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Introduction
This final conference of the Research Methods Programme was kicked off by Nigel Thrift (VC, University of Warwick)with a wide-ranging look into the future. This included a number of methods-related challenges: the sheer weight of data, of all kinds, now becoming available and the range of ways in which data are generated; the intersections between social science and humanities, social science and science, and the changing boundaries; and the need for a new style of social science that uses the web to communicate. Nigel also argued that the dichotomy between qualitative and quantitative was no longer valid. As methods ‘seep’ into each other, the boundaries of ‘objectivity’ change and new ‘devices’ influence methodology. 

Ian Diamond provided a comprehensive review of the key challenges that he saw in terms of achieving ESRC’s Methods agenda. This also included the importance of the two-way relationship between social science and science and the need for social science to use methods that were sound and defensible to support a critical analysis of society.  Ian also highlighted the need for integration: of survey data, administrative data and ‘born digital’ data; integration of quantitative and qualitative data; and integration of data at different levels and with different structures. The detailed over-heads from his talk are available at: http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/documents/manchestermethods.ppt
The rest of the conference was organized under five themes: 

1. Methodological challenges to providing research evidence for policy

2. Case-based methods versus variable-based methods

3. Family relationships and genetics: crossing the medical and social science divide 

4. Research design, data collection and analysis using mixed methods 

5. Will new forms of data replace the social survey? 

Details of all presentations and summaries are available on the RMP web-site at: http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/index.shtml. In addition there were short contributions from Bob Groves, University of Michigan, on methodological innovations and challenges in the US, from Bill Blyth of Taylor Nelson Sofres and Siobhan Campbell from the Government Social Research Unit.   

This summary identifies some of the main strands running through the five themes and the conclusions that emerged.

Theme 1.  Methodological challenges to providing research evidence for policy

A major theme of the conference was how we answer complex social questions that involve many different actors and where the answers are required to identify the effects of policy interventions and/or to understand causal processes involved. 

This was addressed in different ways throughout the first day. In the first session on the evaluation of large-scale policy trails Lorraine Dearden explained the methods she and colleagues at IFS had used to assess aspects of the Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) trial. EMA is a means-tested allowance available to 16-19 year olds. It aims to encourage young people, particularly those from low income families, to stay on at school beyond 16. The pilot started in 1999 with 15 Local Education Authorities. In March 2001 David Blunkett, then Education and Employment Secretary, announced that:  ‘five percentage points more 16 and 17 year olds in the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) pilot areas are staying in education because of the allowances. An independent evaluation published today of the first year of EMA pilots in 15 urban and rural areas showed that they are having a positive effect on raising the aspirations of young people to enter FE and to stay committed to their courses.’

The key question in an evaluation is to establish the effect of some treatment (an intervention) on the outcome of interest compared to the outcome if the treatment had not taken place. Answering this question poses considerable problems because you cannot, of course, observe the counterfactual. One solution is the use of a randomized control trial (RCT) where people are randomly assigned to the treatment or the control group. Whilst it is generally acknowledged that, if this approach can be achieved, it is very powerful and arguably the most effective method of evaluation, it is often very difficult to achieve in practice. In the case of the EMA, initial plans for a randomized design were abandoned and, instead, propensity score matching was used. This required a treatment group and a control group such that ALL relevant differences between the groups before the treatment would be captured by observable characteristics in the data. This is crucial to the success of the methods and very difficult to achieve. If these assumptions can be met then propensity score matching can give a good estimation of the effect of the intervention. However, Lorraine stressed the importance of also having qualitative evidence that could be used to validate the conclusion from the statistical analysis. The presentation and a background paper are available on the conference web-site.
A presentation by Ellenor Brooks from the DWP provided a comparison with the Employment, Retention and Advancement (ERA) trial conducted by DWP where the intervention was randomized. She highlighted some of the difficulties of ensuring that randomization had been done fully and effectively. However, if that could be achieved, the analysis of the results was very straightforward and simple. 
A great deal of social research is concerned with questions of causality and this is particularly the case with policy-related questions. The difficulty of establishing causal processes are well known (e.g. Cox and Wermuth, 2001) and yet research is routinely reported in terms of casual processes. Axinn and Pearce (2005) make very strong arguments for the importance of multiple sources of evidence in understanding causality. They argue that, whilst a great deal of work has gone into developing survey methods that allow for selection, non-response, etc., these have never managed to provide a complete answer (e.g. corrections for selection effects rarely manage to find the instrumental variables needed.) Experimental methods are important for assessing the effect of policy interventions but rarely operate under sufficiently controlled conditions to provide complete answers.

