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92 QUANTITY AND QUALITY IN SOCIAL RESEARCH

on case studies in much qualitative research detracts fron, the in-
vestigator's abil ity to generalize his or her findings hrs been
crit ically addressed. In drawing attention to the imporrance of
theoretical reasoning as the crux of the issue of cas: study
generalization, the question of the relationship between theory and
research again raises its head.

Notes

I The injunction to ernpathizc and to sec through the eycs of o te's sub-
jects can cause the qualitative rcsearcher problenrs in certain ,lomains.
Bil l ig (t977) has written about thc diff icultics associa':d with
qualitative research on fascists; in particular, he argues that rdopting
a posture of disinterest or of sympathetic understanding is inap-
propriate in such research. Robbins, Anthony and Curtis (l!73) havc
drawn attention to the diff iculties of maintaining a stance of cmpathy
without sympathy when studying religious groups l ike th: .Jesus
Freaks', who definc thcir view of the world as exclusivcly tr rc.

2 Readers intcrested in thc considerable attention being giverr by an-
thropologists to the tentativencss of thcir account.s of other cul ure.s and
to the dcvices they usc to convey a scnse of cthnographic r:uthority
should consult Clifford and Marcus (1986) and Marcus ant. Fischcr
( I 986).

3 An example is Marcus's (1986) crit icism of Will is's (1977) ethn rgraphic
research on working class lads, Marcus argues that Will is selet red non-
conlormist boys and was uninterested in why some boys are nc rconfor-
mist while others are not. Further, Marcus suggests that it is inap-
propriate to draw infcrences about the opcration of capitali,m fr<lm
such a sample.
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The Debate about Quantitative and
Qualitotive Research

ln this chapter, the main contrasting features of quantitative and
qualitative research will be etched out. Much of the discussion in
the l iterature on these two research traditions has created a
somewhat exaggerated picture of their differences. These discus-
sions reflect a tendency to treat quantitative and qualitative
research as though they are mutually antagonistic idcal types of the
rcsearch process. This tcndency can be clcarly discerned in some of
the programmatic statements relating to qualitative research (e.g.
J. Lofland, l97l; Bogdan and Taylor, 1975). While there sre dif-
ferences betwccn the two research traditions. as the first section of
this chapter wil l explicate, thers are also a number of points at
which the differences arc not as rigid as the programmatic
statements often imply. Consequently, in addressing some of the
contrasting features in quantitative and qualitative research, some
areas of similarity wil l also be appraised. The discussion wil l then
proceed to an assessment of the degree to which epistemological
issues l ie at the heart of the contrast, or whether it is more a matter
of different styles of data collection and analysis tout court. This
issue has implications for the extcnt to which quantitative and
qualitative research are deemed to be capable of integration (the
focus of Chapter 6). It also has implications for the qucstion of the
extent to which quantitative and qualitative research constitute
divergent models of the research process, since it has been the sug-
gestion tlrat thcy reprcsent distinct cpistemologies that has played
a major role in the exaggeration of their differences. Finally, the
question of whether thcse two re.search traditions sharc somc com-
mon problems is examined.

Contmsting Fcatures in Quantitative and Quali lative Research

Some of the main contrasting dimensions of quantitative and
qualitative research have been either explicitly or implicitly cx-
plored in the previous chapters. This section wil l draw out these dif-
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Table 5.1 Some dilferenccs between Quontitalive ond QuolitotrLe
Rescarch

Quantitotive Qualitoti ue

( l )  Ro le  o f  qua l i ta t i vc
research

(8) Nature of data

ferences more directly. Table 5.1 l ists eight important dim:nsions
on which the two research traditions diverge. The subsequent
discussion explores these themes in some greater detail.

View of the Role of Qualitotive Research
Quantitativc rescarchers rarely totally deny the uti l i ty of qualitative
research, but have tended to view it as an essentially expl,)ratory
way of conducting social invcst.igations. Consequently, they havc
typically seen it as useful at the preparatory stage of a resear:h pro-
ject, a view which is clearly discernible in Blalock's (1970) attitude
to participant observation which was quoted in Chapter l. l ,recise-
ly because of its exploratory and unstructured ap1 roach,
qualitative research is often depicted as useful as a means of throw-
ing up hunches and hypotheses which can be tested more rigrrrously
by quantitative research. Such a view treats qualitative rese rrch as
a somewhat second rate activity iu implying that qualitati. e data
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cannot stand in their orvn right becausc they need to be verif ied.
Thc proponents of qualitative research sce it as an end in itself, in
particular because of its capacity to cxpose actors' mcanings and
interpretations, which is a central requirement of the approach and
of its presumptive intellectual underpinnings which were discussed
in Chapter 3. However, it is possible to detect a degree of unease
among somc qualitative researchers about the extent to which their
f ind ings can stand a lone.  Gans (1962,  p.  350) ,  at  the end of  h is  par-
ticipant observation study of an ltalian-Arnerican slum, ex-
emplif ied this diff idence in proclaiming that his research ' is a
reconnqissance - an init ial exploration of a community lo provide
an ovcrview', and wcnt on to say; 'Many of t lre hypothcses
rcported herc can cventually bc tested against the results oI morc
systematic social science research.' Interestingly, in the second
edition of the book which derived fronr this research, Cans (1982,
p. 4la) has indicatcd that he would get rid of this 'apologetic con-
clusion' if he were able to rewrite the book. He argues that the
reason for this apologetic stylc was that at the time social scientists
were strongly influenced by a belief in the appropriatencss of the
scientif ic method. By implication, Cans seems to be suggesting
that the assertiveness of qualitative researchers coupled with the
growing disil lusionment with quantitative research have created a
different climate, whereby investigations of the kind he undertook
are increasingly regarded as ends in themselves.

Relationship between Researcher and Subject
In quantitative research the researcher's contact with the people be-
ing studied is fairly f leeting or even nonexistent. While the data col-
lection phase often extends over many months, the contact with
each individual is usually brief. In longitudinal survcys or in
before-and-after cxperiments, the investigator returns to his or her
subjects, but the degree of contact is sti l l  fairly shortl ived. Indced,
the use of some mcthods associatcd with quantitativc research may
require no contact with subjects at all, except in an indirect sense;
postal questionnaire surveys, laboratory experiments in which thc
researcher simply obscrves while others conduct the experiment
(e.g. Milgram, 1963), and many forms o[ unobtrusivc, structured
obscrvation (Webb et al., l9(t6) involvc virtually no contact bct-
ween researcher and subject. Even in interview surveys, the main
investigator may have litt le or no contact with respondents since
hired staff frequently carry out many (and sometimes all) of the
interv iews.

By contrast, qualitative research entails rnuch more sustained
contact, especially when participant observation is the central
method. Thc degree to which there is sustained contact within a
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part icu lar  s tudy wi l lvary a good dcal ;  Cans (1962) had some con-
tact with 100 to 150 West Endcrs but onty rwenty of these werc in-
tense. The need for the fostering of such relatiorrships is a product
of the gualitative researcher's need to see the world through his or
her subjects'eyes, since the researcher would be unable to gain any
levcrage on this level of analysis from a distance. Unsfructured in-
terviewing typically entails less sustained researcher-*ubject rela-
tionships than participant observation, but is invariably longcr
than survey interviews. In any case, the wide-ranging nature of thc
unstructured interview invariably necessitates a fairly close rela-
tionship between researcher and subject, which re-visits (which arc
rclatively rare in survey intcrvicwing) may intcnsify.

This contrast between thc two research traditions can be i l-
lustrated through the work of Hirschi (1969) and Adler (1985). In
the former case, self-administercd questionnaires were the chief
source of data. The questionnaires were administered to the
chi ldren by thei r  schools,  so that  Hi rschi 's  contact  wi th h is  subiects
was min imal .  l ly  conrrast ,  Adler  had contact  over  a pcr iod o is ix
years with some of the drug dcalers she rvas invcstigating.

The Reseorcher's Stance in Relstion to lhe Subject
The quantitative researcher adoprs the posture of an outsider look-
ing in on the social world. He or shc applies a pre-ordained
framework on the subjects bcing investigated and is involved as
Iitt le as possible in rhat world. This posrure is the analogue of the
detached scientif ic observer. lJirschi was chiefly concerned to test
a theory of delinquency, and adopted a stance towards his subjects
which entailed limited conract with them. They were merely fodder
for the cxamination of his concerns, and not people with their own
views and pcrspectives in relation to delinquent behaviour, school,
and thc other elements of Hirschi's research.

Anrong qualitative researchers there is a strong urge to .get close'to
the subjects being investigated - to be an insider. For qualitative
researchers, it is only by getting close to their subjects and becoming
an insid-er that thcy can view the world as a participant in that settingl
Thus, Flirschi's outsider s(ance can be contrastcd with Adler's view:' thc only way I coutd get closc enough to I uppcr-lcvcl clrug clcalcrs ancl
srnugglersJ to discover what they were doing and to undcrstand l.he
world from their perspectives (Blumer, 1969) was to take a member-
ship role in the setting' (Adlcr, l985, p. I I ). The insider standpoint may
have its costsr the most frequently mentioned of which is thi problem
of 'going native', whereby the researcher loses his or her awaieness of
being a researcher and is seduced by the participants' perspective.
Oakley (1984, p. 128), drawing on her reseaich on becoming a mother,
describes the cxperience of going native as follows:
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at three florty-fivc after two hours of a busy antenatal clinic I too
would sigh with the docrors as we jointly peeped into the corridor
and saw, stil l waiting, another row of abdomens . . . Or at two
in lhe morning I wanted someonc to get in there quickly and do
a forceps delivery so I could (like them) go homi to bed.

The experience of going native was not entirety negative in that it
cnabled her [o understand the rrressures obstetricians are under. In
any event, qualitative researchers are likely to see such drawbacks
(if indeed they acknowledge them as such) as unavoidable conse_
qucnces of a standpoint which is necded to gain access to their sub-jects' views. It is also a-pparcnt that rhe possibirity of going native,
with its implication of a loss of detachment, ii to a silnifiqant
degree incongruent with rhe image of impartiar scientiit which
many quantitative researchers espouse.

Relolionship belween Theory/Concepts and Research
The model of quantitativc research presented in Figure 2.1 implies
that theories and concepts are the starting point for investigations
carried out within its framework. Thus Hirschi in the prclacc to
causes.of Delinquency wrote: 'In this book l attempt to state and
tcst a theory of delinquency.' By contrast, qualitative researchers
often reject the idea of using theory as a preCursor ro an investiga-
tion (except perhaps as a means of providing an initial orientation
to the situation as in 'grounded thcory') since it may not reflect
subjects' views about what is going on and what is important. con-
sequently, as one advocate ofqualitative research hai put it, ,lt is
marked by a concern with the discovery of theory rather than the
verification of theory'.(Filstead, 1979, p. 3g). Thls Adler's (t9g5)
chief theoretical contribution - the notion of upper-level'drui
dealing as a component of a hedonistic life-style 

-rith", 
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occupation - was an outcomc of her research rather than a pre-
cursor to it.

