
UNIT 22 PRODUCING AND EVALUATING REPORTS 

3 ELEMENTS OF 
EVALUATION 

3.1 WHAT'S NEW? 

Any research report should have something new or original to say, and it might be 
expected that the extent of the originality would be one of the most important 
criterm used in evaluation In principle, originality can be defined as an addition 
to the existing stock of knowledge or as a contrast with widely accepted ideas In 
practice in the social sciences, however, it is not necessarily so easily defined as it 
is sometimes difficult to identify and delineate the existing stock of knowledge 
about human behaviour and the nature of accepted ideas 

In the natural sciences it seems relatively easy to define originality Copernicus, for 
example, made a significant discovery of originality in theorizing that the earth 
was spherical in shape and moved around the sun, instead of the sun moving 
around the earth, as was previously believed It is difficult for us to imagine our- 
selves in the intellectual climate of the sixteenth century, but to put forward ideas 
which were considered so revolutionary that Copernicus's book was placed on the 
Catholic Index of prohibited books, and to imagine at that time that the earth 
could be round (something which was not confirmed by direct observation until 
Yuri Gagarin circled the globe several centuries later), seems to be a highly 
original contribution 

Maynard Keynes was a social scientist of comparable stature. One of Keynes' main 
contributions was to identify the kind of role which government could effectively 
play in managing the economy, and the principal value of his theory was that it 
was contrary to the prevailing theories of the classical economists It is arguable, 
therefore, that the value of Keynes' contribution was iconoclastic rather than 
original. 

A further difficulty in defining the stock of knowledge or the nature of accepted 
ideas is that knowledge of human behaviour which is relevant to the socral sci- 
ences belongs to many different disciplines, professional groups and other special- 
isms The socral sciences focus predominantly on theory, but a number of 
professions - statistics, management, law, social administration, and planning, for 
example - which are also concerned with, and include a body of knowledge 
about, human behaviour, are more concerned with practice and are not necess- 
arily included in the 'socral sciences' Taken-for-granted knowledge shared by a 
group of professionals over a particular period may not be shared with later gen- 
erations of members of the same profession - or with social scientists Knowl- 
edge can become unfashionable and forgotten about and might even become 
'lost' because it is no longer part of the accepted culture 

In the context of the PhD thesis, originality is commonly contrasted with making a 
synthesis The survey of the literature in a PhD thesis is a work of synthesis, but 
the contribution as a whole is expected to be original in the sense that it says 
things which are not contained *in the existing body of literature. This might be 
something new, like Galileo's heliocentric theory, or it might be negative in the 
sense that no evidence has been found to support an existing theory, or it might 
'reframe' existing knowledge to yield a different understanding In the context of 
the PhD, originality is interpreted in terms of a significant contribution to the stock 
of knowledge - though that contribution can subtract from what was assumed to 
be known as well as add to what is known 

The acceptance of a criterion for 'contribution to the existing stock of knowledge' 
does not mean, of course, that social scientists can be expected to agree about 
any individual application of that criterion But there is general agreement that this 
criterion also applies to other academic research Such a criterion would not 
usually be approprrate to the evaluation of a public interest research report As I 
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mentioned In Section 2 5 ,  the contribut~on of public interest reports 1s not primar- 
~ l y  to add to the stock of knowledge, but to inform In some way or other A public 
interest research report addressed to government typically presents its findings as 
a contrast to the assumptions which appear to underlie public policy or legis- 
lat~on, or as a contrast to 'convent~onal wisdom' 

The assumptions underlying public pol~cy or legislation can sometimes provide 
tangible yardsticks whereby the originality of the contribution of research can be 
assessed. An example would be the non-recognition, until 1991, In English law, of 
rape withm marriage With the benefit of h~ndsight, ~t may seem obv~ous that this 
lack of recognition of rape w~thin marriage could be demonstrated by the appli- 
cation of the statutory definition of rape to incidents within marriage Research of 
such incidents showed that rape within marriage was a common occurrence (see, 
for example, Pamter, 1991) It is arguable that the research had made a signal 
contribution by showing that the assumptions contained in the existing law were 
unjustified. 

