
UNIT 10 ASSESSING 
l ' RESEARCH DESIGNS 
i Prepared for the Course Team by Ruth Finnegan 

CONTENTS 

I Associated study materials 140 

I 1 What this unit is about 141 

2 Some general points about research designs and their 
assessment 142 
2 1 Research designs: varieties and mixtures 142 
2.2 Some standard criteria in assessing research designs 146 

3 Processes of planning and implementing research 147 
3.1 Life cycles in research design 148 

3 2 Researchers' assumptions and attitudes. some questions and 
comments 149 

3.3 Practical constraints and inducements in research planning 153 
3.4 Presenting the research strategy terminologies and smokescreens 157 
3.5 Preparing the ground some further questions to consider 158 

3 6 The relevance of some later stages for assessing research designs: 
a brief preview 160 

4 ~thical and political questions 161 

1 5 Who are the assessors? 163 

I 6 Conclusion: over to you 168 

l Answers to activities 170 

References 

Acknowledgements 



UNIT 10 ASSESSING RESEARCH DESIGNS l 
I 

ASSOCIATED STUDY MATERIALS 1 

Reader, Chapter 14, "'It's great to have someone to talk to". ethics and polltics of 
l 

interviewing women', by Janet Finch 



UNIT 10 ASSESSING RESEARCH DESIGNS 

1 WHAT THIS UNIT IS 
ABOUT 
So far this block has focused on issues to do with problem formulation, logic and 
case selection within social research. Another way of putting this is to say that you 
have been considenng and evaluating some contrasting strategies of research 
design, together with their respective strengths and weaknesses. The present unit 
follows this up to focus more directly on the topic of research designs, with spe- 
cial emphasis on their assessment. 

This means going back over some of the same ground already touched on in 
earlier units - one way of reviewing the material anew in this concluding unit of 
the block. However, the treatment here will also complement the earlier units by 
prowding a somewhat different perspective on research and the processes by 
which it is assessed. You will also be getting further experience of applying your 
understanding to the assumptions often lying behind both research reports and 
research proposals at the planning stage You should end up not only with some 
deeper awareness of the complex processes at work, but also with a 11st of key 
questions to draw on when assessing research designs 

You have already seen that the strategies used to plan research are of crucial 
importance to its outcome Following this through in the actual evaluation of 
research and its designing raises certaln complex issues. It is worth making these 
explicit at the start. 

First, there is the problem that, as already hinted in earlier units, the actual pro- 
cesses of research planning and implementation are usually messier than the often 
ideal~zed final statements - or indeed than the models in most textbooks. This 
messiness, however unappealing, has to be taken on board in any serious assess- 

I 

I ment of a given research design 
l 
I A second point is that both deslgnlng and assessing research take place in specific 

l social contexts. These in turn influence how research plans are translated into 
practice as well as how these are represented by both the researchers themselves 

I and the assessors Thirdly, since social research is not just an aseptic and uncon- 
1 troversial pursuit but a process involving actual human beings, there are also 

i social, ethical and political issues to consider. 

This unit will alert you to some of these 'real world' issues which are essential for 
any down-to-earth, rather than idealized, analysis of actual research designs In 
other words, it is not so much about assessing the strengths and weaknesses of 
the differing types of research design in formal terms (though there will be some- 
thing on th~s, pickmg up points made in earlier units), nor just about how 
research ought to take place or ought to be assessed It is more directed to how 
such designs are actually proposed, used and evaluated, and the kinds of strat- 
egies you can develop for assessing them in relation to their overall plan. 
Additionally it will consider the related issues of who is likely to be making this 
assessment and for what purpose - and how this in turn also takes place in a 
soc~al context And if at times this means a rather sceptical assessment of resear- 
chers' (and assessors') claims, looking at what they do, not just what they say they 
do - well, that is not an uncharacteristic stance for the social scientific investl- 
gation of any social activity. 