Lisa Pearce (Chapel Hill, North Carolina) argued for the importance of a range of different methods to provide a broader evidence-base and, in particular, the importance of ethnographic work to understand causal processes. Where multiple methods reinforce each other, there is greater confidence in the results; where they produce conflicting results it is of great value to unpick the reasons for this. Lisa argued that one can have more faith in a causal theory if there are multiple supporting strands of evidence. All methods had their problems and therefore it was important to use auxiliary evidence that could counterbalance the strengths and weakness of each method.  
In a discussion of the relative importance of theory, statistical method or qualitative methods in establishing causality, Ray Pawson (University of Leeds) prioritized the role of theory and argued for the theory-testing approach and the abstraction and testing of middle-range generative theory that provide the basis for transferable and cumulative explanation. The real challenge, he argued, is in bringing theory and method together.   

Simon Burgess (University of Bristol) emphasized the central problems of constructing counterfactual when trying to establish causality and capturing and understanding individual motivations and outcomes. Both statistical and qualitative methods were important in constructing counterfactuals whilst theory is crucial in constructing counterfactuals ex ante. He argued that all three were important. Theory was needed to construct ex ante counterfactuals; qualitative research was important in providing greater confidence in the answer and statistical analysis was fundamental. 

 The final session on day 1 discussed the role of randomised control trials in assessing the effect of interventions. RCTs are often seen as the ‘gold standard’ in terms of providing rigorous controls. However, there may be ethical, practical and policy-related issues in implementing them successfully – as well as the larger question of whether they can help in understanding why an intervention may or may not work.
Carole Torgerson (University of York) made a carefully argued presentation which gave examples of RCTs which had been of value in educational research – and other examples where RCTs could have been used to inform decision making but were not. Whilst Martyn Hammersley (Open University) voiced his scepticism about the value RCTs in social policy the ensuing discussion led to a high degree of consensus over the role that RCTs could play and also consensus over the difficulty of implementing them to a high standard.  The session concluded there is often very little opportunity for a rational discussion about RCTs that acknowledges the areas of consensus and allows collaborative research. 
Theme 2: Case-based methods versus variable-based methods
 
This theme examined three case-based methods: Qualitative Case Analysis, Multiple Correspondence Analysis and Social Network Analysis.

Traditional variable-based methods are often criticised for failing to recognise the complexity of the social world. Case-based methods are concerned with establishing causal processes but in a way that avoids the need for fragmentation into discrete variables. Such methods often allow an integration of quantitative and qualitative approaches. This theme explored the epistemological rationale for case versus variable based approaches and asked:

What does a case-based approach offer (in terms of results/understandings) that is different from a variable-centred approach? 

How does it relate to traditional statistical methods?

How can one include an in-depth qualitative dimension?

Gemma Edwards, University of Manchester, has contributed this summary of the session: 

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. 

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. 

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. 

