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ASSOCIATED STUDY MATERIALS 

There is no new reading associated with this unit but you will be referred back 
from time to time to various components of the course 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In this final unit of the course I shall try to help you 'pull things together', to 
assess what you have learned and to help with the final examination. For the most 
part we shall be remembering, together, what has gone on in the earlier units, and 
I shall try to suggest units or associated readings that need to be re-read if any 
part of what follows is still obscure to you (If you have no clear-cut answer to 
some of the questions which we shall be discussing, do not worry Many of them 
have no clear-cut solutions, and if you remain puzzled then in some cases this will 
put you at the same level as the Course Team! If the problems are totally unfam- 
iliar, however, you probably need to go back and re-read some of the text.) 
Within each section a revision guide will be provided, to act as an 'index' to the 
course and to help with your pre-examination work 

In what follows, Section 2 is concerned with the 'technical' side of research what 
researchers have to do to provide acceptable evidence that their research con- 
clusions are true. The other three sections are concerned with other aspects of the 
assessment of research. Section 3 looks at the relevance of research and asks the 
question 'Relevant for what?' This leads us on into a discussion of the 'external' 
aspects of research - the relationship of research to theory, to policy and to prac- 
tice Section 4 is more reflexive, looking at 'internal' aspects of research pro- 
grammes and theories - the ways in which what we take for granted in our 
everyday lives is also taken for granted in research (often thereby supporting one 
side of a 'political' issue at the expense of another), and how we can perhaps start 
to overcome our own 'cultural blinkers' The fifth section is on the ethics of 
research - the relationship of the researcher to the 'subjects' of the research and 
their interests and to the needs and interests of the wider society (It might be 
argued that the topic areas of Sections 4 and 5 - underlying, as they do, all the 
decisions we make about research - should have come first in the unit They are 
placed where they are because we need to understand the technicalities of 
research and its social context before we can fully consider the political and ethi- 
cal impact of these.) 

2 VALIDITY 
We have assumed as basic in this course that the first goal of research is discover- 
ing truth about the world, because to assume anything else leads to an incoherent 
argument, as we saw in Block 1 We are well aware of the claims that have been 
made for the primacy of other goals. One may reasonably claim, for example, that 
research is of no use which is of no use - that a research report is to be judged 
by what it contributes to theory or policy or practice We would entirely agree 
with these claims. However, a prior requirement of research conclusions is that 
they be true, or at least a credible approximation to the truth What makes 
research useful for theory or policy or practice is that one may believe its con- 
clusions (within the limitations and qualifications that may be appropriate to the 
particular study). If it were not able to make this claim, it would be of no use, 
however much it supported a position which we wished to adopt and support 
The first requirement of research, therefore, is that it leads - in so far as it can - 
to true conclusions 

Truth which is discovered about the world (as opposed to the 'logical truth' to be 
deduced from definitions) is seldom self-evident. While some have argued for 
some kind of 'absolute' set of credentials against which truth can be measured, we 
have followed Martyn Hammersley in the first block of the course in rejecting this 
kind of position as ultimately untenable. That being so, the research report takes 
the form of an argument. We start with a question, or an area to be investigated, 
and finish with conclusions about it. In between comes the evidence on which 
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these conclusions are based, and we algue that the conclusions are credible on 
the basis of this evidence 

REVISION GUIDE 
If you do not remember the arguments about the nature of truth In Block I ,  you may 
wrsh to revise them now 

The arguments about the alms of research, and the secondary nature of ut~l~ty as an alm 
of research, may be found In Unlt 112, Sectlons 3, 5 and 7, and Un~t 314, Section 2 1 See 
also Sectlon 5 of U n t  16 and Sectlon 2 of Unlt 22 

The argument that there 1s no ultlmate cnterlon or set of cntena agamst whlch we can 
measure truth IS to be found In Unlt 112, Sectlon 3.2. 

