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This paper summarises the debate arising from discussions which took place under theme 2 of the ESRC ‘Methodological Challenges’ Conference: ‘case-based versus variable-based methods’ (22 November 2007, Manchester Conference Centre). At the core of the discussion was not a separation between case-based and variable-based methods as they might readily translate onto a ‘quantitative/qualitative’ divide but, instead, diverging ‘norms’ of data analysis. Central to the sessions therefore was a consideration of the potential for diverging positions to be reconciled in three methodological developments which bring statistical and qualitative researchers into closer dialogue: Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA); Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) and; Social Network Analysis (SNA). These case-based techniques are assessed here in terms of: 1. their relationship to traditional variable-based methods, 2. their potential value for researchers, and 3. the challenges they pose.
INTRODUCTION

Variable analysis is traditionally characterised as survey based, drawing upon random samples, and aiming to be representative of a given population. Large scale survey research, for example, explores statistical relationships between multiple variables and employs techniques of correlation and regression. Whilst variable-based techniques are invaluable for exploring patterns and trends, the extent to which a concentration on discrete variables can illuminate issues of causality, agency and social structure has been questioned. It has been argued that variable-based methods need to be supplemented with other, case-based methods, which are better attuned to explore the interaction between variables and hence the complexity of causal mechanisms, lived experience, and social relationships (Crossley 22/11/07). 
    This particular characterisation of variable-based analysis is questioned in accounts of the method which stress its foundation upon ‘probabilistic causality’ rather Hume’s ‘constant conjuncture’ (Sturgis 22/11/07). In addition, case-based methods have problems of their own. There are difficulties in drawing inferences from the number of observations collected, and problems with insufficient information to test theories. Inference and hypothesis testing may not, however, be the projected aim of case-based studies. Qualitative research tends towards a different purpose, and its strength lies not in generalisations as such, but in developing social theories, exploring complex interactions, and unearthing actors’ definitions and interpretations (i.e. putting the flesh on the bones of large scale survey research and variable categorisations). 
    The issues that arise from the ‘case versus variable’ debate therefore extend into ontology and epistemology; they are questions about the nature of the social world and the type of knowledge that is desired. It was felt that these ontological and epistemological differences do continue to inform distinct methodological cultures for quantitative and qualitative researchers: a different approach to, and a different language to talk about, cases and variables. What was also clear, however, is that to equate variable-based methods with quantitative research and case-based methods with qualitative research would be a fallacy. Variable-based research can, for instance, be conducted qualitatively (in ways which may reproduce the problems associated with it), whilst case-based research can involve statistical analysis of variables.
    The ways in which the boundaries between case and variable, quantitative and qualitative, are being increasingly traversed were reflected in the three methodological developments considered in the sessions: i. Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), ii. Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA), and iii. Social Network Analysis (SNA). After a short description of these techniques below, the paper summarises aspects of the collective discussion on 1. their relationship to traditional variable-based methods; 2. their potential value for researchers; and, 3. the challenges they pose.
i. Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) (Introduced by David Byrne):
Comparative methods used for looking at the similarities and differences between complex cases. Statistically analyzes different configurations of ‘attributes’ within cases and relates them to particular outcomes across all cases in the dataset (forms a predictive technique for assessing outcomes). 
ii. Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) (Introduced by Mike Savage/Johs Hjellbrekke):
Descriptive methods used to reveal patterns and explore relationships in statistical datasets geometrically. Each variable/case is plotted as a point in a low-dimensional space, producing a ‘visual map’. 
iii. Social Network Analysis (SNA) (Introduced by Nick Crossley):
Methods focused on analysing sets of relationships. These relationships are visualised on graphs (‘sociograms’ or ‘network maps/diagrams’), and the properties of graphs defined and measured. 
1. RELATIONSHIP TO TRADITIONAL VARIABLE-BASED METHODS
Discussion raised questions about the ways in which QCA, MCA and SNA are different from traditional variable-based methods. Despite their characterisation as ‘case-based’, these approaches do not divorce themselves from variables, or variable analysis. MCA, for example, clearly deals with and analyzes variables, and the ‘attributes’ of cases in QCA are themselves ‘variables’. SNA can also be interpreted as a variable-based (as well as case-based) method, to the extent that it concentrates on the ‘link’ between individuals. It can, for instance, generate individual based variables by looking at the relational properties of vertices (as in the ‘small worlds’ literature), and it is possible to put standard variable statistics into network diagrams.
