
UNIT 6 EXPERIMENTS AND THE LOGIC OF COMPARISON 

the fault is in the theory under test or in the wider body of theories which 
define the situation and the meaning of what is being measured. ~ 

We might then go on, stimulated by these two experimental programmes, to ques- 
tion experimental research from another important angle - that of its ethics To 
what extent are we prepared to acquire our knowledge at the expense of dogs to 
which electric shocks are applied, or human beings who are led to think they 
have administered dangerous electric shocks to other human beings? If the 'pay- 
off' were very great, perhaps this might be acceptable, or at least there would be 
some basis for argument in its favour. This was certainly Milgram's position in 
defending his own work - that the American public needed to know that such 
behaviour was not something specific to Nazis in Germany, but could be induced 
in ordinary Americans by constructing the circumstances that elicited it The 
defence of Seligman's work might be its value for learning theory on the one hand 
and the fact that it has led to a greater understanding of clinical depression on the 
other. The doubt remains, however. It is a perennial ethical problem of research 
into medical or psychiatric treatments, for example, or into new and efficient ways 
of schoolmg, that their efficacy can best be demonstrated by applying them to one 
group of people and withholding them from another. 

The ethical problems of research which causes pain or distress to its subjects or 
informants are not confined to experimental research, although they tend to be 
most obvious there One may reasonably ask, for example, whether it is justified 

; to cause distress to people who have suffered in the past by opening up the areas 
of their suffering and exploring them in interview, simply 'to pursue the truth'. 
External examiners of courses in conventional learning institutions frequently ask 
whether students who explored areas such as AIDS or sexual abuse for their end- 
of-year projects had legitimate access to the area - e.g. by already doing counsel- 

: ling work in it - or whether they were just trading on human misery in order to 
1 do an exciting third-year project The whole question of the use of people and 
I their experiences as 'research fodder' - the treatment of people as objects by 
I researchers - has been opened up in recent years by, for example, feminist the- 

onsts (as you will remember from the extract by Mies (1983), which you read in 
Block 1). 

~ 5 USING COMPARISONS TO 
1 DRAW BOUNDARIES 

So far we have looked at 'quantitative' studies - research which yields data in the 
form of numbers to be analysed by means of comparison. The logic of compari- 
son also has a large part to play, however, in 'qualitative' studies - ones where 
the data are in the form of people's words or the researcher's descriptions of what 
he or she has observed and experienced. When we are analysing interviews or 
texts for what is said in them, for instance, rather than reducing them in some way 
to numbers for statistical analysis, we proceed by making comparisons between 
segments of material - within interviews or observation sessions, and between 
them. Comparison may also be an underlying element of the design of such a 
study. 

For example, in 'Leaving it to Mum', by Pamela Abbott and Roger Sapsford (1987), 
which you read in Unit 5, an essential feature of the design is the comparison 
between mothers whose children were labelled 'mentally handicapped' (as the 
terminology was at the time) and others whose children were not so labelled. To 
the extent that the two groups of informants were similar so that like was being 
compared with like (and some pains were taken to make them so, within the 
resources available), the comparison between them was an important part of the 
'logic of argument' of the study. If you describe the lives of mothers who have 
children with learning dzfficulties, you are necessarily at the same time describing 
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mothers wzth children, the two are inevitably confounded. It is only by having a 
group of mothers whose children do not have learning difficulties that you can 
draw more specific conclusions with any degree of validity What the two groups 
have in common will be what is true of 'having children', but the areas in which 
they differ will be aspects specific to 'having children with learning difficulties'. 
The presence of a comparison group acts to draw a boundary around the con- 
clusions, enabling the researcher to say what is true of the larger group and what 
holds only for the target group 

ACTIVITY 5 

If  you do not remember how the cornpanson group funct~oned In 'Leav~ng it to Mum', 
by Abbott and Sapsford, you should qu~ckly re-read that art~cle now (see Offpnnts 
Booklet 2). 

This kind of use of a comparison group is a special case of a more general prin- 
ciple of qualitative design. For clarfication, let us look at a fictional example. (Fic- 
tional studies are generally better designed than real ones, being unconstrained by 
time, fatigue, money and the problems of access ) Suppose we had an interest in 
why girls tend not to go into science and mathematics at school, except for biol- 
ogy, and to be over-represented in the arts and humanities subjects We have done 
our reading and have as 'foreshadowed ideas' the notion that the reason is some- 
thing to do with the attitudes and behaviour of teachers, or of parents, or of boys 
in mixed classes, or of the girls themselves. Vague as our initial foreshadowed 
ideas are, we put them to one side and spend some time exploring the field in a 
relatively unfocused way, watching and listening to classes, attending to what goes 
on in the playground and the canteen, visiting homes, hanging around places 
where young people go in the evenings, and so on. (Already we have used a 
form of sampling - sampling of the range of contexts in which young people are 
active and express and learn their ideas ) Gathering data, we progressively focus 
our original vague question down into something more concrete and explorable. 
We find, let us say, that among working-class girls it is difficult to say what puts 
them off the sciences and mathematics, because everything seems to push in the 
same direction - teachers, parents, friends and boyfriends all seem to express 
surprise or distaste for a girl becoming involved in the sciences. Among middle- 
class girls, however, we might find that the parents and the teachers are positively 
supportive of any interests they might have in the sciences Their friends, how- 
ever, and particularly their male friends, seem to treat them as something strange 
if they opt for the sciences. We have a tentative model of what is going on, there- 
fore something in the 'boy/girl culture' is having the effect of making some cur- 
riculum choices more attractive than others. 