Within the broad argument which the research report constitutes there are many 
smaller arguments, about the quality of the evidence - its validity, the extent to 
which it can be taken as meaning what the researcher w~shes to claim it means 
The rest of this section looks at the types of argument about the validity of evi- 
dence, under the sub-headings of 'case selection', 'the suitability of comparisons' 
and 'data collection and measurement' It is worth noting at this point, however, 
that validity is not an absolute quality, something which an argument possesses or 
does not possess Rather, we assess the degree to which a part of the argument is 
valid, and therefore the extent to which the whole may be believed. 

2.1 CASE SELECTION 

One of the first questions we are likely to ask about a piece of research is whether 
the 'units of analysis' are appropriate to the problems being tackled and the con- 
clusions being drawn By 'units of analysis' I mean the 'objects' of the research - 
often people, but sometimes families, schools, hospitals, geographical areas (e.g. 
the Census wards which were the units of analysis in Abbott et a l ,  1992), etc. 
Survey research often makes explicit clalms to represent a population, and the 
technology of sampling is designed to back up these claims. Representation is 
clearly of the utmost importance if claims are being made about the proportion of 
a population who fall into some designated category. Where the research is con- 
cerned with the relationship of characteristics within individuals or other units of 
analysis, evidence that the sample is fully representative of its population may be 
less crucial, but the question still arises; it would be unwise, for example, to base 
generalizations about the human race on research which explored the character- 
istics of only one gender or class or age-group Some kinds of research often 
make fewer explicit claims - particularly where one or a small number of cases is 
bemg explored in depth - but we will stdl be inclined to ask whether the cases 
are appropriate for the argument Are they, for example, In some way typical of 
the population to which we w~sh  to generalize; as, say, the nurse interviewed on 
the audio-cassette 'An unstructured interview' is treated as a 'typical nurse'? Or do 
they cover the range of kinds of cases, even if not m the proportions to be found 
in the population (as in the Abbott and Sapsford 1987 paper on mothers of men- 
tally handicapped children which you read in Block 2)? Are they in some interest- 
ing way extreme, or 'cruc~al cases' - cases where some hypothesized pattern 
ought to be found d it is to be found anywhere at all? Whatever the nature of the 
research, a research paper makes implicit or explicit claims that the units of analy- 
sis from which the evidence is derived are appropriate to the task in hand. 

REVISION GUIDE 
Representatwe samplmg 1s discussed bnefly In Unlt 5, Sect~on 1.2, and at length In Unlt 8, 
see particularly Sectlon 2 
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Typ~caltty, as opposed to representat~on, IS discussed br~efly In Un~t 5, Sect~on 3.1, and 
Un~t 7, Sect~on 2. 

The d~fferent theoret~cal pos~t~ons of emplr~cal generahzat~ons (to ult~mately fin~te popu- 
lat~ons) and theoret~cal Inferences (to potent~ally lnfinlte populations) are d~scussed In Unit 
7, particularly in Sect~on 2 

We may also ask whether the cases are appropriate in the sense of being appro- 
priate to the kind of evidence which is being collected. In Unit 9, for example, we 
looked in depth at surveys which collect information over the life-course as 
opposed to cross-sectional surveys which ask about present state and past state 
from the same people at the same time It was argued that the former present 
much more credible evidence about changes over time than the latter, because of 
all the problems of memory and 'reconstruction' involved in questioning people 
about their past lives. This may be taken as a particular case of the more general 
question about whether the units of analysis are appropriate At the simplest level 
of the question, we would clearly not be inclined to place much faith in research 
into student attitudes if the units of analysis were students who had only just 
arrived at the institution under investigation; they have had no time to form atti- 
tudes as students. Similarly we would not place much faith in research on patients' 
perceptions of nurses' attitudes if carried out on newly received patients, because 
they have not had time to assess these attitudes. A more complicated example, 
exhibiting what we called the ecological fallacy, arises in the comparison of Cen- 
sus wards on the dimensions of health status and material deprivation, which we 
have discussed in several units; if a correlation is observed, we still cannot assert 
that the people with poor health are those who are materially deprived because 
what we have measured are characteristics of wards, not characteristics of people. 

