criminology much more attention has been given to the study of 
juvenile delinquency as compared with the investigation of commercial fraud 
and other sorts of white-collar crime. And some researchers have argued (with 
justification I think) that this represents a defective sense of the relative social 
importance of these two sorts of crime 

2 Contribution to existing knowledge. Research that confirms what is already 
well-known is of little value. Rather, it must make a significant addition to or 
correction of what is currently taken by researchers to be established knowl- 
edge. Here too there may be disagreement and controversy resulting from 
differences in what is assumed to be known 

These, in my view, are the two main aspects of relevance, as they relate to the 
assessment of studies by the research community. However, their application is 
not always straightforward or a matter of widespread agreement. I can illustrate 
this by looking at a debate that took place over an article about muggers by 
Robert Lejeune (1977). He describes a typical mugging from the mugger's point of 
view, drawing on interviews with 45 people who had committed one or more 
muggings. He identifies the salient problems facing muggers in carrying out an 
attack (such as controlling their own fear and ensuring the 'co-operation' of the 
victim), along with the strategies used to deal with these problems 

On the bas~s of the very small amount of mfomatron I have glven you here, do you th~nk 
that Lejeune's research focus IS an ~mportant one? 

Judith Posner wrote a response to Lejeune's article criticizing its focus on several 
grounds (Posner, 1980). She was not challenging the validity of the claims made; 
indeed she comments that the study is 'painstaking and sensitive in its depiction' 
(ibid., p 104). Rather, she argues that it amounts to a kind of 'bizarre sociological 
voyeurism' (ibid , p 104). And she suggests that this study reflects a trend in some 
areas of sociology away from work that is relevant to 'practical problems in the 
real world' towards studies that are 'detached and meaningless' (ibid., p.109). She 
comments that 'the study of deviance has become an end in itself, a form of socio- 
logical entertainment' (ibid., p.109). 

Posner argues that the justification for social research lies in solving either practi- 
cal or conceptual problems. In terms of the first sort of problem: 'understanding 
the mugger's vulnerability should either help us to defend ourselves against him 
or to rehabilitate him after he is caught (It could even help us catch him!)' 

However, she claims that 'Lejeune never attends to such matters.' Furthermore, 
Lejeune's article does not address a conceptual problem either: 'although he ends 
his article with brief allusions to vulnerability and ego, he never really ties m his 
research with an existing body of research on similar issues ' 

Posner suggests that the research is presented as 'a mere slice of life' which 'seems 
to exist for its own sake' (ibid., p.110) And she concludes that: 'Sociologists, 
especially sociologists in the deviance area, are probably frequently motivated to 
research the bizarre in much the same way that anthropologists have traditionally 
gotten a kick out of studying far and distant peoples ' (Ibid., p.111) 

In these criticisms Posner is questioning the signkicance of Lejeune's research 
focus, claiming that he does not relate it to any important public issue and that as 
a result it is of little value. Lejeune replies to her by arguing that though mugging 
is a repugnant phenomenon, this does not make the study of it repugnant And he 
argues that the topic is important because it is 'both a major symptom of and a 
minor contributing factor in the deterioration of a large part of urban America', 
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and that theoretically it addresses 'the central sociological problems of how social 
orders are maintained, disrupted, and transformed.' (Lejeune, 1980, pp.114-15.) 

l He also explains how he came to study mugging 

In my own case, being mugged set me to wondering about the trans- 
formation which I experienced in myself, and apprehended in others, 
as a result of a brief encounter with muggers These changes were 
seemingly out of proportion to the extent of the objective injury With 
Nicholas Alex, I reported on the mugging encounter from the victim's 
perspective (Lejeune and Alex, 1973). Subsequently my attention 
turned from the victims to the perpetrators of muggings, and to what 
rational human order could be found from thew perspective. 

(Lejeune, 1980, pp 116-17) 

Lejeune's comments have the value of showing how the motivation for research 
can be quite personal, while at the same time the research may have importance 
for others too - though in this case its importance is contested My own view is 
that it is not difficult to see mugging as an important public issue that ought to be 
addressed by research And Lejeune's specific focus on the strategies used by 
muggers might well contribute to our ability to reduce the incidence of this crime, 
and to apprehend and rehabilitate muggers, even though his research does not do 
this directly. 

