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1 INTRODUCTION 
This unit is about the concepts the researcher brings to a research project and the 
methods of measurement he or she uses. As we have seen throughout the course 
so far, research reports do not lust 'report' their results, as if these were something 
unproblematically collected, data collection always involves some element of 
inference, and a research report always has to establish the credibility of its results 
- to put forward an argument to justify why we should take the reported findings 
as supporting the conclusions that are drawn 

This is particularly the case when the research is focused on the kind of general- 
ized variable which is in no sense amenable to direct measurement or obser- 
vation We cannot directly measure atmudes, or general ability, or even 
temperature What we have to do is to find indzcators which we can measure 
directly - what people say they beheve, or what particular tasks they are able to 
do, or the height of a column of mercury in a glass tube - things we feel we can 
report with confidence, because little or no inference appears to be involved m 
their measurement We then have to produce a conv~ncing argument that these 
measurements may indeed be taken as valid indicators of the more abstract and 
conceptual qualtty about which we wish to speak We start in this unit with the 
technical question of operatzonalzzatzo~z - how such 'measuring instruments' are 
constructed 

This is not the main focus of the unit, however, but preliminary ground which you 
need to cover in order to come to grips with the rest (and a useful revision and 
extension of ideas you have met in Units 11 and 14) The aim of the unit is to 
cover not just how Instruments are constructed and validated, but how they are 
used and what assumptions are implicit In them. We are concerned, not so much 
with the instruments themselves, as with the concepts which they express and 
with the way these funct~on to shape the direction of research and the nature of 
research conclusions Thus our examples are mostly complex concepts which are 
expressed in complex measuring instruments - intelligence, achievement, per- 
sonality, social class. The points we want to make about them, however, also hold 
true for much simpler concepts, and for concepts used in participant observation 
and 'unstructured' interviewing, as much as for the sort of highly structured 
research which calls for measuring instruments to be constructed Ultimately, all 
research stands or falls by the way that the researcher conceptualzzes the field of 
study: in the design of the study, in the way that measures are defined and meas- 
uring instruments constructed; in how the data are coded or clustered or seg- 
mented for analysis, and in the choices the researcher makes, when analysing and 
writing up, about what is important and what sense to make of it The influence 
of any one of these four elements may differ from project to project, but all four 
are crucial influences on the final document(s) What we are pointing out in this 
unit is the extent to which ethical and political assurnptzons are built into the 
design of research, the ways in which data are collected and the use that is made 
of them. 

Section 2, then, looks at how measuring instruments for abstract concepts are con- 
structed and validated (how we make them, and how we can try to show that 
they do measure what they are supposed to measure) We look first at the abstract 
but comparatively uncomplicated idea of 'achievement' and how we can measure 
what people have achieved, at school for example, by means of 'paper and pencil' 
tests We go on to the more difficult concept of 'potential' and to look at the 
measuring instruments that have been devised to assess intelligence (potential for 
intellectual achievement) and personality (potential for one or another kind of 
behaviour or reaction) Finally in this section, we look at 'social class', a concep- 
tual way of locating people within social hierarchies, and how researchers have 
gone about constructing measures of this. 

These are very commonly used concepts in research, but our interest 1s not just in 
these particular concepts - we want to use them as examples of how any 'ab- 



UNIT 16 THE POLITICS OF OPERATlONALlZATlON 

stract concept' might be measured Having looked at how concepts are operation- 
alized in a positivistic way, as though scale construction and the selection of 
measures could be divorced from the social world, we go on in the next sections 
to locate our particular examples in their social and historical context. Our con- 
cern becomes to see what the tests or scales were constructed for, how they have 
been used and what views of the world are implied in their use 

Section 3 stands back from the measures themselves, therefore, to examine (a) to 
what uses they have lent themselves, and (b) what kinds of theory underlie them 
or are implicit in them We look at the use of intelligence tests for purposes which 
would now be regarded as racist or at least discriminatory in a pejorative sense - 
to declare some people unfit to be citizens, and indeed to exclude immigrants of 
certain nationalities We look at the invisibil~ty of gender in European and North 
American class theory up to the mid-1980s, treating this not as a curious historical 
fact but as symptomatic of the way that certain ideologies dominate even aca- 
demic thought. We look at the use of concepts of intelligence and achievement, 
and of the whole paraphernalia of measurement that goes with them, to help 
reproduce a particular type of social order and a set of taken-for-granted beliefs 
about the world We look, in other words, not just at the research, as something 
neutral and scientific, but at the researchers in their social context and the role of 
research ideas in maintaining and interpreting that context 

Finally, in Section 4, we look briefly at the suggestion sometimes now made that 
ideological perspectives on the social world are reproduced, not just by what we 
measure or how we measure it, but by the overall 'style' in which we conduct 
research and what it takes for granted about the nature of the social world Just as a 
test or a set of questions or a form of observation may be seen, not just as measuring 
or collecting data on a concept, but also as embodying 'taken-for-granted' facts 
about the social world, so too can a whole style of research Questions are raised 
about the normal relationship of researchers to researched, about the ownership of 
data and about the status of knowledge and expertise The fact that we normally 
take the answers to these questions for granted makes them no easier to answer 
once the questions have been ralsed and made exphcit. 

In other words, we look at the polztzcs of research This unit is part of a 'strand' 
running through the course, from Block 1 via Unit 10 at the end of Block 2 and 
culminating in the final unit, which looks reflexively at the research process, its 
social context and its social consequences Our particular focus here 1s on the way 
in which researchers' concepts about the proper ordering of the social world and 
the proper solution of social problems can be supported in their results because 
they were implicit in the way the research was conceptualized - and in the 
tradztzon within which it was conceptualized We shall look at what is taken for 
granted as true about the world in particular research perspectives - so plausible 
that it needs no assertion - and how the very fact that propositions appear to be 
taken for granted which may be argued to be in the interests of some people and 
not others exposes the zdeological nature of these beliefs (In our critique of ideol- 
ogy we shall undoubtedly betray our own 'taken-for-granted' assumptions, it really 
is impossible not to take somethzng for granted You should look out for these 
assumptions while reading the material ) We shall look at how research ideas are 
grounded in particular dzscourses (sets of frameworks within which we understand 
and make sense of the conceptual world), pointing out that these discourses have 
historical origins and have been taken up and used by some people to the poten- 
tial disadvantage of others. These are polztzcal questions - and by 'polltics', here, 
we mean not the public disputation between political partles, or the government 
of countries, but the way in which inequalities of power are expressed and 
reproduced in social structures and ideologies Our aim is not to attack particular 
lines of research, but to reinforce the point made in Block 1 that research cannot, 
ultimately, be divorced from politics Knowledge is power, and the power to 
determine what shall count as knowledge is a very substantial power indeed, and 
one that is much more likely to be possessed by the researcher than the 
researched 