When using quantitative 'secondary sources' this problem may often present itself 
as one of whether the appropriate population has been identified When analysing 
crime statistics, for example, we are tempted to use them to draw conclusions 
about the types and incidence of crime. This is not correct, however, unless we 
can make a special argument that they are appropriate for the particular case 
which is being made. In general, crime statistics measure the number of Incidents 
recorded by the police (on their own initiative or as a result of incidents being 
reported to them) and the number of people apprehended, charged and convict- 
ed, this is not the same thing as the number of crimes committed and the number 
of people committing them 

REVISION GUIDE 
The problems of sampltng over t~me are d~scussed at length In Un~t 9. See part~cularly 
Sect~ons I and 2. 

If you do not remember about the ecological fallacy, look back at the d~scuss~on in Un~t 6, 
Sectton 3. 

For a dlscuss~on of cnme stat~stics, as a spec~al case of correctly ~dentlfjmg an approprtate 
populat~on using secondary sources, see Unit 5, Sect~on 2. 

What we are talking about here is part of the logzc of a study - the way in which 
research is structured so that certain kinds of conclusions can logically be reached 
and supported. It embraces not only the kinds of subject studied, but also the data 
collected from or about them. Indeed, the two merge into each other. In a study 
of what babies like or dislike, we would not try to collect their verbal responses, 
because they do not make verbal responses; we would have to find some other 
way for them to make their likes and dislikes known (or rather, some form of 
measurement which we could credzbly atgue reflected what they hked or dis- 
liked) In the example in the last paragraph, we might be inclined to be sceptical 
about research on nurses' attitudes which collected information from any kind of 
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patient, whether newly received or long established, it might seem more logical to 
collect the information from the nurses! On the other hand, a paper might argue 
that what could be collected from nurses would be the professional rhetoric of 
nursing, and that their individual attitudes to aspects of their job can better be 
judged by how they behave In this case some kind of observation study would 
be the most obvious choice, but questioning patients about what they have 
observed might well be second best In other words, one of the 'lower-level' argu- 
ments in a research paper - and it is an argument, not something that 'stands to 
reason' - concerns how the units of analysis and the data collected from or about 
them are positioned in the overall argument, from initial question to final con- 
clusions, and whether they can logically bear that position 

THE SUITABILITY OF  COMPARISONS 

A crucial part of the argument of a research paper, in most cases, lies in the com- 
parisons which it makes. This is most obviously displayed in experimental studies, 
where the structure of comparisons is crucial to the claims which the researcher 
will make he or she must show that the experimental manipulation (and only 
that) led to the observed effect Mostly this is done by comparing treated groups 
with untreated groups, or two or more differently treated groups, with all other 
aspects of the situation held constant; sometimes it involves comparing one state 
of a group of subjects with other states of the same group; the same logic holds 
Many studies which are not experiments share the same logic, within the necess- 
ary imperfections of the situation, and their claims to credibility are tested in the 
same way. (The example which we used in Unit 6 was the 'Connecticut crack- 
down' (Campbell, 1969), the comparison of states which did or did not experience 
a change of policy with regard to speeding on the roads, but many other exam- 
ples will spring to mind ) The same logic, indeed, may underlie studies which 
would not at all conceive of themselves as 'experiments' - for example, the 
Abbott and Sapsford (1987) study of mental handicap, which contrasted mothers 
of mentally handicapped children with other mothers in order to identify what 
was specific to the experiences of the former. 

REVISION GUIDE 
The log~c of expenmentation IS d~scussed In Un~t 5, Sect~on 1 3, and Un~t 6, Sect~ons 3 
and 4. 

The quasl-expenmental analys~s of non-expenmental data IS d~scussed In Un~t 6, Sect~on 3, 
and the use of a s~m~lar log~c In non-quant~tat~ve stud~es IS discussed In Un~t 6, Sect~on 5. 

