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What Is Qualitative Research?

To call yourself a ‘qualitative’ researcher settles surprisingly little. First,
as we shall see at the end of this chapter, ‘qualitative research’ covers a wide
range of different, even conflicting, activities. Second, if the description is
being used merely as some sort of negative epithet (saying what we are not,
Le. non-quantitative), then I am not clear how useful it is. As Peter Grahame

puts it:

the notion that qualitative research is non-quantitative is true but uninformative:
we need more than a negative definition. (1999: 4)

In this second sense, ‘qualitative research’ seems to promise that we will
avoid or downplay statistical techniques and the mechanics of the kinds
of quantitative methods used in, say, survey research or epidemiology. The
danger in the term, however, is that it seems to assume a fixed preference
or predefined evaluation of what is ‘good’ (i.e. qualitative) and ‘bad’ (i.e.
quantitative) research. In fact, the choice between different research methods
should depend upon what you are trying to find out.

For instance, if you want to discover how people intend to vote, then a
quantitative method, like a social survey, may seem the most appropriate
choice. On the other hand, if you are concerned with exploring people’s life
histories or everyday behaviour, then qualitative methods may be favoured.

However, other, less practical questions arise when vou choose between
‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ methods. The researcher has to bear in mind
that these methods are often evaluated differently. This is shown in Table 2.1,
which is drawn from the terms used by speakers at a conference on research
methods.

Table 2.1 shows how imprecise, evaluative considerations come into play
when researchers describe qualitative and quantitative methods. Depending
on vour point of view, the table might suggest that quantitative research was
superior because, for example, it is value-free. The implication here is that
quantitative research simply objectively reports reality, whereas qualitative
research is influenced by the researcher’s political values. Conversely, other
people might argue that such value freedom in social science is either
undesirable or impossible.

The same sort of argument can arise about ‘flexibility’. For some people,
this flexibility encourages qualitative researchers to be innovative. For others,
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flexibility might be criticized as meaning lack of structure. Conversely, being
‘fixed” gives such a structure to research but without flexibility.

However, this is by no means a balanced argument. Outside the social
science community, there is little doubt that quantitative data rule the roost.
Governments favour quantitative research because it mimics the research of
its own agencies (Cicourel, 1964 36). Theyv want quick answers based on
‘reliable’ variables.

Similarly, manv research funding agencies call qualitative researchers
Journalists” or soft scientists’ whose work is:

termed unscientific, or only exploratory, or entirelyv personal and full of bias. (Denzin
and Lincoln, 1994: 4)

For the general public, there is a mixture of respect for and suspicion of
quantitative data (‘vou can say anything vou like with figures’; lies, damn lies
and statistics’). This is reflected by the media. On the one hand, public opinion
polls are treated as hewsworthy - particularly immediately before elections.
On the other hand, unemployment and inflation statistics are often viewed
with suspicion — particularly when they appear to contradict vour own
experience (statistics which show that inflation has fallen may not be credible
if vou see prices going up for the goods you buv!).

For this reason, by the 1990s, in many Western countries, the assumed
reliability of quantitative research was beginning to be under si gnificant threat.
In Britain, for instance, the ways in which inflation and unemplovment were
calculated during the Thatcher era were regularly changed. This suggested
to some that such indexes might be being ‘fixed” in order to cast a favourable
light upon these matters. Similarly, the failure of surveys of voting intention
in the British general election of 1992 (almost comparable to the similar failure
of US telephone poll studies in the 1948 Truman-Dewey presidential race)
made the public a little sceptical about such statistics — even though the
companies involved insisted they were providing only statements of current
voting intentions and not predictions of the actual result.

