
UNIT 10 ASSESSING RESEARCH DESIGNS 

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, 
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pointing to the relevance of each of these phases for the research strategy, and 
hence, of course, for its assessment 

The discussion here thus takes the sense of research design indicated in the earlier 
quotations as meaning, not lust some idealized plan, but its mteraction w ~ t h  the 
constraints of time, access, and cost; its appropriateness to particular circum- 
stances; and the degree to which it is (or is judged likely to be) used, developed 
or changed in its actual applicat~on Assessment at the end of the research would 
thus imply looking back to see how the blueprint actually developed (or perhaps 
changed) over time; while assessment at the start would mean making some 
informed judgement as to how the plan was likely to work out in practice It is 
this longer process of research designing that is considered in this section. 

3.1 LIFE CYCLES IN RESEARCH DESIGN 

As soon as one thinks about it, it becomes obvious that a particular piece of 
research cannot be fully described by classifying it under a single, once-and-for-all 
label ('experimental', 'survey', 'case study' or whatever), for it is developed 
through a series of stages No serious research, in other words, is planned, pur- 
sued and completed in one moment, research depends on a series of decisions 
and actions, taken over time 

The precise stages and their importance vary according to the project, and (de- 
pending both on the type of strategy and the particular history of the research) 
may not follow in neat chronological sequence Furthermore, iteration between 
them is often an essential feature So these different 'stages' should not be taken 
too literally However, with that proviso, it will be helpful for the purposes of this 
unit to identify the following commonly found phases 

The initial stages of thinking about the possibility of the research. I 

Settling the research strategy or approach (including aims and methods). l 
Preparing the ground. 1 

I 

Implementing the main phase(s): data collection, field work, consulting the 
sources, or whatever. i 
Analysing or reflecting on the results 

Writing up or communicating the findings/conclusion (in various forms, per- 
haps including action) 

As you know from earlier portions of the course, such a list is somewhat simpli- 
fied. The significance of each stage depends on the style of the research, its cir- 
cumstances, and the personality of the researcher The amount of iteration and of 
overlap between the stages also varies (arguably most marked in ethnographic or 
document-based research) But despite these complexities, it can focus one's mind 
to regard these phases as key decision nodes to take note of when assessing how 
the research design has, in practice, worked out or is likely to do  so in the future 
(as you will see below, there is a pomt here to adding the qualification 'in prac- 
tice'). 

So let us look at likely points in this l~fe cycle of a piece of research - the points 
about which you may need to raise questions No research design comes ready- 
made: it is always developed through a series of decisions. And since each of 
these decisions m~ght have been otherwise - they are seldom self-evident or neu- 
tral ones - they each deserve attention from anyone wishing to assess that 
research 

Some understanding of all these phases of research is necessary for a full assess- 
ment of the design in its broader sense. However, the later stages are only 
touched on lightly, since they will be elaborated in later blocks. 
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3.2 RESEARCHERS' ASSUMPTIONS AND ATTITUDES: 
SOME QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS 

In any piece of research decisions are always made, either consciously or (equally 
if not more influential) by default. Here are some of the questions that often have 
to be decided. What kinds of topics are to be studied? What are the purposes? - 
in practice often quite fuzzy at first, and often later too, despite precise-sounding 
vocabulary about 'aims' or 'hypotheses'. What kind of outcome is expected. a set 
of generalizations in an academic context?, a narrative?, a policy proposal?, action 
of some kind? How far are the questions being asked answerable ones (or even 
ones that ought to be answered)? What hidden political agenda (perhaps) lies 
behind the research? What attitudes will be adopted to the sources for data (which 
will often be people), and how they are to be treated? And finally (if perhaps only 
unconsciously) what is the fundamental motivation behind the research, to whom 
is it (implicitly) directed, whose authority or canons are being invoked, and, ulti- 
mately, for whose benefit? 

These early decisions - assumptions might be a better term - flavour the whole 
character of the research. For this reason they too deserve careful scrutiny in any 
assessment of that research Some of the issues relate to questions which will 
already be very familiar to you: about validity, reliability, relevance and case selec- 
tion But it is worth noting that precisely these questions need to be asked not just 
of the stated 'research design', but also of those prior implicit phases of formulat- 
ing the research. Such choices, furthermore, will affect the research procedures 
and findings in ways which have not just technical but also intellectual impli- 
cations - and often political and ethical ones too (on the latter, see Section 4 
below). 

