
UNIT S PROBLEMS, CASES AND LOGIC l 
relig~ous affiliat~on, and suicide is rife in one area but not another, then somethmg 
associated w~th  that religious affiliation may be connected with the rate of suicide. 
We might want to argue that Durkheim was wrong in what it was, assoc~ated with 
religious affiliation, which affected suicide rates We might argue, for example, that 
the different social conditions of Cathol~c and Protestant countries greatly affected 
the l~kelihood of any given death bemg recorded as suicide. None the less, the 
comparative principle is sound in itself. Compar~son and contrast are very com- 
mon structuring principles in research arguments One could almost assert, 
indeed, that you do not know what is true of a group until you know of what 
groups it is not true In our research on special learning difficulties, for example, 
anything we found out about the mothers of children with learning difficulties 1 
could as well have been true of all parents It is only by comparing them wlth 
mothers whose children did not have learning difficulties that we began to be able 
to say what was special about thew lives 1 

4 ACTION RESEARCH 
All three of the papers which you have read could be characterized as 'applied 
research' in the sense that they deal with practical problems of one kind or 
another. Two of them, however, take a distinctly 'academic' stance to those prob- 
lems. In Abbott and Sapsford's paper on brmging up children with special learning 
difficulties, the descriptions and conclusions are intended to be useful to those 
whom they interview by addmg to the general stock of knowledge about what 
the~r lives are like and so mforming poky-makers, health visltors and social wor- 
kers. The Dingwall and Fox paper looks for differences between health visitors 
and social workers in the area of 'child abuse' In both studies the research 1s 
distinctly separate from the problems and the professional practice of those 
involved; researchers come In to explore an area of interest and 'leave the field' to 
report on it The th~rd paper is of a more strictly applied nature Jean Orr 
describes educational discuss~on groups which she organizes as part of her work 
as a health visitor The research is still separate from the practice, however, even 
in Orr's case - the investigation is not part of the job, but something superim- 
posed on the job because of 'outsrde' interests 

This provides one end of another dimension on which research studies might be 
classified. At the other end come studies such as one that Edna Conlan and I are 
carrying out in Mdton Keynes at the tlme of writing (1992) A local closed mental 
health facility is under an obl~gation to demonstrate ~ t s  value, at a time when reg- 
ular monitoring of qual~ty of service is becoming an acceptable concept within the 
health services. Most of the available 'qual~ty of service' measures depend on 
structured questionnaires, and we have our doubts about the relevance of this 
approach to mstitutions with only a dozen or so beds. What we have done is to 
put together a qualitatwe package for quaky assurance, consisting of 

1 a baseline study in which an experienced Interviewer w~ll  hold a group meet- 
ing of residents, talk to each resident individually, interview every member of 
staff and also talk to a sample of 'outs~de users' - those who refer patients, 
provide funds or have an Interest in the overall management, and 

2 continuation studies, on a smaller scale, every six months - a subset of the 
interviews or meetings, extended if problems come to light which need fur- 
ther investigation 

The agenda for the study is not set, but rather left to be d~scovered within the 
study itself. We are equally happy to deal with questions of whether the 
'philosophy' of the institution 1s bemg actualized or whether the institution is pro- 
viding the service that outsiders expect of it, problems of changing use and the 
impact on staff and patients, or specific complaints about food or comfort. 

Three points are worth making about this study 
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First, it is action research - that is, its purpose is not to describe the insti- 
tution but to change it The immediate aim is to detect problems (at whatever 
level) before they have developed to crisls proportions and to bring them to 
the attention of those most able to deal with them On a longer-term basis, the 
aim is to build a 'culture of openness' within the institution, such that the 
research becomes at least partly redundant because residents, staff and out- 
siders are able to bring their concerns to each other's attention without the 
need for outside monitoring 

Secondly, and related to the second aim, the research is collaboratzve to a very 
large extent The aim is not to interrogate residents, staff and outsiders, but to 
involve each group in exploring their own problems, with the researchers act- 
ing less as auditors and more as facilitators for each group to formulate its 
own concerns We are particularly concerned to build this understanding of 
the research among the residents, as part of the general movement towards 
self-advocacy on the part of mental health patients. The researchers retain cer- 
tain personal 'freedoms of action' - to interview residents and staff indlvtdu- 
ally, so that minority views can be expressed as well as those of the majority, 
and to formulate the eventual report - but otherwise the research is intended 
not as something done to or on people, but something done with them 

None the less, despite the difference of aims and approaches between this 
and 'fact-finding' research, similar principles apply. We still need a basis of 
comparison. evaluation is meaningless unless there are measurements from 
which change can be shown Further, we are sampling into all the interested 
parties not just in the interests of 'just~ce' but also to be sure of representing 
all relevant sides of the institution. 