But such concerns may constitute only a ‘blip” in the ongoing history of
the dominance of quantitative research. Qualitative researchers still largely
feel themselves to be second-class citizens whose work typically evokes
suspicion, where the ‘eold standard’ is quantitative research.
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2.1 THE SENSE OF QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

i i itative social
Brvman (1988) has discussed the five main methods of quantitative e
A C < i - "
science research and these are set out in Table 2.2

TABLE 2.2 Methods of auoniitarive research
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To flesh out the bare bones of Table 2.2, [ will use one exampltdb?si:k:n
the qﬁantitative analysis of official statistics. The example relates t](} q?\] a iaken
froﬁ the General Social Survey (GSS) carried out every year by t};e%a ati
Opinion Research Center (NORC) and discussed by Frolcttel t(; {;ﬁtiomhip
"y these data to calculate the rel: S
Procter shows how vou can use ‘ reatonstib
‘e vari Sociologists have long been intere:
between two or more variables. S gis| 1 nterested
i ity ’ t between different statuses in societ
‘social mobility’ — the movemen : ; e
within one lifetime or between generations. The GSS data can be use
able 2.3 shows.
calculate the latter, as Table 2.3 ¢ ‘ ‘ B . .
In Table 2.3 we are shown the relationship between fathu}s occudpahoréle
a ' ion i i en
’ i 1s ¢ the father’s occupation is the ‘indep
son’s occupation. In this case, t ' . he | ' »
variable be];*auqe it is treated as the possible cause of the son’s occupation (the
‘dependent’ variable). o - o .
leable 2.3 appears to show a strong association (or ‘cor relgtlon ) betweel1
father’'s and son’s occupations. For instance, of the group with non-manua
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TABLE 2.3 Respondent’s occupalicn by father's occupation

Father's occupaiion

Nonmanual Manual

Non-manua
Son's
accupahiorn

A
—_— Manual

Qoure adapled from Frocier 1965 24¢,

tafrher_s, 63.4% were themselves in non-manual jobs. However, amone

with fathers in manual occupations, only 27.4% had obtained, 110n?2$a50n51
work. Becagse the sample of over 1000 people was randomly recruitednua
can be §onf1de11t/ within specifiable limits, that this correlation is lik ’ W ;
be obtained by chance. wrikelyto
. Howevq, quantitative researchers are reluctant to move from statements
of corrglahon to causal statements. For instance, both father’s and s )n’b
occupations may be associated with another variable (say inherited weAa(I?hs
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Attempt Exercise 2.1 about now

:glntls.lzoklng at Tf’ibles 2:2 and 2.3, you may have been struck by the extent
h w éc quantltaﬁlve social research uses the same language that you may
ave been taught in say physics, chemistry or biology. As Bryman notes:

uantitative res i i
Q ative research is . . . a genre which uses a special language . . . [similar] to

t}ne'ways in which scientists talk about how they investigate the natural order —
variables, control, measurement, experiment. (1988: 12)

giofrgmetlmes, this has led critics to claim that quantitative research ignores the
o erences be/tween the natural and social world by failing to understand
€ meanings’ that are brought to social life. This charge is often associated

with critics who label quantitative research as ‘positivistic’ {e.g. Filmer et al.,
1972).

Unfortunately, positivism is a very slippery and emotive term. Not only
is it difficult to define but there are very few quantitative researchers who
would accept it (see Marsh, 1982: ch. 3). Instead, most quantitative researchers
would argue that they do not aim to produce a science of laws (like physics)
but simply aim to produce a set of cumulative generalizations based on the
critical sifting of data, i.e. a ‘science’ as defined above.

As largue, at this level, many of the apparent differences between quan-
titative and qualitative research should disappear - although some qualitative
researchers remain insistent that they want nothing to do with even such a
limited version of science (see Section 2.6). By contrast, in my view at least,
qualitative researchers should celebrate rather than criticize quantitative
researchers’ aim to assemble and sift their data critically (see Chapter 8).