The Abbott and Sapsford paper, ~f you do not remember the detalls of ~ t ,  w~ll be found In 
Offprmts Booklet 2. 

Wherever an argument rests on a comparison (which is most of the time) a crucial 
question is whether like is being compared with like In experiments this is guaran- 
teed (or is supposed to be guaranteed!) by the structure of the research. In quasi- 
experimental comparisons more argument is needed to make the comparison 
credible. see, for example, the arguments which had to be brought forward in the 
'Connecticut crackdown' study, and (perhaps more important) the respects in 
which its authors could not guarantee comparability between groups. This is a 
particular problem wherever data collected by others and/or for another purpose 
are being compared across time or between different countries We saw in Unit 5, 
for example, that comparison of labour statistics across time are bedevilled by the 
different ways in which they have been collected (particularly in recent years) A 
paper I was commissioned to write some years ago (Banks and Sapsford, 1973), 
comparing the incidence of homicide between countries, degenerated into a com- 
parison of the terminology used for homicide across Europe and North America, 
there was no way to compare the actual incidence In other words, the different 
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'maps' used in different countries to categorize homicide into different kinds and, 
more important, to include some and exclude others from categories which might 
be seen as analogous to the British crime of 'murder', made it quite impossible to 
mount a sensible cross-national comparison using publ~shed statistics 

REVISION GUIDE 

The 'Conned~cut crackdown' IS discussed In Un~t 6, Sed~on 3 1 

The problems of comparison across t~me uslng pubhshed statlstlcs are d~scussed In 
Sect~on 2, through the example of labour stat~stlcs, and there IS a w~der d~scuss~on 
13 

2.3 DATA COLLECTION AND MEASUREMENT 
It is broadly true that researchers workmg w~thin a quantitative framework speak 
of themselves as measuring variables, while qualitative researchers do  not How- 
ever, both collect data and present them to the reader as part of the argument of 
research reports, and the problems they have in establishing that the~r conclusions 
follow from what they have collected show broad similarities Note also that the 
division of researchers into 'quantitative' and 'qualitative' is too crude; these are 
data-collection styles, not characteristics of persons The same researcher may 
espouse both styles, in different projects or even within the same project. In my 
own work on life-sentence prisoners (Sapsford, 19831, for example, the data col- 
lection involved long minimally-structured interviews with prisoners on how they 
experienced the sentence and what they did about it, a n d  collection of descriptive 
and quantitative data from prison files (quarterly reports on the prisoner, and 
numbers of letters, visits, breaches of prison rules, etc ), a n d  psychological per- 
sonality and attitude measures of a greater or lesser degree of structure (inven- 
tories and questionnaires, but also 'projective' measures), a n d  talkmg to key 
prlson officers and governor-grade staff in general about lifers and their manage- 
ment, a n d  a long period of 'hanging around the prison' seeing what was to be 
seen. 

What is measured is not usually a d~rect representation of what the researcher 
wishes to d~scuss An argument or operationalizatzon is required to get from the 
researcher's concepts to the observable/measurable data which are collected and 
presented, and back from them to conclusions about the researcher's concepts 
This holds as much in qualitative research as in quantitative, and as much for 
relatively simple concepts as for complicated ones. 

With the kinds of complex concepts which are represented in research by 
measurement scales such as mtelligence tests or personality inventories, the steps 
by which researchers (or the~r  predecessors) go about validating the measuring 
instruments are well laid out, and the log~c of them is apparent Tests are validated 
by showing that the scales measure a single 'quantity' rather than several 
(unzdimenszonalzty), that they yield reasonably stable scores over time (re- 
lzabzlity), that there is independent evidence that they do  indeed measure what 
they purport to measure (predictive validity or concurrent valzdzty) and that they 
'behave' as the theory on which they are based says they should behave, discrimi- 
nating where they should discriminate and failing to discriminate where they 
should fail to do so (construct validatzon) 

