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Many controversies cluster round such ethical issues Some hold that all research 
is essentially exploitative, with the power held in the researchers' hands. Others 
that the aim should be dlalogue with rather than research on the research 'sub- 
jects'. But even the most 'democratic' of ideals here will not remove the need for 
difficult ethical choices among the contendzng interests of different groupings of 
those whose lives are being investigated, or between competing obligations to 
respect, say, both anonymity and the attribution of rights (further discussion on 
these points can be found in, for example, Kidder and Judd, 1986, Chap. 18, 
Akeroyd, 1984; Bulmer, 1982, Barnes, 1977, Schrock, 1991). 

Most research designs involving any interaction with human beings will be sus- 
ceptible to being assessed in the light of the kinds of questions briefly indicated 
above. What answers you give to them - and how much weight you attach to 
them in your assessment of the design whether at a proposal or a final report 
stage - may largely depend on your own moral or political position. This is a 
perfectly proper line of evaluation to take, although it also of course has to be 
balanced against other criteria too, and how far you should push it may be a 
matter of opinion It could be that in the end you will want to lay as much weight 
on such qualities as, say, humility, honesty or integrity as on more formal require- 
ments That has to be a judgement left to you to make 

5 WHO ARE THE 
ASSESSORS? 
It will by now be obvious that while there are certainly technical points to con- 
sider in assessing a research plan, they are not the whole story The planning and 
conduct of research does not take place in a social vacuum, but like any other 
social activity can be formulated and perceived differently according to varying 
viewpoints, conflicting obligations or contendmg sets of interests 

But there is also a further implication of this: as will by now be obvious, nor does 
the assessing of social research take place in a social vacuum There too - d we 
are to be realistic - different interests and perceptions will inevitably be in play, 
and it would be naive to conclude that (despite some element of concurrence on 
the kind of criteria discussed already) there are fully agreed objective or universal 
standards which can be invoked 

This is sometimes obscured by the common stress in many types of social 
research and among its academic sponsors on the ideal that research, in both its 
plan and its outcome, should 'advance knowledge' That is an aspiration most of 
us on this course would probably share, whether as students, tutors or course 
team members. But once one starts applying this, it turns out to be less clear-cut 
than it sounds, for it quickly leads into complex issues of 'knowledge for what?', 
'for whom?' and 'how used?', issues which attract much discussion (as, for exam- 
ple, in Lindblom and Cohen, 1979, see also the discussion of 'truth' in Unit 1/2). 
So just to speak of 'advancing knowledge' still leaves questions about who is judg- 
ing this 'advance of knowledge' and with what sanctions Even within the blanket 
terms 'research community' or 'scientific community' there are many different 
interest groups and contending intellectual traditions The definition and control of 
'knowledge', furthermore, is in any culture likely to have overtones of power. In 
this respect assessment even of the purely 'knowledge'-outcomes of particular 
research designs can seldom be a fully objective procedure, without at least some 
influence from the position and Interpretation of those doing the assessing. 

This also applies to the question of 'relevance'. This sounds easy until one asks 
'relevant for whom?' - a question first raised in Unit 3/4 but which needs some 
further amplification here A central issue here must be who is doing the assessing 
and from what viewpoint? 
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Or again ethical and practical considerations may be to the fore as in the checklist 
of factors to consider in research plans produced by the Royal College of Nursing 
of the United Kingdom: 

1 The research must be necessary and must contribute to further 
knowledge 

2 The subjects must receive full explanations of 
pation might entail and must be told explicitly that 
to refuse. 

3 Consent must be obtained, ~f necessary, from 
guardian. 

what their partici- 
they have the right 

a relative or legal 

4 Subjects must be protected against physical, emotional, mental, or 
social ~njury 

5 Confidentiality must be assured and maintained. 

6 The researcher must be qualdied to carry out the investigation, must 
make public the results of the inquiry, and must attempt to prevent 
their misuse. 

7 The contract between the sponsor of the research and the 
researcher must make explicit their mutual obligations and must state 
clearly the remit for the work to be undertaken. 

