ESRC Research Methods Programme

Mixed Methods: Identifying the issues.

Chancellor’s Conference Centre, University of Manchester

26-7th October 2005.

27th October: Examples of Mixed Methods in Practice.

Multi-Methods in Longitudinal research. 
Bren Neale (University of Leeds) and Janet Holland (London South Bank)
Our brief is to give examples of mixed methods in practice, with a particular focus on how qualitative and quantitative longitudinal studies can be used to complement each other, and what particular benefits and challenges arise in the process. 

Our starting point for this paper is a recognition that social research is a craft that is practiced in highly varied ways, and that principles for guiding this research should be developed not in isolation, but in relation to these research practices in all their rich variety (Seale et al 2004). This focus on the practice of research is significant in facilitating multi-method modes of working. There are different ways of conceptualizing the qualitative/quantitative spectrum (for example, intensive/extensive, small scale/large scale, numbers/narratives, and, over time, textures and trends), just as there are different ways of combining them.  That qualitative and quantitative data and analyses can be used in complementary ways is evident in a rich variety of studies, including those of a longitudinal nature. 

Multi method working in longitudinal research has been promoted on the grounds that it brings intensive  (small scale) and extensive (large scale) views of the world into a common focus, enabling an appreciation of broad trends of social continuities and change alongside insights into rich, complex, detailed and dynamic meanings, contexts and processes. In other words, these methods in combination provide a broad understanding of what is happening, enduring or changing and over what periods of time, with a detailed understanding of how and why things are happening, enduring or changing, including the varied pace, tempo and management of life course events and circumstances as real lives unfold. There is evident potential here to produce an enriched understanding of the complex interplay of individual agency and social structure, and of the micro and macro dimensions of experience.  In longitudinal research conducted over time, the interplay between these dimensions of experience becomes more pronounced, made evident, for example, through the linking of individual biographies across the life course, with historical events and processes. The potential to understand these complex links by working across the qualitative /quantitative spectrum has been described as a crucial component of life course research (Giele and Elder 1998; Ruspini 1999).   

At the same time, there are valid epistemological debates about the different meanings and logic of qualitative and quantitative enquiry. What qualitative and quantitative data tells us may not necessarily be comparable, let along compatible. It is perhaps safer to assume that these methods, which are often conducted in separate and parallel excercises,  produce different understandings of the social world, rather than constituting a ‘greater’ truth or more rounded understanding of the world (Brannen 2004). Great care is therefore needed when combining these approaches and in making claims for what they tell us over and above a single methods approach. 

Moreover, whatever the validity of the distinctions drawn between qualitative and quantitative research, differences clearly exist between qualitative and quantitative researchers (Brannen 2004: 313). In terms of research design, sampling, data generation and organization, analytical strategies and interpretations, these two modes of research are practiced in very different ways, and with distinctive languages and cultures of working that can provide a barrier to cross fertilization. For example, how might we connect and work across the language and practice of ‘variables’ and ‘people’, ‘measurement’ and ‘exploration’, or objective facts and subjective experience? What do these different strategies mean for the way we draw, validate and interrogate our samples (statistically or purposively)? And what are the implications for the very different forms of data analysis and temporal understandings of causality that characterize these two frameworks? This has further complications in that quantitative designers may not be concerned with data generation or analysis (leaving these tasks to dedicated fieldworkers and secondary analysts). Qualitative researchers, on the other hand, commonly interweave data generation and analysis seeing this as a means of jointly constructing meaning and knowledge with their research participants. The nature of their data, and their own close and sustained role in its generation over time, is productive of a very different form and meaning of knowledge to that produced by quantitative  researchers.     

In our presentation we will give a number of examples of the different ways in which qualitative and quantitative data has been combined in longitudinal studies. These will include a longitudinal study of delinquent boys to age 70 (Laub and Sampson 2003a; 2003b), longitudinal studies which combine historical and biographical data (Elder and Pellerin 1998) and the use of micro data in the BHPS (Scott 1995). Given the different working practices of qualitative and quantitative researchers, these two forms of data and analysis are rarely given equal weight in longitudinal studies; one tends to be harnessed to the service of the other. For example, most prospective research, which involves a planned tracking of individuals or groups to chart how their lives unfold in ‘real’ time, is  quantitatively led, being designed within longitudinal panel or survey studies. Qualitative data collection and analysis is added to the mix, often at a later date, to supplement, enrich and contextualize the quantitative analysis and findings. Even where a qualitative frame is given special focus, perhaps in a separate follow up study, the resulting data may be regarded as supplemental to the quantitative frame (Laub and Sampson 2003). Mixed methods are also found within qualitatively led studies, where researchers use statistical trend data to contextualize their small scale findings. This is often done as a conventional form of triangulation, bolstering the validity of research findings at the stage of writing up, or justifying the development of new research questions at the design stage. However, attempts by qualitative researchers to mix methods in the core tasks of sampling, data generation and analysis may be less evident and less effectively or rigorously undertaken. 

Based on our brief review of the literature we suggest that longitudinal research opens up the potential for an iterative strategy of connecting qualitative and quantitative data and materials, a temporal interweaving of micro and macro data  that may not necessarily privilege one type of data over the other, but serve to bring the different datasets into closer alliance. One way of doing this is through a meta-analysis of differently constituted data within the same study,  which may involve moving back and forwards in time, interrogating each dataset through the lens of the other, thereby enriching the analysis until a composite set of findings emerge that ‘fit’ both kinds of data. Using a mixed team with complementary methodological skills is very helpful here. Another way of doing this is through a process of secondary analysis, combining insights from separate qual and quant studies that may run in parallel over time, investigating common themes but through different epistemological lenses. For example in a newly constituted study of young lives and relationships, the qualitatively led team plans to move from micro to meso to macro level data sources, discerning key themes, anomalies or puzzles in a parallel quantitative longitudinal survey, that can be drawn out for detailed investigation in the prospective qualitative longitudinal study. Fresh qualitative insights may then emerge that can be fed back into a subsequent waves of the quantitative study. 

These strategies present particular challenges for quantitative and qualitative research. For example, facilitating the qualitative investigation of numerical and statistical data may require new ways of packaging and making this data accessible for qualitative use, ways that do not necessarily rely on specialist  statistical knowledge and language. The challenges for qualitative researchers are perhaps even greater, requiring them to open up their data for mixed secondary analysis, to provide numerically oriented metadata to contextualize the dataset, and to address the ethical and practical challenges of doing so in a climate where qualitative data sharing continues to be resisted.  
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