To summarize, then, this unit starts with a brief review of some of the research 
designs that have already been discussed (adding some further ones) and the cri- 
teria commonly used in their assessment. It then goes on to take a closer look at 
some of the detailed processes within research, for these too need to be con- 
sidered in any full evaluation - as 1s well illustrated in the article by Janet Finch 
associated with this unit ('"It's great to have someone to talk to": ethics and poli- 
tics of interviewing women', in the Reader). Since no research strategy is neutral, 
ethical and political issues demand attention too. these are considered in Section 
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4 Finally, some questions are raised about the purposes of any assessment, and 
about who carries it out - again leading to some crucial issues for you to follow 
up. The unit's aims are to help you to 

1 Review and pull together material in earlier units in the block and relate this 
to the overall course and block aims (particularly the aim of evaluating 
research critically) 

2 Complement the discussion of the formal design features by a consideration 
of the wider strategies and processes which in practice often shape research 
design in the w~der  sense of the term: its selection, planning, outlook and 
implementation. This means attention to the actual processes not only of 
designing research but also of its assessment. their social and political con- 
texts, the related ethical issues, and the differing purposes both of research 
designs and of those assessing them 

3 Gain experience both in applying the points discussed in the unit (and the 
block), and in reflecting on the principles and problems in such assessments. 

4 Develop a set of questions which you can draw on to assess research designs 
and research proposals. 

2 SOME GENERAL POINTS 
ABOUT RESEARCH DESIGNS 
AND THEIR ASSESSMENT 
Before plunging directly into the assessment questions, we need to pause briefly 
to draw together some relevant threads from the previous units - both what has 
been included already, and some further points that can now be added 

2.1 RESEARCH DESIGNS: VARIETIES AND MIXTURES 

Let us start by just looking at what is meant by 'research des~gn' This is a term 
widely used within social research, and is often to the fore both when a research 
proposal 1s being assessed (for funding or support for example) before the event, 
and in evaluating the final report of that research afterwards. Basically it just 
means the plan or strategy shaping the research The term 1s sometimes used quite 
narrowly, referring merely to prior technical choices between different samplmg 
options or about experimental and control groups. But it also often has the 
broader meaning - and the one followed here - summed up succinctly in 
Hakim's statement that 

Design deals primarily with aims, purposes, intentions and plans within 
the practical constraints of location, time, money and availability of 
staff 

(Hakim, 1987, p.1) 

A longer but similar statement is to be found in another recent book 

Completing successful research depends on having a clearly defined 
purpose and access to useful data pertinent to that purpose. Certainly, 
various problems require that different strategies be employed in suc- 
cessful research The strategy employed, the approach, or the particular 
research tools involved relate to the idea known as design or research 
design A research design refers to a plan, blueprint, or guide for data 
collection and interpretation - sets of rules that enable the investigator 
to conceptualize and observe the problem under study 

(Adams and Schvaneveldt, 1985, p 103) 
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l 

Certam aspects of research design have been considered in this block so far, 
ch~efly those to do  with problem formulation, log~c and case select~on But as will 
be clear from the quotations just glven, research design in the broad sense has a 
wider coverage than just the init~al plan, for ~t can also extend into questions of 
how the bluepr~nt is and can be translated into practice, and the practical con- 
straints which ~n turn help to shape this Assessmg research designs and research 
proposals demands some consideration of these other Issues Many of them are 
treated more fully in their place in Block 3, but some br~ef prevlew is needed here 
~n the context of des~gn. (The account here can thus also be taken as a bridge 
leading Into the next block 

There are a number of different types of designs which soc~al researchers com- 
monly employ and dist~nguish It is true that there is no definitive and fully agreed 
hst, and they are classified m a number of different ways in the l~terature. But ~t IS 

useful to be aware of the distmctions between some (arguably) contrasting 
categories of research strategles when you are cons~dermg possible criteria for 
their assessment 

You have already encountered some of these contrasts, for the earlier units have 
i contained reference to what could (in one way or another) be considered exam- 

ples of what are w~dely recognized as some of the most important types of 

I research design 

1 Expenmental designs - see Unit 6 

2 Various types of sarwy designs, both 'one shot' and longitudinal - Units 8 
and 9 

3 A case study strategy, in the sense of a detailed and in-depth lnvestlgation of a 

l particular soc~al phenomenon - a group, situation, commun~ty, life history, 
ep~sode Note that this sense of 'case study' is that explained near the start of 

! Unit 7 (Section 1 j; the term is used in a narrower sense in the rest of the unlt 
It is worth adding that the use of a case study strategy can be found not only 
~n research within anthropology and soc~ology, but also In pol~tical and 
administrative studies and in psychology (see e g Hak~m, 1987, Chap. 6; Mur- 
ray, 1974, Abramson, 1992). 

