
UNIT 112 WHAT IS SOCIAL RESEARCH? 

it is argued, value-neutral research is wtthout potnc what it provides is of no rel- 
evance to pressing human concerns. At worst, it provides an tmportant means of 
domination by powerful groups. 

ACTIVITY 5 

1 What are your views about the proper relatlonshlp between values and soc~al research? 
I Do you thmk research can or should be value-neutral? Should it be openly ~deolog~cal? 

, Spend about 15 m~nutes sketch~ng out your Ideas about th~s Issue before you read on. 

My own vtews about this issue are close in many respects to those of Max Weber 
Thus, 1 do believe that researchers should try to draw clear distinctions between 

, factual and value issues, and that they must try to avoid bias deriving from their 
I value commitments in drawtng factual conclusions. I also regard the production of 

factual information as the primary, though not the exclusive, task of social 
research. 

! 

Where I disagree wtth Weber is that I do not find his argument convincing that all 
value judgements derive from fundamental values that are necessarily in conflict. 
This argument is very similar to the foundationalism we discussed in the previous 
section, and is open to the same criticisms. While there certainly are things we 
value for themselves, we can usually offer arguments about why we value them. 
The idea that all these arguments must be or can be traced back to some finite set 
of assumptions that are beyond justification is implausible and unnecessary (Ham- 
mersley, 1992~). Needless to say, though, this is an issue about whlch there con- 
tinues to be considerable disagreement among social researchers and among 
philosophers. 

5 THE GOAL O F  
KNOWLEDGE CUMULATION 
Science is often characterized as being concerned with the cumulation of knowl- 
edge, rather than with the solution of practtcal problems It is on thts basis that 
natural and social science dtsciplmes are assumed to exist as repositories of 
knowledge about particular aspects of the world This view does not necessarily 
Imply that the knowledge research produces is believed to be of value simply for 
as own sake. Its justificatton may still he, ultimately, in as pay-off for social and 
political practice. Indeed, as we noted earlier, applied research is often identified 
as a legitimate adjunct to disciplinary research. It is assumed to involve the appli- 
cation of disciplinary knowledge to provide technical solutions to practical prob- 
lems, wtth these problems and the parameters of acceptable solutions to them 
bemg set by practitioners and/or by the sponsors of the research Qanowitz, 1972; 
Bulmer, 1982). On this view, the resources used to solve the practical problems 
come from discipltnary research, and applted research is of subordinate status: the 
cumulation of knowledge is primary, its application secondary. 

The tdea that social research is primarily concerned with the cumulation of disci- 
plinary knowledge very much takes the researcher located in the university, or in 
the permanently-funded research institute, as the norm. Ideally, he or she is able 
to decide what to investigate on the basis of the current state of knowledge in a 
particular disctpline, as well as in terms of personal interest. While such 
researchers might have to apply for funds to carry out their research, they would 
bid to funding agencies whose judgement of their bids would be based on peer 
assessment, and this also would be mainly in terms of the needs of the relevant 
discipline 
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Many social researchers do not have such autonomy, however. Much research is 
funded project by project by government departments or other organizations 
which need information to facilitate their decision-making (or, more cynically, to 
legitimate the decisions they have already taken). And very often this is carried 
out in research units that are dependent for their existence (and the researchers 
for their jobs) on future success in bidding for funds from the same source. Some 
of this research is also carried out by researchers employed withzn government 
departments, and here researchers are often in an even more dependent position. 
In all these cases the remit for the research is usually closely specified by a fund- 
ing agency which has no interest in contributing to the knowledge of social sci- 
ence disciplines; its concern is usually entirely practical. Similarly, many 
researchers work for commercial research agencies which provide information that 
is required by clients, for example market research on products or opinion polling 
for newspapers or political parties. Here too the task set the researcher bears little 
relationship to the needs of social science disciplines Finally, some research is 
carried out by practising professionals in various fields, including education and 
health, and is shaped by the demands of their work rather than by disciplinary 
considerations. 

Moreover, in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s such practice- and policy-oriented work 
has come to represent an increasing proportion of social research. In this period 
the major funding body for academic social research, the Social Science Research 
Council (later renamed the Economic and Social Research Council) suffered a 
severe reduction in financial resources and began to adopt a more directive 
approach in its funding of research: for example, financing much research on the 
basis of its own initiatives in particular policy areas, at the expense of responsive 
funding of bids from researchers. As a result of this, even academic researchers 
have found themselves more and more under pressure to engage in policy-related 
rather than disciplinary research 

Against this background, it is perhaps not surprising that in recent years the idea 
of social research as primarily committed to the cumulation of disciplinary knowl- 
edge has been increasingly questioned. This questioning has arisen for other rea- 
sons too One of these has been continuing criticism of the findings of 
conventional social research for being of little practical value. Another has arisen 
from changes in political ideas, on both R~ght and Left. The shift in the character 
of the funding of social research was partly associated with the view that the allo- 
cation of public funds must be tied to direct benefits. A model for this had been 
provided in the field of the natural sciences in the 1960s by the Rothschild Report 
(Rothschild, 1972). This drew a sharp distinction between pure and applied 
research in natural science and argued that the latter should be funded on a cus- 
tomer/contractor basis. The customer would define a remit for the research, much 
like a contract operating between any other buyer and supplier. Such a model 
was, of course, already in operation in the field of commercial social research and, 
as I noted earlier, has become increasingly common in government-funded social 
research today. (Rothschild's equal emphasis on the importance of pure or disci- 
plinary research has often been ignored, or treated as inapplicable, in the case of 
social research, despite his arguments to the contrary; see also Rothschild, 1982 ) 
This is, of course, just one example of an influential trend in the 1980s and 1990s: 
the application of economic thinking to areas outside the field traditional to econ- 
omics; and it is an idea whose appeal has been not entirely restricted to the politi- 
cal Right. 