2.2 THE NONSENSE OF QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

Procter’s attempt to control for spurious correlations was possible because
of the quantitative style of his research. This has the disadvantage of being
dependent upon survey methods with all their attendant difficulties. As

Fielding and Fielding argue:

the most advanced survey procedures themselves only manipulate data that had
to be gained at some point by asking people. (1986: 12)

As we will see in Chapter 4, what people say in answer to interview questions
does not have a stable relationship with how they behave in naturally occurring

situations. Again, Fielding and Fielding make the relevant point:

researchers who generalize from a sample survey to a larger population ignore the
possible disparity between the discourse of actors about some topical issue and
the way they respond to questions in a formal context. (1986: 21)

This is why a dependence on purely quantitative methods may neglect the
social and cultural construction of the “variables’ which quantitative research
seeks to correlate. As Kirk and Miller (1986) argue, ‘attitudes’, for instance,
do not simply attach to the inside of people’s heads and researching them
depends on making a whole series of analytical assumptions. They conclude:

The survey researcher who discusses is not wrong to do so. Rather, the researcher
is wrong if he or she fails to acknowledge the theoretical basis on which if is
meaningful to make measurements of such entities and to do so with survey

questions. {1986: 15)

According to its critics, much quantitative research leads to the use of a set of
ad hoc procedures to define, count and analyse its variables (Blumer, 1956;
Cicourel, 1964; Silverman, 1975). The implication is that quantitative researchers
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unknowinglv use the methods of everyday life, even as they claim scientific
objectivity (Cicourel, 1964; Garfinkel, 1967). This is why some qualitative
researchers have preferred to describe how, in everyday life, we actually go
about deﬁning, counting and analysing.

Let me try to concretize this critigue by means of a single example.
More than 30 vears ago, two American sociologists, Peter Blau and Richard
Schoenherr, conducted a study of several large organizations. The study is
interesting for our present purposes because it is explicitly based on a critique
of qualitative methods. In these authors’ view, too much research in the 1960s
had used qualitative methods to describe ‘informal’ aspects of organization
— like how emplovees perceive their organization and act according to these
perceptions rather than according to the organizational rulebook’.

Blau and Schoenherr (1971) suggested that the time was ripe to switch the
balance and to concentrate on ‘formal’ organization, like how jobs are ofticially
defined and how many “levels’ exist in the organizational hierarchy. Such
features can then be seen as ‘variables’ and statistical correlations can be
produced which are both reliable and valid.

Look at how such an apparently simple, quantitative logic worked out
in practice. Blau and Schoenherr used as their data organizational wallcharts
which show hierarchies and job functions. Unfortunately, from their point
of view, as a revealing early chapter acknowledges, these wallcharts are
often ambiguous and vary in structure from one organization to another.
Consequently, it was necessary to discuss their meaning in interviews with
key informants’ in each organization. Using this information, Blau and
Schoenherr constructed standardized measures of various aspects of organ-
izational structure such as ‘hierarchy”’ and ‘job specificity’. The result of all this
was a set of statistical correlatic~~ which convincingly show the relationship
between the variables that Blau and Schoenherr constructed.

Unfortunately, given the indeterminancy of the data they were working
with, the authors engaged in a series of sensible but undoubtedly ad hoc
decisions in order to standardize the different forms in which people talk about
their own organization. For instance, they decided to integrate into one
category the two grades of ‘clerk’ that appear on one organization’s wallchart
of authority.

This decision was guided by a statistical logic that demanded clearly
defined, ‘reliable’ measures. However, the researchers’ decision has an
unknown relationship to how participants in the organization concerned
actually relate to this walichart and how or when they invoke it. Indeed, Blau
and Schoenherr are prevented from examining such matters by their decision
to stay at a purely ‘structural’ level and to avoid ‘informal’ behaviour.
This means that their own interpretation of the meaning of the statistical
correlations so obtained, while no doubt statistically rigorous, is equally
ad hoc.

What we have here is a nice case of ‘the cart leading the horse’. Blau and
Schoenherr adopt a purely statistical logic precisely in order to replace
common-sense understandings by scientific explanations based on apparently
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i also Cicourel, 1964). '
i rr{}kr\?;glfrgZ?fnon—random!) example should allow you to.understand the kinds
of criticism that are often directed at purely quantitative research by m(-)rrc
qualitative ‘types’. Because space is short, Table 2.4 attempts to summarize
these criticisms.
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It should be noted that Table 2.4 contains simply some complaints made
about some quantitative research. Moreover, because quantitative researih)as
arerarely ‘dopes’, many treat such matters serlous'l_\.' and try to ()vercomgt m{n»
So, for instance, epidemiologists, who study official statistics about dl_seabe,
and criminologists are only too aware of the p.rol')lematlc cha’racter of what
gets recorded as, say, ‘cause of death’ or a “criminal offence (see Hln(;l?ssj
1973). Equally, good quantitative researchers are conscious of the proP Zl;nb
involved in interpreting statistical correlations in relation to what the variables
involved ‘mean’ to the participants (see Marsh, 1982: clhw. 5). .

