Telling better Stories: narrative accounts of mixed methods research

Summary of main points

Jane Elliott

September 2005

When thinking about the differences between qualitative and quantitative approaches and the potential for combining them in a research study it is also important to consider the ‘rhetorics of persuasion’ or modes of discourse used to present qualitative and quantitative results (Bryman 1988; 1998). Whereas there is now a growing literature on writing and reflexivity within qualitative approaches to research there are almost no discussions of how a more reflexive approach to quantitative research might be accomplished. It could be argued that a major challenge for quantitative researchers is how to engage with some of the discussions about reflexivity which are going on within the community of qualitative researchers. The writing of accounts about the process of research is therefore an area in which an increased exchange of ideas between those adopting qualitative and quantitative approaches to describing the social world could be productive. 

The distinction between the style of qualitative and quantitative research reports raises questions about how those using mixed methods might write about their research. However, it is still very rare indeed to find research that gives equal weight to qualitative and quantitative evidence. Researchers tend to prioritize one or other method and this is likely to result in a research report that mirrors the rhetoric associated with one particular approach. 

This paper will start by discussing Van Maanen’s typology of styles of research writing in ethnography, together with Bryman’s characterisation of the differences between the style of rhetoric used in qualitative and quantitative research. It will then use two pieces of ‘mixed-methods’ research as case studies to explore the ways in which researchers using a combination of methods might write about their research. In particular it will focus on Duncan and Edwards’ (1999) book ‘Lone Mothers, paid work and gendered moral rationalities’ and a paper by Wajcman and Martin (2002) ‘Narratives of identity in Modern Management: the corrosion of gender difference?’ Sociology,  36:985-1002.
It might be hoped that those combining qualitative and quantitative approaches would be more likely to be reflexive about the way they present their research and avoid the straightforward ‘realist tales’ which have characterized much of social science writing in the past. However, it would seem from Bryman’s analysis and from the examples discussed in this paper, that a strong element of realism is to be found even in accounts that have engaged with both qualitative and quantitative material. This points to the fact that it is not qualitative methods per se that encourage a radically different approach to questions of epistemology and ontology but rather that the analysis of qualitative material offers greater potential for engaging with recent debates about the nature of identity and for paying greater attention to the production of research evidence. Moreover, the interpretive and literary skills associated with much analysis of qualitative material provide the foundations for more experimental or impressionist representations of research findings.