8 Clear arrangements must be made as to the researcher's dunes and 
responsibilities in the place where the research is carried out 

(Quoted in Cormack, 1991, p.34) 

Finally, those at the 'receiving end' of the research or approached as gatekeepers 
certainly have some interest in possible applications or insights brought by the 
potential findings. But they may equally well be moved in their assessment by 
political or ethical questions - and quite reasonably so - or by such factors as 
the degree of mconvenience, disruption of other valued activities, or personal 
intrusion. There is also the important point that some research findings - and 
questions - may be painful for some or most of those assessing ~t Some 'truths', 
it may be felt, are best left hidden and researchers who reveal these may some- 
times find their research not evaluated highly by the very people whom it con- 
cerned or to whom it was directed 

Another question about relevance is of course 'relevance for what?' In assessmg 
research plans or reports, the 'what' 1s presumably the purpose of that research. It 
is easy to jump again to the simple conclusion that the only purpose is necessarily 
that supposedly neutral thing called the 'advancement of knowledge'. 

hj ACTIVITY 7 
In many d~scuss~ons of research des~gn the model that comes across most strongly IS that 
of  an act~v~ty w t h  the a m  of a d~smterested search for the truth andlor of reportmg on 
the fads But IS th~s In prad~ce always the sole purpose of research? Lookmg back at 
earl~er unts and exercmg your own cnt~cal sense as a soc~al sc~ent~st and a c~t~zen, see 
how many other purposes you can I~st. 

Here are some other real, but not always stated, purposes (do any of them link in 
with your own experience?): 

Research to avoid action ('we're doing research on it' is a notorious alibi in an 
organization unwilling to take action - or a dumping ground for someone 
who is otherwise a nuisance). 

Power politics (research designing and the giving or receiving of funds, may 
be closely entwined with enhancing someone's reputation or position). 
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0 Finding out the facts on a spec@ point without too much expenditure of time 
or money 

Exploring the potential market for some product or service 

0 Giving a voice to the voiceless. 

0 Training students. 

0 Selling services and justifying one's job - or one's existence 

0 A mixture of these (or yet others) held severally by diffeerent participants in 
the research and/or its assessment - or at different times 

If the purposes of a piece of research include any of the above (perhaps overlap- 
ping with more 'academic' aims), then obviously if those evaluating that research 
at its start or finish share those aims, their assessments are going to be affected by 
them. Not all their criteria will fall under notions like 'reliability' or 'validity', but 
may turn on questions of cost, of convenience, of who-knows-whom, of a hoped- 
for lack of clear findings (often the best result for the alibi-type purpose), of 
career-building, of practicability, of who is available when. 

The assessment of a particular piece of research is not necessarily always a perma- 
nent and once-and-for-all judgement either, even by any one of the interested 
parties. It can vary over time with changing fashions, perhaps, or changing situ- 
ations. This is well illustrated in the many 'gallows-humour' stories told about 
research deslgned for implementation. One (extremely cynical!) account of the 
sequential stages of the reception of such research by others runs. 

1 Wild enthusiasm 

2 Disillusionment 

3 Total confusion 

4 The search for the guilty 

5 The punishment of the innocent 

6 The promotion of the non-participants. 

(Hake1 et a1 , 1982, p.120) 

Such stories should not to be taken too literally of course But they do encapsulate 
one aspect of the truth. in practice assessment cannot be assumed to be either an 
absolute nor necessarily a 'just' procedure. 

Examples like these, together perhaps with others from your own experience, sug- 
gest yet agam that there is no such thing as the right assessment of any given 
research design Certainly there are recurrent questions, some more commonly 
applied than others. But since the assessing will be in relation to particular 
interests and contexts - and these will vary - so too the criteria on any given 
occasion are necessarily relative to those, not absolute 

So we end up with the simple but uncomfortable fact that assessing is a social 
process, conducted by people acting in a social context. And though it may not 
sound very 'academic' to say this, in practice the process of assessing research 
plans can also therefore be affected by such things as the researchers' reputation 
or status, the old boys' network, or the potential use of the findings in local power 
politics. As will now be clear, assessment is not a purely technical or neutral mat- 
ter, and in any act of evaluation people are moved by a number of different 
motives. It is also always worth thinking back to some of the possible aims of 
research mentioned above the hidden agenda that might be understood by (some 
of) the parties in the transaction but would emphatically not figure in public state- 
ments and applications. These too are likely to play a (perhaps veiled) part in the 
actual assessing of specific research designs, both before and after the event. 

It is not that laying weight on such factors in your own assessment is being 
recommended far from it But in so far as you may be engaged with others in the 
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process of assessing - whether as decision-maker in funding, gatekeeper, evalu- 
ating someone's achievements or prospects, or merely as 'consumer' - you need 
to be aware that such motivations in practice often play an important role, per- 
haps along with, or concealed behind, more apparently 'scientific' criteria To 
accept all the publicly-stated assessments (including your own perhaps) at their 
face value would be to take a naive approach to the essentially social act of 
assessing. Understanding these complexities need not, however, contradict an ulti- 
mate aim of exercising informed and independent judgement in the assessing of 
research designs - something this unit is designed to assist you in doing. Indeed 
it could help you to spot pitfalls to avoid, and so to make such judgements with 
greater integrity and self-awareness 

6 CONCLUSION: OVER TO 
YOU 
The questions that could be asked in assessing any given research design, 
whether before or after the event, are thus near-endless - as extensive as those 
we could ask about any aspect of human social activity (which of course is what 
researching is) So you will not be surprised if I stress once again that there can be 
no simple definitive checklist which could be applied equally to any and every 
piece of research or be equally acceptable to the different personalities or interests 
involved in the process of assessing 

However, rather than just leaving these questions totally open - which ultzmately 
perhaps they have to be - let us tie them down just a little by a mutual attempt 
to pick out some key ones. 

