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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 
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The meaning of 'authorship' is assumed to cover widely all individuals and organi- 
zations associated with the production of a research report Two examples will 
illustrate the importance of this point in the context of assessing influence If a 
research report which discussed birth control were to be produced bearing the 
imprimatur of the Pope, it would have a much larger impact on the millions of 
members of the Catholic Church than any number of reports on that subject which 
did not emanate from the Pope A report produced by the Adam Smith Institute, 
which 1s regarded as a kind of think-tank for those who believe in the efficacy of 
market forces, will be received differently from an otherwise similar report 
produced by the Policy Studies Institute, which claims to be independent and to 
have a governing body including representatives of all the major political parties 

Research reports belong to one of three groups in terms of authorship/sponsor- 
ship The most acceptable authorship/sponsorship is usually that which is part of 
the community for which the research is relevant The least acceptable may be 
that which is seen to belong to a different, if not opposed, ideological tradition. In 
between are bodies which may be seen as independent. Such groupings may help 
to explain initial reactions to a research report, although, as we have seen, such 
initral reactions may not be a good indicator of the influence of the report over a 
longer period The passage of time can transform originality and radical ideas, and 
research results which are initially regarded as 'foreign', into part of the estab- 
lished body of knowledge or culture of a community 

The degree of association of authorship/sponsorship wlth the community affected 
may be a much less important factor in determining the influence of a research 
report than the degree of involvement of the community with the research itself 
and with the process of production of the research report I discussed the import- 
ance of this involvement in the context of the application of Operations Research 
in Section 2.3. Consultation with, and involvement of, the organizations and indi- 
viduals affected, or of their representatives, can add to the acceptability of a report 
and increase its likely influence 

The involvement of the parties affected may be particularly crucial in the pro- 
duction of the research report The circulation of a draft of the report to affected 
parties is desirable for nearly all kinds of research and such a stage can add 
immeasurably to the quality of the report by helping to make it more understanda- 
ble to those who may be affected Such a stage may also add substantially to the 
positive influence of the report. Some clues as to whether this stage has been 
carried out may be given in the acknowledgements which often appear at the 
beginning of a research report. The list of individuals and organizations given may 
include representatives of the main parties likely to be affected by the research, 
but the existence of such a list may be more useful in indicating that such consul- 
tations have been carried out than in indicating exactly who has been consulted. 
Some of the most useful comments on a particular draft report, for example, might 
come from government officials who prefer to remain anonymous in the final 
publication 

5 CONDUCTING RESEARCH 
AND WRITING RESEARCH 
REPORTS 
Although this unit is primarily concerned with the evaluation of research reports, it 
may be useful to try and summarize by looking at research reports from a different 
angle Instead of looking at the outcome, this concluding section examines the 
process of report production and the precepts the report writer should follow in 
order for the report to achieve its objectives 


