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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 ' 
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3.1 RELEVANCE FOR POLICY 

The relationship of social research to social policy has never been a clear one. 
Cynics would argue that research has never helped to form policy, but only to 
confirm it - that government departments and politicians, for example, seek out 
and commission research that will appear to support them in the decisions they 
have already formed. At best, some would argue (e g Thomas, 1980) that research 
helps to narrow the area of dzsagreement in political and administrative debate, by 
outlining the size of the problem (or whatever) and describmg its constituents. 
This would suggest that quantitative research would be more acceptable to policy- 
makers than qualitative studies, because of the supposed precision of numerical 
estimates and the air of 'scientificity' which they carry - as was argued, for exam- 
ple, in the Jayaratne article you read in association with Unit 16 This has indeed 
been the case until comparatively recently, but qualitative work is becoming 
increasingly acceptable and understood Indeed, more and more studies now 
draw on elements of both approaches, trying to give both precision and insight, 
and more sponsors are now coming to expect this. We should note, however, that 
in highly politicized areas of policy the policy decision is unlikely to be deflected 
by mere numerical research. Much research has been done, for example, showing 
that the amount of money involved in fraudulent claims to unemployment and 
other benefits 1s tiny in comparison to the amount lost due to tax fraud on the 
part of companies and relatively wealthy individuals, but this has not changed the 
priorities which politicians have assigned to these two problems. (That it fails to 
do so perhaps suggests that the aims of the pollcies are not what politicians say 
they are - not increased efficiency in the spending of tax-payers' money, but the 
eradication of something seen as morally wrong in some absolute sense, and more 
wrong than company fraud ) 

On the other hand, the case may be made that modern government could not run 
without research. Modern social policy is dependent on numerical information for 
its daily functioning: economic statistics, population statistics and projections, 
transport statistics, housing statistics, health and hospital statistics, statistics of the 
criminal justice system and the personal social services, education statistics, etc 
(The collection of such statistics is often not classed as 'research', but research 
techniques are used and research decisions made) There are also large areas of 
government action which have been very much influenced by social and edu- 
cational research of a more academic kind. For example, in the field of education 
the work of psychological and educational theorists in the 1930s and 1940s had a 
great deal of influence on the establishment of the 'tripartite system' of streamed 
education (grammar, technical, secondary modern), and the work of educational- 
ists and sociologists was equally influential in its replacement with the more egali- 
tarian 'comprehensive system' (Again, however, we can see from the example of 
educational policy how fragile the link between research and policy can be Many 
of the changes being instituted in the early 1990s, at the time of writing, fly in the 
face of sound educational research, but this does not prevent them occurring) 
Over and above its role as a servant of central government, local government and 
the like, social and educational research also serves policy-making by infomzng 
policy-makers and the 'general public' Most of what we know is second hand, 
garnered from newspapers, television, books and what we are told and taught 
Most of the information which we are told or taught is also second hand, derived 
from the same sources. It is social researchers who supply a great deal of this 
information and feed it into the system, and this has to count as an important 
policy-related outcome of research, because without it there would be no basis for 
judging what politicians and administrators do  

A part of this function, inevitably, is the critical appraisal and sometimes condem- 
nation of what is going on Social researchers are sometimes able to stand back 
from immediate debates in a way that those who are directly responsible for pol- 
icy often cannot, and to take a critical approach, noting 'side effects' and unin- 
tended consequences, and assessing the amount of harm which policies do as 
well as the amount of good This is not to say that they are neutral in the debates, 
of course, but that their livelihood does not currently depend on taking a line 
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acceptable to government (The extent to which they are able to take a line unac- 
ceptable to current government - the security of their tenure - varies from time 
to time and place to place, and it could be taken as an interesting indicator of a 
regime's fundamental liberality.) As has been pointed out since the 1960s, as well, 
the researcher and academic may be in a position to represent the views and 
needs of those who are otherwise unable to play an influential part in policy 
debates: the deprived, the disadvantaged, the inarticulate and in general 'the 
underdog' In the field of health and community care, for example, a great deal of 
research effort has been expended on describing the lives and disadvantages of 
people with disabilities or mentally ill people or elderly people to 'the rest of the 
world', with the aim of overcoming prejudices and perhaps informing policy- 
makers, and many studies of prisons could be said to have the same aims. (That 
academic researchers do  so from a privileged position, however, was pointed out 
in Unit 16.) 