So in assessing a particular research proposal it would be reasonable for you to 
make judgements about these prior choices too For example, you may consider 
the aims of the research quite misconceived, perhaps treating as a 'social problem' 
something which you see rather as just a set of social practices to investigate Or 
you may believe that the focus of attention - on national 'averages' for example, 
on one particular area of the country or on respondents in particular power pos- 
itions - is somehow unbalanced. Or you may consider that basic concepts in the 
proposed research ('the family', say, 'households', 'work' or 'community') are used 
so uncritically as to make the planned research valueless 

ACTIVITY 4 I4 
I Look back at any one example of research read or discussed earlier Can you p~ck up 

any Impressions which indicate anything about those earlier decisions/assumptions? If 
so, how does this affect your judgement of that research? 

2 Then repeat the process, if you can, for any further examples of research you know 
of from your own experience or have read about outside the course. 

Comments on this activity are gwen at the end of the unit. 

In one sense, asking questions like the above leads to an impasse When it is so 
much more straightforward to ask about the formal design features - topics on 
which most researchers are relatively articulate and most methods books wax elo- 
quent - why muddy the waters by raising these often unanswerable questions? 

There is an important point here however. And this is that both the earlier choices 
which underlie research design, and the actual way that the design is manifested 
in the research process, are more than just technical questions (though they may 
have a technical side). They relate Intimately to the underlying assumptions of the 
researcher These underlying choices, furthermore, are likely to affect not only the 
overall plan, but also how empirical evidence is represented and co-ordinated, or 
the sources approached. The latter are not asocial 'data' just waiting there to be 
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collected by some mechanical and neutral process, but are constructed according 
to the original selection of research topic and aims of the researcher. It is not that 
researchers are to be blamed for this some such choices are inescapable Given 
this, the more we can discover about the researcher's attitudes and beliefs the 
more we can understand the direction taken by the research. 

One useful hint for winkling out the underlying attitudes that are likely to be 
shaping the research is to look at other work by the same researcher(s) Since it is 
only common sense to use every route to disentangle attitudes influencing the 
research design both in its initial formulation and in how it is actually applied, it 
can be illuminating to ask who is responsible for it. In practice this is a commonly- 
used strategy in assessment (though not always one explicitly admitted by 
assessors) 

Such information may not be available of course, and it is not always possible to 
work out what the original choices and assumptions were. But reminding our- 
selves that there always will have been some, should at least make us sensitive to 
any evidence we can detect. How were they formulated? What were the alterna- 
tives to the actual way the research was designed and implemented? Are over- 
dogmatic claims being made about the objectivity or finality of the research? In 
each case the initial (and continuing) choices might have been otherwise - and 
the nature of the subsequent research, even its precise findings, could therefore 
have turned out differently. 

Evaluating underlying preconceptions of this kind is ultimately a matter of judge- 
ment rather than just a technical matter. Some of the reactions can be linked, in 
turn, to differing attitudes held by the critics and assessors 

A light-hearted example (see extracts on following pages) can illustrate how differ- 
ing assessments can be linked with differing presuppositions Light-hearted, that 
is, in that the quotations are from newspaper accounts (one common medium, of 
course, for the reporting and assessment of research). The subject matter is serious 
enough. It concerned research on 7-year-olds' knowledge of mathematics, widely 
reported in the press in October 1991 The disagreements implicitly focus not just 
on the detailed wording of the question but, more strategically, on the appropri- 
ateness of a research design relying on pencil-and-paper tests This in turn links 
with a series of other assumptions and convictions about, for example, the nature 
of education, status of teachers, or role of the government 

Some of the above discussion really just rests on common sense, i e on the kinds 
of judgements we tend to make every day, following our normal practice of look- 
ing behind people's claims and conclusions (something not to be lightly given up, 
incidentally, in spite of the way specialists sometimes claim to supersede it). But it 
also links into some of the continuing debates about the nature and philosophy of 
social research, which you will already have encountered elsewhere in the course 
(especially in Block 1) For example, critics and counter-critics may invoke differ- 
ent sides in the arguments about 'objectivity' and 'truth' (see Unit 1/2, also for a 
handy recent discussion of these issues, Kimmel, 1988, pp.l26ff.), or alternatively 
arguments about the effects of the researcher on the people, situation, or insti- 
tutions being 'researched' Older assumptions about the possibility of 'non-inter- 
vention' and 'objectivity' in research are now very much in question, and there is 
currently greater awareness of researchers not as detached outsiders but as them- 
selves social actors within social situations In this light, a researcher's implicit 
assumptions and attitudes run through and affect not just the early choices in 
planning and selecting the research, but also how the design is actually formu- 
lated and implemented throughout - and for this reason are increasingly likely to 
be challenged as part of the evaluation of their research. 