    In this respect, the contrast between these methods and traditional variable-based methods comes in terms of what QCA, MCA and SNA do with the variables they analyse (rather than whether or not they have them). Significantly, both MCA and SNA are able to differentiate between dependent and independent variables, something that traditional variable-based methods have been criticised for being unable to do. In QCA the attributes are variables which need to be measured. The emphasis, however, is upon the effect of variables on subgroups within the dataset, whereas traditional variable-based analysis looks at the effect of variables on groups outside of the dataset (through inference, generalisation). 
    QCA, MCA and SNA do, therefore, analyse variables. The difference from traditional variable-based methods comes in terms of the norms that surround their form of data analysis. These differences reflect the diverging histories of the methods. Case analysis developed against the positivism of variable-based research in the US, and emphasised that cases have something unique (particular) about them, arising from complex interactions, which are of interest in their own right. This focus is reflected in SNA’s assumption that the social world is best understood through interactions, not through isolated individuals (i.e. its roots in ‘relational thinking’). For SNA, it is not possible to study one person in isolation from their particular set of interactions with others, as is the convention in traditional variable-based research. In SNA, the unit of analysis is a ‘dyad’ in the overall set of relations and the point of interest lies between individuals. Networks, in themselves, therefore, question the rigid distinction between variables and cases. 

    MCA and QCA also extend the case-based philosophy by concentrating on ‘types’ of cases in their analysis. Types have enough in common to move towards establishing commonalities and differences, but analysis takes on board the complexity of interactions between variables, which means that they cannot be broken down into discrete categories. This assumes that the way in which actors talk and think about situations is more complex than discrete variable analysis can capture, whilst not giving up on the search for wider patterns. QCA deals exactly with this issue by looking at configurations of ‘attributes’ (which are particular to cases), but which still produce commonalities in outcome across cases within the dataset. 
    It was argued therefore that the contrasts between traditional variable-based methods and QCA, MCA and SNA are not differences in the data (all deal to some extent with ‘variables’), but are differences in methodological culture. The histories of the methods we use inform particular norms of data analysis, and influence the way in which researchers approach both cases and variables. 
2. VALUE FOR RESEARCHERS
The value of QCA, MCA and SNA lies in their potential to integrate variable-based and case-based methods in qualitative research contexts. Firstly, QCA can be helpful to qualitative researchers, whose in-depth exploration of cases suggests that, despite particularities, not every case is unique. Instead, what arise from qualitative analyses are common themes and patterns across the different responses. QCA can enable researchers to look statistically at the patterns that exist in their data between variables (i.e. ‘attributes’) and outcomes. Cases can have different combinations of attributes, for instance, but still have similar outcomes. In focusing on types of cases, QCA brings quantitative and qualitative research together. 

    Secondly, MCA is valuable to qualitative researchers because it is useful for testing hypotheses informed by social theories. The choice of which variables, and how many to include in analyses is a theoretically grounded one. In contrast to the parsimony valued in traditional variable analysis, MCA allows the researcher to include as many variables as required (with each adding something to the overall explanation) so data analysis involves an ‘interpretive moment’. MCA can also be helpful in identifying clusters of cases on which to focus further qualitative research. Furthermore, it can genuinely integrate both quantitative data analysis and qualitative methods. Savage, for example, talked about using survey analysis alongside semi-structured interviews with individual cases in recent projects (Savage 22/11/07). This is a key strength of MCA, which allows researchers to look statistically at patterns in the data and then to ‘refer back’ to interview narratives for more in-depth explanations of the location of cases on visual maps.
    Finally, SNA also enables quantitative analysis of data and a way in which research can genuinely be opened up qualitatively. This is reflected in Crossley’s idea of focusing on the ‘phenomenology of the line’ in network diagrams by using ethnographic and textual methods to explore the nature and content of relationships in the network (Crossley 22/11/07a). SNA can therefore combine and support both quantitative and qualitative analysis.
    A further strength of MCA and SNA in particular, is their ability to produce visualisations of data. Using MCA, for example, the interactions between variables and how they relate to subgroups can be visualised clearly by plotting cases and variables in low-dimensional space. Interactions between variables and how they affect groups can therefore be ‘read’ from the location of individuals in the space. Similarly, SNA produces a ‘visual map’ in the form of a sociogram or network diagram. In both these cases the visualisation can act as the start point for analysis, providing the platform for an ‘intuitive’ reading of the data, which should, in turn, make it accessible to diverse audiences. Whether these visual techniques can actually improve the communication of research findings was, however, considered a key challenge for researchers. 