In fact, the extent to which quancitative research is explicitly
guided by theory has bcen questioned of many commentators. Insteacl,
theoretical rcasoning often occurs towards the end of the research pro-
ccss (Cicou rel, 1 982, pp. lg-20). l n deccl, q uantitati ve rcscarch is c,hcn
much more exploratory and unprcdictable in outcome than its dcscrip-
tion by the advocates of qualitative research seems to imply. An exam-
ple of the misleading nature of the view that quantitive research is
devoid of surprise is the study of the International rypographical
Unionin the USA by Lipser, Trow, and Coleman (1956), wtriJn lnvotv_
ed a mixture of qualitative research and survey data. fhe latter were
compiled in order to exanri ne inter alia the relaiionship between union
shop size and members' political involvement. However,
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This analysis did not merely test lrypotheses already he ld before the
survey was conducted. Rather, the earlier hypotheses pointed to a
fruitful line of enquiry, but many of the ideas and insights regarding
the bearing of shop size on union polit ics emerged only in the course
of the analysis of the survey data. (Lipset , 1964, pp. I l6'-17)

l - ipset  (1964,  pp.  I  I  l -12)a lsoprovidesa numberoIotherexamplesof
the way in which his survey data were a source of surprise. Similarly,
Pugh (1988), writ ing about the Aston rescarch which was discussed in
Chapter 2, has commented on his disappointment that the effect of
organizalion size on structure was so pervasive, an observation which
can be interpreted as indicatjve of a certain element of surprise.

Quantitative research is often depictcd as a routine practice
whercby theories and their integral concepts are sintply opera-
tionalized with a view to verifying their validity (see, for example,
Filstead's remark on this issue in the passage citcd on p. 97).
Ironically, some qualitative research is ihowing an cxplicit concern
with theory, not solcly as somcthing which emcrges from the data,
but also as a phase in the research process which is fbrmulatcd at
the outset  (Woods,  1986,  pp.  156-61) .  Some of  the school
ethnographies cited in Chapters 3 and 4 show signs of a movement
in this dircction. Consequently, the contrast betwcen cluantitative
and qualitative research in terms of verif ication of theory against
preferring theory to emcrge frorn the data is not as clear-cut as is
sometimes implied.

Reseurch Strategy
Quantitative research tends to adopt a structured approach to the
study of society.' lo alargc extent, this tendency is a product of thc
methods with which it is associated; both surveys and experiments
require that the issues to bc focused upon be dccided at the outset.
In the previous section, the point was made that there is thc
possibil i ty of an element of surprisc in survey research which is frc-
quently undercstimated. However, it is evident that such investiga-
tions require that the variables be mapped out and introduced intc
the survey instruments. Survey research is structured in the senst
that sampling and questionnairc construction are conducted prior
to the start of data collection and then imposed on the sampl,
members. Similarly, in experimental designs, independent an(
depcndent variables, experimental and control groups are all par
of the preparatory stage. In both cases, once the research has beer
designed the broad shape of the findings can be discerned, that is
before one person has been interviewed or one experimental subjgc
has received a treatment. An examination of Hirschi's (1969) ques-
t.ionnaire reveals that he was fullv aware of the material that neederl
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to bc collected in order to test the theories of derinquency whicrr
were to be examined.

,By contrast, qualitative researclr tends to be more open. Many
ethnographers advocate that the delineation of a research rocus ["deferred as long as possible (e.g. Cohen , lng). Consequcntf,
nrany qualitative rescarchers refer to a sensation or ueing ;vci-
whelmed during their early days in the fielcl, since everythiiglf,.v
observe is potentially .data'. Whyte (19g4), for example] se.,
ethnographic research as deriving much of its strength from iti flex-
ibility, which allows ncw reads to be forowed up oi adctitionar dara
to be gathcrcd in response to changes in idcai. But he also noies
a limitation of such flexibility since 'you may find ro *uny-in-
tere.sting things ro study that you are ai a toss io delimit th; ;ope
of your projcct and focus_ on specific problems' (Whyte, l9gi, ;.225). Barrctt (19i6) has shown how his use of a'prior ti,.or.ti. 'ui
framework (and a structured research strategy which derived from
this framework), which was. usecl to guicre his anthroporoi.ni
research on the factors associatcd with the econonric ru.t.r, 
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village in Nigeria, causcd him to rnisconstrue his data. r,ritiairy, i,i,
tlreoretical focus had led him r.o believe that his data impliccl ilrar
the comnrunal cconomic organization of the viilagc, .uit"r tt",,
rcligion, was the main contributor to its success. Armost t*o y"u.i
after the cornpletio' of his thesis which was based on this rtelJ-
work, Barrett felt impelled to accortr religion a srronger role,
following some critical comments he had receivcd on his explana-
tion- However, Barrett has since revised his explanation yet again
to providc what he believes to be the most accurate explanatioi of
the village's success. This explanation differs radicaity from its
predccessors in that it goes far beyond the simpte juxtaposition of
religion and conrmunal organization and emphasizis the'emergence
of devclopnrent as a paramount goal within the village. But-Bar_
rett's main point is that he was able to arrivc at this mbre accurate
account only when he had cast off thc shackres of his prior
theoretical framework. Such an cxpcrience undcrscores the
strength of the qualitative researcher's preference for postponing
theoretical reflection, albeit at the possible cost (noted by Wt,n"j
of being overwhelmed by data. It also suggests that it may be disacl-
vantageous to ethnographers to structure thcir strategies in
advance.

Also, the role of luck may be more apparent in such research,
where being in the right place at the right time may significantly
affect thc direction of the research (Bryman, lggg), or aliernatively
may_give access to a potential research site (Buchanan, Boddy, and
McCalman, 1988). For example, Bresnen (l9gg) refers to a lucky
encounter in the pub soon after he had started his research on a
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construction project. Most of the site management team were pre-
sent, but two senior managers had gone home. lt became apparent
that there was a considerable gap in attitudes between senior and
junior management, which prompted Bresnen to develop a new line
of questioning following on from this unexpccted lead. One of the
undoubted strengths which qrralitative research affords the practi-
t ioner, by virtue of its unstructured nature, is precisely this capacity
to encounter the unexpected and possibly to change direction.

Scope oJ Findings
II is common to conceive of the quantitative/qualitatiYe dichotomy
in terms of respective commitment s Io nomothetic and ideographic
modes of reasoning (Halfpenny, 1979). This distinction effectively
refers to the scope of the findings which derive from a piece ol
research. A nomothetic approach seeks l.o establish general law-like
l' indings which can be deemed to hold irrespective of t imc and
place; an ideographic approach locates its f indings in specific t ime-
periods and locales. The flormer mode is taken to be indicative of
the scientif ic approach, whereas ideographic reasoning is often
more closely associated with the historian's method. By taking ran-
dom, and hence representative, samples, survey rcscarch is takcn to
exhibit a nomothetic approach because of the investigator's abil ity
to infer f indings to larger populations. Thus, Hirschi (1969) took
great pains to ensure that the data on the children he studied would
be representative of the wider population of scltool children
through a stratif ied random sampling procedure which took ac-
count of such population characteristics as race, sex, and scltool
attended.

By contrast, the qualitative researcher frequently conducts
research in a specific milieu (a case study) whose representativeness
is unknown and probably unknowable, so that the generalizability
of such findings is also unknown. Adler's (1985) subjects werc ac-
quired in an apparently much less rigorous manner than Hirschi's
children. Her initial contacts were accidental and were her source
of further contacts. Morcover, thcse subjects were mainly located
in a l imited geographical area, so that their broader reprcscn-
tativeness may be questioned. Qualitative researchers often exhibit
some unease over this point. Liebow (1967) conducted participanl
observation in relation to 'two dozen Negro men who share a
corner in Washington's Second Precinct' (p. I l) and goes on to
note:

To what extent this descriptive and interpretive material is ap-
plicable to Neglo streetcorner men elsewhere in the city or in other
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cities, or to lower-class men generally in this or any other society,
is a matter for further and later study. (Liebow, 1967, p. 14)

The discussion about generalization in quantitative research in
Chapter 2 suggests that the extent to which investigations within this
tradition are nomothetic is often exaggerated. Surveys are often not
based on random samples and, even when they are, they refer to
highly restricted populations. For example, writing about the field
of organization studies, Freeman (1986, p. 300) has observed: ,They
rarely work with samples that are representative of even the restricted
types of organizations they choose to study.' The fact that Hirschi,s
sample derives from a geographically restricted area - a county in
the San Franciscc4akland metropolitan area - is given much less
attention in his book than his attempts to selcct a random sample
of that region's population of school children. I.-urther, the consist-
ency of findings over rime is rarely given much attention. Experi-
mcntal rq;earch also suffcrs from a number of deficiencics in regard
to the generalizability of findings stemming from such designs.
Moreover, as the discussion in Chapter 4 on case study research
implies, qualitative researchers are building up strategies for enhanc-
ing the generalizability of their research. Consequently, caurion is
necessary in treating the two research traditions as bcing strictly
associatcd with nomothetic and ideographic findings.

Image of Sociul Reatity
Quantitative research conveys a vicw of social reality which is static
in that it tends to neglect the impact and role of change in social
life. Surveys examine co-variation among variables at a particular
juncturc; cxperimental research usually entails the exploration of a
restricted range of variables within a restricted time period. While
both styles of research examine connections between variables, the
proponents of qualitative research argue that quantitative research
rarely examines the processes which link them (e.g. Blumer, 1956).
They also charge that the 'independent' and 'dependent' variables
fail to take into account the flow of events in which tbese variables
are located. Quantitative researchers might argue that they do take
such factors into account. For example, thc notion of an 'interven-
ing' variable, which is both a product ol' the independcnt variablc
and an influence on the dependent variable, might be interpreted
as a dcvice which examines intervening processes (Rosenberg,
1968). However, the suggestion is stil l open to the accusation
that intervening processes are ignored (e.g. between the inde-
pendent and intervening variables) and that the ncxus of factors
within which such chains of causality are grounded is rarely exam-
ined. For example, the causal chain in Hirschi (1969), quoted
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in thc Introduction, suggests that academic incompetencc is c; usal-
ly related to delinquency via a sequential series of interv:ning
variables (poor school performance, dislike of school and rejcction
of school's authority). It might legitimately be argued that the pro-
cesses which account for the intermediate connections (e.g. ;ejec-
t ion of  school 's  author i ty  and del inqucnt  acts)  are unexplor :d.