Further critical questions draw on more general disagreements over the nature and 
role of differing kinds of research These often surface explicitly or implicitly in 
the actual assessment of research designs and aims. One set of debates relate to 
some of the post-modernist and feminist critiques of traditional claims to 'objec- 
tivity' and 'scientific rigour', stressing instead the instability and relativity of texts, 
conclusions, etc There are also the disagreements between those who emphasize 
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Flnally, it a worth remembering that it is not just the researchers themselves, but 
also those assessing the research, who are likely to differ in how far they accept 
the researcher's unspoken assumptions So one of the lessons must be that it is 
not just the researcher's obligation to be explicit about the hidden preconceptions 
behlnd the research It is also the responsibility of those assessing it to be aware 
of thew own assumptions 

READING 
For a well-wntten and usefully explrcrt account of how underlyrng methodologrcal, rntellec- 
tual and eth~cal att~tudes affected a plece of research, read and make notes on the art~cle 
by Janet F~nch "'It's great to have someone to talk to" eth~cs and pol~t~cs of lnterv~ewlng 
women', reproduced as Chapter 14 of the Reader: (Th~s w~ll be useful throughout th~s 
unlt.) 

3.3 PRACTICAL CONSTRAINTS AND INDUCEMENTS IN 
RESEARCH PLANNING 

So far we have considered decisions made in the early phases of research plan- 
ning and their implications for evaluating that research There is also a second set 
of questions which in practice often interact or overlap with the first These con- 
cern the effect on the overall research strategy of such practical and down-to-earth 
factors as access, fundmg, personnel, or the powers of expliclt or Implicit spon- 
sors For, contrary to what might have been implled in the last section, researchers 
are seldom completely free agents, but are necessarily influenced by the practi- 
calities of their situation the 'constramts' polnted out by Hakim (Section 2 1 
above) 

Some issues centre on quite straightforward questions Thus people involved 
either in planning their own research or in assessing a research proposal at the 
start of the process would also want to ask about such practical points as. 

The availability and competence of the researchercs) and who they are 

The timescale is it feasible for the researcher(s) and acceptable for the spon- 
sors? 

Availability of, and access to, the necessary sources and data 

Management of the research, e.g. relations between different personnel 
Involved (for research of a customer-contractual nature this might include an 
expllcit written contract) 

Ownership and control of the researcher's results, e.g reporting to whom, 
when, how and under what sanctions. 

Costs (money and other) 

And perhaps 

7 Convenlence and acceptability, e g withln an organization will the benefits of 
the research outweigh the likely intrusiveness and 'tlme wasting' it might 
cause' W111 it upset certain parties whose good will is needed7 

Whatever the precise sltuatlon the answers to the questions arising from these 
points inevitably impose constraints on both researchers and, where applicable, 
their sponsors. Knowlng about such factors must inevitably, therefore, play a part 
in the assessment of any research proposals. 

Although they sound simple, these questions can have qulte complex answers 
Thls can be illustrated from just a couple of them. questions about the sources/ 
data, and about the personnel and funding of research. 
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First the availability of sources and (the crucial point here) of access to them Any 
serious social researcher has to some extent to consider this question in drawing 
up research plans. How centrally it is treated, and with how much care, varies 
along a continuum ranging from little or no consideration in the initial stage to the 
other extreme of the research strategy emerging from, rather than guiding the 
approach to, the sources or data. 

The placing on this complex continuum is yet another factor to take into account 
in assessing research design Adopting one extreme (little or no prior consider- 
ation) is not unknown, if usually an unconscious or undeclared position. It carries 
the dangers that whatever the stated strategy, the initial aims will later have to be 
changed, twisted or even in essence abandoned to fit the practicalities (perhaps 
without this being admitted). When researchers are open about this, such factors 
can be taken into account. Sometimes, however, the original aims or questions are 
quietly changed to something else or alternatively the planned methods followed 
blindly despite turning out to be impracticable for the initial aims - the regearch 
design proceeds in formal terms, but no longer with the same meaning. Tht final 
report may still make a show of consistency to the original plan by quietly 
camouflaging the changes. These are possibilities to which anyone assessing a 
research design needs to be alert (they are not as infrequent as the more tra- 
ditional methods textbooks would lead us to suppose) 

The other extreme also raises questions: starting from the sources/data which are 
in practice available and superimposing some overall research design after the 
event This sometimes results in anything that is 'discovered' getting loaded into 
the research report without any clear strategy or overview: a result with which few 
people assessing the research may be satisfied But it can also lead into genuinely 
debatable issues about whether, for example, planning one's research should be 
aiming at insight arising from a particular case study (as against a representative 
sampling approach), or how far problems should be formulated after in-depth 
steeping in the sources rather than prior to the data-collection phase Which pos- 
ition you take on these controversies might affect how you assess this kind of 
research design So too might the basic research design. A piece of research which 
claimed a rigorously experimental or sample survey design but in practice had to 
adapt its strategy and hypotheses as it went along because the data could not be 
collected or manipulated as had been expected would call for more critical scru- 
tiny than one conducted from the outset in the more ethnographic tradition, other 
things being equal 