Equally influential in undermining commitment to the goal of knowledge cumu- 
lation, if in a different way, has been Leftist criticism of social science research, 
either for being politically irrelevant or for actually supporting the status quo 
(Cockburn and Blackburn, 1969; Pateman, 1972). Much of this criticism has come 
from social scientists themselves The political generation of the 1960s provided a 
disproportionate number of social scientists in the succeeding decades, as a result 
of the combined effect of the expansion in higher education that occurred in the 
1960s and the reduction in academic jobs from the 1970s onwards. Many in that 
generation were strongly influenced by the idea that major social change, towards 
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socialist and/or libertarian alternatives, was required in British society, and that 
soclal research could and should play an important role in bringing this about. 
Much of their effort went into criticism of exlsting social research for its failure to 
reflect this commitment and/or to bring about such change. Over the course of 
the 1970s and 1980s this commitment transmuted into a concern with the achieve- 
ment of equal opportumties, gaining added impetus from the femmist and antl- 
racist movements. Like some on the Right of the political spectrum, many on the 
Left reject the scientific model of social research on the grounds that ~t is directed 
towards the accumulation of knowledge, rather than towards the achievement of 
practical goals 

I 
These developments have led to widespread rejection of the disciplinary concep- , tion of social research, and to the adoption of some rather different mews about 
the purposes of research. One of these is what we can call the practitioner model 1 A major source of this was re-evaluation of the concept of professional practice in ' the fields of education and health This sometimes involved dismissal of disciplin- 

l ary research as largely irrelevant to practical professional concerns. Even at best, it ' was suggested, such research provides only probabilistlc information about social 
I aggregates, not accurate information about the particular cases with whlch prac- 

i tltioners must deal. Furthermore, the model of the relationship between research 
and practice on which it is based misrepresents the role of the professional as 
simply following the rules laid down by research. Instead, emphasis came to be 

l placed on the judgement and skill involved in professional work, and on the fact 
I that this often involves a substantial element of pract~cal inquiry (Schon, 1983; 

Elhott, 1991) 
1 The element of inquiry involved in the work of some occupations not normally 

/ regarded as engaging in research 1s very obvious. An example is crime detection. 

l 
While fictional accounts of the work of detectives often exaggerate the degree to 
which they are involved in piecing together clues to discover, or even to set up 

I and trap, culprits, it is nevertheless true that real-life detective work does involve 
the collection and processing of evidence as a central feature Investigative jour- 
nalism also has a substantial element of practical inquiry at its core. And, in fact, 
both detective work and journalism have been used as models for social research 
methodology (Sanders, 1974; Douglas, 1975) Similarly, social workers and lawyers 
are often engaged in constructing reports about particular clients or incidents on 

1 the basis of evidence of various kinds indeed, the argument applies more widely 

l 
than this. For instance, schoolteachers too may be seen as collecting and process- 

! ing evidence with a vlew to facilitating the learning of their pupils 
I In some fields it has been suggested that this inquiry element in professional work 
i ought to be developed in the direction of an explicit actlon research orientation. 

Practitioner research, it is claimed, would provide much more useful and effectwe 

i knowledge than disciplinary research could, simply because that knowledge 
would be attuned to the particular circumstances and needs of practitioners and 

1 can draw on their local knowledge. In such research, decisions about what to 
study, how, and with a view to what product, would be taken by practitioners 

l 
themselves on the basis of their needs and priorities. An influential example of 
this trend is the 'teacher as researcher' movement initiated in the UK by Lawrence 
Stenhouse and others, which argues that schoolteachers should be involved in a 
cycle of practice, reflection and reorientation, the process of reflection being mod- 
elled on research (Stenhouse, 1975; Carr and Kemmis, 1986, Elliott, 1991). Sten- 
house conceptualizes teaching as analogous to research in two ways. Flrst, 
teachers and pupils are regarded as engaged collaboratively in a process of learn- 
ing, rather than simply the transmission of information from the former to the 
latter. Second, teachers are assumed to develop their understanding of the pro- 
cesses of teaching and learning through inquiry focused on their own practice. 

Another influential alternative to the disciplinary conception of research is what I 
will call the 'emancipatory model' This has its origins in Marxlsm, but in recent 
years feminists have been the most important advocates of it. Here research is 
designed to serve the requirements of a political struggle for emancipation 
engaged in by an oppressed group. 
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