5 CONCLUSION 
A final point is that our research inevitably reflects the way we have conceptual- 
ized the 'problem', which in turn determines the agenda of the research argument 
and the scope of what is available to be discovered With imagination we may 
identify some biases of this kind and, if necessary and desirable, deal with them, 
but inevitably some element of the 'taken for granted' will remain Not everything 
taken for granted is a bias, but whatever assumptions remain unexamined may 
shape the conclusions in unintended ways. The reader of research should be alert 
for such assumptions 

l Look~ng back at the paper by Abbott and Sapsford whlch you read earlier, what mlght 
you charactenze as the agenda wh~ch IS taken for granted - researchable questions 
which are closed off by the way In wh~ch the research has been des~gned? 

Your list will undoubtedly be different from mine, this kind of analysis is a very 
personal process What occurs to me is that the paper takes for granted the nature 
of 'mental handicap' as identified at the time What it actually explores is the 
experience of mothers whose children are labelled as mentally handicapped by 
one of a range of state agents - doctors, health visitors, educational psychol- 
ogists, etc - and what it is like to bring up a child who carries th~s  public label 
A study of bringing up children of markedly less than average IQ  would have to 
be differently designed, starting from some kind of sampling of the general popu- 
lation. 

In other words, the researcher's focus of interest, reflecting his or her interests, 
world-view, politics and/or preconceived solution to the 'problem' are reflected in 
the research studies which are carried out 
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So, to finish, in this unit we have identified a three-point check-list agalnst whlch 
the deslgn of a piece of research might be judged (The list resembles the one 
Martyn Hammersley gave in the concluding section of Unit 1/2 but is not identical 
to It) 

1 To what populatzon may the results be generalized? 

In other words, are the informants or subjects typical of a broader class (is it 
possible to use them as an Indicator of what the broader class is probably 
like) or representative of a broader class (made up of the same klnds of peo- 
ple or objects, in the same proportions)? There are perhaps two separate 
questions to be considered here. 

(a) to what populat~on do the authors claim the results may be generalized?, 
and 

(b) to what population do you consider the results may be generalized? 

We noted that while virtually all published research makes some claim to gen- 
erality, even lf only ~mplicitly, not all research is published or publishable 
Some local evaluation studies make no clalms to hold for anything other than 
the immediate target of the research 

We also noted that not all research sets out simply to describe or even to test 
or evaluate. Some research studies are inseparably bound up with attempts to 
change the situation which is being researched 

2 How zs the argument structured? 

Looking at a piece of research as a stage in a logical argument - from a set 
of questions via evidence to a set of conclusions - to what extent does the 
deslgn of the research allow the conclusions to be drawn validly from the 
evidence? 

We noted that it is also poss~ble to structure a piece of research to the extent 
where the argument may be valid in formal terms, but at the cost of such 
artificiality that the authors may not be able to claim to represent what hap- 
pens in 'real-life' situations (The alternatwe is also possible - research whlch 
represents the real situation very well, but whose 'argument' is so flawed as to 
be useless.) 

3 To what extent are the concluszons of the research structured znto the way it zs 
conducted? 

All research is likely to suffer from preconceptions and prejudices, which are 
likely to be expressed in the way the questions are posed, the research 
designed and the data collection conducted Preconceptions and assuinpt~ons 
are inevitable, but the reader must remain alert to their implications. 

Compare th~s l~st w~th the one glven In the Conclus~on to Unlt 112 How do they cover 
the same ground? 

Item 1 on my list relates to item 2 of Martyn Hammersley's to ask to what popu- 
lation the results may be generalized is to ask what cases were studied and why It 
is also relevant to item 4 on the Unit 1/2 list, however the basis of generalization 
is part of the evidence for the maln claims 

Items 2 and 3 on my list cut across all the items on the list in Unit 1/2 they 
concern the basis on which a research question is formulated, the reasons why 
particular ev~dence is collected, and the soundness of conclusions inferred from 
the evidence 