The qualitative researcher is in a better position to vier; the
linkages between events and activit ies and to explore people's ;nter-

pretations of the factors which produce such connections. This
stance affords the qualitative researcher a much greater opport "rnity
to study processes in social l i fe. Adler's (1985) ethnogr;rphic
research was concerned to demonstrate the nature of the 'crreer

progressions' of the dealers and smugglers with whom she u as in
contact. She shows how dealers enler and climb to the top of these
'occupations'and how they and their experiences change with their
ascendancy into upper-level activit ies. Similarly, Adler and ..\dler
(1985) used participant observation and unstructured intervicwing
to study basketball players at an American university in ord:r to
examine the rclationship between athletic participation and
academic performance among college athletes. They note thi 't the
bulk of the l iterature implies that participation in college spcrts is
associated with poor academic performance, although some st rdies
are not consistent with this finding. Adler and Adler confinneJ the
negative relationship bctween athletic participation and schoo per-
formancc but show that rnost athletes come to college with a :om-
mitment to doing well in their academic studies. However, they
encounter a number of experiences which conspire to deflate their
academic motivation: athletic experiences (e.g. the time spe rt in
training, playing and recovering), social experiences (e.g the
domination of their l ives by interaction with other athletcs) and
classroom experiences (e.g. adverse attitudes towards therr in-
dicated by their professors) have a deleterious effect on rheir
interest in academic work- Both of these studies inject a sen ;e of
process and transforrnation in social l i fe which quantit l t ive
research can rarely address.

In addition to their respective tendencies to convey static and
processual  v iervs of  socia l  l i fc ,  quant i ta t ive and qrra l i ta t ivc rcst  i r rch
di f fer  in  thc i r  v iew of  the n lutual  re lat ionship between th:  in-
dividual and social reality. There is a tendency for quantitrt ive
researchers to view social reality as external to actors and as a con-
straint on them, which can be attributed to the preferencr for
trcating the social order as though it were the same as the objects
of the natural scientist. By contrast, the influence of perspecrives
like phenomenology, symbolic interactionism, and naturalisnr led
qualitative researchers to suggest that 'we cannot take for gra;rted,
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a.s the natural scicntist dcrs, thc availabil ity of a preconstituted world
of phenomcna for investigation' but must 'examine the processes
by which the socialworld is constructed' (Walsh, 1972,p. l9). Thus,
whereas quantitative rescarch tends to invoke a perspective which
implies that social reality is static and beyond the actor, the imagc
deriving from qualitative research gives a sense of that same reality
in processual terms and as socially constructcd. This point can bc
illustrated by reference to the study of organization structure. Quan-
titative research on this topic, l ike the Aston Studies (Pugh and
Hickson, 1976; Pugh, 1988), depicted organization structure as
something which is determined by forces such as an organization's
size or its technology. In turn, organization strrtcture was seen as
affecting the behaviour ancl orientations of its members (Pugh and
Payne, 1977; Pugh, 1988). This approach seems to view organiza-
tion struclurc a.s external and as a constraint on the actor, and
diffcrs from the qualitative rescarch on a psychiatric hospital by
Strauss et sl. {1963) which suggcsts that the organization's structure
was a 'negotiated ordcr'. This latter study suggcsts that thc behaviour
of the hospital 's members was largely unaffccted by a formal struc-
ture ol rules and role prescriptions; instead, the various group-

ings within the hospital produced their own structure, which they
negotiated and which was in a constant state of rcnegotiation.

Nature of the Dala
Thc data emanating f,rom quantitative studies are often depictcd as
hard, rigorous, and reliable. These adjectives suggest that such data
exhibit considerable precision, have bcen collected by systematic pro-

cedurss and may be readily checked by another invcstigator. These
positive attributes arc often taken to mean that quantitativc data arc
more persuasive and hence more l ikely to gain the support of policy-
makers. Okely (1987), for example, has described how she was under
great pressurc front her employers at a research centrc, in which she
was to conduct rescarch on gypsies, to use survey methods, because
they believcd that such research provided the only means of influen-
cing policy-makers. She writes: 'At the outset the declared ideal was

to be a report "with a statistical table on every page" ' (p. 62). Such
a v iew is  ind icat ive of  the very considerable power of  quant i ta t ive

data, possibly becausc of thcir association with 'scicnce', to imprcss
by virtue of their apparent rigour.

Qualitative researchcrs routinely dcscribc the data deriving from

ethnographic work as 'r ich' and 'deep', often drawing a contrast
with quantitative data, which tend to be depicted as superficial '
The denotation 'r ich' is generally indicative of the attention to
often intricate detail which many qualitative researchers provide.

Their sustained contact with the people they study permits a
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penetrating account, which can explore incicients in great detail i  nd can

ittuminatJtne full extcnt of theii subjects' accounts of a var ety of

;i;;;.;" Furrher, the predilection of ethnographers for con veying

iocial l i fe in the language and style oftheir subjects adds to thi ; sense

oii i.trn"5. In termiof ionventional sampling, Liebow's ( 19671 street-

corncr Inen consti lutc an unacceptably snrall, non-random sanrple of

"nf."o*" 
representativeness. Bui they provide, as in much qua itative

research, the route to a vivid, detailJdportrayal of a small se':tor of

,o. iu t  t i f . .  Ft t r ther ,  the potent ia l  o f  the at tent ion to r ich d '  ta i l  in

qu"f i luii". research to policy-makinc 1lq lth.tt 
'applied' con exts is

i"i"i"e increasing recognition (Finch,. I 986)-An interesting arr :cdote

in thisiespect hai been supplied by Okely (1987, p' 58):

in  the 1983 general  e lect ion I in  the UKl ,  the Conservat iv t  par ty

g.ut"O its cimpaign to the daily reactions of the floatitt 'r voter

in ntarginal seats, nlainly in southern England' Thesc pc'terlt ial

rupp".i.rt *.r" ih" subjcct of-in-deptll clualitativc irlttrv.iews

i.i irur t imcs a weck. Feectback from these data was used within

clays to adjust the emphasis in campaign issucs'

To many qualitative researchers, quantitative research pr'rduces

,uo.rn.iut'aita. Ttrey tend to view survey research, for ex rmple,

;;;;;;;; oi iurru.. informarion which relates ro rhe sociai scien-

iirr;, 
"[ri ir. i  

categories. By contrast, the quantitative rescarcher

rnrv U. r"tpicious 6i the l imited generality of a study ol two dozen

r.n in on. urm of one city (Liebow,1967) from which datr were

"oitr.t.a 
that may have bien heavily influenced by the par i icular

emphases and predispositions of the researcher'

A Question of Epistemology or Tcchnique?

What are quantitative and qualitative,research' as outl ined in thc

oreceding iection? ln the book thus far, there has been a jtrong

;;;;; i l" ,h"i epistemological issues underpin the divide b')twecn

ifri i . sv an 'epiitemologi&l issue' is meant a matter which has to

J" rnitft i ft" qulstion of what is to pass as warrantable' ani hence

acceptaUtc, knowlcdge- In suggcsling that quantitative resel rchcrs

".. 
.o*titted to a positivi i i  approach to tlte study of ';ociety

(Filmer et al.,1972), ihe view is being taken that they subsciibe to

;;ilil.lir; epistemological position, since thc implication is rhar

oniy ,.r"ur"h which .oifor*, to the canons of scientific rrethod

can be treated as contributing to the stock of knowledge' Sinrilarly,

by subscribing to positions, such as phenomenology' ver"tehen'

uiO niturafisri, which rejecf the imitation of thc natural scii ntist's

;;;;;;;.; ;nd which aivocate that sreater attention be t aid to
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actors' interpretations, qualitative research can also be depicted as

6.ing unA.tpinned by an epistemological-standpoint'r The tenden-

;;;;fu some writers (e'g. ribteaa, 1979)-to refer to quantitative

una quulitutive rcsearch as 'paradigJns' (following T' S' Kuhn'

ilzO;'unOetscores the fact that they are frequently conceived of as

iilf.r.nt epistemological positions. The tendency to view the two

research t.idition, as refleiting different epistemological positions,

and hence divergent paradigms, has led to an exaggeration of the

Oi-ft"r.n..r betJeen ihem. As a consequence of such thinking'

il;;ii;"ii;. and qualitative research are frequentlv depicted as

mutually cxclusive models of the research process'

ih; ftltowing is a representative version of the view that quan-

titative and quilitative research reflect different epistemological

posit ions:

Quanti tat ivc ancl qual i tat ive methods are morc than just di f -

fcrcnccs between rcsearch strategies and data collection pro-

ccdures. These approaches represent fundamentally different

"piti.*ofogical 
fiameworks for conceptualizing the nature of

k;;;i;g, sicial reality, and procedures for comprehcnding these

phenomena. (Filstead, 1979, P' 45)

Similarly, Rist (19??, p' 62) suggests that each of the two rcsearch

iraditions rcsts on 'an interrelated set of assumptions about the

,*i"i""rr,r,. The view that quantitative and qualitative rcscarch

constitute difl-erent epistemological positions would seem to imply

that researchers formulate theiiviews about the proper foundation

;;; ,h. stucty of social reality ancl choose their methods of in-

".rrig"1l"" 
in tttt tigttt of that decision' This would imply that a

i.*u"t.rt.t;t p.rronil commitment to the view that the natural

;;i;;.;; prouid" the onlv acceptable basis for generating knowledgc

**iO -"un that his oi tr.t approach to conducting an investiga-

ii;;;;t well as the metho<Js of'dita collection' will be chc-sen in this

ii"ti. l it.*ise, a vicw that the scientific method provides a poor

illtit fot the siucly of peoplc, coupled with a commensurate en-

;;;;;r;^i of a position like'phenomenology, will propel u.n in-

".r t f  
g" i" i  l "  the cl i rect ion of a qual i tat ive approach' Al ternat ively '

ii*l"gftt be suggested that a researcher who chooses to carry out a

r".*v,-f"i t"u'itpl., has to recognize that his or her dccision to use

it rt *.tnoa cu.ri"s with it a train of epistemological implications

which need to be recognized at the outset, in case the selection does

not fit with the reseaicher's broader intellectual proclivitics'' "O;; 
*igttt qu.ttion whether research is conducted in thesc ways'

Uui iri" t,iggeition that the two research traditions are rooted in

;;;;;"t 
"ptstemological 

implications seems to carry with it con-
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notat ions of  these k inds-  However,  the v iew that  quant i ta t ive i ,nd
qualitative research represent different epistemological implica-
tions is not held by all writers, even though they view the two rp-
proaches as distinctive. The alternative standpoint is to suggesr trat
quantitative and qualitative research are each appropriate 16 rl if-
ferent kinds of rcsearch problem, implying that the research is;ue
determines (or should detennine) which style of research is
employed. For example, Walker (1985, p. l6) has proposed: '( er-
tain questions cannot be answered by quantitativc methods, wli i le
others cannot be answered by qualitative ones.'This view imp ies
that t.he decision over whether to use a quantitative or qualitarive
approach should be based on 'technical' issues regarding :he
suitabil ity of a particular method in relation to a particular resea ch
problem. Accordingly, the differcnt charactcristics of quantitar ive
and qualitative rescarch which were summarized in Table 5.1 r:a[
be interpreted as pointing to the respective strengths r, nd
weaknesses of these two research traditions. Conside r the follou .ng
rationalc for thc procedures employed in a study ol'entrcprene,rrs
in Br i ta in:

