Reliable evidence

What is the best and most reliable type of evidence? 

I suppose it depends what you want the evidence for.

· If you are a medical practitioner, you will have strict procedures for the use of drugs.

For treatment decisions, there is consensus that the most reliable primary study is the randomised controlled trial (RCT). In this type of study, patients are randomly assigned to have either the treatment being tested or a comparison treatment (sometimes called the control treatment).

However, we know that some big pharmaceutical companies have cut corners in the past, even faked results. Therefore, we still need to retain a critical approach.

In desperate time like Covid-19, we may even encourage cutting corners to ger quick results.

· For most academic research we would expect secondary sources (i.e. those written by others) to be reliable and valid. In other words, their work should be systematically researched, based on models, data collected without bias and reported logically, admitting any limitations in findings.

Your best sources will be refereed academic journals. 

Other less reliable sources will be the general media, trade publications, NGOs (who always have a political agenda) and company websites (who will put the company case first). You can still be objective in your analysis of these. Do show the reader how you are using them in a challenging/sceptical way.

· Collecting your own data (primary data) particularly if it is your first time is likely to result in flaws, due to your inexperience. You can depend on your supervisor, but data collection might be flawed by your lack of training, limited overview, inexperience in collecting data or interpreting it. You may also naively not recognise bias in your own attitudes or those who have influenced you. In the worst scenario you may deliberately try to propagandise to achieve your personal political, social, religious or moral objectives.

Therefore, it is a difficult challenge as a student with few resources (not only money for data collection teams, but also time to do the work) and with little experience to get it right.

Perhaps include a sceptical view in your work, always allowing alternative views to be included or at least to say they are possible (even if you have not found them yet).
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