Once we turn to non-researchers as an audience, we must recognize that they are 
likely to represent much more divergent interests But I think the two aspects of 
relevance I have identified above apply here too, though they will of course be 
interpreted differently 

1 Importance of topic. What is important to practitioners of occupations having 
an interest in research in a particular field will often be different from what is 
important to researchers. Importance here seems likely to relate to problems 
that practitioners face that are pressing and/or that have major consequences 
for achieving the goals they are pursuing. Practitioners are likely to judge 
research in terms of whether it helps them with their current problems. Their 
judgement is therefore likely to be more short-term and specific than that of 
researchers 

2 Contribution of findings Here again, mere confirmation of what is already 
i known is of limited value. Obviously, though, what is taken to be already 

known will rightly differ between researcher and practitioner communities. 
The former may question some of what the latter take for granted, and vice 
versa Furthermore, it will vary within practitioner communities 

l READING 

1 One of the most common crlt~c~sms of soclat research by outs~ders 18 that ~ts findmgs are 
I obvlous. You should now read the art~cle by Gage 'The obv~ousness of soc~al and edu- 

cat~onal research results', rn the Reader (Chap 17) As you do so, note down the maln 
1 elements of h~s argument. F m h  the art~cle before you read on 

Gage examines a number of examples (plus one joker in the pack!) where the 
results of social and educational research have been criticized for being obvious, 
and he argues that very often these criticisms have been misguided. They have 
treated as truisms what are clearly not truisms because they are sometimes false 
He also points out that even where a relationship is a truism in a probabilistic 
sense, there is scope for research dealing with its occurrence and magnitude in 
particular sorts of cases. Finally, he examines some research on the obviousness of 
the findings of psychological, social, and educational research. At the very least, it 
seems to me, his argument should make us pause to think before dismissing the 
results of any research as obvious. 
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As I noted earlier, it is not uncommon for research findings to be criticized by 
occupational practitioners and policy-makers on the grounds that they are irrel- 
evant to their work. This question of relevance is, however, a complex one In 
Unit 1/2, we saw that it is sometimes understood on the basis that effective prac- 
tice involves the mere application of the findings of research, those findings being 
formulated in prescriptive terms as rules to be followed It is not surprising that 
social research is rarely (if ever) relevant in this sense In my opinion this 'engin- 
eering model' involves misconceptions about both practice and research. Prescrip- 
tions are by no means the most common research product Nor can prescriptions 
usually be formulated as rules that can be applied in all situations in the same 
way. In general, what is appropriate action in any situation depends on one's 
goals, local circumstances, and judgements about the likely consequences of vari- 
ous possible courses of action and their value implications. It can not usually be 
reduced to the mere application of rules. 

This is no more than to reiterate a conception of the nature of practice that goes 
back at least to Aristotle (Lobkowicz, 1967) He drew a sharp distinction between 
theoretical science, involving the contemplation of eternal truths, on the one hand, 
and the more uncertain knowledge on which practical activities like politics are 
based, and which derives from experience. He seems to have seen little role for 
theoretical knowledge in informing practice; even in the field of medicine, for 
example, where few today would doubt its contribution Later writers have recog- 
nized the role of theory in informing practice and this includes the idea that les- 
sons can be learned from history in order to improve political practice Machiavelli 
was not the first to advocate such a role for history, but his name has come to 
symbolize one view of the practical relevance of social research. His emphasis on 
providing the means of effective action and his separation of this from the ethical 
justifiability of the goals pursued and of the means adopted fitted well with an 
influential conception of science as concerned only with fact and theory, not with 
values other than truth; a view that became very influential among social scientists 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

What we have here, then, is a gradual shift from Anstotle's view that practice 
could learn little or nothing from theoretical science, to the view (in its most 
extreme form) that practice is nothing more than the application of the findings of 
theoretical science That extreme view has rarely been explicitly advocated and 
defended, and has often been attacked However, a more moderate version of it 
has been the effective basis on which much social science in the twentieth century 
has operated 

While there is little reason to return to Anstotle's complete separation of theory 
and practice, his conception of the nature of practice as involving judgement and 
knowledge derived from practical experience is surely sound. This implies a much 
more limited role for research in influencing practice than is often claimed for, or 
expected of, it It can never provide an alternative to experience and judgement, 
but it can play a useful role in informing practice (Hammersley, 1992a, Chap. 7). 

Over and above this, we must clarify what 'serving practitioners' needs' means It 
seems unreasonable to believe, to take the extreme case, that research has practi- 
cal relevance only if it is directed towards a practitioner audience and provides 
information that is of immediate and acknowledged use to that audience. For one 
thing, findings can be relevant indirectly as well as directly; that is, they may have 
relevance in combination with other findings For instance, while the finding that 
in the course of a sequence of lessons primary school teachers tended to look 
more at boys than at girls may not have any direct educational implications itself, 
it might have such implications when combined with evidence that pupils' oral 
participation in lessons seems to be influenced by how much, and when, the 
teacher looks in their direction (Swann and Graddol, 1988). Needless to say, 
indirect relevance is more difficult to judge with confidence than direct relevance. 
But it is a legitimate form of relevance none the less What this points to is that it 
is not easy to plan research in such a way as to guarantee relevance. To concen- 
trate solely on what is directly relevant would result in much that has indirect 