Whatever the style, however, investigating the effect or likely effect of the data- 
collection or source-consultation phase on the original plan is always a relevant 
question. So when assessing a proposal, questions about sources and data are 
central ones Has the researcher intending to use government statistics, for exam- 
ple, taken account of the ways they may or may not be dependable sources (see 
Unit 5, Section 2)? Once again things may not be what they seem in the stated 
research design It is also easy to assume later on that the people, sources or data 
to which the researcher in practice did gain access were the 'real' and 'intended' 
ones in the plan (with the others somehow slipping out of memory as peripheral) 
- on the same lines as the non-respondents to which attention was rightly drawn 
in Unit 8 (Section 5 2). Once again, one measure to apply here is how open the 
researcher is about such (not unfamiliar) problems, and how far they have been 

l 

anticipated in the early planning stage 

Issues about the availability of sources and access to data can often not be 
answered just in numerical terms, or by a simple 'yes' or 'no'; they can also have 
qualitative implications for the overall research strategy. What kznd of access there 
is to sources of information may be crucial A researcher may claim to have access 
to particular people or written sources - but is he or she competent in the lan- 
guage used there?, acquainted with the background and assumptions of the 
sources?, or accepted as trustworthy by those being interviewed7 Questions about 
access need to be raised for any research involving contact with people but are 
particularly significant in ethnographic or similar research involving in-depth inter- 
views or extended participant observation Here the role taken (or perceived to be 
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taken) by the researcher may also have direct effects on the 'findings', all the more 
radical where, as not infrequently, the researcher is in a position of power as 
against those being 'researched on', or seen to be a representative of a particular 
interest or organization such as the DHSS, a colonial government or the police. 
Such aspects are treated in more detail later, in Block 3 on data collection and 
construction (especially in Unit 16). The point here is merely that since such 
issues are bound to come up in any research in which the researcher is interacting 
with people, one necessary aspect of the assessment of the research proposal is to 
ask how far they have been recognized and planned for 

Other questions to look to are decisions about who is doing the research, in what 
kinds of relationship, and for whom? These points too can be of strategic import- 
ance to the actual outcome of the research. 

There is, first, the straightforward matter of the organization of the research per- 
sonnel. Is the research to be carried out by a single researcher? A 'principal' 
researcher together with assistants at various levels? A 'junior' researcher doing the 
work under the umbrella of an already entrenched academic? A group of 
researchers in a collaborative project? There is a huge range of possibilities from 
single scholars working on their own at one end to large collaborative projects, 
sometimes with a national or even international scope 

You might think that this is fairly trivial, or that the same basic principles about 
research design can be applled whatever the precise division of labour between 
the individuals who happen to be involved In one sense this is true. Irrespective 
of who does what, issues of validity or reliability or competence still arise. But 
beyond that, the relationships between the people involved in the inception and 
the carrying through of the research plans are a relevant factor to consider Some 
quite commonly-heard criticisms of particular pieces of research can run, for 
example 'Well, the plan sounded fine in theory, but of course it was all really 
done by meagrely-supervised graduate students', or 'There was a change of per- 
sonnel in the middle, so though the original design was overtly followed, in prac- 
tice the emphasis changed', or 'The collaborative strategy was impossible to 
implement because of lack of communication or disagreement between the 
researchers' The personal and power relations among the relevant parties to the 
research usually receive little publicity either in the initial proposal or the final 
report Their relevance is often all the more worth scrutinizing, drawing on what 
little information may be provided. 

Among these various parties must also be reckoned the sponsors of the research. 
They too may have a crucial - but undeclared - influence on the research 
design, and one it is worth reflecting on. 

One kind of sponsorship is of course from those who provide money to support 
the research. The effect of such funders - whether from government institutions, 
business, charitable foundations, institutions of higher education, employers, cli- 
ents or whatever - is clearly one factor to consider in assessing constraints on 
particular research designs. These may well be influenced by the funders' expec- 
tations, even when these are not fully shared by the researcher. Not all research 
plans are tailored to sponsors' perceptions, but that this is one factor to consider is 
widely accepted. The general import here is neatly summarized in Cullingworth's 
lecture on the politics of research: 

There was a young lady of Kent 
Who said that she knew what it meant 
When men took her to dine 
Gave her cocktails and wine 
She knew what it meant - but she went. 