'Convent~onal wisdom' (or accepted ideas), on the other hand, is not easy to 
define or measure The public image, as indicated by media reports, is often used 
as an expression of conventional wisdom and it is difficult to disprove the import- 
ance of the influence of publ~c Image, or what is perceived as the conventional 
wisdom, in many areas As one of the founders of American sociology put it 'if 
people believe a thmg to be true, it is true for them in its consequences' (Cooley, 
1909). Even a lack of clear articulation of the public image, or of any measure of 
conventional wisdom, does not usually inhibit the use of such constructions as a 
foil for the presentation of research results The findings of a public interest report 
wh~ch  aims to inform an oppressed group of its true interest, for example, will be 
at odds with the dominant ideology, rather than merely with conventional w ~ s -  
dom. Evaluation of such reports can be made difficult without the support of an 
alternative ideology (such as Marxism or feminism) to offer a critical interpretation 
of the dominant ideology 

For reports to management, or those parts of any report which are of a report-to- 
management character, the question of originality seems unimportant. The job of 
the researcher is to apply relevant knowledge to a problem in order to find a 
solution If that knowledge is a well-established part of the existing stock of 
knowledge, then finding a solut~on may well be made easier because the knowl- 
edge to be applied has in all likelihood already been 'accepted' and does not 
challenge any dominant way of thinking 

In the evaluation of research reports, then, it may be helpful to understand the 
term 'originality' In ~ t s  everyday sense - that is, research findings that are 
'origmal' offer something new to the cultural assumptions of the target audience 

ACTIVITY 5 

Stop for a moment and t h ~ n k  about the follow~ng question. 

What are the advantages and disadvantages of thls definlt~on of 'onglnal~ty'? 

Make a note of your response before consultmg my answer at the end of the unlt. 

3.2 INTRINSIC EVALUATION CRITERIA 

Some evaluation criteria are intrinsic to the report itself in the sense that they can 
be applied without reference to other mater~als The most obvious of these criteria 
are clarity, coherence and consistency A report should be clear, so that its content 
is easily understood It should be coherent in the sense that readers should be 
able to understand its structure, so that they can examine those parts of the report 
that are of specral interest and relate them to the report as a whole And a report 
should be consistent in the sense that different parts of it should be compatible 
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and that no one part should contradict another In practice, however, the appli- 
cation of these criteria IS not as straightforward as it may seem 

Clarity and the target audience 
Assessment of clarity has to take into account the nature of the target audience 
Clarity in a PhD thesis under examination by two or three specialists in the subject 
area, for example, is very different from clarity in a television or radio programme 
being viewed or listened to by audiences numbered in millions Thus the first 
question to ask about clarity in evaluating a research report should be whether the 
report succeeds in being clear to its tapet audience The assessment of clarity also 
depends upon the nature of the contribution of the research Does the report 
clearly describe the results of the research? And does it clearly relate these to the 
cultural assumptions of the target audience? 

The length of report allowed by a thesis or a book enables all these criteria to be 
met, but this may be difficult to achieve in any other single form of publication 
Typically, the results of social research are fragmented in different forms of publi- 
cation, and such fragmentation may even be becoming more common A report 
for the former Department of Health and Social Security, for example, rec- 
ommends that researchers should focus their publications on training needs, and, 
where the material is suitable, publish 'in womens' magazines journals devoted 
to health issues . . . [and] newsletters published by relevant voluntary organizations' 
(Richardson et a l ,  1990, p.22). This report further recommends that. 'Researchers 
should be required to produce summaries of their findings [which should be] 
wtdely distributed both by the researchers and by the Department(s) where 
appropriate' (ibid ) 

The Rowntree Foundation, which is a major source of funds for social research, 
identified limited forms of publication as a significant problem 

The tablets brought down from the mountain by researchers were 
more often than not encoded in dark and bewildering language With 
rare exceptions, the findtng blushed unseen in the pages of learned 
journals or languished in academic books which slunk slowly out into 
the world, often several years after the expiry of the research's sell-by 
date. 

Uoseph Rowntree Foundation, 1992, p 1) 

The Foundation now requires all its researchers to write draft Fzndings on comple- 
tion of their project, which are then published by the Foundation In addition, the 
Foundation publishes a quarterly magazine, Search, in which journalists are com- 
missioned to write pieces based upon research funded by the Foundation 

Shorter and more popular (wide-reaching) reports are often so clear about the 
conclusions of research that they avoid confusing the audience with the details of 
how it was conducted A television programme reporting on social research, for 
example, may depend for its quality on a scientifically conducted social survey, 
but viewers are not usually given evidence relevant to the quality of that survey. 
The details of the survey itself may be published quite separately, although some 
of the conclusions drawn from it may appear only in the television programme. 