As with all social research, the methods adopted in this enquiry
were largely dictated by the nature of the research problem. Wc
set out to study the dynanics of small-scalc capital accumulal on
and the sociot processes which account for the reproduction of
the entrepreneurial middle class. In addition, it was our intcnt,on
to define more precisely the noture and interrelationships of .he
constituent groupings within this class. The complexity of th:se
issues did not favour quantitative investigation; in our vier a
qual i ta t ive approach was more appropr iate.  IThe authors p 'o-
vide three considerations which determined this viewl . . . C,rn-
sequently, we undertook an intensive study of a l imited num rer
of proprietors using semi-structured interviews rvhich were, r ) a
considerable extent, shaped by the pcrsonal experienccs of .he
respondents. (Scase and Coffee, I982, p. 198)

In this account, there is a recclgnition of thc strengths i.nd
wcaknesscs of  quant i ta t ivc and r l r ra l i ta t ivc rcscarch,  coupled r . r  i th
a tcchnical dccision that the lattcr wil l suit thcir nceds betrer;
cpistemological issues are not in evidence. By inference, wril:rs
who perceive the distinction between the two styles of research in
terms of their relative suitabil ity for a particular research topic rre
effectively suggesting that the differences berween rhem boil do,vn
to little more than 'differences between research strategies and d,rta
collection procedures' (see quotation from Filstead, 1979, cited on
p. 105). This position is not new; it can be discerned in a celebra ed
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exchange between Becker and Gcer (1957) and Trow (1957) in
which the former argued that participant observation provides 'the

most cornplete form of sociological datum' (p. 28). In reply, it was
suggested that 'the problcm under investigation properly dictates
the methods of  invest igat ion '  (Trow, 1957,  p.  33) .

Therc seem, then, to be two fairly di.stinct versions of the nature
of the differences between quantitative and qualitative research
which might usefully be referred to as the 'epistemological' and
'technical' accounts. However, there is a tendency for many writers
to oscil late between these trvo versions. This is particularly evident
in some of the discussions about whether it is possible to integrate
quantitative and qualitative research within a single study. The
ways in which they might be combined constitutc thc focus of the
next chapter; in thc meantime, the broader question of whetltcr in
principle they might be combined is addressed here. The technical
version of the differences between quantitative and qualitative
research secms to provide few impedimcnts to the possibil i ty of a
research strategy that intcgratcs them. While a rcsearcher may
prefer t<l use onc to the relative cxclusion of the other (as with Scase
and Golfee, 1982), if the research problem invites a combined ap-
proach there is l i tt le to prcvent such a strategy, other than the usual
reasor)s of t ime, ntoney, and possibly inclination. The researcher
may choose to conduct a predominantly ethnographic study, but
decide to add some survey evidence relating to people who are not
accessible through thc focal method. Woods (1979) buttresscd his
ethnographic research on a school with a survey of parents for
precisely this reason.

The epistemological account would seem to pose more problems

in regard to thc possibil i ty of combining the two approachcs. If
quantitative and qualitative research are taken to represenI
divergent epistemological packages (or paradigms), they are l ikely

to exhibit incompatible views about the way in which social reality
ought to be studied, and hcnce what should bc regarded as proper

knowledge thereof. This incongruence is particularly evident in the
implicit crit ique of the application of the scientif ic method to the
study of society which phenomenology contains. It is not obvious
how a rnarriagc ol such divergcnt epistenrological positions as
positivisnr and phenomcnology (cvcn in the mctaphorical usc of thc
term) can be entertained. Cuba (1985) has argued vehemently

against the suggestion that the two research traditions might be

reconciled. In his vicw, attempts to combine the two approaches

failto recognize the distinction between a paradigm and a method'

He argues that the idea that quantitative and qualitative research

can be clovetailed rests on a view that they represent only different

methods of investigation; instead, 'we are dealing with an eitheror

{
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proposition, in which one must pledge allegiance to one paradig n
or  the other '  (Guba,  1985,  p.  80) .  Thus in  the same way that  Kul  n
regards paradigms as incommensurable, Cuba is suggesting th rt
the collection of assumptions and beliefs about the study of t l e
social order that underpin quantitative and qualitative researt h
should be treated in the same manner.

Not  a l l  wr i ters subscr ibe to rh is  v iew.  Reichardt  and Cook ( l9T ) )
suggest that the tendency to view the two styles of research r,s
paradigms stands in  the way of  thei r  jo int  use wi th in a s ingle pr , r_
ject ,  and prefer  to  see them as 'method-types ' .  What  is  somervhr , t
more surpr is ing is  that  some wr i ters who subscr ibe to t i  e
epistemological view of the differences between quantitative ar.C
qual i ta t ive research s imul taneously suggest  that  they might  be i r -
tegrated. F'i lstcad (1979), who was quoted abovc for his view th,.t
thcy represent'differcnt epistemological frameworks', sugges,s
that 'great advantages can be obtained by creatively combinir g
qual i ta t ive and quant i ta t ive mcthods,  (p.  42) .  Bogdan and Bik l i  n
(1982),  af ter  a d iscussion of  the in te l lectual  founclat ions r , f
qual i ta t ive rescarch ( in  phcnomenology,  etc . ) ,  ask whcthcr  i t  can t  e
used in tandem wi th a quant i ta t ive approach.  They acknowledle
that  i t  can,  but  d isp lay a lack of  enthusiasm for  the idea,  n l t
because of  any k ind of  epis tcmological  incompat ib i l i ty ,  but  f r . r
practical reasons. They suggest t lrat research which combincs tl e
two  app roaches ' i s  l i ke l y  t o  p roduce  a  b ig  headache , (p .39 ; ,
because of the practical problems of producing both a good quar,_
titative and a good qualitative design. Delamont and Hamilton
(1984) osci l la te in  the other  d i rcct ion.  In  contrast ing st ructured and
ethnographic observat ion in  c lassrooms,  they argue against  t l ,e
view that these two styles of obscrvation are ,the cquivalent ofsel _
contained epistcmological and theoretical paradigms,, but then gt
on to argue that the two methods reflect ,the tension betwce:r
positivism and interactionism' which ,cannot be done away with b y
calling for interdisciplinary rapprochemenrs' (pp. 5, 6).

There seems, then, to be a tendency for many writers to shutt;c
uneasily back and forth between epistemotogicat and tcchnici l
lcvels of discourse. While much of the exposition of t lrc
cpistemological debts of qualitative rcscarch heipcd to afforrl .t
some credibil i ty, a great many decisions about whether and whe:r
to use qualitative methods seems to have litt le, if any, recourse l)
these broader intellectual issucs.

The Strengths ond ll/cakne$es of euantitalive and euolitatil e
Research
Underlying much of the preceding discussion is the suggestion thr r.
the distinction between quantitative and qualitativa iesearch is
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really a technical mattcr whereby the choice between them is to do
with their suitabil ity in answering particular research questions.
Such a view draws attention to the different strengths and
weaknesses of the methods of data collection with which the two
research traditions are typically associated. It is not uncommon for
textbooks on rescarch methods to draw attention to such issues:

The sample survey is an appropriate and useful means of gather-
ing information under three conditions: when the goals of the
rcsearch call for quantitative data, when the information sought
is reasonably specific and familiar to the respondents, and when
the researchcr him.self has considerable prior knowledge of par-
ticular problems and the range of responscs l ikely to emerSe - . .

Participant observation is usually more appropriate when the
study requires an cxamination of complex social relationships or
intricate patterns of interactiorl; . . . when the investigator desires
first-hand behavioural information on certain social processes

. . .; when a major goal of the study is to construct a qualitative
contextual  p ic ture of  a cer ta in s i tuat ion or  f low of  events;  and
rvhen it is necessary to infer latent value pattcrns or belief
syslerns from such behaviour as cercmonial posturcs, Sestures,
dances, facial expressions or subtle inflcctions of l, l te voicc.
(Warwick and l - in inger ,  1975,  pp.  9-10)

As thcy then go on to say, 'Each is useflul for some purposcs and
useless for  others ' (p.  l2) .

This passagc i l lustrates well the s{ggestion that lhc decision
about which method to employ is essehtially a technical issue. As
such,  thc decis ion about  whether  to employ quant i ta t ive or
qualitative researclt stands cheek by jowl with other familiar
technical issues on which students of social research methods are
reared, such as when it is appropriate to use a postal questionnaire,
or to construct a stratif ied random sample. Warwick and Lin-
inger's l ist of respcctive strengths and weaknesses can usefully be
expanded. Social surveys are l ikely to be particularly appropriate
wherc larger scale issues are concerned. The study of social mobil i-
ty is a case in point (e .g. Cloldthorpe , 1980). Of course, it might be
argued that much of the recent ethnographic rescarch on schools is
concerned with socialmobil ity too (e.g. Lacey, I970; Woods,1979;
Ball, l98l). However, such research is typically concerned with the
proccsses through which social class is perpetuated by the structure
o[ the school, teachers' practices, and the class based sub-cultures
within the school. Studies of social mobil ity l ike Goldthorpc's are
essentially concerned with thc extent of social mobil ity and changes
in patterns. Thus, the technical version of the debate would imply

l;l
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that thc crit ical issue about whether a met.hod fits a researr h pro-
b lem is  not  a mat ter  of  lhe area of  socia l  l i fe  being invest igat , :d ,  but
the nature of  the issues being ra ised in re lat ion to i t .  S i r ; , i lar ly ,
juveni le  del inquency may be studicd by both survey methoc s (c .g.
Hirschi ,  1969) or  par t ic ipant  observat ion (e.g.  Patr ick,  197 i ) ,  but
the nature of  the quest ions being asked about  juveni le  del in( luency
differ. l l irschi was concerned to test the validity of three ti ieories
of  the causes of  del inquency.  This preoccupat ion rv i th  thc carrses of
variation in delinquency led hirn to carry out a survey of ove 5,000
school children in Cali l 'ornia in order to collect sufficient ( ata to
separate out  the var iables wlr ich impinged on h is  dcp, :ndent
var iable,  del inquency.  By contrast ,  Patr ick jo ined a par t i , :u lar ly
violent gang in Clasgow as a covert participant observer 'to com-
prchend and to i l l r r rn inatc thei r  v icw and to in tcrpret  the w. ,116l  n5
i t  appea rs  t o  t hem ' (N la t za ,  1969 , "p .25 ,  c i t ed  i n  Pa t r i ck .  1973 ,
p .  9 ) .

Social surveys are also l ikely to be preferred when, as in t. lre casc
of Hirschi's study, there is a conccrn to establish cause-anc-effect
re lat ionships.  Exper iments are cven st ronger in  th is  depar:mcnt ,
but are l ikely [o be appropriate only to situations in which :he in-
dcpendent variable is capable of manipulation and in which ran-
dom assignment (or at least some form of matching) is feasible.
Qualitative researchers are not uninterested in causes, in th.,t they
arc frequently concerned to cstablish how flows of cvents c )nnect
and mesh wi th each other  in  the socia l  contexts they invest ig  r tc ,  or
how their subjects perceive the connections betrvcen facets cf their
envi ronment .  However,  survcy and exper imenta l  rcsearchcr  s  tend
to bc much more concerned with the precise delineation of a ;ausal
factor, rclative to other potential causes.