It remains to consider what is to be said about research which might be con- 
sidered too relevant. In the first block of the course we spent some time consider- 
ing what counts as research and what must be distrusted as propaganda What do 
we say about researchers employed by trade unions, or employers, who manage 
to produce statistics which support the position taken by those who employ them? 
What do we say about researchers who are members of 'research institutes' 
known to have been founded to support a particular party political line? What do 
we say about research produced for or on behalf of influential pressure groups 
(ASH, Action on Smoking and Health, for example, or the tobacco trade) or about 
research produced for or on behalf of political parties themselves? As we indicated 
in Block 1, the answers to these questions are not as simple as they might appear. 
Political opinion polls, for example, are often commissioned by political parties or 
by newspapers w ~ t h  a declared alignment to a particular party, but this does not 
mean that the research they carry out is dishonest Government researchers, and 
those employed in industry and by trade unions, are the same kind of people as 
are carrying out research in universities and independent institutes, thinking of 
themselves as part of the same research community and acknowledging them- 
selves as bound by its convent~ons. There are pressures on them which are often 
not shared by academics, at the moment, but we should not wish to dismiss what 
they produce as mere propaganda My own solution is that the reader of research 
needs to take account of the position adopted or supported by the researcher, and 
the source of the funds, but that this is only one element in our complex judge- 
ments of the credibility of research conclusions 

The same position must, of course, be adopted when reading the research of 'in- 
dependent' researchers It is a rare researcher who does not 'take a position' on 
the issues about which she or he is writing The position may follow from the 
research, but it is more likely to precede it In reading research we should make 
due allowance for the acknowledged 'position' of the researcher, and try to think 
of what might be said in opposition by those who take the opposite position; 
doing so is a standard 'tool of critique' To the extent that it is possible, we should 
also take account of unacknowledged engagement of the researchers with their 
subject matter The rare researcher may, perhaps, be genuinely neutral on a given 
topic, but for the most part it will be true that where preferences are not 
acknowledged they are unconscious rather than absent 

REVISION GUIDE 
The relevance of research for poky  IS d~scussed In U n ~ t  314, Sect~on 22, and Umt 10, 
Sect~on 5. The d~scuss~on of the Jayaratne (1983) readmg In U n ~ t  16, Sect~on 4, may also 
be seen as relevant. See also U n ~ t  22, part~cularly Sect~ons 2 3-25 and 4. 
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3.2 RELEVANCE FOR PRACTICE 

A very large part of social and educational research 1s devoted to the work of 
social practitioners social workers, health visitors, nurses, doctors, psychother- 
aplsts and counsellors, the p o k e ,  prison staff, teachers and many more (As you 
w~l l  see, the d~stmction between 'practice' and 'pol~cy' is a very blurred one We 
tend to ident~fy work done at the boundaries of the two as 'policy' or 'practice' 
according to who does it, or who sponsors it, or which group most noticeably 
takes it up ) Traditionally, the most d~rect Input of research into practice has been 
seen as happening In one of three ways. 

First, research has been devoted to exploring the need for a given servlce Most of 
the practitioners listed above make some use of descr~ptive statistics and descrip- 
tive surveys, directly in planning the~r own work or ind~rectly through the plan- 
ning which their managers undertake The need for Income support, hous~ng, 
school and hosp~tal places and the like is determined m large part from descr~p- 
tlve statistics such as those collected annually by government and local govern- 
ment researchers, and these may also help the practitioner to plan for the range of 
likely clients (indicatmg the gender balance, rac~al mix and age structure of a 
catchment area, for example). More spec~fic surveys are carried out where more 
deta~led Information is needed - for example, surveys of one-parent families to 
determine age, employment status, the condition of their housing, the health of 
their children and the state of their finances From this kind of study a realistic 
idea can be formed of what servlces are needed, with what relative Incidence, and 
(more important, perhaps) what problems are encountered which currently avail- 
able servlces do  not cover adequately This is a kind of 'market research' for the 
publ~c services, describing the relevant population and exploring needs Some of 
this work is initiated by academics, but a lot of it is comm~ss~oned by agencles 