As I have already mentioned, such diversified publication of research results is 
common and does not contribute to easy evaluation of research reports Editorial 
constraints also affect all kinds of research report except the thesis. Editorial policy 
can bias the presentation of results; limitations on space can curtail opportunity to 
present explanations and evidence Factors of these kinds can cloud the clarity 
with which the results of the research might otherwise be presented. 
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ACTIVITY 6 
Spend a few mlnutes th~nk~ng about how the target aud~ence of a research report can be 
~dent~fied and note down your response. 

My answer is at the end of the unit. 

Coherence and consistency 
Coherence, in this context, is taken to mean 'holding together' and in this sense it 
may be the most important single quality to look for in any research report 
Coherence at a strategic level means having the 'classic' structure of many essays, 
speeches and books, as well as research reports: that is, an introduction, the main 
body of the text containing, for a report, the purpose and aims of the research, 
methods used and the findings, to be followed by a conclusion Stoddart, making 
recommendations on the format of an ethnographic essay, or 'organizing a socio- 
logical tale' elaborates only slightly on that simple structure 

the introduction specifies what you are going to tell and why you 
are going to tell it, the section on data describes how you came to 
know the tale you tell in the findings, by way of concluding remarks, 
you provide a retrospective summary of your tale If you do the job 
required by each part, you will find yourself on the way to writing 
sociologically 

(Stoddart, 1991, p 244) 

The process of achieving coherence, as indicated by the last sentence of this quo- 
tation, can be as helpful to the writer of a report as to the reader The process 
should include looking at the research from several different perspectives and ask- 
ing how the research will look to someone who has no experience of it and what 
clues the reader might want in order to understand what it is about Asking these 
kinds of questions when drafting the introduction enables the researchedwriter to 
think about the nature of the target audience and their level of knowledge of the 
subject matter of the research It should also give the researcher ideas on how 
best to present the research results to the target audience In a similar way, it is 
helpful to the researcher in writing conclusions to try to articulate generalizations 
and identify specific findings that seem worthy of emphasis for the chosen target 
audience 

From the reader's point of view, coherence of structure is important because it 
enables them to find their way around a report It is similarly essential for the 
editors of newspapers, newsletters or journals, who are a key part of the target 
audience and who are sent a copy of the report for review. In order to send the 
report to the most suitable reviewer, the editor needs to be able to make a quick 
and accurate assessment of the nature its content and contribution: a clear struc- 
ture makes such an assessment relatively easy. 

Coherence at a more detailed level is mainly a matter of achieving consistency It 
goes almost without saying that a report should be reasonably consistent in mat- 
ters such as style and the use of key words. having a clearly defined target audi- 
ence in mind can help achieve such consistency Because the social sciences share 
so many words with the language of everyday speech, it can sometimes be good 
practice to include a glossary of key terms to clarify the sense in which the terms 
are used in the report 

Consistency also involves wider issues. Consistency between the conclusions of a 
report and the results of the research presented, for example, is surprisingly diffi- 
cult to achieve The conclusions often depend upon the relative weight given to 
different kinds of evidence, and the results of the research reported are usually 
only part of that evidence The authors of a research report may believe that they 
have become experts in the field of study, and it is likely that this is how others 
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will see them As experts they are expected to come to conclusions. However, 
these conclusions may be dependent upon impressions, subjective judgements 
and other information that has not been systematically collected, and thus may not 
be wholly supported by the evidence that the authors were able to present in their 
report 

Sometimes a report can be too consistent - to the point where the conclusion 
that has been drawn would have been drawn whatever the results of the research 
Students who have studied the Open University's social sciences foundation 
course, D103 Society and Social Science, may remember reference to a study of 
the consumption of food within the household relative to the 'social status' of the 
food. The 'social status' of the food was established by investigation of percep- 
tions of the women in the households studied - not by any external indicator 
such as cost or nutritional value One of the study's findings was that men con- 
sumed more 'high status' food than did women and one of the main conclusions 
was that 'the consumption of food conveys messages about the status of those that 
consume it' (Charles and Kerr, 1990) That conclusion is consistent with the report 
itself and the research results, but it is not clear that it adds much to the stock of 
knowledge You may well ask. what messages does it convey7 Bearing in mind 
that in this particular study it was the women who prepared the food eaten by the 
men, you might go on to ask. did the men in the study consume more 'high 
status' foods because the women awarded high status to the food they gave to the 
men, or because they awarded high status to the men themselves? Is the con- 
clusion just a statement about the use of the term 'status'? What is 'high status' 
food7 Would it not have been safe to come to such a conclusion without doing 
any formal research, beyond that required to show the existence of variation in 
patterns of consumption of food7 