As Warwick and L in inger  suggesl  in  thc cxtended .quc, tat ion

above, participant observation has its own strengths. The alsence
of a highly structured research design means that the inves:igator
can change dircction if he or she is lucky enough to hit u1,on an
unexpccted but interesting facet of the social setting. The I artici-
pant observer is better able than the survey researcher to lnder-
stand social processes.

A fur(hcr,  and neglcctccl ,  s(rcngth of cthnographic stu l ics is
their  capacity to reveal covert ,  hic lden, even i l legal act.v i t ies.
Studies of informal groups in large organizations (Datton, 1959),
output regulat ion in industr ial  work groups (Roy, 1960,,  and
pilferage at work (Ditton, 197?) all demonstrate thc capa,:ity of
ethnographers to look behind the scencs and bring to the cerrtre of
thc stage aspects of thesc milieux which would otherwise eirher be
inacccssible or possibly nor even uncovered in the first plac:. The
same point can be made about the study of deviant behaviour, a
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more probing study of which requires sensitivity and a capacity to
provide rcassurance to the subjects that a survey researcher is
unl ikc ly  to be able to inculcate.  I t  is  d i f f icu l t  to  see how Adler 's
(1985) rescarch on drug dealers could havc been conducted with a
more formal approach, Indeed, the capacity oI ethnographers to
gain access to hidden arenas can occasionally cause them dif-
f iculties. Serber (1981) sought to conduct an ethnographic study of
a government bureaucracy responsible for the state regulation of
the insurance industry in California. He rapidly discerned a range
of informal practices (e.9. off-the-record meetings) which he chose
to make the focus of his investigations, but found his access to
people and documents sharply curtailcd by senior managers as lris
awareness of the significance of sttch undercover processes grew.

' lhc prr rpose of  th is  d iscu.ss ion was to prov idc a f lavour  of  t l tc
sorts of considerations that are relevant to the teclrnical version of
the distinction between quantitative and qualitative research. It is
also the case that the choice between the two may derive from
reasons other than the epistemological and technical reasons which
havc been encountered thus far. For cxample, rnany women social
scientists have drawn attention to the affinity between qualitativc
research and a feminist perspective (Stanley and Wise, 1983).
Oakley ( l9Sl)  has argued that  the typ icalsurvey in terv iew,  in  which
the researcher appropriates information from a respondent for the
forrncr 's  usc,  is  inconrpat ib lc  wi th fcmin ism. A fcminis t  rescarcher
conduct ing rescarch on women would bc sct t ing t lp  an asyn-
mctrical relationship which exploits the already exploited inter-
v iewec.  In  order  to mi t igatc th is  perpetuat ion of  explo i ta t ion she
advocates an approach to fenrinist rescarclt whereby the rescarch
si tuat ion is  t reatcd much more as an exchange in wlr ich the feminis t
researcher gives something back - of her own views, expericncc.s,
and the l ike -. to those being interviewed. Such an approach
implies a much morc unstructured interview (and hence one closcly
as.sociated with the qualitative approach) than that associated with
the survey.  l t  is  s t r ik ing that  research on women's subordinat ion in
the workplace, as wcll as thc interface between the workplace and
the home, has tended to be the product  of  qual i ta t ivc invcst igat ions
in which par t ic ipant  obscrvat ion and u l ls t ructurcd i r t tcrv icws f ig t r rc
st rongly (Pol ler t ,  l98 l ;  Cavendish,  1982;  Gr i f f in ,  1985a).  

' f l tc

underlying issues to the discussion about the appropriateness of
particular mcthods to feminist research imply that considcrations
other than those which havc figured thus far in this book may

impinge on choices of  method,  e.g.  eth ica l ,  pol i t ica l ,  ideological
considerations.
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Similarities in the Technical Problems Associated wilh Quonr tative

and Qualitative Research
One reason for giving greater recognition to the technical a;pects

of decisions retating to the use of quantitative or qual:tative

research is that it may result in a appreciation of the co:3mon

technical problems faceci by practit ioners working within tt ' : two

tradi t ions.  The emphasis on thei r  epis tcmological  scparatcnes;  runs

the risk of fail ing to give clue attention to thcsc cornmon prol lems.

The recognition of mutual technical problems lnay also i lr r ite a

quest ioning of  whether  thc quant i ta t ive and qual i ta t ive rc :  earch

tradi t ions arc as far  apar t  f rom each other  as the epistemol :g ica l
argument  may be taken to imPlY.2

Perhaps the most  s t r ik ing problem which besets both groups of
pract i t ioners is  that  of  ' react iv i ty '  -  the rcact ion on the p r r t  o f

those being investigated to the investigalor and his or her rcr earch

instruments. Surveys and exllcriments create all awarcness t 'n the
part  of  subjects that  they arc being invest igated;  thc probl ' :m of

reactivity draws attention to the possibil i ty that this awa:'eness

creates a variety of undesirable consequences in that pe -rple's

behaviour or responses rnay not be indicative of their n'lrmal

behaviour or views (e.g. Roscnthal, 1966). In experiments su'rjects
may be influenced by what they perceive to be the underlyinl aims

of the investigation, or in intcrviews respondents may be inflt l :nced

by characteristics of t lte interviewer, such as the latter's age, race,
gender, or whatever. The recognition of such problems led 'Vebb

et  at .  (1966) to propose the greatcr  use of  'non-react ive 'methods

of gleaning data, such as field cxperiments in which pcople tlo not

know that  they are under invest igat ion.  An cxarnple of  the la : ter  is

Danie l 's  (1968) s tudy of  rac ia l  d iscr iminat ion in  England in 'vh ic l t

actors of different raccs were hired to seek employment, a,:com-
modat ion,  car  insurance,  and the l ike in  orc ler  to  detcrmir  e the
extent  of  such d iscr in t inat ion.

Problems of reactivity confront the ethnographer as wel:. An
obvious solution is to engage in covert observation 'vhich

simultancously deals witlr the problem of access. The stu'iy by
Fest inger ,  Riecken and Schachtcr  (1956) of  a re l ig ious cul t  is  an
example of this stratcgy, in that the invcstigators feigned c('nver-
sion to a group which was predicting the imminent end t f the
world. Even here the problcm of rcactivity was not fully overr ome,
since the researchers' conversion was treated by the cult 's adhr r€nts
as confirmation of the validity of their belicfs and hardcnec their
resolve to prepare for the fateful day. But the strategy o[ covert
observation is usually frowncd upon by social scientists, because it
transgresses a number of ethical conventions (Bulmer, 1982),
though many of thc non-reactive methods suggested by Webb et a/.
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(1966) are suspect in this way as well '  By and large, ethnographcrs

prefei to be open about their participation, but frequently display

u ronr.tn about the effect of their presence on the people they

observe. while recognizing the potentially contaminating effects of

their presence, ethnographers frequently play down this problem'

,ugg.it ing that their familiarity to the people they study militates

ag;inst this rcactive effect' Gans's (196?) statement about the im-

pict of this prescnce in a middie class American suburb is indicative

bf tnis position: ,After a while, I became a fixture in the communi-

ty; pcople forgot I was there and went on with their business' even

ai'priuite poli i ical garhcrings' (p. xxii i). Likewise, Atkinson (l 98 I,

p. 129), *i i t ing about his experience of a participant observation

study of clinical education in a medical school, comments:

Although my presence on the wards had originally taken a lair

a.ouni of negotiation, once access had been granted, I was

generally taken very much for granted on thc wards, and by the

ituaents as they went about the hospital . . '  lndeed, for some

docrors I became so much a part of the normal scene that thcy

forgot who I was.

The suggestion here is that the participant observer bccomes part

of the sJene.y and hence targely invisible. This proccss o{ absorp-

tion can be enhanced by not taking copious notes in front of subjects'

However, there is some evidence to suggest that reactive effects

may occur. For example, Atkinson's assertion that he became

unobtrusive jars somewhat with his admission that both clinicians

and students often thought that he was engaged in an evaluation ex-

ercise (p. 125), which may have had ramifications for t lte behaviour

of theie groups in his presence . An interesting insight on the reac-

tive effect in participant observation can be derivcd from an anec-

dote relating io research which was not conductcd for the purposes

of academii social science. During the 19711 football season, a

journalist, Hunter Davies, was effectively a participant observe.r

,*itt toti.nham Hotspur Football Club, an experience which

spawned a book, The Gtory Gome (1972)' Writing in-his

autobiography about onc particular game' thc then manager of the

club,  Bi l l  Nicholson (1984,  p.  l4 l ) ,  remarked:

Hunter Davies, a Spurs fan, followed us around that season ' '  '

He had been given permission to become virtually one of the

players and wis allowecl in the dressing room which in my view

rutt ut*uyt be a private place. Permission was not given by me

but by someone else at the club. In hindsight I should have over-

ruled the decision.

l ,
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I  know Davies '  work was h ighly  acc la imed'  but  u11s1 th is  ; rar-

ticular match I was forced to kecp quiet when I wanted to say
a lot of things straight a*'ay.

It is not apparent whether this was the only incident wher eby

I)avies's presence influenced Nicholson, but the suggestion tha" he

would have overruled the decision indicates that this is at least a
possibil i ty. Nor do we know how representative Nicholson's ex-
per ience is  -  but  then the subjects of  par t ic ipar t t  observat ior  do
not  nornra l ly  wr i te  books in  which they can rcfer  to  t  re i r
expericnce.