In the light of this qualification, I conclude this section by observing that
an insistence that any research worth its salt ‘should-rollow a purely quan-
titative logic would simply rule out the study of many interesting phgnomeng
relating to what people actually do in their day-to-day lives, whethgr in homes,
offices or other public and private places. But, as the next section ‘showsi
a balanced view should accept the strengths, as well as the limitations, of

quantitative research.
&
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2.3 THE SENSE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Qualitative researchers suggest that we should not assume that techniques
used in quantitative research are the only way of establishing the validity
of findings from qualitative or field research. This means that a number of
practices which originate from quantitative studies may be inappropriate to
qualitative research. These include the assumptions that social science
research can only be valid if based on experimental data, official statistics
or the random sampling of populations and that quantified data are the only
valid or generalizable social facts.

Critics of quantitative research argue that these assumptions have a
number of defects (see Cicourel, 1964; Denzin, 1970; Schwartz and Jacobs, 1979;
Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983; Gubrium, 1988). These critics note that
experiments, official statistics and survey data may simply be inappropriate
to some of the tasks of social science. For instance, they exclude the observa-
tion of behaviour in everyday situations. Hence, while quantification may
somietimes be useful, it can both conceal as well as reveal basic social processes.

Consider the problem of counting attitudes in surveys. Do we all have
coherent attitudes on any topics which await the researcher’s questions?
And how do “attitudes’ relate to what we actually do - our practices? Or think
of official statistics on cause of death compared to studies of how hospital staff
(Sudnow, 1968a), pathologists and statistical clerks (Prior, 1987) attend to
deaths (see Section 5.3.2). Note that this is not to argue that such statistics may
be biased. Instead, it is to suggest that there are areas of social reality which
such statistics cannot measure.

The methods used by qualitative researchers exemplify a common belief
that they can provide a ‘deeper’ understanding of social phenomena than
would be obtained from purely quantitative data. However, just as quan-
titative researchers would resist the charge that they are all ‘positivists’ (Marsh,

1982), there is no agreed doctrine underlying all qualitative social research
(see Section 2.6).

2.4 THE NONSENSE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

In many quantitatively oriented social science methodology textbooks,
qualitative research is often treated as a relatively minor methodology. As
such, it is suggested that it should only be contemplated at early or ‘explora-
tory’ stages of a study. Viewed from this perspective, qualitative research can
be used to familiarize oneself with a setting before the serious sampling and
counting begin.

This view is expressed in the following extract from an early text. Note how
the authors refer to ‘nonquantified data’ — implying that quantitative data
are the standard form:

The inspection of nonquantified data may be particularly helpful if it is done
periodically throughout a study rather than postponed to the end of the statistical

an

v ey ains the

analysis. Frequently, a single incident noted by a perceptive Qbf;rx er co;\’:i};ie Iy
o ar standi 1 n. If the social scientist becomes av
clue to an understanding of a phenomeno 4 : i : :
this implication at a moment when he can still add to his matgnal or explo}t furftll\q
the dat}a he has already collected, he may considerably enrich the quality of s
g , \ d

conclusions. (Selltiz et al., 1964: 435, my emphasis)

Despite these authors’‘friendly’ view of the uses of ’nonquantif‘ied. lcla:a, thseiz
assume that ‘statistical analysis’ is the bedrock of research. A similar octl xtt
to be found, a quarter of a century later, in another mainly quantitahive text:

i i self | ccurrin
Field research is essentially a matter of immersing oneself in a xlwaturally ;Lu:,fétoi
set of events in order to gain firsthand knowledge of the situation. (Sing

etal., 1988: 11)