(Quoted in Cullingworth, 1970, p.18) 

Sponsorship does not just end with money, nor is all research planned on the 
researcher-applies-to-funders model. Questtons also need to be asked about spon- 
sors in the broad sense of all those who support or guarantee the research in less 
tangible but sometimes equally influential ways. These could be academic 
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superiors, employers, patrons, peers, gatekeepers - indeed everyone who allows 
their time, name or implicit promise of future support to enter into the transaction. 
The researcher's intended audience - his or her reference group - is usually 
another important factor into which we should enquire, to the extent that we have 
the information to do so All these parties and the~r expectations help to model 
the researcher's conception of what kind of research strategy should be adopted 
and how it should be applied And it has to be remembered that non-monetary 
inducements and sanctions can sometimes be even more effective than those con- 
sisting of cash, and can work in subtler ways 

Since all research is likely to be affected by the social context in which it is con- 
ceived - and that context includes the often-powerful parties who sponsor it - it 
is insufficient just to assert that this should not happen. The key is to be alert to 
the complexities of that process and, rather than lust be embarrassed into ignoring 
it, try to work out ~ t s  implications for the actual shaping of specific research 
designs In other words, to emulate that young lady of Kent in at least knowlng 
what the score is 

As with the previous questions there is no one comprehensive litmus test for 
assessing this phase of research design It is an art, not a science, and the particu- 
lar circumstances of each piece of research always have to be considered. In some 
cases, furthermore, it is nearly impossible to discover lust why certain decisions 
were taken and whether the researcher had in fact really weighed up their pros 
and cons or planned for likely complicat~ons Perhaps in the end it comes down 
to just two overriding questions to ask of this phase of the research planning. 

1 How far does the researcher - or, indeed, the sponsors or the intended audi- 
ence - seem to have actually weighed up and assessed the implications of 
the particular planning decisions made in relation to the various points dis- 
cussed in this section7 In general terms, one might be sceptical about a plan 
which involved rushing into research, however technically 'correct', without 
having considered such implications explicitly. 

2 How much information does the researcher give about the process of reach- 
ing these decisions, and the background and reasons for them? The more 
open researchers are about this process the more likely one is to have confi- 
dence in their research planning. If the necessary information is not present 
we would not dismiss the report out of hand, but we might treat it with some 
caution 

ACTIVITY 5 

Although, as just stated, there IS no defin~t~ve code of quest~ons, recapitulate the points In 
the prev~ous sect~on by spendmg a short tlme (say 20 mlnutes) on one or other of the 
two following 'games' (useful, ~f not to be taken over-senously): 

I You must at some tme have seen examples of very bad research, whether at work, 
in the newspapers or even In th~s course Try to recall one of them 

2 Make up a fict~onal worst case 'horror story' illustrat~ng as many as poss~ble of the 
issues d~scussed above. 

Wh~chever you choose, then glve yourself the easy task of wntmg a cntlcal assessment of 
thelr research des~gns. (You wdl probably find you can elaborate thls as you go on, not 
only by companng notes w~th other students, but also by keeplng your eyes open for 
smlar Issues In actual research) 
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3.4 PRESENTING THE RESEARCH STlMTEGY 
TERMINOLOGIES AND SMOKESCREENS 

Deciding on the basic approach or strategy for a particular research project is one 
thing - and a necessary phase - in any piece of research But how this is 
presented to colleagues, potential funders or eventual readers may be quite 
another thing. And what people say (or even perhaps think) they are doing or 
have done may be rather different from what actually happens in practice. 

This discrepancy is common enough in social research to deserve some specific 
attention here Though it is not always so easily detectable at the research pm- 
posal stage, being aware of this possibility is still important for research assess- 
ment, for taking certain claims uncritically could result in a very misleading 
impression of the actual structure of the research. After all, we all know from our 
own experience that action does not always match what people say about it. The 
importance of this in assessing social research has been highlighted by recent writ- 
ing on how social researchers construct the 'texts' of what they write following 
particular currently fashionable conventions 

One powerful model here presents social research as taking place in a 
'hypothetico-deductive' framework (see discussion in Unit 1/2). Whether from the 
influence of (supposed) natural science models or for some other reason, this 
vocabulary was for a long time considered the accepted one for dignifying one's 
investigations as social science, for presenting both applications and final reports 
to academic funding bodies, and for structuring accounts of the planning and 
processing of research Using this vocabulary seemed to identify the research and 
the researchers with the specialist research community in social science. 