Secondly, research is used to monitor the performance of the publ~c servlces and 
the practitioners who work in them At a local level, surveys, and participant and 
intervlewing studies examine the h e s  of clients and assess what impact the ser- 
vices wh~ch are prov~ded are havmg on their problems Others observe or ask 
questions about working practices, to describe them and enable good practice to 
be shared (and, sometimes, bad practice to be noticed) At a more global level, 
statistics are collected and used to match service provision to staffing levels, 
finances and the prevalence of need, and to compare the efficiency and effectwe- 
ness of different institutions. Again, some of this work is init~ated by academics - 
in their role, sometimes, as critlcs of established practice and voices of those who 
would not otherwse be heard Some is carried out in established research units 
set up for the purpose. Some is funded and commissioned by agencies keen to 
examlne their own practice and to improve the~r  own efficiency 

Thirdly, research has been used to test and evaluate new procedures and the 
Impact of new policies. If money is being spent on a new facllity or a new work- 
ing practice it is becoming increasingly common to build evaluation procedures 
Into ~ t ,  or to comm~ssion a team to evaluate ~ t ,  as evidence that the money is well 
spent and as a channel through which mformation can flow which will Improve 
the new practice and keep ~t on course. Particularly m the areas of health, per- 
sonal care and education, a great deal of published and unpublished research has 
been concerned to evaluate 'experimental' procedures When the term 'evaluation 
study' comes up, people often tend to thmk first of exper~ments/controlled trials, 
or else more naturalistic stud~es which have some of the structure of experiments. 
More and more, however, stud~es of existing practlce w~ll  have a qual~tative ~ element, or indeed will be entlrely qualitative. Awareness is growing of the fact 
that deta~led description of cases often has more impact on practitioners such as 
nurses, soc~al workers or doctors than sets of figures, however logically convinc- 
mg the latter may be There 1s also growlng awareness of the importance in evalu- 
ation of understanding the clients' point of view, the good and bad experiences 
they have, the part the treatment or lnterventlon plays in the whole course of their 
daily lives, and the unexpected deleterious consequences wh~ch  are possible from 
quite simple changes brought in wlth the best of intent~ons Indeed, m some areas 
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of research qualitative evaluation has been the dominant tradition for some while 
- the 'illuminative evaluation' of educational research, for example, or the case- 
study approach to co-operatives and small businesses. 

There has been a growing fashion in the last decade or so for practitioners to 
argue that the best research, the most relevant for practice, will be that carried out 
by practitioners themselves. Only a practitioner, it is argued, can fully understand 
the nature of the particular practice in which she or he is engaged and of the 
particular clients for whom she or he caters, and practitioners know better than 
outside researchers what is practicable in the way of change Thus we see an 
increasing advocacy of 'action research', by which is meant the monitoring of new 
procedures and polic~es by the same practitioners as are responsible for introduc- 
ing them There is also a growing advocacy, in health care and the social services, 
of the concept of 'the reflective practitioner' - the practitioner who automatically 
builds research and self-evaluation into his or her practice, so that research and 
practice become fully a part of each other In the field of education the concept of 
'the teacher as researcher' has some of the same force It is argued that self-moni- 
toring is more effective in many circumstances at changing and improving practice 
than monitoring by others, and that an element of self-monitoring helps to main- 
tain the sensitivity and flexibil~ty of practice 

Undoubtedly there is much to say for this position 'Reflective practitioners' 
should, certainly, be more sensitive to the consequences of their practice and 
more open to change. (As practitioners who have carried out research into their 
own working practices and workplace w~ll  know, however, it can also be distract- 
ing and unsettling, making you self-conscious and sometimes making interaction 
with other workers more difficult and strained) I am not inclined, however, to 
support the idea that only practitioners can carry out research on practice, nor 
necessarily to agree that they are always the best people to do so. Good research 
into practice often has the strength that it brings to the study of particular areas of 
work a wider context of knowledge and information than is generally available to 
any given practitioner A social worker might be expert in social work, for exam- 
ple, but he or she is unlikely also to be as expert on racial divisions and discrimi- 
nation, the needs and wishes of the elderly, or the developmental progress of 
children, as someone who is working full time on these specific aspects. 
Researchers are also able to 'move about the field' in a way that may often not be 
available to practitioners Researchers in prisons, for example, can talk to pris- 
oners, prison officers and prison governors on equal terms, while these three 
often cannot speak freely to each other. Thus, there is likely to be a continued 
role for research as distinct from practice, even if (as I hope) research attitudes 
become increasingly integrated into practice 