ACTIVITY 8 

I Suppose someone you knew was put In a pos~t~on of havmg to assess a soc~al 
research proposal, was not allowed to show you the actual proposal or tell you 
about the circumstances In wh~ch ~t was to be assessed, but d~d very much want 
qu~ck adv~ce from you - knowlng your expert~se from DEH3 13 - about how to go 
about it. What maln cntena (say up to a dozen) would you h~ghhght for them? 
(Thmk back qu~ckly to th~s block as a whole as well as to th~s unlt and to the llst of 
quest~ons you have already been developing In prev~ous examples and act~v~t~es.) 

2 Havmg done th~s look at my own personal list at the end of thls unlt, compare notes 
and cons~der arguments for and against both my and your own, select~on. 

Even more important than any summary list of questions, of course, is the realiza- 
tion, first, that drawing up and following through a research plan is not just a 
technical process, for there are always a whole series of decisions involved, all of 
which may need to be evaluated, and second, that a research plan is not always 
what it seems. Being aware of this, and applying it, is more important than any 
simple list of criteria. 

ACTIVITY 9 

Here are some opt~onal suggest~ons to come back to ~f you w~sh to gain further pract~ce 
In assessing research deslgns 

I Look back at the examples of research you have read so far In the course and for at 
least two of these sketch out a prellm~nary assessment of thew- des~gn (In the broad 
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sense of that term) by applymg as many as poss~ble of the quest~ons ra~sed In th~s 
untt (draw on your own summarles of these made as you worked through the un~ t  
and, ~f you wish, my own 1st prepared for Actlv~ty 8 at the end). 

You w~ l l  no doubt find that you are not able to  d~scover all the mformat~on needed 
to answer some of these questions. Th~s too IS worth notmg As so often, a full 
assessment may not In practlce be poss~ble Here, as on other occasions, part of the 
battle 18 bemg aware of where the gaps may Ire and of the need for followmg up 
such questtons wherever poss~ble ~f you are t o  fully understand and assess a plece o f  
research 

Look again at your assessments and cons~der how far answers t o  some of the ques- 
t~ons mght have d~ffered ~f d~ferent people had been domg the assessment. e.g. two 
academ~cs w ~ t h  d~ffer~ng methodolog~cal wewpomts, a practtt~oner of  a part~cular pro- 
fess~on m a particular role; an employer; a fund-g~ver; a member of the group bemg 
researched 'on' (these are only some suggest~ons - thmk of wh~chever ones you 
I~ke). 

Repeat both the above processes for some plece of research w t h  wh~ch you have 
some personal contact Th~s need not necessar~ly be an example of h~gh-powered 
academ~c research - ~t could be a small-scale tnvest~gat~on mto somethmg to  do 
w t h  your work or  the report of  a publ~c oplnlon poll In a newspaper: 

Once agaln you may not be able to  get all the answers you want. But - the alm of 
th~s un t  In a nutshell - the process wdl make you alert to  your need and r~ght t o  
ask the quest~ons. 

Draft a br~ef research plan on some toplc that mterests you (a really brief one - the 
outcome of 5 mlnutes w n t q  down first thoughts In skeletal form In half a page or 
so). Then go back and assess ~t as cr~t~cally as you can, drawmg attent~on t o  all the 
Issues that m~ght be m~sleadlng, controverstal, om~tted, etc. (also say what you stdl 
hke, and why). Thmk of d~fferent roles you could take up In th~s assessment exercise 
and see ~f the cntmms d~ffer accord~ng t o  these d~ffenng v~ewpo~nts: e.g. your com- 
pettor for the same research funds/opportunt~es, a journal~st (publ~sher) looklng t o  
get an art~cle (book) out of  ~t In a week's (three years') tme, a superlor only too glad 
for you to  be s~de-lrned mto 'research', a gatekeeper to  whose ~nstttut~on you w~l l  be 
needmg access, any of those ment~oned In Act~v~ty 6 above. 