For many years then, this was the major model for research presentation. It was 
never the only one, however, and there were still large numbers of researchers 
who used neither the vocabulary nor the procedures of the hypothetico-deductive 
model. But because it was thought to be the dominant one, these researchers too 
sometimes expressed themselves in this vocabulary when speaking publicly and 
officially, even if it did not at all match their actual procedures (e g. in many 'case 
study', 'emergent' or 'historical' research designs) 

In searching out the actual plan and genesis of a piece of research, therefore, you 
cannot always take researchers' statements at their face value. Although it can be 
hard to detect this at the prior planning and proposal stage, knowing about the 
kinds of ways researchers write afterwards can help to forewarn one and induce a 
more sceptical attitude So one prior question always has to be how far a 
researcher is giving an honest account, how far she or he is engaging in a cos- 
metic exercise to meet the perceived canons of formal presentation. Andrew Gree- 
ley of the National Opinion Research Centre of the University of Chicago talked 
about this kind of camouflage in a provocative article in 7be American Soczologzsfi 

We have observed that the most creative of our colleagues do not seem 
to work according to the strict rules of the scientific method They form 
explicit hypotheses only when they are ready to write up the account 
of their work, and generally they worry about specifying their formal 
theory only as they try to figure out how to begin their article. I am not 
suggesting that theories or null hypotheses are absent from their works 
but that theories, hypotheses, scholarly footnotes, and familiarity with 
the literature are present in implicit and fundamentally unimportant 
fashion What the creative scholars are doing when they are working in 
a project has nothing to do with anything that fits in the neat paradigm 
of scientific method What they are doing is dreaming, speculating, 
playing with the variables in the model, following their hunches and 
instincts, and puttering with their raw materials. None of these activities 
gets into sociological reports because they are not 'science'. However 
neat and precise the professional tone of articles, papers and mono- 
graphs, are they really honest descriptions about how our colleagues 



UNIT 10 ASSESSING RESEARCH DESIGNS 

went about their work? No, they are using the approved literary form 
for communicating with each other and can escape the charge of dis- 
honesty with the plea that nobody really believes that the analytic pro- 
cess described in an article is in fact the one that went into its 
preparation 

(Greeley, 1971, p.224) 

(For further discussion of actual procedures as against 'scientific' terminology in 
the social sciences, see also Shipman, 1988; Bell and Roberts, 1984, Hammond, 
1964; Burgess, 1984, 1992 1 

A touch of scepticism, then, about researchers' own statements of their research 
strategies is essential. Sometimes they are relatively honest, sometimes not 

On the face of it, you have a simpler job where researchers are open about their 
research or confess the down-to-earth ways in which they actually designed or 
failed to design their research, or the muddles through which they in practice 
modified their original plans or are likely to do so in the future Such frank 
accounts used to be infrequent - it was dangerous to reveal such 'faults' even if 
widely surmised that they were actually quite widespread Recently, however, they 
have been increasing even to the extent of its becoming fashionable to 'reveal all', 
particularly but not exclusively in ethnographic work, including coverage of the 
misunderstandings, false starts, limitations and doubts about claims to reliability or 
validity 

Part of the background to this is the so-called post-structuralist challenge to 'objec- 
tivism', i.e. to the once-assumed objective or independent status of knowledge. 
This has been further reinforced by our increasing awareness of the part played 
by 'rhetoric' rather than just detached 'science', particularly in the stylistic conven- 
tions according to which research claims are presented in writing (see, e.g. 
Clifford and Marcus, 1986, Simons, 1990, also the comments in Unit 1/21 What- 
ever your judgement about the various theoretical controversies involved here, the 
plain fact is that it is now more common than in the past to reveal the politics and 
human fallibilities of our research processes, perhaps as a supplement or addition 
to some final report on that research, perhaps even as a substitute for it. 

In one way this openness makes assessing research designs much easier. You are 
apparently told what the plans really were and how they actually developed, 
rather than just the cover story But we have to look between the lines here also. 
Revelatory accounts too have their own rhetoric, their own political and philo- 
sophical positions, and their selections about what is put in, what is left out. And 
- to take the more extreme cases - reports which assert that they are not mak- 
ing authoritative truth claims while at the same time conveying their interpret- 
ations in the powerful medium of academically-framed print may need as careful 
scrutiny as more 'scientistic' forms of presentation 

Whatever format is used by researchers to present their research planning, there- 
fore, you will need to engage in some critical analysis to uncover the 'real story' 
- if indeed there is one real story (another set of controversies) There is no 
simple answer as to how to get at this, although following up the kinds of ques- 
tions discussed in this unit will help. But that there always is some such conven- 
tional format, both for presenting research proposals and for summing them up 
after the event, is another of the many factors which you need to be aware of in 
assessing research designs 

3.5 PREPARING THE GROUND: SOME FURTHER 
QUESTIONS T O  CONSIDER 

There are also decisions about early processes such as pilot studies, literature 
searches, or negotiations with gatekeepers Though not necessarily separate in 
every way from the phases just discussed, these need some special consideration 
in assessing a research design They are also points to which many funding bodies 
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pay particular attention So, although the detailed cons~deration of specialist 
aspects of these processes comes later (especially in Block 3) some more general 
questions about practical planning can be considered briefly at this stage. 