A final role for research in the service of practice, as in the service of policy, is the 
provision of information, insight and understanding. Researchers are able to bring 
parts of the 'field' into focus, bring theory to bear on them and sometimes 're- 
frame' them from an outside perspective, glving practltloners new ways of looking 
at what is most familiar to them, and sometimes, new understanding Educational 
research, for example, has documented the inequality of teachers' interactions 
with boys and girls, and at the same time it has alerted teachers to why this might 
matter. Research into community care has shown how small the 'problem' is 
despite 'an ageing population' - how most people over 65 cope without help 
from statutory agencies, and how slmple and specific the needs of the remainder 
often are Research into the decisions made by parole boards has made visible to 
these boards the implicit policies on which they act The list could be extended 
indefinitely. 

REVISION GUIDE 

You will find matenal relevant to  th~s dlscuss~on In U n ~ t  314, Sect~on 2 2; U n ~ t  5, Section 4, 
and U n ~ t  10, Sect~ons 4 and 5 See also U n ~ t  22, part~cularly Sect~ons 2 3 and 2.5 
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3.3 RESEARCH AND THEORY 

The other great popular stereotype of research, in the social field as well as the 
phys~cal sciences, locates it as an activity undertaken by academics to test their 
theories. As we saw in Block 1, the relat~onship between theory and research is 
not quite as clear-cut as this It has long been understood that no research study 
can prove a theory d you get the results you expect on the basis of theory, they 
may have come about for the reasons which the theory gives, or for any number 
of other reasons The accepted posltlon in the philosophy of sclence for some 
time (most commonly associated w~th  the work of Karl Popper) was that you can- 
not prove theories by research, but that you can disprove them: whde a positive 
result could come about for any number of reasons, a negative result where the- 
ory demanded a positive one polnts to disproof of the theory. Even this positlon is 
too simple, as we saw in Block 1, given the great body of theory out of wh~ch 
even the simplest research study emerges (theories which lead to the selection of 
operationallzed measures and samples, for example). The truth of these 'auxiliary 
theories' or, in their total~ty, 'paradigms' would have to be beyond question before 
clear-cut and definitwe disproof could emerge from a research study We are also 
becoming increasingly aware that the cred~bdity of research results rests on whole 
bodies of theory - 'world-models' or 'paradigms' - and not just on single test- 
able theories. As we saw in Unit 16, for example, research on 'intelhgence' 
depends on a 'world v~ew' In which we can make sense of a fixed and measur- 
able level of intellectual ability located within ind~v~duals; this view is dominant in 
our culture but other perspectives are possible. None the less ~t 1s true that the- 
ones about the social world have to be tested agalnst the social world, that no 
way of understanding the world can ultimately be accepted which appears to be 
in outright contradiction to observed data, and that theor~es are judged against 
each other by the extent to whlch one perspectlve makes better or more mclusive 
sense of data than another 

A crucial role of research 1s in the development of Ideas In the development of 
theory, research 1s necessary to test out ideas, to familiarize oneself with changes 
in the field and to sensitize oneself to what is golng on and how people are 
experiencing ~ t .  Exposure to what people say and do and to their conditions of 
life 1s also an excellent corrective to 'academic' theorizing, wh~ch can sometimes 
lose s~ght of the world it is trying to understand and focus on just a part of ~t 
which happens to be convenient for the line of theory. Theory, your own research 
and the research of others are the three legs of the academ~c tripod, and for the 
development of a stable and comprehensive understanding of the soc~al world all 
three are necessary Theory develops from immersion in the field and sensitizing 
yourself to the experienced realities of the area in which you are working, as 
much as from thmking about an area and trying to come up with testable ideas. At 
the same time the 'critical mind' is in play, trying to identify and see behind the 
presuppositions of those in the field, of other researchers and even of oneself 

REVISION GUIDE 

You will find relevant d~scuss~ons In Un~t 112, Sect~on 6; Un~t 314, Sect~ons 2 and 3.4, and 
Un~t I0 (part~cularly Sect~on 2). Some of the mater~al In Un~t 21 m~ght also be relevant 
See also Un~t 22, Sect~ons 2 1 and 2.2 

4 PRECONCEPTION 
The nature of a research study and its poss~ble results are much determined by the 
preconceptlons of the researcher (and/or the sponsoring or commlssloning body) 
Part of the activity of the 'cntical mind', whether in planning research or in assess- 


