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Position Paper on the Assessment of Social Research (2019) 

 

In the currently fragmented state of social science, the issue of how research is 

to be assessed involves some fundamental conflicts and problems. In this brief 

paper I want to outline a particular view about the form that assessment 

should take. 

 

A first question concerns the goal of research, since for any activity the 

appropriate processes of assessment must be derived from the goal pursued.1 

In my view the only legitimate task of social science is to produce value-

relevant knowledge. This, of course, assumes not just that knowledge of the 

social world is desirable, but also that it is possible – in the relatively 

mundane (but philosophically complex) sense of achieving a correspondence 

between claims made about the world and relevant features of the 

phenomena concerned. That factual knowledge of this kind is both possible 

and desirable seems to me to be an unavoidable assumption for any 

researcher – it is what Wittgenstein (1969) refers to as a hinge assumption. 

There are, however, many social researchers today who either claim to deny 

the possibility of knowledge, in the sense just outlined, or who insist that the 

production of knowledge about the world is insufficient, that the task of 

research must go beyond this – for them, research must be designed to have 

‘impact’ in improving policy or practice, or bringing about social change.2 

 

If we take the goal of research as the production of value-relevant 

knowledge, then the primary focus of assessment is the likely relevance and 

validity of the knowledge claims that researchers put forward as answers to 

research questions. And this is the form of assessment I will concentrate on 

here. However, before doing so, it is worth noting that there are other kinds 

of assessment integral to research. For one thing, not all contributions to the 

research literature consist of studies designed to provide sound answers to 

specific research questions. Thus, some publications may be critical 

assessments of previous work or reviews of the literature, designed to 

identify errors, weaknesses and gaps. Others may be speculative essays 

intended to suggest new ways of looking at a topic. Assessment of such 

contributions should be made in terms of whether or not they establish that 

there is genuine doubt about what is being questioned, whether the idea that 

                                                        
1 It is important to distinguish between the goal of an activity and the motives that people 

may have for pursuing it.  
2 I will not seek to justify the view that the exclusive goal of social research is the production 

of value-relevant knowledge here, since I have done this elsewhere: Hammersley 1995, 2000, 

2011, 2014. For my previous attempts to clarify the assessment of research see Hammersley 

1992, 2007, 2008a and b, 2009. 
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is suggested is fruitful, and so on. Even where a study does aim to provide 

cogent answers to research questions, rather than focusing on assessing its 

findings we could concentrate instead upon assessing whether the researcher 

carried out the research effectively, and/or whether this was done in an 

ethically acceptable manner.3 Equally, judgments may be made about 

whether the research is reported in a satisfactory way: in terms of clarity about 

questions addressed and answers proposed, whether sufficient (and no more 

than sufficient) data have been provided in support of the claims made, 

whether all (and only) the necessary background information has been 

provided. There are, then, many kinds of research assessment.4 

 

 My focus in the rest of this paper will be primarily on assessing the 

likely validity of research findings. Judgments of relevance or significance (as 

against triviality) can be framed in terms of contribution to a disciplinary 

body of knowledge, to current lay thinking about an issue of policy or 

practice, or to general ideas about perennial matters of human interest. There 

can be narrower and broader interpretations in relation to each of these kinds 

of significance. Clearly, some assessment in these terms is required, but in my 

view narrow interpretations are generally counter-productive, in that they do 

not take account of the considerable uncertainty around what will and will 

not turn out to be of value.5 

 

As regards the task of assessing the validity of research findings, a first 

point is that this cannot be done by specifying a generic list of requirements 

that must be met if they are to be treated as valid. This is because what is 

involved in assessment varies according to the nature of the claims put 

forward, what is being studied, and the current state of knowledge in the 

field; and it is necessarily a matter of skilled judgment based in reflection on 

experience (what Aristotle refers to as ‘phronesis’, see Dunne 1997). Such 

judgment relies upon two types of consideration:  

 

1. Plausibility – the relationship between the knowledge claims made and 

what is taken to be already established knowledge in the relevant field 

                                                        
3 Ethical considerations properly serve as external constraints on the research process: see 

Hammersley and Traianou 2012. 
4 A focus on the ‘quality’ of research, as for example in the case of Spencer et al (2000), tends 

to run together some of these different kinds of assessment, which is potentially confusing. 

This is not to deny that they are often closely related. For example, if the reporting of a study 

is inadequate, it may not be possible to assess the likely relevance and validity of the findings 

effectively. For an outline of the process of assessing the validity and relevance of research 

findings, and of assessing the adequacy of research reports, see the Appendix. 
5 Too narrow a definition of significance is one of the problems with much advocacy of research 
for evidence-based policymaking and practice, see Hammersley 2013. 
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– are they strongly implied by it, compatible with it, in tension with it, 

or seriously at odds with it?; 

 

2. Credibility – whether or not the claim can be relied upon as true 

because of the way it was produced, for example because the matter at 

issue would have been directly observable to the witness concerned, 

and he or she had no reason to lie. 

