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1 INTRODUCTION 
The central purpose of this course is to enable you to make better informed and 
more effective assessments of social research - both research carried out by 
others and also research of your own. Such assessment is clearly of crucial import- 
ance, since without it we have no basis for knowing whether or not the findings 
of a study are to be relied on However, as you will have gathered from Unit 1/2, 
there is a great deal of disagreement about the nature of social research, and this 
obviously can lead to differences of view about how we set about assessing it. 

One way of conceptualizmg methodological disagreement among social 
researchers is as conflict among competing approaches or paradigms that are 
based on contrasting philosophical and political assumptions There is a host of 
such paradigms discussed in the methodological literature. Positivism is one, 
though it is usually employed today as a foil against wh~ch to display some pre- 
ferred alternative, such as hermeneutics, qualitative method, action research, fem- 
inist methodology, critical ethnography, new paradigm research, etc. Arguments 
for these paradigms involve various positions on the seven themes that we dis- 
cussed in Unit 1/2, as well as disagreements about other matters And one of the 
implications of this view of social research as characterized by competing para- 
digms is that how any particular piece of research should be judged depends on 
the paradigm to which it belongs, each paradigm having d~stinctive assessment 
criteria (Srmth, 1989) 

In our view, however, this is not a productive way of thinking about social 
research methodology. While there are fundamental methodological disagree- 
ments about social research methodology, conceptualizing these in terms of para- 
digm conflict involves considerable and misleading over-simplfication. The 
various paradigms do not capture the full range of variation in methodological 
ideas and practice Furthermore, the concept of paradigm implies too rigid and 
determinate a link between views about abstract philosophical and political issues 
and decisions about how to do research It implies that certain ideas about the 
purpose and nature of social research necessarily go together with the use of par- 
ticular research strategies For instance, it is often assumed that the use of quanti- 
tative methods is based on a commitment to positivism. However, while it is true 
that the growing use of quantitative method in the social sciences in the twentieth 
century was derived in part from the influence of positivist ideas, there is no 
necessary connection here. Quantitative methods may also be used by those 
adopting anti-positivist philosophical positions, without self-contradiction. (See, for 
example, the arguments in Wnght, 1989.) 

The idea of methodological paradigms also implies that particular sorts of research 
strategies necessarily go together, so that, for instance, studying a single case in 
depth is often associated with the adoption of qualitative methods of data collec- 
tion such as participant observation and/or unstructured interviewing. And these, 
in turn, are often assumed to require the use of qualitative analysis - that is, 
forms of analysis that do not involve measurement and statistics. Here again, 
though, while there is a tendency for research strategies to be combined in these 
ways, there are many exceptions and there is no essentzal reason why they should 
be combined exclusively in this fashion. So, thinking about social research meth- 
odology in terms of paradigms may blind us to the diversity of strategies 
employed, and may lead us to overlook combinations of ideas and strategies that 
may be more productive than those embodied in paradigmatic conceptions of 
social research 

Another problem with thinking of social research as guided by paradigms based 
on fundamentally dfierent political and philosophical assumptions is that it 
encourages us to neglect the practical character of the research process. 
Researchers make decisions about what strategies to use to a large extent on the 
basis of practical considerations what they are trying to achieve and the circum- 
stances in which the research has to be done, including the resources available 
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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 




