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1 INTRODUCTION 
Thls unit IS the first of three which look at, among other things, the selection of 
cases. In Unit 7 we shall look at 'case studies' - projects involving one or a small 
number of cases, picked to make a point. In Unit 8 we shall be reading about 
cross-sectional surveys and the selection of samples of cases to represent a popu- 
lation The current unit leads up to experimental research, where the cases (or, at 
least, the situations in which they find themselves) are created by the exper- 
imenter as part of the structure of his or her argument. 

In thls unit we first look briefly at how conclusions are drawn from figures by 
comparing groups or areas or years, and the problem of comparing like with llke 
The major example here is a study of health status and material deprivation, com- 
paring small areas in order to describe a Health District. Following on from this, 
we look at how research studies are structured to draw conclusions from the com- 
parison of naturally occurring groups and the logical problems associated wlth 
such conclusions. Here the major example is the study comparing social workers' 
and health visitors' attitudes to child-rearing practices and child neglect which you 
read in association w~th  the last unlt. Next we look at the most highly structured 
of all research designs, the experiment or controlled trial, and consider the 
strengths of such designs, thew logical problems, and their associated weaknesses. 
(The main example is an experimental study on the treatment of women's 
depression) Finally, we consider how systematic comparison can be built even 
into studies which are not set up to 'compare figures', and how doing so adds to 
the interpretability of results One major example here is a study describing the 
lives of mothers of children with learning difficulties (which, again, you have 
already read) 

Most of the examples in this unit are of 'quantitative' research - i.e. using the 
kind of research that takes measurements and uses statistical analysis to reach its 
conclusions - but we shall look briefly, at the end, at the application of the same 
principles to more 'quahtative' research As we saw in Unit 5, a single logic runs 
through any study, determining design factors, how data are collected, and how 
the analysis is to proceed. The structure of a piece of research determines the 
conclusions that can be drawn from it (and, more importantly, the conclusions that 
should not be drawn from it). This holds as much for research commonly called 
'unstructured' - participant observation and interview studies which do not have 
a predetermined questionnaire - as for more quantitative work; every piece of 
research has an underlying structure. 

We commence, in Section 2, wlth the kinds of comparison generally carried out 
on figures which are already available - e g government statistics. We are look- 
ing at the kinds of question which we would generally want to ask of such stat- 
istlcs: have things changed from one year to another, or are things different in one 
area compared with another, or do the figures differ from one group to another? 
These are not casual questions, but generally causal ones. That is, the question is 
generally asked on the basis of some theory, to test some conclusion - that one 
varlable is responsible for the change in another The immediate question, on 
which the section focuses, is whether like is compared with like - whether 
observed differences can reasonably be attributed to a causal factor, or whether 
they may be 'written off' as due to the way that the comparison is made. For 
example, if we looked at the number of people in prison over time and correlated 
it with the number of people unemployed, we might want to conclude that 
unemployment causes an increase in crime This may be true - there is some 
evidence to support such a proposition It cannot be derived from the simple 
comparison of numbers in prison, however, without making some allowance for 
the growth in the size of the general population (which means that there are more 
people available to be sent to prison), and for any changes over time m pollce or 
court policy, or in the law, which made it more or less likely that someone who 
committed an offence would be apprehended, charged, brought before the court, 
convicted and sentenced to a term of imprisonment. 
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Sections 3 and 4 continue the examination of research designed to demonstrate 
causal influences The basic logic of such research involves identifying one or 
more variables (aspects of the situation) as independent or explanatoy variables, 
showing that when they are altered, the values of one or more dependent vari- 
ables are also altered. Beyond this, the researcher needs also to be able to demon- 
strate that the changes are indeed due to the effects of the independent variable 
and not to something else in the situation which happened to be changing at the 
same time (extraneous variation). In the prison example in the last paragraph, for 
instance, the independent variable is the level of unemployment and the depen- 
dent variable is the extent of imprisonment The extraneous variables which might 
have provided an alternative explanation for why rates of imprisonment varied 
include such factors as the efficiency of the police in detecting offenders, trends in 
the likelihood of their charging rather than cautioning them, the willingness of the 
courts to sentence people to imprisonment, and the state of the law on the use of 
imprisonment as a penalty. 

A great deal of 'causal' or 'hypothesis-testing' research proceeds by comparing one 
group with another. An experiment, for example, consists in the comparison of 
people before and after treatment, and/or the comparison of a treated group with 
an untreated one. True experiments are comparatively rare in the soclal sciences, 

except in social psychology and as a means of evaluating small-scale changes of 
professional practice, but many other studies which compare 'naturally occurring' 
groups which differ in some respect are making use of the same kind of logic in 
their arguments. 