This particular example may seem trivial, but the kind of over-consistency it illus- 
trates is one of the major criticisms levelled against studies carried out within the 
Marxist tradition and other 'ideological' positions In the case of Marxism, for 
example, starting from premises about the nature of a capitalist society, many dif- 
ferent kinds of social phenomena can be explained as the products of capitalism. 
Studies of this kind may be wholly convincing, but in evaluating them it is import- 
ant to identify and separate new empirical content from insights which were 
already contained in the premises 

3.3 CONSISTENCY WITH OTHER EVIDENCE 

Whatever the type of report, it can be assessed by comparison with other studies 
and by its consistency with other sources of information The review of literature 
in a PhD thesis should include a discussion of other relevant studies and sources 
of information. Similarly, an article in an academic journal should at least make 
reference to other relevant studies and sources of information As I mentioned 
earlier, in such academic studies there is a claim to originality and the making of 
that claim requires the inclusion of some kind of summary of the existing stock of 
knowledge in the area under discussion. This summary at least gives the reader a 
starting point for evaluation by enabling comparison with other sources 

Although an academic study will, typically, be well supported by other studies 
within its own tradition or set of paradigms, the value of many studies carried out 
within a particular tradition is open to question in terms of evidence obtained 
from research in other traditions and paradigms Research based on experiments 
under controlled conditions, for example, may give results which are inconsistent 
with those obtained from observation of everyday social behaviour. Research 
based on observation of individuals and exploration of individual perceptions may 
give evidence which is quite different from that given by seemingly relevant 
'official' statistics 

Such differences reflect a plurality of social sczences as distinct from any single 
unifying social sczence. The best research reports should bring together and deal 
with evidence from different social science approaches which can then be dealt 
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with in a review of the literature and other relevant evidence Reports which rely 
heavily on a single approach should acknowledge this limitation. 

Public interest reports do not usually attempt to review the relevant academic liter- 
ature, although they would be expected to quote relevant published statistics. The 
evaluation of such reports in terms of consistency with academic studies and 
alternative interpretations of published statistics may well involve entering the 
world of public debate and practical politics - a worthy role for the social scien- 
tist and one which goes beyond the subject matter of this course 

4 FACTORS AFFECTING 
INFLUENCE 
It is extraordinarily difficult to assess the influence of research One reason for this 
is the slight importance of new research results relative to the existing stock of 
knowledge New research typically represents only a small addition to the total 
stock of knowledge and is often relevant only to a small part of the interest of 
those with specialist knowledge of the field New research usually affects only a 
small proportion of the issues which have to be taken into account by those con- 
cerned with policy making, and it is usually relevant only to a small part of the 
body of knowledge associated with professional or organizational practice in the 
area. 

A further reason why it is difficult to assess the influence of research is that influ- 
ence is often not acknowledged. Response to new ideas is often governed by 
feelings as much as by rational thought Research results which are seen as a small 
addition to the stock of knowledge are assimilated easily, but the initial reaction to 
results which are seen as radically new is commonly scepticism, rejection, hostility, 
or even refusal to acknowledge their reality or existence Reactions of this kind 
may give a quite false indication of the influence of the research - when the area 
of study is revisited a few years later it may well be found that the ideas which 
were rejected or ignored when they were first published have somehow become 
absorbed into the existing stock of knowledge Such a process may be a normal 
part of progress in the natural sciences as well as in the social sciences The 
importance of such processes is consistent with the theory of scientific revolutions, 
based primarily on the history of the natural sciences, as propounded by Thomas 
Kuhn (1970) 

How then can the influence of research be assessed? Or, more relevant to the 
immediate purpose, what qualities in a research report are likely to determine its 
influence? There are at least three answers to the latter question First, the 
acknowledged influence of a report can be associated, negatively, with the extent 
to which the report is seen as being radical Second, the influence can be 
associated with its authorship and sponsorship. Third, the influence can be 
associated with the degree and nature of involvement of those whom the report is 
designed to influence 

Whether a research report is seen as radical or revolutionary depends very much 
upon the style of presentation and, in particular, upon how the report represents 
the relationship of the results to the existing stock of knowledge. Research results 
can be presented as radical by giving emphasis to their newness and originality, or 
they can be presented as a minor extension to, or qualification of, the existing 
stock of knowledge by giving emphasis to the size of the existing stock of knowl- 
edge The more emphasis that is given to their originality, the more likely it is that 
the report will initially be seen as radical and unacceptable. However, as noted 
above, such an initial reaction may not endure - the influence of the report over 
a longer period may be quite different What was initially labelled as radical can 
come to be labelled as part of the established body of knowledge without any 
indication of how the transformation took place 


