
Lecture 1: Human agency in 
research 

HEST 5001

Research Designs in 
Health



Books



Student seminars: Weeks 7 and 8
 Select one reading from ps 44-49 of the module guide.

 Present seminar in three parts:

(1) Brief summary of article/chapter
(2) The generic methodological lesson to be drawn out
(3) Potential application to an area of research you are 

interested in

 Provide visual aids and/or handouts for the group if 
possible (helps share the work of reading)

 Some of the material is on my website 
http://www.brown.uk.com and follow the links to the 
teaching resources and then to HEST5001

http://www.brown.uk.com/


Most research is wrong



Leonardo Da Vinci 
1452-1519



The abdomen



They’re doing something rude



Human Agency

 Human activities of the researcher (we design 
a questionnaire or an experiment)

 Human activities of the researched (resist, 
divert, aim to please, answer back, second 
guess)

 Social context of research (e.g. 1991 Census 
and ethnic question)



 Conventional research wishes away the gap 
between what we study and our interpretations of it 
(Parker, 1999)

 If transparency is at the heart of being scientific, 
then don’t we need to stop hiding the human 
agency in production of research results?

(i) Write up these aspects in reporting research?

(ii) Take these effects into account by estimating their 
impact?



Research Process and Human Agency

 Setting research 
agendas

 Researcher 
interpretation

 Access to settings or 
subjects

 Emotions
 Informed Consent
 ‘Respondents’
 How social differences 

(‘race’, gender and 
disability) are 
conceptualised

 How social differences 
(‘race’, gender and 
disability) affect 
interaction

 Use of research
 Acceptability of styles of 

research
 Writing research
 Reading research
 What counts as ‘facts’?



Setting Research Agendas

 Continent?

 Health Topic?

 Age Group?

 Socio-economic group?



Setting Research Agendas 2

 James Cherry and UCLA vaccines (Dyson, 1995)

 HEA (1994), CHD and British Asians

 DHSS and domestic violence (Hanmer and Leonard, 
1984)

MRC and ESRC refused funding because 
‘social support in pregnancy’ was neither 
medical nor social (Oakley, 1992)



Researcher Interpretation

What does the primary care physician do in 
patient care that makes a difference?

 Patient narratives or databases? (Bass et al, 1991)



Access to Research Setting
 Blocked

 Partial (Oakley, 1992)

 Compromised (Lee, 1993)

 Timed out

 Changes setting

 R&D Governance – Trusts can avoid scrutiny!



Emotions in Research

 Older respondents redefine research 
interview to assert wish to remain 
independent living (Hey, 1999)

 Emotions of both researcher and researched 
influence research process (Young and Lee, 1996)



Informed Consent?

 Data collected on group who have declined 
in order to “characterise excluded group” 
(Oakley, 1990)

 Order in which informed consent and random 
allocation undertaken? (Oakley, 1990)

 Understanding of random allocation (Featherstone 
and Donovan, 2002)?



Respondents and Research

 Ethics of answering questions, giving of 
oneself (Oakley, 1981)

 Answering back: support group for 
survivors of medical research (Roberts, 1992)



Managing Research

Hired hand research (Roth, 1966)

Participatory research (Dyson, 2000)



‘Race’ and research

 No distinct biological races

 CHD and “South Asian” heart health (Nazroo, 1999)

 “Racialization” Karl Pearson and his concern 
with ‘inferior races’ 

 ‘Race’ of interviewer effect (see Rhodes, 1994)



HEST5001 Lecture 1

Gender and Research (Arber, 1990)

x axis = social class y axis = standardised limiting long 
term illness ratio
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Gender and Research (Arber, 1990)
x axis = social class y axis = standardised limiting long 

term illness ratio



Disability and Research

What’s wrong with you?

What’s wrong with society (social 
arrangements, discriminatory practices, 
architectural and design barriers)? (see 
Oliver, 1992)



Use of Research

Research to “cool out” policy problem?

Not disclose at all because information 
could be used against marginalised 
groups studied (Finch, 1984)

Role of professional and friendship 
networks (West et al, 1999)



Acceptability of Styles of Research

Ethnography versus the power of 
‘large slabs of data’ and RCTs (Pollitt et 
al, 1990)



Writing Research

Why the Scientific Paper is a Fraud (Medawar, 
1964)

 “A questionnaire was administered..” use of 
passive language (see Porter, 1993; and Tuskegee Study 
(Solomon, 2000)



Reading research

 Publisher censors paper (Arnaiz-Villena et al, 2001)
(See Shashok, 2003)

 Seeing what you want to see (McCormack and 
Greenhalgh, 2000) 



What Counts as Facts?

From the Latin “to make” as in 
manufacture

Evidence-based health care: about 
power and control not evidence (Harrison, 
1998)

What if professional and lay discourses 
disagree? (Phillimore and Moffat, 1994)



Laboratory Science

 ‘Science’ depends upon human 
communication (see Conefery,1997) 

 ‘Science’ shaped by human interests 
and not by evidence alone (see Kerr et al, 
1997)
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