Finally, in Section 5, we look at the essential part that comparison plays even in 
studies which might be seen as having the purpose of describing 'what is going 
on' rather than testing hypotheses about causal influences. It is argued that any 
competent description delineates an object or a situation by showing what it is 
like and what it is not like When we describe something we do not reproduce it, 
but select or summarize particular aspects of it, reality is inexhaustible, and in 
describing it we abstract from reality. All descriptions are from a particular point of 
view, and usually the point of view is based on a comparison of some sort. For 
instance, when social anthropologists set out to describe 'the culture' of a society, 
they focus on certain aspects of it, the ones which are known to vary between 
societies forms of economic organization, religious beliefs and institutions, the 
role of kinship, etc The descriptions that are produced are based on an explicit or 
implicit comparison with other societies. Because most of the practitioners of 
social anthropology have until recently been European or North American, the 
primary comparison has tended to be with Western cultures. And because most 
social anthropologists are middle class by origin, when studies are carried out 
within Western culture the comparison point tends to be Western middle-class 
values and practices. 

Another kind of comparison often involved in description involves reference to an 
implicit or explicit evaluative standard. For example, when Atkinson et al. (1985) 
provide a description of life in an Adult Training Centre, their description is struc- 
tured in terms of a largely implicit standard of how things ought to be in such 
centres - based in turn on how things are 'outside' 

What comparative standard we adopt, and being aware of what standard we are 
adopting, is, of course, of considerable importance for the argument of a research 
paper. Different standards will necessarily produce ddFerent descriptions, and 
probably focus on different aspects of the phenomena studied Even where the 
same aspects are being studied, the purpose of the description affects the standard 
of comparison and therefore the conclusions drawn If we are interested m 
whether we have enough petrol in the car to get to Crewe, then we may describe 
the petrol can which we forgot to refill as 'empty' If we are interested in our own 
safety, however, we handle it as if it is not empty - we do not expose it to naked 
flame, for example. So comparisons are made for a purpose. This unit is particu- 
larly concerned with comparisons made in order to identify causal mfluences or 
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preconditions with comparing groups in order to see why one differs from 
another in some interesting way Comparison also lies at the heart of many studies 

1 which do not have this as an aim, however. 

2 STANDARDIZING DATA 
In all 'quantitative' research reports which go beyond describing populations in 
terms of the frequency of characteristics, comparison is the first stage of analysis. 
Simple tables are a form of comparison - comparing, for the same subjects, their 
position on two dimensions. For example, when we make up a table comparing 
two groups on different values of some variable (e.g. social class and preferred 
political party) we are trying to make points about, say, how the parties compare 
in terms of the class make-up of their voters Comparisons are often, however, 
bedevilled by the fact of different group sizes we are comparing, say, fifty labour 
voters out of a hundred with 65 conservative voters out of two hundred We obvi- 
ously need some way of standardizing our figures - getting over the fact, in this 
case, that they are derived from samples of different sizes - before we and the 
reader can readily grasp the point that is being made. Putting it another way, we 
need to be able to compare like wzth like, to control irrelevant differences so that 
the differences which are perceived are those which matter This principle of com- 
paring like wzth like is at the heart of the logic of comparison. 

The simplest form of standardization, at which we looked very early in the course, 
is to express the data in the form of percentages - to eliminate sample size by 
expressing everything as if it were derived from a sample of a hundred. The 
strength of percentaging is that we can use it to express figures derived from 
groups of different sizes as if they came from groups of the same size, and thus 
comparison between groups is easy. Ratios or proportions could be used in the 
same way. We also use this kind of standardization routinely to look at changes 
over time - expressing figures as percentages of the value for a given year, or 
setting one year arbitrarily to equal 100 and looking at the other years in terms of 
percentage change We can also use similar devices to 'get rid of' unwanted vari- 
ation to reveal underlying trends. Economists routinely express their figures 'at 
constant prices', adding or subtracting the effects of inflation before or since a 
given year, so that we can see what has happened to types of income or spending 
without being confused by changes in amounts of money which are due to the 
inflation of the currency. Statistics of sales or unemployment are 'seasonally 
adjusted' as a matter of routine - the tendency for people to spend more at 
certain times of the year, or for jobs to be more available at some times of the 
year than others, is subtracted from the figures so that underlying trends can be 
seen 

Where the two variables to be compared are both measured on an integer or ratio 
scale (in other words, where four is twice two and the distance between 1 and 2 
is the same as between 3 and 4), a more compact and in some ways neater way 
of expressing the same thing is through the correlation coefficient (r). This is a 
statistical device, a number which varies between +l and -1, and it expresses the 
extent to which one variable predicts another If high values on one variable per- 
fectly predict high values on the other, and low values predict low values, then r 
will come out at or near +l 00. And if high values on one variable perfectly pre- 
dict low values on the other, and low values predict high values, then r will come 
out at or near -1.00. If values on the first variable do not at all predict values on 
the other, then r will be zero. Values between zero and +l or -1 mean a degree of 
association, the association being higher the further from zero the value of 1: The 
correlation between two variables is called a bivariate or zero-order 1: It is also 
possible to calculate a multiple correlation coefficient (R), which measures the 
extent to which a given variable is predicted by values on several other variables 