Similar questions can be asked, however, of the least quantitative of researchers' 
constructs - those derived from 'unstructured' interviewing or observation 
whether the classifications of opinion/memory or behaviour/interpretation which 
the researcher puts forward describe something which is stable rather than 
ephemeral, correctly identified and interpreted, and in agreement with previous 
theory in the area (or validly forcing a change on previous theory). Establ~shmg 
validity convincingly is often more difficult in qualitative research because so 
much hangs on the researcher's individual observation and judgement, but this 
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style also has its strategies for establishing the credibility of its conclusions Often 
this may involve an appeal to other sources of data (triangulatzon), or an analysis 
of the social situation and how it was perceived by all participants (one aspect of 
re$exivity), or self-analysis to uncover and, perhaps, deal with prejudices and pre- 
conceptions (another aspect of reJexzvzty). Much can also be done to establish the 
credibility of conclusions by planned comparison of groups to test out the scope 
of theories (theoretical samplzng and analytzc znduction) - a process which has 
much in common with construct validation 

We should note that these problems are not unique to qualitative research Any 
research which is concerned with the past, even if its data are presented as num- 
bers, suffers from problems of definition and has great difficulty establishing a 
basis of measurement on which like can be compared with like and conclusions 
drawn For example, it is not a straightforward task to compare current incidence 
of marriage with practice in a world in which 'legal' marriage had to be solem- 
nized by a priest, and where priests might visit some areas only infrequently or 
even be prohibited from carrying out such solemnization by papal interdict - i e 
some parts of England in the early middle ages. Indeed, as Unit 14 testified, 
elements of (often unacknowledged and generally undefended) judgement are 
exercised even in the coding of apparently 'factual' material from present-day sur- 
veys, and the coding may be as much influenced by previous theory as by the 
responses themselves 

REVISION GUIDE 
There IS a general d~scuss~on of vahd~ty in Un~t 314, Sect~on 2 1 For the problems of 
operationahzat~on, part~culady as ~t applies to the construct~on of composte measures, see 
Unit 16, Sect~on 2 Operat~onalizat~on and concept formation In quanttative research are 
also d~scussed in Un~t I I ,  Sect~on 3.1, and the construction of composte measures IS 

drscussed in Unit 1 l ,  Section 3 3, and Unit 14, Sections 3.1 and 5 3 There IS a useful 
summary of terms to do with vahdatlon in the glossary at the end of Sect~on 2 of Un~t 
16 For the element of judgement mvolved In the codmg of survey data, see Unt 14, 
part~culady Sect~ons 4, 5 2 and 5.3. 

How the vahdty of conclusions from qualitative research IS establ~shed IS discussed In Unit 
12, Section 5 2 See also specfic d~scuss~ons of tr~angulat~on In Un~t 314, Sect~on 3 2, and 

theoret~cal sampl~ng and analyt~c mduct~on In Un~t 7, Section 3. (These are better con- 
cewed of as techniques for the generation of theory than as means of test~ng ~t - par- 
tlcularly theoretlcal samphng - but their use adds cred~b~l~ty to the argument that the 
conclus~ons are valid.) 

3 RELEVANCE 
When a research report's claims to truth have been evaluated, there are still many 
other sets of criteria on which it might properly be assessed. One of the most 
important of these, as we have said at several points during the course, is rel- 
evance. Although we are opposed to those who say that the jimt criterion of a 
good report is its usefulness, we accept that a research report is not much good 
unless it is good for something However, 'relevance' is itself a relativistic criterion, 
and we may reasonably ask 'good for what?' and 'relevant for what?' Different 
audiences need different presentations and will undoubtedly take different kinds 
of conclusions out of the same piece of research, and the same presentation (in a 
journal, say) may be aimed at more than one audience None the less the authors 
are expected to demonstrate its relevance to some audience, and their work may 
reasonably be judged on this criterion In this section I will try to pull together 
some of what the course has had to say on the topic of relevance, under the 
headings of 'relevance for policy', 'relevance for practice' and 'research and the- 

ory ' 