Note the emphasis on immersion’ and its implicit contrast wit‘h late?{, mtpre
focused research. This is underlined in the authors’ subseql}elﬁ 1d,enlt91§§'af)1906r;
of qualitative or field research with ‘exploration” and descrlphon. ( o ,. fttle
and their approval of the use of field research ‘when one knows relatively hi
j i igation” {1988: 298-9).
about the subject under investigation” ( ‘ o
These reser]vations have some basis given the fact tk}at qualitative Ies'e‘(:.rﬁchl
is, by definition, stronger on long descriptive narratives than on statlsbuat
ta,bles The problem that then arises is how such a researcher goes abou
rizi iviti scribed.
categorizing the events or activities descri o .
Tiis is sgmetimes known as the problem of reliability. As Hammersley

puts it, reliability:

i i 1 ssiened to the
refers to the degree of consistency with which instances are asagimd o
! > itte ccasions.
same category by different observers or by the same observer on different occ
D

(1992: 67)

The issue of consistency particularly arises because shqrtlage of spt?ce rr{)erzia:fs
itative studi ide readers with little more than )

that many qualitative studies provi , nt

persuasix:e qclata extracts. As Bryman notes about the typical observ ational

study:

field notes or extended transcripts are rarely available; these would be very heiptf}u{
in order to allow the reader to formulate his or her own hunches about the
perspective of the people who have been studied. (1988: 77)

Moreover, even when people’s activities are au‘dio or Yideo reczr}d:d :;d,
transcribed, the reliability of the interpretation of transcripts may 1e D)re; © ;,
weakened by a failure to note apparently trivial, but often c;umaf, I Zdibcal,
overlaps or/body movements. For 'ms’Fance, a recent s‘fu y (Z.enrrzs o
consultations was concerned to establish whether cancer pal{ .t had
understood that their condition was fatal. When resgarche_rs ﬁ:tt i; err:e a4
tapes of relevant hospital consultations, they som(?tlmes felt tfta aeuarde;j
no evidence that the patients had picked up their doctors often g
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Statements about their prognosis. However, when the tapes were retran-
scribed, it was demonstrated that patients used very soft utterances (like ‘ves’
or, more usuvaliy ‘mm’) to mark that they were taking up this information.
Equally, doctors would monitor patients’silences and rephrase their prognosis
statements (see Clavarino et al., 1995).

Some qualitative researchers argue that a concern for the reliability of
observations arises only within the quantitative research tradition. Because
what they call the “positivist’ position sees no difference between the natural
and social worlds, reliable measures of social life are only needed by such
‘positivists’. Conversely, it is argued, once we treat social reality as always in
flux, then it makes no sense to worry about whether our research instruments
measure accurately (e.g. Marshall and Rossman, 1989).

Such a position would rule out any systematic research since it implies
that we cannot assume any stable properties in the social world. However, if
we concede the possible existence of such properties, why shouldn’t other
work replicate these properties? As Kirk and Miller argue:

Qualitative researchers can no longer afford to beg the issue of reliability. While
the forte of field research will always lie in its capability to sort out the validity of
propositions, its results will (reasonably) go ignored minus attention to reliability.
For reliability to be calculated, it is incumbent on the scientific investigator to
document his or her procedure. (1986: 72)

A second criticism of qualitative research relates to how sound are the
explanations it offers. This is sometimes known as the problem of anecdo-
talism, revealed in the way in which research reports sometimes appeal to a
few, telling ‘examples’ of some apparent phenomenon, without any attempt
to analyse less clear (or even contradictory) data (Silverman, 1989a). This
problem is expressed very clearly by Bryman:

There is a tendency towards an anecdotal approach to the use of data in relation to
conclusions or explanations in qualitative research. Brief conversations, snippets
from unstructured interviews . are used to provide evidence of a particular
contention. There are grounds for disquiet in that the representativeness or
generality of these fragments is rarely addressed. (198: 77)