3. CHALLENGES
The use of visualisation produces several challenges for researchers using MCA and SNA. These were related to perceived difficulties in using these techniques in non-academic contexts, and presenting ‘visual maps’ to diverse audiences, from governments to the participants of research. Visual maps and intuitive readings of the data may seem initially attractive when having to communicate findings to audiences. However, questions were raised over the accuracy of an ‘intuitive’ interpretation. MCA visual maps are not easily understood at first glance. Furthermore, in the sociograms produced by SNA software, the position of nodes in the space is not intrinsically meaningful (indeed the researcher can manipulate the shape of the sociogram without altering its essential properties, but in the process they can create very different visual impressions). As such, the network diagrams of SNA can be misleading. In both SNA and MCA, for example, just because cases are mapped close together in the space does not necessarily mean that movement between those positions is possible or straightforward. 
    Whilst visualisation may therefore be a useful way to capture non-academic audiences, the question over the level of technical knowledge/skill required by the audience for accurate interpretations remains. Technical background may be complex and off-putting, but without this level of detail the method remains ‘hidden’ to some extent from the audience. It was argued that audiences need to be educated, not to fully understand the techniques as such, but to avoid being fooled into thinking that the visual representations presented are ultimately more meaningful than they are. 
    A further challenge in relation to visualisation is how to present the data from MCA and SNA in academic papers. Visualisations of data clearly lend themselves well to presentations using PowerPoint, but challenges remain over how to present visual data within journals. There is a need here to further develop online outlets for presentation, which allow for the presentation of multi-dimensional space and movement.
    The concerns over audience understanding also relate to challenges in methods education and training. Questions were raised about how and where to locate QCA, MCA and SNA on methods courses, and whether emphasis should be placed upon training people to use these methods in their own research projects, or to simply understand them. There have been some recent attempts to establish training in these areas. Courses in SNA have been offered at the University of Manchester in recent years, including a three day course held every January. A BSA group on SNA has also been founded by Crossley. Workshops have been run at Manchester for MCA, although no courses have been established as yet. In this respect there is a need to assess the level of demand for courses on MCA and QCA and, if necessary, seek funding for further training initiatives. 

    The final challenge for researchers using these techniques is the need to develop a temporal dimension to their idea of cases. In traditional variable-based research, temporality can be explored through longitudinal surveys. It needs to be made clear how MCA, SNA and QCA can explore issues of temporality. The latest developments in these techniques are concentrating exactly on this issue. Geometrical data analysis (a variant of MCA), can, for example, be conducted longitudinally. QCA is also trying to build in a time dimension by mapping the movement of cases over time amongst different ‘types’. In SNA, time and change are issues being developed at the cutting-edge of the technique. There is much recent work for example on ‘network dynamics’ and efforts to design longitudinal models in networks. 
CONCLUSION
The quantitative/qualitative divide in research is being increasingly consigned to a past era. Not only are techniques being developed which are capable of some genuine integration, but researchers themselves are frequently crossing the divide in their own mixed-method projects and careers. What does remain, however, are diverging norms of data analysis; ways of approaching cases and variables, ways of thinking about them, and ways of talking about them, which do reflect persisting differences in methodological culture. That these differences remain is, perhaps, appropriate, as researchers diverge in purpose, audience, and aim (particularly in relation to whether they strive for universal explanations or contextually differentiated accounts of the social world). What is clear, however, is that case-based versus variable-based methods do not map easily onto a quantitative/qualitative divide, and that case-based techniques like QCA, MCA and SNA are increasingly traversing the boundaries of this dualism in all its guises. Despite the ways in which these techniques can be valuable in qualitative research contexts, issues remain from the qualitative researchers’ point of view about gaps in language and understanding. A more qualitative dimension to discussions on integration was called for, and an increasing clarity about what counts as a ‘case’ within QCA, MCA, and SNA. In all three methods, but particularly in SNA, the boundaries of what counts as a case and a variable are shifting. Finally, gains in popularity for methods like MCA and SNA may ultimately depend upon the future value placed upon visualisation in data analysis, and, furthermore, the development of new outlets for their presentation. 
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