It is commonly said that a 'literature search' should come before or near the begin- 
ning of planning any piece of research ( ~ t  could therefore equally have figured in 
the previous sect~ons). Consulting the relevant available information can in fact 
enter into all stages of the research, including the final writing up. Its relevance 
here, however, is that one common measure for assessing research plans is the 
researcher's acquaintance with other comparable or related research in the same 
area. This is important as it gives the opportunity to build on others' research and 
to avoid repeating na'ive mistakes or merely discovering an already often-invented 
wheel Competence can be evidenced by mastery of the written literature on the 
subject, supplemented as appropriate by personal knowledge of on-going work 
and other available information. 

Various reasons are given for the importance of this stage, and thus for checking 
on its successful conduct. One is to ascertain whether and how far the research is 
repeating what has been done before Replication may or may not be considered 
a 'good thing' (for the concept of 'originality' is not the same in social research as 
in natural science) but it is widely assumed that researchers and those assessing 
their plans should at least know about related work. If the main research aims 
have already been accomplished by someone else, or the data are cheaply and 
readily available in some other form, are the proposed research aims and strategy 
as valuable as if they were breakmg new ground? 

A second reason is that it is often only by learnmg about comparable research in 
an area that a researcher gets some insight into likely controversies and pitfalls 

i (even if this does have the complementary danger of following the accepted wis- 

l dom, rather than thinking out poss~ble issues afresh). Plunging into planning 
research without th~s  background, or without allowing for some time to gain it, 
could certainly be open to criticism So too would planning a research strategy 

i without the researcher having made an effort to gam some understanding of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the planned methods - for example the differing 
forms of sampling (Unit 8) or the alternative ways of adm~nistering questionnaires 

1 
(Unit 11) 

An acquaintance with comparable research methods and findings thus often 
affects the research strategy; mdeed, it sometimes changes the arguments for the 
research being conducted on particular lines at all. A researcher's failure to carry 
out that phase competently - and the consequently uninformed decisions at an 
early stage - has to be yet another factor in assessing the research plan. 

There are also questions to ask about the research plans for preparatory stages 
like selecting sampling techniques, negotiating access, piloting a questionnaire 
and so on Detailed consideration of these processes comes elsewhere, but since 
planning such arrangements is an essential part of the research design they need 
to be mentioned briefly here 

hang ing  access can be a crucial stage in planning research, and often a delicate 
and time-consuming one. Many parties are likely to be involved, both institutional 
and personal, ranging from participants in questionnaires or in-depth interviews, 

l 

to custodians of private records or gatekeepers guardmg the right of access to 
particular institutions. Researchers also need strategies for presenting the alms of 
their research to those involved (perhaps in more than one way), and for con- 
sidermg what social role(s) they and/or their colleagues/assistants will be taking 
up (or perhaps have fo~sted upon them) This can be an issue not only in 
explicitly 'participant observation' methods but in any kind of research involving 
personal contact These procedures may just be allowed to emerge as the research 
unfolds rather than being precisely pre-planned. But some issues are extremely 

' likely to arise at some point and in assessing a research plan it is always fair to 
ask how far they were, or will be, expl~citly provided for 
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Similar questions arise about other preparatory but necessary steps in planned 
research strategy. These include the kind of topics well discussed in earlier units, 
such as making arrangements for choosing a 'representative' case (if desired) and 
for developing the necessary sampling procedures; ensuring that the chosen units 
for comparison really are comparable; CO-ordinatmg the timing so as to minimize 
repetition or unhelpful delays; training assistants, interviewers, etc ; and so on - 
all perhaps rather mundane steps, but often essential for the overall planning. So 
another question to ask in assessing the design is how far such procedures have, 
or will be, explicitly planned for. 

Piloting can be another important phase This does not have to be a stage in every 
research plan, and it can take various forms - from an early feasibility study of 
an exploratory nature to give familiarization with the field as an aid (among other 
things) to conceptual analysis, or prior sampling of particular sources, to a trial 
run of experimental arrangements or of reactions to a questionnaire 

This last item - piloting of questionnaires - is commonly held to be of particular 
importance but, equally, can easily be neglected in research planning. The 
researcher 'knows' what the questions mean and so is confident that 'respondents' 
will understand them in the same way. As you will see in Unit 11 - and will 
anyway know from your own experience as soon as you think about it - this is 
an unwise assumption. Stanley Payne's classic The Art of Askzng Questions (19511 
1980) emphasizes the importance of ambiguities and misunderstandings in ques- 
tions, quoting in illustration an assessment made by a sample of researchers earlier 
this century on what they saw as 'the principal defects of commercial research'. 
He lists their most frequently mentioned criticisms. 