This complaint of “anecdotalism’ questions the validity of much qualitative
research. ‘Validity” is another word for truth {see Chapter 8). Sometimes one
doubts the validity of an explanation because the researcher has clearly made
no attempt to deal with contrary cases. Sometimes, the extended immersion
in the “field’, so typical of qualitative research, leads to a certain preciousness
about the validity of the researcher’s own interpretation of ‘their’ tribe or
organization. Or sometimes, the demands of journal editors for shorter
and shorter articles simply mean that the researcher is reluctantly led only to
use ‘telling” examples - something that can happen in much the same way in
the natural sciences where, for instance, labora tory assistants have been shown

to select ‘perfect’ slides for their professor’s important lecture (see Lynch,
1984).
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Attempt Exercise 2.2 about now
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afford to live like hermits, blinded by global, theoretical critiques to the
possible analytical and practical uses of quantification. In the new millennium,
I'believe this case holds just as strongly.

[tis, of course, mistaken to count simply for the sake of counting. Without
a theoretical rationale behind the tabulated categories, counting only gives a
spurious validity to research.

For instance, in his observation of classroom behaviour, Mehan suggests
that many kinds of quantification have only limited value:

the quantitative approach to classroom observation is useful for certain purposes,
namely, for providing the frequency of teacher talk by comparison with student
talk ... However, this approach minimizes the contribution of students, neglects
the inter-relationship of verbal to non-verbal behavior, obscures the contingent

nature of interaction, and ignores the (often multiple) functions of language.
(1979: 14)

To some extent, when I counted patients’ questions in a study of cancer clinics
(Silverman, 1984), I fell foul of Mehan's criticisms. Although my comparison
of clinics was theoretically informed (deriving from Strong’s, 1979, discussion
of ‘ceremonial orders’), the tabulation was based upon dubious, common-
sensical categories. For instance, it is very problematic to count participants’
questions when your only data are fieldnotes. Without being able to reinspect
a tape-recording, my category of ‘question’ has an unknown relation to the
participants’ orientations. So quantification can neatly tie in with the logic of
qualitative research wher, instead of conducting surveys or experiments, we
count participants’ own categories as used in naturally occurring places.

Let me give you an example of this. In the early 1980s (see Silverman, 1987:
chs1-6)Twas directing a group of researchers studying a paediatric cardiology
(child heart) unit. Many of our data derived from tape-recordings of an
outpatient clinic that was held every Wednesday.

We soon became interested in how decisions (or “disposals’) were organized
and announced. It seemed likely that the doctor’s way of announcing decisions
was systematically related not only to clinical factors (like the child’s heart
condition) but to social factors (such as what parents would be told at various
stages of treatment). For instance, at a first outpatients’ consultation, doctors
would not normally announce to parents the discovery of a major heart
abnormality and the necessity for life-threatening surgery. Instead, they would
suggest the need for more tests and only hint that major surgery might be
needed. They would also collaborate with parents who produced examples
of their child's apparent ‘wellness’.

This step-by-step method of information-giving was avoided in only two
cases. First, if a child was diagnosed as ‘healthy’ by the cardiologist, the doctor
would give all the information in one g0 and would engage in what we called
a ‘search and destroy’ operation, based on eliciting any remaining worries of
the parent(s) and proving that they were mistaken.

Second, in the case of a group of children with Down’s syndrome in
addition to suspected cardiac disease, the doctor would present all the clinical
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Attempt Exercise 2.3 about now
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2.6 VARIETIES OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Writers of textbooks on qualitative method, including myself (Silverman,
1993), usually feel obligated to define their phenomenon and to risk suggesting
what qualitative researchers may have in common. Martyn Hammersley
(1992) has taken a cautious path by arguing that, at best, we share a set of
preferences. These are set out in Table 2.5.

T
i

ABLE 2.5 The preferences of qualitative researchers

| Aprelerence tei aualilative dara — undersiood simply as the analysis of words and images rather
than numbers

24 pfefefence for reaxuroﬁy oceuriing dota — observation rather than experimeni. unsiructured versus
structured inierviews

3 A preference 101 mganings rather than behaviou — atiempling ‘to documert the world from tne
poini of view i e veaple siudied’ Hammersley, 1902 145)
dA neoial scence as a model

o A preferenc mavciive, hypothesisgensraling reseorch iher than hypathess lesting it
Glaser and Sircn 1967)
Source: aaapied i n Hammersiey, 1992 160-772

Unfortunately, as Hammersley himself recognizes, even such a cautious
list as that in Table 2.5 is a huge over-generalization. For instance, to take just
item 5 in the table, qualitative research would look a little odd, after a history
of over 100 years, if it had no hypotheses to test!

