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A striking feature of the methodological literature in the social sciences is its sheer 
size, and the fact that it continues to increase at a rapid rate. Another is the diverse, 
not to say contradictory, character of this body of writing. Forty years ago, there was 
considerable consensus about the nature of social and educational inquiry, how it 
could be pursued, and what it should aim at producing. Today, there is little wide 
agreement. In this talk I will discuss some specific issues about which there is 
currently sharp dispute. These include the relationship between quantitative and 
qualitative methods, the role of interviews, and the nature of the products of research 
or the uses to which they can be put. These by no means exhaust the disputes to be 
found in the methodological field, but they do provide us with some insight into the 
tensions and conflicts that now operate within that field. In relation to the first issue, 
while in some quarters there is strong advocacy of ‘mixed method’ research, other 
influential voices challenge any attempt to combine quantitative with qualitative 
strategies, on the grounds that this ignores fundamental differences in philosophical 
assumption and/or political orientation. As regards the second issue, in the past, 
debates over the role of interviews had focused to a large extent on the relative 
advantages of structured versus relatively unstructured forms of questioning. 
However, today, some qualitative researchers express doubt about whether interview 
data can tell us anything about what people think, say, or do outside of interview 
situations. Finally, there are important debates surrounding how research can and 
should contribute to evidence-based policymaking or practice. Having outlined some 
of the arguments in these areas, I will conclude by reflecting on whether what is 
currently displayed in the field of methodology is a refreshing diversity of approaches 
or a dangerous anarchy. 
 
 
Notes 
 
Different positions on the relationship between quantitative and qualitative 
approaches to social research: 
 

1) That quantitative methods are superior. 
 
2) That qualitative methods are superior. 

 
3) That quantitative and qualitative methods are complementary. 

 
4) That quantitative and qualitative approaches derive from incompatible 

philosophical traditions and are therefore incommensurable; so that as 
researchers we must simply make a personal commitment to one or the other; 
the two approaches should not be mixed or combined. 

 
5) That the distinction between quantitative and qualitative approaches is 

fundamentally mistaken, so that a more subtle set of distinctions is required.  
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