  

Almost always, the knowledge claims put forward as answers to research 

questions are neither sufficiently plausible nor credible in themselves to be 

accepted immediately as beyond reasonable doubt. They will almost always 

need to be assessed in relation to competing interpretations. Given this, 

evidence must be provided in support of them And this must then be itself 

assessed in terms of its plausibility and credibility; a process that should be 

continued until the findings presented can be accepted as beyond reasonable 

doubt, or are rejected as false; or until the evidence runs out, at which point 

judgment must be suspended until the necessary further evidence becomes 

available.  

 

It is important to recognize that ‘beyond reasonable doubt’ is assessed 

here in a different way from how it is interpreted in most practical activities. 

In the latter, there is variation in the evidential threshold that is applied across 

claims – according to the costs of different types of potential error. By 

contrast, researchers should operate in terms of a threshold of sufficient 

evidence that applies across the board, and one that is relatively demanding 

compared to most everyday assessment of knowledge claims.6 Also important 

is that assessing the likely validity of research findings should be a collective 

process of assessment within the relevant research community (for all these 

points, see Hammersley 2011). 

 

It is important to recognise that reliance upon plausibility means that 

judgments about likely validity will be field-relative. These judgments will 

vary somewhat across fields because particular research communities build 

up bodies of knowledge, along with working assumptions, that will not 

necessarily be regarded as valid by outsiders, including researchers in other 

areas, and that may also exclude much that is assumed to be true by some 

outsiders. One reason for this is the distinctive interpretation of ‘beyond 

reasonable doubt’ already outlined. Another is that fields rely upon 

distinctive value-relevance frameworks (Hammersley 2014) and upon 

simplifying assumptions about matters that are outside their disciplinary 

focus (see Gluckman 1964). For all these reasons, what is and is not treated as 

                                                        
6 This is what Merton 1973 refers to as ‘organized skepticism’. 
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plausible in a field will not necessarily be agreed by researchers in other fields 

or by lay audiences.7 

 

There are two components to judgments about credibility: assessing the 

strength of the relationship between the evidence and the knowledge claim it 

is intended to support; and assessing the reliability of the evidence itself (in 

the non-technical sense of how far it can safely be relied upon in making the 

inferences proposed). The first requires assessing interpretations against 

competitors according to which fit the evidence concerned best; and 

judgments of plausibility will also come in here. The second often involves 

triangulation: checking one source of evidence against that about the same 

matter coming from others.8  

 

The nature of the assessments made as regards plausibility and 

credibility will vary somewhat, according to whether the knowledge claims 

concerned take the form of descriptions, explanations, or theories (see 

Hammersley 1997:chs2 and 4). In particular, explanations and theories require 

not just sound description but also an effective means of testing causal 

interpretations (Hammersley 2014:ch1). 

 

 While I believe that, in practice, everyone necessarily makes judgments 

about the validity of knowledge claims, and does this on the basis of 

plausibility and credibility assessments, for reasons indicated earlier these 

judgments can vary considerably amongst researchers, and can be at odds 

with those of lay audiences. The disagreements include the following 

examples: 

 

• There are forms of cultural interpretation which assume that what a 

text means, including its subtext, can be read off solely from the text 

itself – if one has the necessary knowledge, skill, theoretical acuity, etc. 

The meanings here concern the intended message of the text or the 

assumptions made by the producers, and/or how audiences will 

interpret and react to the text. By contrast, other researchers insist that 

sound inferences about the production and/or reception of textual 

material can only be reached through empirical investigation of these 

processes themselves, alongside detailed analysis of the text. 

 

                                                        
7 One consequence of this is that the knowledge produced by different disciplines does not 

constitute pieces in a jigsaw puzzle that can be simply put together: the integration of 

knowledge from different disciplines is more complex than this, as is its integration with 

practical knowledge. 
8 For a discussion of the various meanings given to the term ‘triangulation’, see Hammersley 
2008c. 
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• A great deal of statistical analysis assumes that the ways in which 

respondents interpret and fill in standardized questionnaires are 

themselves relatively standard, and more or less conform to what is 

assumed in the type of analysis employed. By contrast, many 

qualitative researchers doubt this, pointing out that contingent 

processes of communication and interpretation are involved that can 

lead to significant discrepancies in meaning. As a result, they insist that 

more in-depth investigation of people’s perspectives is required if 

sound knowledge of these is to be achieved (a classic presentation of 

this argument is Cicourel 1964). 

 

• Some researchers believe that valid claims about the factors shaping an 

outcome can be derived from informants’ accounts of what happens, or 

from observation of the processes involved. However, others insist that 

comparative analysis is required, in which potentially confounding 

factors are held constant. Yet others insist that sound causal 

conclusions can only be reached through experimental manipulation. 