Each of these well-recognized strategles has its sub-var~et~es and, as will have 
l 

I come out in earlier unlts, its particular strengths and weaknesses These strengths 
and weaknesses must therefore be among the prime reference polnts ~n any con- 

~ sideration of assessing research designs 

I A couple of further points need to be added however, for these three types 

I 
between them d o  not cover all forms of research design Nor does all research 

I necessar~ly fall neatly within just one or another of these categories. 
l Flrst, then, there are also other strategies for social research besides those based 
l 

on experiments, surveys and case studies 

I ACTIVITY I U 
l What other strateg~es can you think of, whether from your readmg In th~s course or from 
I your own observat~on and exper~ence? 

Here we enter into a somewhat controversial area This 1s partly because 
researchers in some trad~tions are less l~kely to describe the~r approaches as 
'designs' than in others, with the result (among other things) that termmology is 
less agreed This is partly because the stock designs that tend to be highlighted In 
'soc~al research methods' books and courses (Including this one) tend to favour 
the termmolog~es and trad~tions within certain of the social sclence d~sciplines - 
principally sociology and psychology - rather than others. Additionally, few of 
the possible categories are mutually exclusive, and there 1s no single continuum 
along whtch they can be neatly dlvided That said, however, it IS worth taking 
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note of some further strategies that are commonly used in social research which 
you may well come across and should thus be aware of. 

1 'Ernepent' and exploratory research strategies 

These are usually based primarily on observation (participant or otherwise) 
and/or on in-depth unstructured interviews (This is sometimes also referred 
to as 'qualitative research', meaning its design features, rather than its necess- 
ary lack of quantitative methods, see Hakim, 1987, p 26 ) 

This is a form most commonly used by anthropologists, but also now increas- 
ingly by sociologists, and sometimes by psychologists It may or may not (de- 
pending on the research aims) overlap with case study strategies Further 
details about interv~ews and observation as methods wlll be found later (Units 
11 and 12), but the relevant point to notice here is not so much the precise 
method of data collection but rather the open-ended nature of this type of 
research strategy The outcome may form the basis for further research ques- 
tions, but it can also be seen as a complete strategy - an end in itself. The 
aim tends to be stated in terms of 'discovery' or 'insight' rather than of 'testing' 
or 'prediction' 

In one sense the final design here is only settled as the research unfolds rather 
than belng set up tightly beforehand. as Martyn Hammersley explains in his 
comments on 'qualitative' research (leading up to his analysts of the specific 
'case study' strategy) 'There ts minimal pre-structuring of the data collected ' 
(Unit 7, Section 1, point 5.) So, for example, Dick Hobbs' Doing the Business 
(1988) emerged out of his own experience growlng up m the wheeler-dealing 
world of the East End, while Whyte's classic Street Corner Society (1943) 
developed from open-ended exploration in certain areas of Chicago rather 
than resting on a pre-prepared blueprint The same general pattern applies in 
much document-based research where the nature of the sources as they are 
explored reacts back iteratively on to the overall research strategy. Hakim 
comments on one varlant of this in the context of using administrative records 
where, as she says 

The design .. . has to be back to front Instead of designing the study, 
and then collecting the necessary data, one obtains details of the con- 
tents and characteristics of a set of records and then identifies the cor- 
responding research model. The builder, and the materials he has 
available, take a stronger leading role in the design than in the usual 
architect-designed study. 

(Hakim, 1987, pp 37-8, also reproduced in the Reader) 

In another sense, however, there often is a clear structure to this type of 
research: and this is precisely that very strategy of leaving many of the ques- 
tions, aims and formulation of problems in the research to be developed in 
the 'data collection' phase, Interacting iterattvely wlth the researcher's initial 
ideas or hunches, the final design thus 'emerges' throughout the research. It is 
worth stressing that thls is one reputable and widespread form of social 
research and one which - like any other - can be carrled out well or badly. 

2 Descriptzve analysis 

This heading is something of an over-simplification and in fact covers a multi- 
tude of approaches. But some such category is needed to highlight what is a 
common research strategy among some social scientists, even though often 
not signalled as such (it is sometimes included under the general heading of 
'descriptive strategies' or 'design based on description', for example in Adams 
and Schvaneveldt, 1985, pp.lO6ff) What these approaches have in common is 
the alm of producing an analytic description founded in the sources, which 
are often of a documentary nature, rather than through a pre-designed test or 
prediction, with the 'problem' formulated often being to understand the nature 
or working of some particular institution or process. Examples range from 
sociologists' research on, say, family obligations (e.g Finch, 1989) or the con- 
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duct of the mass media in time of war (e g Glasgow University Media Group, 
1985) to document-based research by political scientists aiming to produce 
accounts of political parties, governmental institutions or constitutional devel- 
opments (for example the comparative account of the structure of local 
government in 81 countries by Humes and Martin, 1969, or the research into 
public enquiries published in Wraith and Lamb, 1971), or perhaps economists' 
analyses of existing survey data In particular cases this overall strategy may or 
may not have something in common with the 'emergent' or the 'case study' 
strategies (it quite often does) and may be more, or less, analytic and/or 
related to explicitly theoretical questions. 