There is ,  then,  at  least  a possib i l i ty  that  the par t ic ipant  ot lserr  cr 's
presence nray have an effect on what is obscrvcd. It is surpri; ing
that  thc widcspread acceptancc of  in terv icwing in  qual i t r  t ive

research has not bcen given greatcr crit ical attcntion as regard: the
problem of reactivity. Even unstructured interviewing is an ob-
t rus ive method and would seem to share some of  the l imi tat ior  s  of
the familiar survey interview in this regard. Researchers using

unstructured interviews, even though such instruments are lo tger

and much more l ikely to produce repcat visits than those o1 thc
survey kind, are unlikcly to have the participant observer's capi city

for becoming part of the scenery. The potential for reactive ef; ects

in the unstructured in terv iew,  though arguably less than in su:vey

intcrv iews,  would st i l l  secm to be more l ike ly  than in par t ic i ' rant

observat ion.
Indeed, the extensive use ol interviews in qualitative reselrch

points to another area in which the two research traditions shr,re a
common technical problem. The pervasive acceptance ol' the
unstructured intervicw as a legitimate tool of qualitativc rescarch
- either in conjunction with participant obscrvation or I lore

especially on its own - is occasionally surprising on at least f ive
further accounts. First, writers l ike Cicourel (1982, p. l5) tave
cr i t ic ized in terv iews for  thei r  lack of  'ecological  va l id i ty ' :  'Dc our
inst ruments capture the dai ly  l i fe ,  condi t ions,  opin ions,  va ues,
attitudes, and knowledge base of those we study as expressed in -heir
natura l  habi tat? '  Cicourel  points to a lack of  ecological  va l id i ty
in i t r tcrv icws in a nurnber o l 'wr tys;  for  cxat t r l t lc ,  thcy arc vcry scn-
s i t ive to s l ight  c l ranges i l t  wordi r tg,  and the avzr i lab i l i ty  o l  the
necessary knowledge to answer a question on the part of thc reslon-
dent is rarely addressed. Although survey rcsearch is certainly inore
culpable in these respects than unstructured interviews, it is p:lssi-

ble that they do not totally escape this crit icism. The respondcrt in
an unstructured interview study is questioned in a much more ; rob-
ing manner than in thc conventional interview, but the isst e of
whether this means that ccological validity is obtained tends Io be
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unexplorecl. l 'his issue again suggests a common thrcad to the
tcchnical problems faced by quantitative and clualitative
researchers.

Secondly, it is not always clear how well the unstructured inter-
view fits with the suggestion that qualitative research cxhibits a
concern for process. Participant obscrvers would seem to be in a
much stronger position to impute the interconnections of everrts
over tinrc than researchers who rely exclusively on unstructured in-
tcrviews. The relative absence of a sense of process in research
whic l r  re l ics whol ly  on un.st ructured in terv iews can be nr i t igated to
a cer ta in degree by bui ld ing in  a longi tudinal  e lement .  ln  thei r  s tudy
of individuals in arrears with their mortgages, 'I 'ook 

and Ford
(198?) conducted unstructured interviews on thrce occasions with
many of their respondents in order to chart changes in the ex-
perience and perception of debt. Thirdly, survey interviews have
long been crit icized for their tcndcncy to rely on attitudes and
peoplc 's  repor ts  of  thei r  behaviour ,  both of  which may bcar  l i t t le
relation to actual behaviour (LaPiere, 1934; Deutscher, 1966); par-
ticipant observation displays a technical advantage in this respect
by virtue of the researcher's abil ity to observe behaviour directly
(as recognized in the Warwick and Liningcr quotation above).
There is l i tt le reason to believe that unstructured interviews are
substantially superior to survey interviews in this connection which
also indicates another similarity in technical problems faced.
Fourthly, the qualitative researcher may experience some diff iculty
in establishing the appropriate climate for an unstructured inter-
view on somc occasions. For example, in her qualitative research
on grandparenthood, Cunningham-Burley (1985) found that some
of her uhstructured interviews with grandparents took a more for-
mal, ordered character and departed very l itt lc from her schedule.
Such interviews seem to have had an adverse eft 'ect on the
qualitative depth of the data. Finally, the unstructured interview is
not obviously consistent with the commitment of much qualitative
research to naturalism. The interview is an obtrusive interruption
of the natural f low of evenls, so that it is slightly surprising to find
writers l ike Blumer (1969), who arc committed to the naturalistic
v icwpoint ,  suggcst ing that  i t  is  a lcg i t inrate tool  for  such rescarch.
Cunnir rgham-l lur ley (1985),  for  example,  l 'ound that  cven her  most
informal interviews conformed to a question-answer format.
Together, these features point to a possible need to question the
extent to which unstructured interviewing is entirely consistent with
the qualitative approach and to more areas in which the two
approaches exhibit similar technical problemp.

There has been some re-appraisal of the role of interviews in
qualitative research, which may have been motivated slightly by
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such considerations. Paget's (1983) discussion of interview ng ar-
tists in New York is indicative of such a re-orientation. Shi views
the in-depth intcrview as a scientif ic means of devt loping
systematic knowledge about subjective cxperience. She sees lhe in-
depth interview as a mcdium through which the intcrviewer tnd in-
terviewee jointly create this knowledge; the former is fu ly ini-
plicated in the process of gaining knowledge about thc inter-
viewee's subjective experience. Paget implicated herself in t l is pro-
cess by making clear her own interest in the art world and il lowed
this personal concern to be reflected in the questions siie for-
mulated and her own responses to the interviewees' replies. Ier in-
terviews, transcripts frorn which are quoted at length, nclude
numerous switches of both content and direction which are fully
followed up in the course of the sessions. The contcnt of re plies is
fully explored to discern their meaning and significance. lhus a
s imple quest ion about  the nature of  an ar t is t 's  paint ings (e.g.
whether they were fun to do) rapidly turns into a statemenl by the
interv icwec about  her  commitments to ar t  and some of  the f i , rancia l
problems she encountercd during the early years (Paget, 19i3, pp.
7G-l). These points are tltcn followed up and addressed dut,ng thc
interview. Further, the meaning of replies is embedded in t: le con-
text of the interview situation itself; thus a particular L:ply is
examined by the interviewer in the contexl of the interv ewee's
other replies and is possibly returned to when, for cxampl:, later
exchanges produce information which is puzzling, when vitwed in
relation to thc earlier reply. It is the contextual understan,i ing of
respondents' replies that sharply distinguishes this emergir,g con-
ception of the role of the unstructured interview from the survey
interview (Mishler, 1986). The unstructured intcrview is vicived by
writers l ike Paget as a dynamic process whereby the res :archer
seeks to gain knowledge - by which she means ' i l luminating

human cxperience' (p. 88) - about what art work or \\ ' ' latever
entails, This perspective on intcrviewing seems to har.nonize
somewhat better with the qualitative research tradition tharr much
unstructured interviewing, by virtue of its explicit conce, n with
rcspondents'subjcctivc expcricrtccs. Furthcr, the tendency t I invite
interviewees to speak at lcngth possibly renders such inter"iewing
less obtrusive than much unstructured interviewing. The problem

of ecological validity may also be reduced since the focus is very
explicit ly upon what is important to the interviewee rather :han to
the researcher.

A further technical problem shared by both research tri ditions
relates to the selection of people who are the focus of the rcsearch.

Quantitative research is concerned to establish that respondcnts are
representative of a wider population, so that the generalizat,ility of
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findings can be enhanced. In fact, much research departs
significantly from this ideal in a number of ways. However, there
is a case for suggesting that the issue of representativeness con-
fronts the qualitative researcher too. The avowal to see through the
eyes of one 's subjects can be interpretcd to imply that the
ethnographer needs to attend to the question of the typicality of thc
eyes through which he or she is seeing. This kind of concern may
be regarded as indicative of the application of an inappropriatc
criterion (that is, one deriving from the framework of quantitative
research) to the ethnographer's mode of research. For example, in
t.heir exposition of grounded theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967)
advocate that the qualitative researcher should give less attention
to the need to meet statistical sampling criteria in assessing the
adequacy of a 'sample'; rather, the researcher should be much
more concerned with lhe issue of whether the sample conforms to
the invcstigator's emerging theoretical framework. For example, in
an ethnographic study of power in a mcdical school in the USA,
Bucher (1970, p. 5) proposed that, following a preliminary analysis
oI her ini t ia l  observat ions, 'data are bcing sought from areas of the
organizat ion which should provide test cases, so to speak, for
emerging propositions'. According to the principles of 'theoretical

samp.ling' (the term coined by Glaser and Strauss), the researchcr
observes only as many activities, or interviews as many people, as
are needed in order to 'saturatc' tlre categories being developed,
and then turns to the next theoretical issue and carries out the same
proccss over again. Thus the question of the adequacy of a sample
is determined by the degree to which it permits the qualitative
reseacher to develop and confirm one or more categories; as soon
as thc researcher feels satisfied that the theoretical point has been
established, he or she can move on to the ncxt issue. This procedure
allows the constant interplay between theory and research that
Glaser and Strauss are keen to develop.

While Glaser and Strauss's view of sampling scrvcs well to ex-
emplify the disinclination of qualitative researchers to acccpt the
quantitative researcher's preoccupation with representativeness,
likc othcr aspects of grounded theory, thcir particular view of the
sampling process is probably cited far more frequcntly than it is
used. Of course, qualitative researchers (especially ethnographers)
may not simply sample people, but also activities, time periods, and
locations (Burgess, 1984). None the less, if the aim of the exercise
is to see as one's subjects sec, there is stil l a problem of the
representativeness of the eyes. For example, qualitativc researchers
sometimcs display a concern that the people with whom they come
into contact may be marginal to the social setting. Blau (1964)
found that during the early period of his field-work in a federal
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agency, his early contacts and suppliers of informatiotl were margi ral

officials who were keen to voice their crit icisms of the agency cnd
their colleagues. As Blau acknorvledgcd, had hc not recognized t ris
problem, a d is tor ted p ic ture of  the agcncy would have br  en
generated.  In terest ingly ,  Blat t  (196a,  p.  30)  argues that  the i i ) ld
researcher's own marginality may rcndcr him attractive to those \^ ho

are marginal to the settings in which research is carried out. Simila: ly,

Bat l  (1984,  p.  8 l ) ,  drawing on h is  ethnographic s tudy of  a c(rn-
prehensive school, has remarked on the untypicality and, in the c rse
of two teachcrs, marginality of his main informants' Other writ:rs
(e.g.  Hammersley,  1984,  pp.  5 l -3)  have drawn at tent ion to b iases
which stem from the problem of establishing a picturc drawn fr -rnt
a representative spread of contacts and informants.

The purpose of  drawing at tcnt ion to somc common techn cal
problems faced by quantitative and qualitative rescarchers has b ren
to h ighl ight  the possib i l i ty  that  d iscussions of  the d i f fcrenccs lc t -
ween the two t radi t ions purc ly  in  terms of  epis temological  iss res

run the r isk of  exaggerat ing thei r  d is t inct iveness.  This is  nol  to
imply that  the d i l ferences betwecn quant i ta t ive and qual i ta : ivc

rcsearch arc insignii icant, but that they nlay not be as far apar as

is  somet imes impl ied by the episternological  vers ion of  the debate
about the two research traditions.

'fhe 
Link between Epistemology and Technique

Quantitative and qualitative research are each associated r"ith
distinctive methods of data collection and research stratt gy'

although their differences are not as clear cut as some of the rrore
programmatic statemcnts inrply. In particular, it has been sug-
gested in this chapter that t lre differences between the two resei rch

traditions are less precise than writers who empha ;ize
epistemological issues suggest. According to the epistemolog;cal
version of the debate about thc two rcsearch traditions, the choice
of research method flows from an allegiance to a distinctive plsi-

t ion in relation to how social reality ought to be studied. This t iew
suggcsts that, for example, it would bc whtll ly inappropriate to usc
a survey in order to conduct research which is grounded in the
cluster of intellectual predilections associated with qrralita i ive

research. lt is not simply that the survey is l ikely to generate qr an-
t i ta t ive data;  rather ,  i t  is  seen as bet ter  su i ted to a natura l  sc i roc€
conccption of how social reality ought to be studiecl, while a tec rni-
que like participant obscrvation is better attuned to the
epistemological commitments of qualitative research.