The example we are considering is cast in terms of 'open' or 'relatively unstruc- 
tured' techniques - participant observation, relatively unstructured interviewing, 
etc. The same principles hold for any kind of study, however, and we might well 
have gone through the same kinds of stages if we had adopted a structured sur- 
vey approach asking predetermined questions or observing and counting 
predetermined behaviours, and even in a programme of experimentation. Indeed, 
there would be great merit in combining the relatively unstructured techniques 
with something more structured. At minimum we would want to collect demo- 
graphic variables systematically - age, gender, background, educational history, 
etc. We might have wanted to go further and use early results to construct a struc- 
tured list of questions which could feasibly be administered to a much larger 
population than we could afford to reach by relatively unstructured methods, or to 
identlfy key phrases or ways of behaving and count them systematically in widely 
sampled settings. As we have seen, a programme of experiments may also focus 
itself progressively from one theoretical position to a much sharper and more 
plausible one (with more evidence that alternative explanations have no force), or 
even transmute itself into the ambit of a different theoretical paradigm. 
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A first stage of drawing boundanes would be to sample classes which were very 
similar to the one we used initially - probably other classes in the same school. If 
the model fits them as well, then it has at least some generality; ~f it does not, 
there was something idiosyncratic about the particular class with which we start- 
ed. Let us say that it does turn out to have some generality. We should then want 
to sample more widely, to see how much generality it has. Does it hold for other 
classes in the same city, or is ~t school-specific7 Does ~t hold for other regions, or 
is it an expression of a particular regional culture? Does it hold for other English- 
speaking countries, or is it specific to England? Each of these comparisons is an 
attempt to see how w~dely the idea generalizes - to find the boundaries within 
which an idea is useful, or the conditions under which a theory holds. 

Finally, we might want to start testing particular ideas and assumptions by careful 
sampling of unlikely milieux Our tentative model is beginning to be cast in terms 
of a Western, English-speakmg 'culture of femininity', let us say Does ~t hold, 
therefore, in schools where the predominant 'culture of femininity' has a poten- 
tially different origin? We could test this by finding schools where the majority of 
the students are of West Indian or Asian origin and seeing whether the same 
model holds. Above all, our tentative model is about the interaction of the gen- 
ders, so a very interesting 'crucial case' would be to see what goes on at single- 
sex schools. If the matter IS determined simply by the interaction of the genders, 
then the model should not be useful in single-sex schools. Suppose, however, that 
we found that girls who went into science and mathematics were seen differently 
from others even within single-sex girls' schools. Suppose we found that the way 
that they are seen is similar to how boys in single-sex boys' schools are seen 
when they choose these subjects, and that the 'arts-and-humanities' crowd carried 
its own stereotype in both mixed and single-sex schools. This might be a reason 
for major revision of the tentative model. It could still be gender-related there 
could still be 'masculine' and 'feminine' stereotypes, with the cross-gender roles 
taken by people of ~nappropriate gender if no one more appropriate was avail- 
able. In that case we might expect wlder stereotyping - that these people 
acquired inappropriate sex-linked stereotypes outside the field of the~r academic 
choices It might be that we were quite mistaken, and gender IS not the determin- 
ing vanable that we were inclined to assume it was. It could be that the influence 
of parents or boyfriends outside the school is greater than we had supposed. 
Whatever the case, we would have further research to do before we could come 
to a satisfactory model of what was going on. 

In other words, without a carefully constructed basis of comparison we should not 
be able to say precisely what it is that has been found out We cannot say what is 
specific to girls in schools without contrasting them with boys, nor say whether it 
is specific to the mixing of boys and girls without contrasting mixed schools with 
single-sex ones. In the paper by Abbott and Sapsford (1987), which you read 
earlier, the authors specify what is specific to mothers of children with learning 
difficulties by contrasting them with other mothers (at the time, a surprisingly rare 
thing to do in this kind of research). In Milgram's work we cannot tell what is due 
to 'authority' until we have varied the degree of authonty systematically. We could 
almost say that without a basis of comparison there can be very little understand- 
ing of what has been found out 

Thus, in conclusion, we can see that the act of comparison is a central logical 
device for establishing the validity of a line of argument w~thin research. We use 
comparison to say why a group is interesting, what about it is interesting, and by 
how much it differs from expectation. Planned comparisons are a central element 
of research design - they are what enables us to draw conclusions and to deter- 
mine the range over which our conclusions hold true. Unplanned or ad hoc com- 
parisons in the course of a research programme may also shape the initial idea 
into a firm conclusion and allow it to be put forward as a finding supported by 
evidence as well as argument We know very little about anything, except in com- 
panson with something else 
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