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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- 
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Ing and interpreting research reports, lies in trying to be aware of likely precon- 
ceptions How the research is framed from the start, for example, wdl determine 
the range that the results could possibly cover A study of facil~ties ava~lable for 
youth in a local area will be different from a study of the problems of young 
people's behaviour m a given area, for example, even though the same lives and 
the same behaviours mlght be the target Similarly a study of how to control or 
overcome examination anxiety would take different measures and attempt differ- 
ent solutions from a study of how to reduce the anxiety-provoking elements of the 
examination situation, though the same phenomenon is the target The intention 
of the researchers, what they want done about the eventual results, can very easily 
become implicit In the way the 'problem' is formulated from the very beginning of 
the research Similarly, early decisions about the 'natural' methods to use and the 
relatlonship between researchers and informants w~l l  also make a great deal of 
d~fference to the nature of the data collected and the conclus~ons reached As Ruth 
Finnegan argues in Unit 10, 

the earlier choices wh~ch underlie research design, and the actual 
way that the design 1s manifested in the research process, are more 
than just technical questions (though they may have a technical side) 
They relate intimately to the underlying assumptions of the researcher. 
These underlying choices, furthermore, are likely to affect not only the 
overall plan, but also how empir~cal evidence is represented and co- 
ordinated, or the sources approached. The latter are not asocial 'data' 
just waitmg there to be collected by some mechanical and neutral pro- 
cess, but are constructed according to the original selection of research 
topic and aims of the researcher. 

(Unit 10, Section 3 2) 

There are traditions within disciplines and 'lines of research' about the appropriate 
kmds of method to use, wh~ch may amount to preconception The study of 
human memory and cognition, for example, has been dommated smce its incep- 
tion by laboratory experiments A great change in methodological paradigm took 
place in the 1970s and 1980s w ~ t h  the growth of usable computing resources and 
the possibil~ty which the disc~pline seized on of developmg and testing on com- 
puters competing models of how the human mind functioned Back In the 1950s, 
however, a far greater methodological imaginat~on was shown by Luria when he 
used essentially qual~tative methods (interviewing and analysis of diaries) to 
explore the functioning of memory through intensive case studies of a mnemonlst 
on the one hand and a brain-damaged man with short-term memory deficits on 
the other (Luria, 1968, 1972) 

In other words, the traditional methods are not necessarily wrong or inappropri- 
ate, but often new insights proceed from finding new ways of coming at tra- 
ditional problems; bringing some kmd of 'triangulat~on' to bear within research 
tradrt~ons. Bringmg lnnovatlve methods to bear on famil~ar problems often brmgs 
new and useful informat~on or perspectwes to light In the counselling field, for 
example, a traditional way of explormg the relatlonship of past experiences to 
current problems had always been the long interview process, until George Kelly 
devised a pencil-and-paper 'test' (the Role Repertory Grid; see, e g., Kelly, 1955) to 
cover some of the same ground, this has since been developed into a powerful 
research tool in a wide range of subject areas In the field of personality measure- 
ment, the imaginative use of an mterpersonal game to test the val~dity of the 
Machiavell~anmn Scale (Christ~e and Geiss, 1970), supposedly measuring a trait of 
tending to use others to achieve one's own ends, supplied valuable data not 
otherwise obtainable. When studying the behaviour and decision-making of pro- 
fess~onals, a researcher can interview them and see what they say about their 
professional practice, or can study files or observe behaviour to see what they do, 
but both methods have substant~al drawbacks - not least that the researcher has 
no control over the kinds of problem that will 'come up' and may be excluded 
from some on the grounds of sensitivity or profess~onal ethics The use of 'vig- 
nettes' as in the Dingwall and Fox (1986) paper which you read in Block 2, i e.  
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brief descriptions of cases constructed by the researchers to be amenable to com- 
parative analysis, gives a d~fferent perspective which has drawbacks of its own but 
overcomes some of the major drawbacks of the more tradit~onal methods. Even 
more innovatwe, perhaps, is the recent research on legal decisions wh~ch 
presented solicitors (with their knowledge and consent) with faked 'real-life' cases 
presented by a real person and thereby came close to the cond~tions of a real 
legal consultation (Wasoff and Dobash, 1992). 

Cultural preconceptions are also to be taken into account in planning or assessing 
research We saw In Unit 16 the way that the soc~ological theory of class and class 
mobility, and associated research, tended untd quite recently to take for granted a 
whole range of proposltlons about gender which owe more to ideology than to 
fact. that women have little stable connection with the world of work but are 
connected to it only through the social positlon of husbands or fathers, that a 
woman's positlon 1s in the home, and so on Here the results of the preconception 
can be oGercome to some extent once identified Other ways In wh~ch  ideology 
may become embedded in research are less easily overcome; all you can do is to 
identify them and bear them In mind Research on work and working conditions, 
for example, could be seen by some as serving to reinforce the structures of a 
capitalist soclety, to make work more pleasant and more profitable while faillng to 
change the structure of the ownership of capital sustains and supports the 
capitalist system The same holds for much research commiss~oned by manage- 
ment, it may aim, and succeed, in making the lwes of the managed more toler- 
able, but at the same tlme lt strengthens the position of the management A more 
subtle example of the acceptance by research of current forms of organization was 
discussed In Unit 16 - research into schooling and educat~onal opportunity To 
the extent that schooling methods are made more efficient and more palatable and 
accessible to children of a worklng-class background, access to power is spread 
down the social hierarchy and we move closer to a merltocracy On the other 
hand, attracting the brightest of the working class Into schooling means movlng 
them out of the working class into middle-class jobs Furthermore, the acceptance 
of schooling (as currently constructed) as a goal, could be seen as reinforcing one 
of our culture's dominant 'd~scourses' - the view of the soc~al world as made up 
of individuals in competition, responsible for the~r  failures and rewarded for their 
successes by social advancement 

Finally, in Unit 16 we raised one other area of preconception the way in which 
we concelve of the research process itself By trad~tion - and 'it stands to reason' 
- we conceive of research as being directed by researchers It is researchers 
(and/or their sponsors) who decide to do it, plan it, carry it out, own the data and 
deliver the report However, some feminists and also humanistic psychologists 
have questioned whether this structure really does 'stand to reason'. They suggest 
that it incorporates a power structure wlth the researcher in control and the 
researched as objects of manipulation or scrutiny; further, however much the 
researched or others l ~ k e  them stand to benefit from the research, one goal is the 
advancement of the researchers in terms of academ~c or research careers It has 
been suggested that research should be based on informed consent and take the 
form of a collaboration to solve the problems of the researched, w ~ t h  the 
researcher's Interests being subordinate to those of the researched We pointed out 
problems wlth thls view in Unit 16, but none the less ~t has something to com- 
mend lt 

REVISION GUIDE 

See U n ~ t  5, U n ~ t  l 0  (part~cularly Sect~on 3 2) and Unrt 16, Sect~ons 3 and 4 Some of U n ~ t  
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