Moreover, it we take the list as a reasonable approximation of the main
features of qualitative research, we can start to see why it can be criticized.
As already noted, in a world where numbers talk and people use the term
‘hard’ science, a failure to test hypotheses, coupled with a rejection of natural
science methods, certainly leave qualitative researchers open to criticism.

50 unless we use the negative criterion of being ‘non-quantitative’, there is
no agreed doctrine underlying all qualitative social research. Instead, there
are many ‘isms’ that appear to lie behind qualitative methods. We have already
seen how critics of quantitative research accuse it of positivism. And many
readers of this book will have already come across other ‘isms’ such as
feminism and postmodernism.

The most useful attempt to depict these different approaches within
qualitative research is in Gubrium and Holstein (1997). They use the term
‘idiom” to encompass both the analytical preferences indicated by my term
model (see Table 1.1) and the use of particular vocabularies, investigatory styles
and ways of writing. They distinguish (and criticize) four different idioms"-

Naturalisn A reluctance to Impose meaning and a preference to ‘get out
and observe the field’.

Ethnomethodology  Shares naturalism’s attention to detail but locates it in
talk-in-interaction.

Emotionalism  Desires ‘intimate’ contact with research subjects and favours
the personal biography.
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o Postmodernism Seeks to deconstruct the concepts of the “subject and the
‘“field’.

Some development of these ideas is found in Table 2.6.

TABLE 2.6 Four gqudlitative idioms

Concepis Pretened dowa
fdiom Conceps
T ey o
Naturaiisrn Actors \AJJG(T;}!{\,JH
Meanings intarviews
i " methods Audio, video recordings
Eihnomethodology Members” methods for

assembling phenomena

Subjectivi Intervisws
Emotionalism Subjectivir,
Emotion
L f < IS
Fostmaderrism Repressntatiorn Anything goes

Reflexivir

| } P [wioys
Source: adapied from Gubrium and Holstein 194

According to Gubrium and Holstein, qualitative researchers inhabit thg ’live@
border between reality and representation’ (1997:102). On this border, in their
view, each idiom veers too far to one side as follows:

* Naturalism Its pursuit of the content of everyday lives foe,rs deep insigAhts
into the ‘what?’ of reality at the price of the ‘how?” of reality’s representation
(by both participants and researchers). A - .

o Ethnomethodology lts focus on common-sense practices gives rewat ’ ing
answers to ‘how?’ questions but underplays the ‘what?’ of contextual

e R

. %1731;2(5)711711'5711 Helps us understand people’s experielwces but at the cost
of privileging a common-sense categgry ('emotlon-’). |

o Postmodernism Reveals practices of representation but can lead to a
nihilistic denial of content.

As a way out of this purely critical position, Gubrium and Holstein 'otfer
three valuable practical ploys for the qualitative resefarcher. First, seekm.g a
middle ground to ‘manage the tensions betwegn reality an;l 1}*eprfese1.1tatlof:j
(1997: 114), they show how we can give voice to each idiom’s sﬂence‘

other. The figure of the “insider’, so dear to natprahgm, ,cax?,be ‘trez,ate‘d as ‘a
represented reality’ (1997: 103), as can emotl(.malhlsm s feeling sub](?c’t,
Equally, conversation analysis’s account of institutionality (see Chapter 6?
and Sacks’s membership categorization analysis (see Chapter 5) sl.wow how
ethnomethodology can put meat on the bare bones of representation. L.ast,
while we must respect what postmodernism tells us about reprgsentatlon,
this can be treated as an incentive for empirically based description, not as

its epitaph. ?‘i



Attempt Exercise 2.4 about now

If “qualitative research’ involves many different, potentially conflicting,
models or idioms, this shows that the whole ‘qualitative/quantitative’
dichotomy is open to question.