In other words, the epistemological version of the de,)ate
assumcs a correspondencc bctwecn epistemological position and
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research method. Is this an acceprable view of the way social
research is conducted? This question can be tackled in a number of
ways, but in the rest of t lr is section some problcms with assuming
a clear correspondence between epistemology and research techni-
que wi l l  be exanr ined.

E lhnography and Positivism
Not all commentators on the nature of social research have ac-
cepted the bond between ethnographic research and a non_
positivist approach to thc study of social research. In particular,
the view has been expresscd that ethnographic investigit ions may
also engender a form of  empir ic ism. Wi l ler  and Wi l ler  i t lZ l ;  u .gu.
that, although participant observation differs from what they call'systcnrat ic  empir ic ism'  (as cxempl i f icd by the expcr inrent  and the
socia l  sr . r rvey) ,  i t  is  none the less empir ic is t  in  that  i t  cstabl ishcs the
connect ions between observed categor ies.  Accordi r rg to th is  v iew,
thc crnpiricisnr of participant observation resides in the rcsearcher's
distrust of categories wlrich are not directly ame nable to the senses.
This point  is  h ighly  congrucnr  wi th Rock 's  (1973) v ierv thar  much
research in the sociology of deviancc (a great deal of which stems
from cthnographic investigations) is phenomenalist by virtue of a
dis inc l inat ion among many researchers to d ig themserves out  of  the
data on the social world in which they brrry themselvcs. This
phenomenalism can be discerned in the following passage from a
text on field rescarch by a proponent of qualitative research in the
sociology of deviance:

We begin with dircct experience and all else builds on that . . .
IW]c begin wi th and cont inual ly  return to d i rect  exper ience as
the most  re l iab le form of  knowledge about  ihe socia l  wor ld.
(Douglas,  1976,  p.  7)

In l ike fashion,  Wi l l is  (1980),  the aurhor  of  a celcbrarcd
ethnographic study of working class youth (1977), has referred to
a 'covert posit. ivism' in participant observation. By this phrase,
Will is mcans that thc researcher sces the subject of his or hcr
research as an objcct who can providc data; further, he argrres, the
preference of participanl observers to postpone the generation of
theory in relation to their data enhances a positivist hue by virtue
of defcrring to what is directly observable. Finally, Delamont and
Atkinson (1980) have argued that the tendency towards atheoretical
investigations in much school ethnography is conspiring to produc€
a form of empiricism.

In each of these comments is a view that participant observation
does not depart radically from a positivist epistemology. In the
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view of these authors,. the empiricism in much cthnograph c
research is exaggerared .by_ the widespread tendency to pJstpor e
theoretical reflecrion, if indeed theorycomes into thl r..koni[g ,,t
all. In Claser and Strauss's (1967) grounded theory, the view-r f
theory as an emergent product of an investigation is iystematize, .
[' lowever, the positioning of theory at rhe ouiset of an investigaticl
can also be regarded as retaining positivist elements, by viriue r,f'theory' being envisioned as something which needs to be tested by
recoursc to an examination of the rear worrd. Thc probrem here ,s
that, irrespective of whether theory is seen as something whicr
precedes or succeeds the cofiection of ethnographic data, a 6asicaliypositivist precept is being adhered to, since the world of the senst s
is the ultimate arbiter of whether a theory is acceptabre oi no .
Thus the quest for a more explicit grounding of qualiiative researc:l
in theory (which some writers have express.A _ i"" Cfrapte, a),ui_
plants the more obvious empiricism of waiting for the theory i:
ernerge' with the positivist pre ference for bcing 'entitred to rccor 1
only that which is actually manifc.sted in experfunce' (KolakowJ ,1972,p . l l ) .  I t  i s  the  manner  in  wh ich  t t reory  i s  conceptua t ;ca ;_ ,
relat ion to the col lcct ion of data that points to au ui ' f in i ty wir :r
positivism, and not simply whether theory comes be forc, during, c r
after the data collection phase.

Qualitative research may also ailow the investigator to impuie
causal processes which bear a strong resemblance to the kinds c I
causal statements that arc the hallmark of quantitative researcr
(although without the precise clelineation of cause ancl effect whic r
quantitative researchers seek to generate). McCleary (1977) cor _
ducted- partjcipant observation and interviews with parote oifi.",,
in a division of a state parole agency in Chicago.'H" notes tf,, i
officers should report parole violations known to have been con,-
rnitted by their parolees, but frequently they do not. Ttrrough-ir;s
rcsearch, he was able to idcntify fivc factors which result i r
officers' disi'clination.to report trreir parolees: r'ulr reporr.ing curs
into the officcr's time; it may reflect badly on the officir and iesu t
in a negative evaluation by his or her superior; the officer,s optior;s
may bc restricted as a rcsult of rcporting a violation; and io or.'l-hus_, 

McClcary was ablc to idcniify .,our.* ol. failure to rcpoi rparolees, whilst retaining fidelity to the perspecrives of paiol:
officers themselves.

Quantitative Reseorch and Meaning
The recurring theme within qualifarive research of viewing ar_
tributes of the social world thiough the eyes of the peopte bein 3studied has lcd to a convention thit onry methods tike participani
observation and intensive interviewing 

"i" 
acceptabre in this righr.
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But quantitative researchers also make frequent claims to address-
ing issues relating to the meaning of aspects of the social world to
the people being studied. Social science research on work provides
a number of examples of such investigations. The classic study of
a sample of adults in the USA by Morse and Weiss (1955) used a
survey to discern the range of reasons why peoplc work and what
mcaning work has for them. The authors found that work does not
simply mean the ability to earn money, trut has a number of other
meanings for people. Goldthorpe et al. (1968) conducted a survey
in Luton to examine industrial attitudes and behaviour. One of the
study's central notions - the idea of 'orientation to work' -
draws attention to thc variety of meanings which work may have
for industrial workers. Finally, in their monograph on social
stratification which reports a large scale survey of white-collar
employees, Stewart, Prandy and I]lackburn (1980) draw attention
to the tendency to treat clerks as an undifferentiated category in
marry discussions of thcir position in the class structure. By con-
trast, the purpose of their research was to shorv that 'the meoning
of clerical work will not. be the same for all engaged in it ' (Stewart,
Prandy and l ] lackburn, 1980, p. l12 -  emphasis added).

Marsh (1982) has also drawn attention to the capacity of social
suryeys to provide insights into questions of meaning. For example,
the widespread tendency among social researchers to solicit their
respondents' reasons for their actions, views, and the like, provides
the researcher with people's interpretations of a variety of
phenomena. She also points to the research by Brown and Harris
(1978), which examined the connection between critical life events
(e.g loss of job, death of husband, childbirth) and deprcssion.
Marsh observes that the researchers went to great pains to establish
the meaning of each life event to each respondent. For example:
'Childbirth was not normally rated severe unless it happened in the
contcxt of  bad housing and shortage ol '  moncy'  (Marsh, 1982,
p. t t7).

The field of cognitive social psychology provides a contrasting
example of a subject which is explicitly concerned with meaning but
which relies heavily upon quantitative experimental research as a
promincnt data gathering procedure. Cognitivc social psychologists
are concerned with 'how people make sense of other people and
themselvcs' and 'people's everyday understanding both as the
phenomenon of interest and as a basis for theory about people's
everyday understanding' (Fiske and Taylor, 1984, p. l7). For ex-
ample, in the field of leadership research, a prominent interest has
been leadersl perceptions of the causes of their subordinates' suc-
cess or failure (Bryman, 1986). This level of analysis is concerned
with cveryday understandings of the mcanings of success and
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failure. Such research has proceeded by cxperimen ally
manipulating subordinate behaviour and then gauging learers'
perceptions of the causes of particular levels of that behaviour In-
vestigators have been particularly concerned to establish the cir-
cumstances in which good or poor subordinate perforrnanr:l is
deemed by leaders to be a consequencc of internal factors rJ.g.
subordinates '  levels  ot 'ab i l i ty  or  ef for t ) ,  or  of  external  factors i . : .g .
task diff iculty or Iuck). 

' lhus 
such research js soncerned with the

meanings people ascribe to events and to others' behaviour.
Il seems, thcn, that quantitative researchers also make the c .t im

that their methods can gain access to people 's interpretations lnd
to the ways in which they view the world.

Participant Observatian and Theory Testing
Quantitative research tcnds to be depictcd as rvell suited to the ask
oI testing explicit ly iormulaled thcories, whereas qualit;,:. ive
rcscarch is typically associirted with the ger)eration of theor ies.
However, there is norhing intrinsic to participant observation, for
example, lhat renders it inappropriate for the lesting of pre or-
mulated theories. Becker (1958) provided a framework w),ich
would facil i tate thc examination of previously lormulated thecries
by participant observation. He anticipated that his proposed ap-
proach would allow qualitative research to assume a more scienr if ic
character than that rvith which it is most closely associated. Oiher
rvriters, l ike McCall (1969) and Campbell {1979), have argucd al rng
similar l ines that the association of qualitative research solely v,,it[
theory-creation does less than justice to its potential.

Indeed, one of the most celebrated studies using participant
observation - Festinger, fuecken and Schachter,s (1956i investiga-
iion of a religious cult - was designed to test a theory about l.ow
people are l ikely to respond to the disconfirmation of a belie' to
which they are fervently wedded. The authors suggested thr,t a
number of conditions can be envisaged which would allow rhe
belief to be held with greater zeal even when it has been prove(. to
be wrong. Festinger et sl. learned of a millenarian group that ,vas
prophesying the imminent end of the world and fclt that it wo:rld
provide an ideal case for thc exanrina(ion of their thcorctical c;n-
cerns. As menti<lncd on p. l l2, along with some hired observ,.rs,
they joined the group as participants and ,gathered data about ihe
conviction, commitment and proselytizing activity' (p. 3l) of its
adherents. More recently, as observed above, some writers h ive
argued for a more explicit approach to the tcsting of theory by
qualitative researchers (e.g. Flammersley, l9g5; Hammersi:y,
Scarth and Webb, t985). Further, the view that qualitative resea ih
is compatible with a theory testing approach is implicit in the m rre
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recent treatments of the issue <lf case study generalization which
were menrioned in chapter 4. lt wil l be recalled that Mitchell (1983)
and Yin (1984) have both $uggested that the question of the
generalizability of case studies (and thereby much qualitative

research) misses the central point of such investigations, in that the
crit ical issuc is 'the cogency of the thcoretical reasoning' (Mitchell,

1983,  p.207) .  The Fest inger ,  Riecken and Schachter  s tudy is  a

case in point: the representativeness of the cult is not particularly

important; it is its relevance to the theoretical framervork which

constitutes thc most important criterion for assessing the study.
Accordingly, the view of qualitative research which plays down its
role in relation to thc testing of theory may be missing an important
strength that qualitative investigations possess' ln other words,
therc is nothing intrinsic to the techniques of data collection with
which qualitative research is conncctcd that renders thcm unaccep-
table as a rneans of testing theory.