Improperly worded questionnaire 

Faulty interpretations 

Inadequacy of samples 

Improper statistical methods 

Presentation of results without supporting data 41% 

(Payne, 1951, p 5) 

You will, of course, by now be quick to raise questions about the samples and the 
research design behind that investigation before taking it too literally - it is of 
course only a piece of vivid illustration in Payne's otherwise lengthy and detailed 
analysis. But it is a vivid illustration of the importance in any research design that 
involves questioning people of paying attention, not just to statistical methods, 
but also to such factors as the framing and testing of the questions - the 
non-sampling issues, as Schofield puts it in Unit 8. The former frequently loom 
large in stated research plans, the latter less often. But since providing some plan 
for discovering possible ambiguities and connotations in the questions may be 
crucial for the overall research strategy, asking questions about the plans for this 
phase could be equally crucial in its assessment 

3.6 THE RELEVANCE O F  SOME LATER STAGES FOR 
ASSESSING RESEARCH DESIGNS: A BRIEF PREVIEW 

These later stages are discussed in subsequent blocks. But some short comments 
are needed here to point up relevant questions for assessing research designs, 
whether at the start or finish. 

The key question is, of course, what happens to the plan7 'Was the research car- 
ried out on the lines originally proposed?' is the way the Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC) puts it in its checklist for 'end-of-award assessment' 
Sometimes there are good reasons for changing the original design - in terms of, 
say, data collection, consultation of specific sources, personnel, selection of cases, 
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timescale, scope, even perhaps the aims Sometimes these changes could, maybe 
should, have been anticipated in the initial planning. But since social research 
after all takes place in the real world, equally they sometimes may not. Indeed a 
research plan that admits no flexibility to respond to unforeseen circumstances or 
findings could itself be open to criticism Either way, the questions need to focus 
on the reasons for the changes, how ingeniously they are accommodated, and 
how explicitly the researcher faces and explains their implications. 

How the completed research is to be communicated is another factor to consider 
Are arrangements for this explicitly built in from the start? Questions might indeed 
be raised about the design if the plan seemed merely to end when the researcher 
is satisfied, without any further dissemination or action There are controversies 

here - including ethical as well as intellectual ones - but whether or not dis- 
semination is built into the design, as well as to whom and how, are certainly 
questions to consider in assessing proposals 

4 ETHICAL AND POLITICAL 
QUESTIONS 
This section moves away from questions about specific design phases to some 
more general underlying issues The discussion needs only to be a brief one, since 
it does little more than remind you that ethical and political issues, which arise in 
all stages of research (see, e.g Units 16 and 22 and Part 2 in the Reader), have 
also to be considered in assessmg the planning facets too. 

We are now more sensitive than in the past to the ethical implications of research, 
above all of social research, the more so as older models of the 'neutral' 
researcher are challenged, and the participatory role of researchers in the social 
world around them more clearly recognized. This comes out clearly in the article 
you read by Janet Finch in the Reader (see also, e g Kimmel, 1988, Bulmer, 1982, 
Kidder and Judd, 1986, Chap. 18). Increasingly codes of practice are being devel- 
oped and researchers expected to make their positions clear. Depending on your 
viewpoint these are Issues which you may wish to consider in your assessments of 
any research design. Some will be relatively widely agreed - if not always prac- 
tised - as matters of professional ethics Others are more a question of personal 
judgement. 

The discussion here will not attempt to cover these issues, with which anyone 
intending to do research would surely have to acquaint themselves in some detail. 
It merely gives some hints to alert you to the general lines of questioning that can 
be useful in assessing research plans. 

As indicated earlier (Section 3.2, also Unit 1/2) setting research aims is seldom if 
ever merely a technical matter, so that assessing a research design soon leads into 
questions about the assumptions behind its selection or formulation. These may 
turn out to be ones which you may, or may not, accept on moral or political (not 
just theoretical) grounds. The same may apply to the researchers' moral convic- 
tions, if you can disentangle them. As you no doubt noticed in the article by Janet 
Finch, these may give you a clue to underlying commitments llkely to affect the 
basic plans and how they are carried through. 

It is not so much the details of a particular design that matter here, as the fun- 
damental values and attitudes of the researcher(s). Who do they ultimately answer 
to in their research planning, and what moral responsibilities - and to whom - 
do they recognize? Do their obligations extend to people at different levels within 
their organization, to some imagined 'research community', to colleagues and 
competitors, to fund-givers, to the general public, to those researched 'on'? Is the 
research envisaged as a top-down asocial act from the outside, or as a collabora- 
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