3 Analysis wzth a histomcal dimension 

An analysis set within some kind of narrative framework, relating the subject 
matter to its wider social context and development, is more frequent among 
social scientists than is often acknowledged It is particularly used among pol- 
itical scientists, and among historical geographers and sociologists - for 
instance, Cohen's work on the growth of the British Civil Service (1969, 
research into changing patterns of work over the centuries (Pahl, 1984), 
research by historical demographers and sociologists on the history of the 
family, e.g. Anderson (1971, 1983) and other examples cited in Hakim (1987, 
p.38) reproduced in the Reader The 'problem', in so far as it is explicitly 
formulated, is to explore the background of particular institutions, processes, 
etc as they have developed through time, and hence reach a deeper under- 
standing of their workings in the past or present 

These three additional types of strategy perhaps sound less glamorous or 'sc~en- 
tific' than experiments, surveys or case studies But they do  between them com- 
prise a good proportion of social research, so they cannot be excluded when we 
consider issues to do  with assessing research designs and proposals. 

The second general point is an obvious one but, perhaps for that reason, easy to 
overlook T h ~ s  is that typologies of research design, however phrased, almost 
inevitably give the impression that these are 'pure' and mutually inconsistent 
types In practice a large number of social research projects use a mixture of 
methods to such an extent that it maybe near-impossible to classify them under 
just one type of 'research design' 

You can check this for yourself by looking through the offprints and Reader arti- 
cles associated with this course Let me give just one other example to illustrate 
this. It is taken from my own research on the social aspects of amateur musical 
groups and music-making in an English town - the reason for selecting this 
example being that I can vouch personally for its messiness from my own first- 
hand experience! 

In one way this was a case study about just one town - Milton Keynes It also 
fell squarely within the 'emergent' research style. relymg heavily on participant 
observation and on a few mainly unstructured interviews with key figures, and 
developing new approaches and questions as I learnt more about the local people 
and institutions, read more in the wider literature, reformulated my initial assump- 
tions and approaches, and felt out different methods But in another way it started 
out not just as an open-ended attempt to do a local ethnography round the topic 
of amateur music, but also from a fairly clear question (or it seemed clear at first) 
about how much amateur music-making there really was locally, given current 
views about the dominance of the mass media and the common image of Milton 
Keynes as a 'cultural desert' my hunch (rather than clearly enunciated hypothesis) 
was that the answer might be 'a lot' The strategy developed as I went along but I 
had also vaguely anticipated from the outset the possibility of drawing in other 
methods too. These included internal comparison between different musical 
worlds wzthzn the field area; the use of both local and national documentary 
sources, especially the systematic scrutiny of local newspapers, and some reliance 
on more quantitative methods as the research developed, like a mailed question- 
naire to schools, a survey of pubs, churches and social clubs about their musical 
activities with the help of a research assistant, and structured Interviews with 50 or 
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so local bands. The result was a mess as far as neat typologies of research design 
go, and overwhelmed me with data to sort out. But it brought results And though 
looking back I can see lots of mistakes and omissions, I wouldn't ultimately adopt 
a radically different strategy if I could do it all over again. (If you want to see the 
results - or criticize the design - it is published in Finnegan, 1989.) 

So, research 'designs' are neither easily classifiable nor always, in practice, pure or 
mutually incompatible types. Still, it is useful to be aware of their disparate nature 
- 'trends', rather than distinct 'types' might ultimately be the better term - as a 
background to any attempt to assess the strengths or weaknesses of particular 
strategies and proposals, and the varying criteria that might be useful in this 

2.2 SOME STANDARD CRITERIA IN ASSESSING 
RESEARCH DESIGNS 

After that preamble we can turn more directly to the issue of assessing research 
designs, both when looking back at these after the event or (the primary focus 
here) at the planning and proposal stage. You have already had the chance to 
consider the strengths and weaknesses of the different types of research designs 
discussed, one by one, in previous units Now is the time to pull together some of 
these points by taking a different perspective and looking at key factors which to 
varying degrees run acmss several (perhaps all) of these designs 

11 1 ACTIVITY 2 
Look back briefly over the types of research des~gn discussed in this block (including the 
examples just given) and the discussions of assessing research in Unit 314 and Unit 5, and 
see whethel; despite the disparity of  examples and strategies, you can identify any recur- 
rent underlying factors that keep being mentioned in assessing research designs. If you 
can. 

