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ASSOCIATED STUDY MATERIALS 

Three research papers from earlier in the course are set reading for this unlt 

Reader, Chapter 7, 'Towards a methodology for femlnlst research', by Maria M m  
Section I11 and the Postscript (pp 73-82) 

Offprints Booklet 2, 'Workmg w~th  women's health groups the community health 
movement', by Jean Orr 

Offprints Booklet 2, 'Health visitors' and social workers' perceptions of child care 
problems', by Robert Dmgwall and Susan Fox 
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1 INTRODUCTION: CRITERIA 
FOR EVALUATION 
Many earlier components of this course have been concerned with the evaluation 
of research This penultimate unit moves the focus of attention from the research 
~tself to the ways in which the results of research are reported and presented The 
aim of the unit is to descrlbe the range and variety of factors that should be taken 
into account in evaluating a research report The evaluation of reports is a com- 
mon activity among academics and other researchers the principle of peer review 
is well established Research proposals and articles submitted to academic journals 
are passed to referees for evaluation Reviewing books, which may report the 
results of research, is a responsibility of academics and researchers in the area 
Examination of research reports is the standard way of evaluating programmes of 
research and the work of individual researchers 

Throughout the course we have looked at how research reports are evaluated in 
terms of the technical adequacy of the research they report, and this area of evalu- 
ation will be considered again in Unit 23 Here I want to look at a different facet 
of the evaluation process Many of the criterra used for evaluation are related to 
matters of presentation and are similar to those of other writings - does the 
report, for example, give an adequate account of its subject matter that is, the 
findings of the research? Is the report clearly written, coherent and consistent? Is 
the style of the report understandable and appropriate for the people who read ~ t ,  
and especially for the readers for whom it is intended? The evaluation of a 
research report is not limlted to such apparently uncomplicated matters of presen- 
tation, however. It is not a simple matter, for example, to identify what might be 
meant by a phrase such as 'an adequate account of the findings of the research' 
In focusing on presentation, account has to be taken of the nature of the contri- 
bution made by the research Does the report exaggerate the contribution? Does it 
mistake the nature of the contribution, or understate it? In asking such questions 
about the contribution, account has also to be taken of other factors, such as the 
situation and motivation of the researchers or the broad aims of the research 

Evaluation can and should, therefore, take into account a wide range of factors 
Some of these factors relate to the researchers themselves What, for example, 
were their aims in conducting the research? The point of asking this question is 
that the nature of the aims can be used as a criterion for the evaluation of the 
research report Does the report state the nature of the aims? Does it indicate the 
extent to which the aims of the researcher were achieved7 The aims themselves 
can also be regarded as subjects for evaluation - were these aims 'appropriate'' 

A second set of factors relates to the possibilities and constraints affecting the 
nature of the 'published' research report What was the reason for producing the 
report? What is the nature of the intended, or target, audience7 Is this the m a n  
report on the research, or is it one of a set of reports designed for particular 
audiences? To what extent has the nature of the report been shaped by its pro- 
ducers or editors and by requirements of an editorial nature? Were the researchers 
able to give a full account of their activities? 

A third set of factors relates to the impact of the report Did the report succeed 
with its target audience in the way the researchers intended? Did it influence the 
ideas of the target aud~ence? Is the report likely to be influentd on the way peo- 
ple think? Did it discuss the implications of the research for policy or practice? Has 
the report influenced, or is it likely to influence, policy or practice? 

It is difficult to separate the evaluation of a research report from the evaluation of 
the research on which it is based Consideration of factors of the kinds identified 
does not exclude the kind of evaluation criteria that have already been discussed 
at many points in thls course The ultimate criteria for evaluation of research relate 
to considerations such as whether the conclusions are true, whether they are sup- 
ported by valid evidence, the extent to which the research is original, and the 
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value of the new knowledge that the research has added But the report does not 
usually contain all the evidence which may be required to evaluate the research 
on which it is based In this unit I shall be looking at ways in which a research 
report, rather than the research itself, contributes new knowledge, and whether 
that new knowledge is of value 

The same criteria cannot be applied equally to every kind of research report the 
purpose and function of the report have to be taken into account The weight 
given to different criteria for evaluation of research reports varies with the factors 
relating to researchers' situations and the editorial possibilities and constraints The 
next section of this unit aims to expand on these points by distinguishing five 
different types of 'research report' - theses or dissertations, articles published in 
academic journals, reports to the management of an organization, reports of stew- 
ardship and reports made in the 'public interest' These types of report differ in 
the situation and motivation of the researcher(s) or producer(s), the nature of the 
target audience and the nature of what might loosely be termed 'editord 
constraints' 

Section 3 and the later sections of the unit aim to discuss criteria used in evalu- 
ation and the weight that might be given to different criteria in the evaluation of 
different kinds of research report I discuss criterra associated with assessing the 
originality of the report, matters of presentation and how a research report can be 
evaluated for consistency with other evidence Section 4 discusses the factors 
which determine the influence of a report Finally, Section 5 summarizes by look- 
ing at the range of factors that should be taken into account by making a kind of 
check-list that researchers, as well as evaluators of reports, could well have at their 
elbows 

READING AND ACTIVITY I 

m Now read the followrng three research reports. 

U Reader, Chapter 7, 'Towards a methodology for femrnrst research', by Marra Mres. 
Sectron Ill and the Postscnpt (pp73-82) 

Offprrnts Booklet 2, 'Workrng wrth women's health groups: the communrty health 
movement', by Jean On; and 

Offpnnts Booklet 2, 'Health vrsrtors' and socral workers' perceptrons of chrld care 
problems', by Robert D~ngwall and Susan Fox. 

As you read, thrnk about the followrng questrons: 

How would you descrrbe the target audrences for these reports? 

How does thrs appear to  have rnfluenced the form of the reports? 

Bnefly make a note of your responses before consultrng my answer at the end of the 
unrt 

2 FORMS OF REPORTING 

2.1 THE PhD THESIS 

The PhD dissertation or thesis is sometimes put forward as the ideal form of 
report for the evaluation of research Like all reports, it is distinguished from other 
research reports by the situation of the researcher, the nature of the content and 
the nature of the target audience, but the research is done by an individual, rather 
than by a group of people as is often the case with other kinds of research The 
thesis covers work which has been carried out over a number of years, and a 
major part of the motivation in conducting the research is to obtain an academic 
qualification The immediate target audience is two or more examiners who are 