In the context of this book, I view most such dichotomies or polarities in
social science as highly dangerous. At best, they are pedagogic devices for
students to obtain a first grip on a difficult field: they help us to learn the jargon,
At worst, they are excuses for not thinking, which assemble groups of
researchers into ‘armed camps’, unwilling to learn from one another.

The implication I draw is that doing ‘qualitative’ research should offer no
protection from the rigorous, critical standards that should be applied to any
enterprise concerned to sort ‘fact’ from ’fanc_v’. Ultimately, soundly based
knowledge should be the common aim of all social science (see Kirk and Miller,
1986: 10-11). As Hammersley argues:

the process of inquiry in science is the same whatever method is used, and the retreat

into paradigms effectively stultifies debate and hampers progress. (1992 182)

KEY POINTS

When we compare quantitative and qualitative research, we generally find,
at best, different emphases between ‘schools’ who themselves contain many
internal differences.

Qualitative researchers should celebrate rather than criticize quantitative
researchers’ aim to assemble and sift thejr data critically.

Reliability and validity are key ways of evaluating research.

Certain kinds of quantitative measures may sometimes be appropriate in
qualitative research.

However, a dependence on purely quantitative methods may neglect the

social and cultural construction of the “variables’ which quantitative
research seeks to correlate.

Recommended Reading

The most useful infroductory texts are Alan Bryman {1988, Nigel Gilbert
[1993) and Clive Seale (1998). Sensible staiements about the quantitative
position are to be found in Marsh {1982) (on survey research) and Hindess
(1973) (on official statistics).

In addifion fo these general texis, readers are urged fo familiarize themselves
with examples of qualitative and quantitative research. Strong {1979} and
lipset et al. (1962] are good examples of each.
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Exercise 2.1

This exercise gives you an opportu‘nifv io fest your ugflerjlcywdlrggreif i;:;;eirs
(1993} argumenis about statistical ;orrel@t\or\s Ta ,f 2/ [Te fes voling 1
printers” union elections 1o having friends who are also printers,

carefully and then answer the questions beneath it

<

TABLE 2.7 Club membership and voling in union eleciions
. (% participating in elections)

Polifical interest
High Mediurr: Low
Yes 5% 42% 265%
Fiinter friende . -
No 48% 22%

Source: adapied from lipsel ei ol 1962

I Does Table 2.7 show that there 1s an association beMeen having ? pl|nf|r1tg
friend and participating in union elections¢ Explain carefully, referring fo

the table. | o
2 Can we be confident that by conirolling for the dcgre.e ol}polmc%l
nterest of prinfer, we prevent any corelation between friendships an

participation being spurious.

Exercise 2.2

Review any research sfudy with which you are familiar. Then answer the

following questions:

1 To what extent are its methods of research [gualitative, quonhtohvepr(o}
combination of both} appropriate o the nature of the research question(s

being asked?

2 How far does its use of these methods meet the crificisms of both qualitative

‘ itai : iscussed in this chaptere
and quantitative research discus : ,
3 In yo(jr view, how could this study have been improved methodologically

and conceptually?

&t-!
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Exercise 2.3

This exercise requites @ group of af least six students, divided info two
discussion groups {'buzzgroups'].

Imagine hat vou are submitting a proposal fo research drug abuse among
school pupils. Each buzzgroup should now form wo ‘leams’ lieam | is
‘Quantiiative’ ieam 1115 'Qualitative)

Team | should formulate a quantitative siudy 1o research this topic
Team Ii shoutd suggest limits/problems in this study {team | 1o defend).
3 Team I should formulate o qualitative study to research this fopic.

4 Team | shovid suggest limits/ problems in this study {leam Il ic defend).
5 Both teams should now come 1o some conclusions.

i
-
Z
s

)

Exercise 2.4

This exercise will also focus upon drug abuse among school pupils. It can be
done in buzzgroups or by individuals.

Following Gubrium and Holstein's [1997) account of four ‘idioms’ of
qualitative research {Table 2.6), suggest how each idiom might:

I define a delimited research problem on this topic
2 suggest a particular methodology
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