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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 
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As far as the form of the report is concerned, this unit has proposed two kinds of 
precept Section 3 2 suggested that research reports should have the 'classic' struc- 
ture used by many different kinds of writing, including reports that is, a clearly 
identifiable introduction, main sections, and a conclusion Section 2 1 suggested 
that a report such as a PhD thesis should have a conceptual structure with compo- 
nents dealing with background theory, focal theory, data theory, and contribution 
All four of these components of the PhD thesis can be generalized to other kinds 
of reports 

The background theory in the case of an academic report, for instance, should 
summarize the existing body of knowledge relevant to the research In the case of 
policy-oriented research, the background theory might summarize the conven- 
tional wisdom on the subject, or identify the assumptions underlying existing pol- 
icy within the area of study In the case of the report for management, there must 
be a summary of existing organizational practices as these relate to the subject of 
the research. 

The report, whatever type it is, should deal with the focal theory component by 
including a definition of the 'problem' which has been investigated In the case of 
an academic report the focal theory component should examine relevant argu- 
ments in the existing literature A policy-oriented report should discuss the rel- 
evant assumptions which underlie policy, and it is recommended that a marketing 
research report should 'restate the background and objectives from the proposal' 
(Mohn and Land, 1989) The focal theory component might also include reference 
to some of the research results, or other evidence, which help define the nature of 
the problem which has been investigated Again, whatever kind of report it is, it 
should deal with the data theory component by including a description of the 
methods adopted, together with an explanation or justification for the way in 
which the data have been collected and used 

A substantial part of most kinds of social research report is concerned with putting 
the research results into context The time required to put these results into con- 
text, however, has implications for the planning of research For example, it is not 
uncommon for research reports in the social sciences to be late in being 
produced, the most common reason for this being perhaps that the authors have 
planned only for the conduct of the research and have allowed insufficient time 
for relating the findings to the background theory It is easy to underestimate the 
time needed for this latter stage - the existing body of literature typically has to 
be examined again in the light of the new findings, data from previous studies can 
seem to offer different kinds of evidence in the light of the new findings, and the 
new findings themselves are sometimes given new meanings when set against the 
detail of previous analysis and previously collected evidence The yield of this 
stage may be rich in terms of the conclusions that might be drawn, but the iterat- 
ive nature of the processes involved makes it more time-consuming than might at 
first have been imagined 

The time required to put research results into context in this way also has impli- 
cations for the writing of research reports It is rarely too early to start writing. 
Some writing about the context may have already been done as part of a research 
proposal, indeed, a summary draft dealing with the first three components men- 
tioned above can be written before any data collection is started! The collection of 
new material will then require revision of this early draft, although many of the 
revisions will take the form of additions, and the nature of the changes required 
should help put the research results into perspective. In the word-processing era 
(which allows for easy amendment) such revisions have become much easier than 
they used to be. 

A number of interrelated decisions have to be taken about the report The zdent$- 
catzon of the target audience is crucial and will provide criteria and guidance for 
other aspects of the report - such as the length and style. Failure to identify a 
target audience correctly can lead to a lack of clarity and direction The clarity and 
consistency which can be achieved if a report is addressed to a specific audience 
can also contribute to its success with other audiences. 
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Once the main target audience has been identified, a further decision can be 
made about the most suitable form, or forms, of publication. It is unlikely that any 
single form of publication other than a book-length report would either give 
scope or do justice to any research project which is the outcome of several years 
of work, as in the PhD thesis. It is also unlikely that the best way of reaching the 
target audience is through a report of such length Such considerations may favour 
some diversification in the form of publication It may make sense, for example, to 
prepare a comprehensive report to be made available to those with an interest in 
the detail, and then to select other forms of publication, as appropriate, for reports 
designed specifically for different target audiences interested in different aspects of 
the research. The form of publication, and any conditions of acceptance imposed 
by the publisher, will dictate the length of the report and the amount of space 
which can be given to different components of the report and to different aspects 
of the research findings 

A further, and sometimes difficult, decision that has to be made relates to the 
degree of emphasis to be given to what is new in the research, on the one hand, 
and to the extent to which the research results have developed from existing the- 
ory, policy or practice, on the other As discussed in Section 4, giving emphasis to 
what is new may engender resistance, but playing down the originality of the 
findings may also do injustice to the originality of the research An important aid 
to getting the balance right would be circulation of a draft copy of the report to 
individuals who could be considered as representative in some way of the target 
audience. Their comments might also help communicability in many other ways 

ACTIVITY 7 

Th~s sect~on has offered a kmd of check-l~st for the wnter of  a research report. As a final 
actlvlt): and t o  make sure that you have understood what th~s un~ t  has been about, now 
make a check-l~st for someone evaluatmg a research report 

You w~ l l  find my suggest~ons at the end of the unit 
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ANSWERS TO ACTIVITIES 
ACTIVITY I 