I identify about six recurrent questions or criter~a ment~oned as relevant for assessing 
research designs, 

2 list them in order of pnonty in terms of their apparent usefulness in assessing the 
value of research, and 

3 indicate which you consider to be the most important, and why 

Then read on after refemng to  the comments on this activity given at the end of the unit 

This exercise doubtless proved both easy and difficult. To take the easiest part 
first, the recurrent questions you identified probably included some or all of those 
listed at the end of this unit. 

But you may also have found that you had some difficulties in trying to list them 
in order of 'priority' or deciding which were the 'most important'. Or if you did 
not, then I certainly did 'Important' for what? For whom7 For which kind of 
research design7 In what context? Maybe in tackling the exercise you tried to 
anticipate the kind of answer you thought a standard 'methods' textbook (or a 
DEH313 examiner) would think right? That is certainly one possible yardstick - 
and indeed leads to a set of criteria often employed in teaching prescriptive 
methods courses or in research applications to academic funding councils. They 
are well worth remembering In that context, as part of the vocabulary of social 
science methodology. 

However, might there be other contexts? If so, the criteria just mentioned might 
not be the first to spring to mind 
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ACTIVITY 3 0 
Recall or Imagine some research proposals In your own l~ne of work or pnvate I~fe some 
problem, say, that you or others would l~ke to see ~nvest~gated. Then lmaglne that you 
have the power to dec~de between several contending proposals. Which if any of the 

I cr~ter~a just l~sted would you ~mmed~ately thmk of In makmg your decwon - or would tt 
be qu~te d~fferent ones? Be honest. 

No doubt you also thought of other down-to-earth matters: questions say, of cost, 
availability of personnel, need for a rapid decision (or alternatively a smokescreen 
for no decision), desire for status or for academic advancement, action, internal 
politics Not all of these are necessarily cynical criteria. But whatever their desir- 
ability or otherwise, they do  form the often unavoidable background to how 
choices about research and its assessment are made in practice, whatever the 
overt vocabulary In which these decisions are outwardly expressed. the 'practical 
constraints' that Hakim mentioned in her definition of research design (Section 2 1 
above). 

I This should not be taken to suggest that the criteria of validity or representative- 
I ness no longer apply. They remain essential questions which social scientists can 

and must continue to ask about research designs But it does mean that anyone 
assessing research needs to be aware not just of the rhetoric of the researchers ~ and their supporters, but also of the other considerations that may move them - 
the differing purposes for differing people, the hidden agendas, the often contend- 
ing interests To ignore all this is to move in an unreal world. 

Assessing research design, too, is not just a matter of some asocial set of scientific 
principles, the same in all situations As with the question of purpose, it has to be 
considered in actual social context These contexts may be extremely variegated 

i and complex. For in addition to the initial purposes to which the research was 
directed - and even these may vary according to whzch participant is considered 

I - there may well be yet other purposes among those many (and again diverse) 
people who come to assess it. The 'audiences' for research, in other words, are 

i not just single and self-evident, and there may be unintended as well as expected 
audiences 

Who you are and what you expect of a particular piece of research will thus 
directly affect how you are likely to assess it, and the criteria you use. This is a 
point to which we will be returning. 

3 PROCESSES O F  PLANNING 
AND IMPLEMENTING 
RESEARCH 
So far in the block the discussion has focused on different types of research 
design and some of the standard criteria that are frequently referred to in their 
assessment But it is also possible to take yet a different slice again through the 
material. T h ~ s  tlme the focus will be looking in more detail at each of the different 
but comparable phases which tend to be found wlthin research designs (in the 
broad sense of that term) Our purpose is to draw attention to some recurrent 
questions that can be asked about each of them. 

In taking this approach the argument will necessarily have to be presented on two 
levels, sometimes one after the other, sometimes simultaneously First, comment- 
ing on the different research phases themselves; and then, on the second level, 