Conclusion

It has been suggested that thcre are a ntlmber of ways in wlticlt the
posited connection between episternology and data collection can

be questioned: participant observation (and indeed unstructured in-
terviewing) is not without positivist lcanings; surYey researchers

frequently claim to be looking at the social world frorn their

respondents' perspectives; and participanl observation can be

deployed within a theory testing framework with which the

epistemological basis of quantitative research is conventionally

associated. None the less, a recurring theme of this book thus far
is that a prominent view of the debate about quantitative and
qualitative research is that they are competing epistemological posi-

tions, each of which is associated with particular approaches to

data collection and research strategy. How should rve understand
the apparent clash betwecn the suggestion presented here that the
link between epistemology and method is not clear-cut and the
epistemological account of the debate about quantitative and
qualitative research?

One of the most unsatisfactory aspects of the epistemological
version of the debate is that it is unclear whether its proponents arc

arguing that there is a link between epistemology and method of

data collection or whether there ought to be such a bond. lf the

argument is that there ir such a l ink, the epistemological argument

runs into diff iculties. In addition to the points made in the previous

section, which suggest that the bond between epistemology and

methocl may be exaggerated, it is also clear that methods fike par-

ticipant observation and unstructured interviewing have bcen used
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by various practit ioners who have not had an epistemological axe
to gr ind.  Wr i ters l ike Lupron ( t963) ,  Gans (1962),  and Skoln; :k
(1966), all of whom have written much admired monographs der v_
ing from the use of such methods, sccm to havc exhibitea few, ;f
any, philos<lphical pretensions in their justif ications for the use lf
qualitative research. These researchers were able to procluce higl ly
regarded ethnographic s tudies wi thout  recourse to the progra, . t -
matic statemcnts surrounding qualitative rescarch. This very fi ct
invites a questioning of the role of programmatic statements in
rclation to the pursuit of good social research. Rather, thesc reser r-
chers were concerned to get close to the people they were studyir:g,
to allow for the possibil iry of novel f inrl ings, and to elucidate thrir
f indings from the perspective of the people they st'diecl. while rrre
last  of  thesc threc concerns is  invar iably  taken as a kcynote of  t l re
epistemological substructure of qualitative research, a preoccup l-
t ion wi th meaning and subjects 'perspect ivcs is  not  exsrusive to i r re
qual i ta t ive t radi t ion.  Fur thcr ,  the mcthods wi th which qual i ta t i ' .e
research is  associated havc of ten bcen chosen on tcchnical  groun, ls
rathcr  than episternological  grounds.

The lack of a definit ivc l ink betwcen broad epistemological por i-
t ions and methods has a lso been suggested by Snizek 11i76; ,  wt  o
analysed 1,434 articles in sociological journals covering the peric<l
1950 to 1970. Snizek was concerned to find out whether theie wr,s
a connection between the three paradigms which Ritzer (1975) hrJ
suggested underpin sociology and the mcthods rvith which thcy are
associatcd. If these three basic approaches to sociology realty a;e
paradigms (T.  S.  Kuhn,  1970),  one would ant ic ipatc a l ink betwecr l
the endorsement of the epistemology with which each is associatcJ
and the methods of rcsearch uscd. Two of the paracligms - t l-c'social factist ' and'social definit ionist' orientations - corresponJ
to quantitative and qualitative research respectively to a fa,r
degree. However, Snizek was unable to discern a clear patter,l
which l inked the general orientation of each paradigm wlth th:
methods of investigation employed.

Thc alternative position is to suggest that thcre ought to be a con_
nection betwcen epistcmological positions and methocls of data co;-
lection- This view would inrply that rescarchers shoulcl be rnuc r
more sensitivc to the wider epistemological context of methods of
data collection and that they are not neutral technical dcvices to b:
deployed under a variety ofauspices. Choosing to conduct a surve./
or an ethnographic study would mean accepting a package of vieu, ;
about social reality and how it ought to be studied. Aciordingll ,
i t might be argued that researchers who claim to study subjeits:
v iews of  the wor ld wi th a survey (c .g.  Coldthorpe et  at ,  tXe;  ar ,
rnisguided, since they should have chosen a methocl more suited t,,
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this perspective, l ike unstructured interviewing. It is not at all clear
from the various writ ings on the debate about quantitative and
qualitative research that the view exists that there ought to be a

recognition of a mutual interdependence of'epistemology and

method (as against a view that there is such a connection). The pro-

blem with Ihe 'ought' view is that it fails to recognize that a whole

cluster of considerations are l ikely to impinge on decisions about

methods of data collection. In particular, the investigator's
judgements regarding thc technical viabil ity of a method in relation

to a particular problem will be important, as the technical version

of thc debate about the two rescarch traditions implies.
Mcthods are probably much more autonomous than nrany com-

mentators (particularly those who cspouse the cpistemological ver-

sions of the debate) acknowledgc. They can be used in a variety of

contcxts and with an assortmcnt of purposes in mind' lndeed, the

very fact that many qualitative researchers insti l an element of
quant i ta t ive data col lcct ion in to thei r  invcs i igat ions under l incs th is
point  to  a cer ta in degrce.  Simi lar  points can bc made jn re lat ion to

ihe connection betwecn broad theories and methods. As pointed

out in Chapter 2, Platt (1986) has strongly questioned the supposed

link between functionalism and thc survey. Similarly, while some

writers have found an affinity between a Marxist perspectivc and
qualitative research (e.g. Sharp and Creen, 1975; Will is, 1917)'

others have preferred the methods of quantitative research for the

empirical elucidation of concepts associated with this theoretical
peripective (e.g. Wright and Perrone, 197'l)- Symbolic interac-

iionism, while typically associated with participant observation
(Rock, 1979), is not universally identif ied with qualitative research

and an anti-positivist epistemology: M. H' Kuhn (1964) used the

tcchniques and rescarch strategies of quantitative research in his at-

tempt to use symbolic interactionist notions; many studies con-

ducied within this theoretical tradition make substantial use of

standard .survey techniques alongside participant observation; and

there is even a questioning of whether G. H- Mead's (1934) writ ings

lead in a direction which is antithetical to the application of the

methods of the natural sciences (McPhail and Rexroat, 1979)' The

tcnctcncy to associatc par t icu lar  mcthods wi th par t icu lar

epistcmological positions is l i tt lc more than a convsntion (which

took root in tne tXOs;, but which has l itt lc to recomilrend it, eithcr

as a description of the research process or as a prescriptive view of

how research ought to be done'
ln comparison with the rather stark contrasts between quan-

titative and qualitativc research which have permeated the pages

thus far, thc n*xt chapter examines some of the ways in which the

two traditions may be used in tandcm. The epistemological version
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of  the debate docs not  readi ly  admit  a b lending of  quant i ta t i . ,e  and
qrralitative research sincc the two traditions are deemed to rel: resent
highly contrasting views about how social reality should be st rdicd.
The technical version of the debate much more readily a rcom-
modates a marriage of the two since it acknowledges the resl ective
strengths and weaknesses of the two approaches as methods c i data
collection. Many writcrs shuttle uneasily back and forth bciween
the two ways of  th ink ing about  the two t radi t ions.  I t  is  l i t t lc  v i  :nder
that confusion ensues when therc is a lack of clarity about what
quant i ta t ive and qual i ta t ive rescarch are.  In  th is  context ,  th t  v iew
of a leading writer on the ethnography of schooling is instn ctive:

It is not surprising that some work called 'cthnography' is ,nark-
ed by obscurity of purpose, lax relationships between cot.cepts
and observation, indifferent or abscnt conceptual structur I and
theory, weak implementation of research method, conl,:sion
about whether there should be hypotheses and, if so, hov they
should be tested, confusion over whether quantitativc mc:hods
can be re levant  .  .  .  and so for th.  (Spindler ,  1982,  p.2)

Precisely because many qualitative researchers havc failcd tr, sort
out whether the style of research to which they adhere .s an
epistemological or a technical position, it is possible for sucl con_
fusion to reign. However, when quantitative and quali ativc
research are jointly pursued, much more complete accounts of
social reality can ensue, as many of the examples cited in tht next
chapter  imply.

Combining Quantitative and
Oualitstive Research

The rather partisan, either/or tcnor of the debate about quan-

titative and qualitative rescarch may appear somewhat bizarre to an

outsicler, for whom the obvious way forward is l ikely to be a fusion

of the two approaches so that their respcctive strengths might be

reapecl. The technical version of the debate more readily allows this

solution to be accommodated because it is much less wedded than

the epistemological version to a view that the two traditions reflect

antagonistic views about how the social sciences ought to be con-

ducticl. Irr this chapter, thc focal concern wil l bc the ways in which

the methods associated with quantitative and qualitative research

can be, and have been, combined. As noted in Chapter 3, there are

exanrples of investigations carricd out by investigators who locatc

their work largcty within the tradition of qualitative research, bttt

who have used survey procedures in tandem with participant obser-

vation (e.g. Woods, 1979; Ball, l98l). Such research wil l be

employed as an example of the combination of quantitative and

quil itative research, because the chief concern of the present

chapter is with tbe methods with which each is associated'

The focus on methods of investigation should not lose sight of

the significancc of a distinction bctween quantitative and
qualitaiive dsto, Iror exantple, some of the findings associated with

an ethnographic study may be presented in a quantif ied fornt. In

their research on the de-skil l ing of clerical work, Crompton and

Jones (1988) collected much detailed qualitative information, in the

form of verbatim reports, on the work of their respondents- In

spite of considcrablc rcservations about coding thcse data, they

aggregated people's accounts of their work in terms of the amounts

oi control they were able to exercise in their work. Even among

qualitative researchers who prefer to resist such temptations, thc

use of quasi-quantitative terms like 'many', ' frequently', 'some',

and the l ike, is common (e.g. Gans, 1982, p' 408). Further'

survey rcsearchers prOvide the occasional verbatim quotation from

an inierview, or one or two case examples of respondents who

exemplify a particular pattern. Sometimes, the reporting of
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I Symbolic interactionisnt, by contrast, is a theoretical po;i t ion
dcveloped largely within the social sciences, but which has irsio.rrs in
an epistemological posit ion, namely, pragmarism.

2 Frequently, discussion in the l i tcraturc of such issues takes the fo:.rn of
evaluating quali tat ive research in terms of i ts val idity and rel i i .bi l i ty
(e.g. LeCompte and Goctz, l9B2). I  have resisted such an appro;,ch in
this book, bccause I fccr r lrat i t  inrposcs a clus(cr of sraniards upon
quali tat ivc rcscarch which to a largc cxlcnt arc rnore relevant r )  the
quanti tat ive tradit ion, within which such terms were orig nal ly
developed.
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