The final point to make, then, is that in assessing the process of research plan- 
ning, social scientists need to apply their usual scepticism in asking how far peo- 

1 ple are always actually doing what they say, write, or perhaps believe that they 
are Such issues are all the more important to raise when those controlling the 
design and its presentation are of high status or hold powerful positions which 
enable them to directly affect its reception - sometimes indeed (to put an 
extreme view) to collude in fixing the conventional wisdom about its assessment. 
From this viewpoint too, not only as a social scientist but also as a citizen, do not 
let yourself be browbeaten by apparently authoritative wisdom about research 
designs whether put forward by academics (who, perhaps fortunately, also often 
disagree), the mass media, government departments, computer manufacturers or 
whoever. You should rather have the confidence - and the right - to make your 
own assessment of research plans and achievements in the light of the kinds of 
questions discussed in this course. This need not mean invoking some cynical 
conspiracy theory, merely an informed and moral capacity to read between the 
lines, appreciatively as well as critically. 
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ANSWERS TO ACTIVITIES 
This section gives answers and comments on selected activities, and through this 
mounts up to a list of possible questions and factors to consider in assessing 
research designs This can complement the llsts you have drawn up - and will 
doubtless need amplifying as you go further. 

ACTIVITY 2 

The general questions can be listed under a number of headings, but here is one 
posslble set (there are obviously overlaps and differing ways of stating much the 
same points). They are not elaborated here, as most will already be familiar to you 
from earlier units and/or are taken up for further discussion later in this or follow- 
ing units. As you will by now be aware, some are more important than others for 
particular types of research deslgn: 

Validity (or likelihood of producing accurate or true findings) 

Reliability 

Representativeness and sampling 

Formulation of clear problem, alm or hypothesis 

Discovery of new information not already pre-structured by the research 
design 

Control and/or standardization 

Degree of generalizability 

Effect of the researcher 

'Relevance' 

Appropriateness of methods to the research alms 

Relation of the evidence to the conclusion the log~c of the argument 

ACTIVITY 4 

Obviously your answers will depend on which example(s) of research you chose, 
but you may well have had one or more of the following reactions: 

(a) that alternative choices might have been made, 

(b) that you often do not have the full information in practlce to tell you about 
these crucial underlying declslons, and 

(c) that you are not quite sure what is wrong but do not feel quite comfortable 
about some basic attitudes in the research - or, alternatively, that you do 

Even if you reached no clear conclusions it is always worth looking hard for the 
basic assumptions behind a research design: not an easy task, but one you can 
carry out more effectively the more you practise it. 

ACTIVITY 6 

Here are some of the possible partlclpants and roles I can think of In a given 
piece of research. All will be likely to have legitimate viewpoints on implications 
of the research design 

1 Sponsors - academic fund-glvers 

2 Sponsors and/or contractors - governmental 

3 Sponsors and fund-givers - charitable organizations. 

4 Employers/controllers wlthin a particular organization. 

5 The principal researchers themselves. 
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6 Research 'assistants' of various kinds. 

7 Academic and/or specialist readers (including professlonals; policy makers; 
academic researchers). 

8 More general readers (including through the mass media) 

9 Those responsible for allowing access to particular data, sources or insti- 
tutions. 

10 Those being in some sense researched 'on' 

ACTIVITY 8 

Since, as I have' constantly stressed, assessing research is a matter of judgement 
not just a technical procedure with 'correct' answers, the following should not be 
taken as definitive Here, however, is my own list, not in any particular order of 
priority. 

Aims and outcome (is it worth doing, e.g. will it result in 'new' knowledge or 
important action?, for whose benefit?, nature of feedback or communication?, 
relevant for whom or what? - see especially Sections 3.2 and 5). 

Wlidity (will the findings be true?). 

Practzcabzlity (do the methods look sensible, practicable and appropriate to 
the aims/claims of the research?; and what are the costs? - see Section 3.3). 

Reliability (for certain types of research design). 

Discovery, insight, new understanding (for certain types of research design). 

Technzcal competence (not the whole story, but definitely one factor: how far 
does the research demonstrate competence in the kinds of points discussed in 
Units 5-97 - as appropriate for the specific type of research design) 

Openness (i.e. how open about the actual approach being used - see Sec- 
tion 3.4 - and its likely strengths and weaknesses?). 

Sensitivity to possible ethzcal dimensions (see Section 4). 

Basic assumptions underlyzng the research strategy (intellectual, methodologi- 
cal, and perhaps also ethical and political - see Sections 3.2 and 4) 

Relevance (but you will have to decide for whom or what - see Section 5) 

7he researcher(s) (how well positioned in relation to the points above?, track 
record on previous research, if any?, personal assumptions where relevant?, 
likelihood of actually completing the research?) 
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