 

• Many qualitative researchers use interview accounts as evidence about 

stable perspectives or attitudes that shape people’s behaviour in other 

contexts. Others, by contrast, emphasise the co-constructed character of 

interview data, and suggest that it only allows us to understand what 

goes on in interview contexts, in particular the discursive practices 

employed. 

 

Some of these differences relate to the threshold of doubt that is judged 

appropriate in research, and how this should be interpreted. However, they 

are also shaped by more fundamental differences in epistemological, 

ontological, and methodological assumptions that have implications for what 

sorts of knowledge social research can produce, and how this can be 

achieved. For example, some forms of positivism insist that sound knowledge 

can only be produced by the measurement and manipulation of variables. 

Some interpretivists require that researchers do not ‘argue with the data’ 

(Coulter 1971), in other words do not subject the accounts of the people being 

studied to critical assessment, or for that matter to theoretical redescription. 

And some constructionists insist that the only legitimate focus of inquiry is 

the processes by which phenomena are routinely constituted in and through 

particular forms of practice. They reject any attempt to explain these as 

products of background and contextual factors, in the manner of most social 

science. 

 

More radical positions question the very possibility of scientific 

knowledge of social phenomena, of the kind that most social science pursues 
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(an example would be ethnomethodology, see Hammersley 2018). Or they 

question the mode of representation social science aims at, proposing instead 

that understanding can only be gained and provided through more poetic or 

artistic forms of representation. Here, aesthetic criteria may be recommended. 

Meanwhile, those who insist that social research must have practical or 

political goals propose criteria in line with these, alongside or instead of 

epistemic ones (for discussion of one example, see Hammersley 2008a). 

 

 Given these fundamental disagreements, any attempt to generate 

consensus among social scientists about criteria of assessment faces severe 

problems today. In particular it would require some resolution of current 

disparities in theoretical and operational views about the proper goal of 

research, about what form social science knowledge can and should take, and 

about how it can best be pursued. What I have presented here is necessarily 

based upon a set of assumptions that by no means all social scientists would 

accept. 
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Appendix 

 
TABLE 1 ASSESSING THE VALIDITY AND RELEVANCE OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

 

As regards validity, the following considerations might be involved: 

 

1. The main claims and evidence: 

a. Are the main claims plausible or credible enough to be 

accepted at face value?  

b. If not, is evidence provided?  

c. If so, is the evidence sufficient, both in terms of strongly 

implying the validity of the main knowledge claim and in being 

sufficiently plausible or credible to be accepted?  

d. If not, is a further layer of evidence provided?  

e. If so, is this evidence sufficient? And so on.  

 

2. The relationship between the findings about the cases studied and the 

conclusions drawn: 

a. Where these are empirical generalisations about some finite 

population, on the basis of whatever evidence is provided, are 

they sufficiently plausible or credible to be accepted? 

b. Where they are theoretical statements of a conditional causal 

kind, on the basis of the evidence provided are they sufficiently 

plausible or credible to be accepted? 

 

In relation to relevance, the considerations might be: 

 

1. The importance of the topic: the research must relate (directly or 

indirectly) to an issue of importance to the intended audience, or to 

some potential audience. 

2. The contribution of the conclusions to existing knowledge: the research 

findings must add something to our knowledge of the issue to which they 

relate. Research that merely confirms what is already beyond reasonable 

doubt makes no contribution (though research which corroborates what 

was previously suspected but not known with confidence is of value.) 

In these terms research findings may connect with an important topic, but still not 

be relevant since they do not tell us anything new about it. Conversely, research 

may add new knowledge, but this may relate to no topic of any significance and so 

still lack relevance. Importance and contribution are necessary and jointly 

sufficient conditions for relevance. 
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TABLE 2 CONSIDERATIONS IN ASSESSING THE ADEQUACY OF RESEARCH REPORTS 

 

The following considerations cover both clarity and sufficiency as standards: 

 

1. The clarity of writing: 

b. Consistency in use of terms 

c. Are definitions provided where necessary? 

d. Are sentences sufficiently well constructed to be intelligible and 

unambiguous? 

e. Is there use of inappropriate rhetoric? 

2. The problem or question being addressed: 

a. Is this clearly outlined?  

b. Is sufficient rationale provided for its significance? 

3. The formulation of the main claims:  

a. Are these made sufficiently clear and unambiguous?  

b. Are the relations with subordinate claims (including evidence) made 

sufficiently explicit? 

c. Is the character of each claim (as description, explanation, theory, 

evaluation, or prescription) indicated? 

4. The formulation of the conclusions: 

a. Is there a distinction between main claims about the cases studied and 

general conclusions?  

b. Is the basis for the conclusions signalled? 

5. The account of the research process and of the researcher: 

a. Is there sufficient, and not too much, information about the research 

process? 

b. Is there sufficient, and not too much, information about the researcher? 

(In other words, is what is necessary and no more provided for 

assessing the validity of the findings, the value of the methods, the 

competence of the researcher, according to what is appropriate?) 

 