It is not immediately clear beyond doubt who the target audience for each of the 
reports is, but this is what occurred to me 

The Dingwall and Fox paper follows the conventional form of a 'quantitative' 
research report - Introduction, Methods, Results, Conclusions, Discussion. As 
such, it is presumably aimed at an academic audience - at students and 
researchers in the areas of social policy and/or nursing It was originally pub- 
llshed in a collection of research papers aimed equally at nurses and nursing 
researchers, and it could clearly be of relevance to those who practise nursing 
or social work, or who organize the practice, or teach it. The presentation is 
relatively 'academic', however, and does not draw out conclusions for practice 
in any great detail 

The paper by Jean Orr also follows this format, as much as is possible in 
qualitative research (It is a report of just one set of incidents within a wider 
programme of research, and there are other reports covering different aspects 
of it in different ways.) Again, the original place of publication was a collec- 
tion of research papers aimed at researchers and practitioners within an area 
of nursing (health visiting), who may be presumed to constitute its primary 
audience It would also be of interest to a wider range of academics and 
researchers, and to those responsible for planning and implementing commu- 
nity health education. In my opinion, the easy and readable writing style 
makes it appropriate for all these audiences. 

The Maria Mies paper comes originally from a collection of essays on wom- 
en's studies (Bowles and Duelli Klein, 19831, and the portion you read is part 
of a larger paper on feminist methodology The target audience is, therefore, 
clearly, feminists and students of women's studies This is not a formal 
research report, but a brief description of two studies to illustrate points made 
earlier in the essay; it talks about the form of the studies and their con- 
clusions, but there is not much concrete detail about methods The academic 
and philosophical tone of the accounts probably makes them more suitable 
for an academic audience - as it is, non-academics are unlikely to have been 
reading the book from which the article came 

ACTIVITY 2 

The PhD thesis can be considered a good form of research report for evaluation 
because it is, or should be, comprehensive in what it says about the research But 
the typical thesis may be unintelligible to non-specialists and may make no 
attempt to discuss the implications of the research. It may therefore be the ideal 
form of report for the evaluation of research, but it is not necessarily an ideal form 
of research report for evaluation - except for evaluation by specialists in a 
specialized academic area 

ACTIVITY 3 

There 1s no requirement that a research report should include the information on 
who supported the research, but most research-funding bodies expect research 
reports funded by them to include an acknowledgement There is no standard 
way of acknowledging support, but you will usually find that acknowledgement in 
the introduction or in a special note at the end of the printed report If there is no 
acknowledgement of financial support it would usually be assumed that the 
research has been supported by the employer of the authors of the study, 
although such a supposit~on 1s not always justified 

Neither the Dingwall and Fox paper, nor the one by Orr, carries any ind~cation of 
sponsorship or of there being a direct 'customer' for the research Of the two 
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projects described by Mies, one was organized and financed by its participants, 
the other was commissioned and funded by an international organization. 

ACTIVITY 4 

The obvious advantage is in terms of impact More people are likely to learn 
about the research than would by publication in almost any other form, and tele- 
vision programmes are often more memorable than other kinds of research 
reports The disadvantages are that it is usually possible to publish only a small 
part of the findings in a television programme and that the impact may be ephem- 
eral A copy of the transcript may be made available, but access to the material 
published in a television programme is otherwise difficult 

ACTIVITY 5 

The advantage is that this definition of originality can be used for very different 
types of audience - academic, management, professional, public at large, and so 
on The disadvantage is that it is a relative definition. it does not acknowledge any 
kind of 'true' originality 

ACTIVITY 6 

The most tangible indication is given by the form of publication In the case of 
any serial publication, such as a journal or newspaper, or a regular broadcast, it 
can reasonably be assumed that a report is addressed to the readership of that 
publication In the case of a book or other non-serial publication, it can be 
expected that the author(s) will identify the target audience in an introductory 
section. 

These indications may not be consistent with the ways in which a report is writ- 
ten Perhaps the most common single weakness in research reports is that the 
writing does not clearly identify the target audience. 

ACTIVITY 7 

The ordering of such a list is an individual matter, but a check-list for evaluation 
should, at least, include the following questions: 

Is the report coherent? Is it possible to identify the different components of 
the report easily? 

Who is the target audience for the report? Is the style and language of the 
report appropriate to the target audience? 

Are the findings expressed in ways which make them clear to the target 
audience? 

Is the evidence that has been collected by the research and included in the 
report consistent with the findings? 

Does the report explain and justify the methods used to obtain the evidence 
for the findings? 

Is the status of the findings, in terms of newness or originality, clearly 
expressed in relation to previous studies, published statistics, existing policy, 
accepted ideas, and so on? 

Does the report deal adequately with the question of consistency between the 
findings and any evidence from other studies and sources7 

Does the report express the findings in ways which are likely to influence the 
target audience? Does the report indicate that representatives of the target 
audience were involved in the research and/or the production of the research 
report? 
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