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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Theme 3: Family relationships and genetics: crossing the medical  and social science divide
There is a growing understanding of the role of genotype in pre-disposing people to certain illnesses (e.g. cancer, diabetes, asthma) or to conditions such as obesity, and, perhaps more contentiously, to behaviour such as gambling, depression and family disruption. An increasing number of social surveys are building bridges across the biological divide and collecting biological samples (including DNA) as well as more routine information on social life. For example, the most recent sweep of the National Child Development Study (1958 cohort) has collected biological samples and the new UK Longitudinal Household Panel Study also aims to do so. Whilst there are technical issues over access to data, the more fundamental issue seems to be building a research relationship that supports collaborative working by economists, sociologists, psychologists and medical researchers.  
Andrew Pickles (University of Manchester) argued very strongly for the involvement of social science in genetics. We need to overturn the traditional oppositional divide between genetics and environment and, instead, think about the process of gene-environment interaction. How you are affected by a particular gene is a long and complicated process that depends on your other genetic makeup, your immediate social context, your stage of development and many other life-events. It is important to understand the key role that social factors play and not to assume some automatic link between genetics and outcomes. There is a lot of new research that shows the extent to which your genetic pre-disposition is influenced by life-events. An example is where early exposure to risk agents (e.g. dust and dirt) may protect against asthma for those with high risk genotypes. Other examples come from maternal handling of rat pups where it has been shown that specific genes may be switched off in the first few days of life depending on maternal behaviour. Andrew argued that we need social science informed genetics and genetically informed social, science. Details of references to this work can be found on the PowerPoint overheads for this talk. 
However, we also need to keep in mind the balance between the social and the genetic. For example, whilst obesity has a genetic factor it is caused by environmental factors (e.g. food and exercise). Therefore the role of genetics must not obscure the direct causes of obesity.
Paul Atkinson and Jennifer Mason both gave presentations based on research that involved an understanding of ‘practical kinship’.  Both found that this does not follow biological relationships. Based on research within the ESRC Centre for Economic and Social Aspects of Genomics, Paul argued for the need for an ethnography of what people think and believe about genetic inheritance. Simple answers produced by clinicians become much more complicated when put into a social science context.  Social science needs to be recognised by clinicians. Jennifer’s research, conducted under ESRC funding as an NCRM node, sought to understand the role of ‘family resemblances’ in every day family life and to identify what this tells us about kinship, connectedness and heritability. One of the key methodological challenges was that fact that in social science individuals are the units of analysis whereas genes are inside a person but shared between people. 
Theme 4:  Research design, data collection and analysis using mixed methods
This theme considered how mixed-methods approaches have been used to achieve a fuller understanding of a research question than would have been possible with a single method. Most studies report results separately and usually one method has clear priority over another. This session focused on design issues over using an integrated approach, implications for integrating the results and also provided examples of mixed methods approaches in a policy context. 
Mark Rodgers, Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, University of York has contributed this summary of the session: 

During the two sessions allocated to this theme, five speakers discussed their experiences of applying mixed methods approaches in a range of research settings, including interdisciplinary, intra-disciplinary, primary and secondary research.  In all cases, the methods described involved in some way integrating quantitative and qualitative methods, from the use of anomalous case analysis to develop and refine theory derived from survey findings, to discussions around incorporating qualitative data into systematic reviews of effectiveness.

Consequently, there was much discussion of the rationale for applying mixed methods in the first place. There was a general consensus that integrating qualitative and quantitative data was desirable where appropriate.   From an ontological perspective ‘mixed methods’ approaches explicitly acknowledge the multi-faceted nature of phenomena, whereas single methods are limited in the understandings they can produce.  For example, what does it mean if a phenomenon is experienced by 60% of people?  Equally, what can rich experiential detail from a single case tell you about a group or population?  Mixed method research acknowledges the limitations of each paradigm, but also utilises the relative strengths of each approach.

Sometimes, the case for mixed methods was presented more in practical than philosophical terms.  When asked how qualitative data benefited his economic research on illegality of migrant labour markets, Martin Ruhs suggested that, by explaining a difference or a non-difference, qualitative data can give the researcher confidence in their quantitative findings.  By contrast, in her multiple and mixed methods work on vulnerability, Jo Moran-Ellis avoided triangulation of methods in ways that could be used to confirm a single reality, preferring to maintain a “productive tension” between approaches.

A recurring theme within the discussions related to the sequential ordering and relative weighting of different methods used within any given mixed methods approach.  In most cases it was felt that, wherever possible, the different methods should provide an equal contribution to understanding and that one type of data should not be subsumed by another.  However, in terms of order of conduct, the majority of methods discussed began with some form of quantitative data (e.g. survey), and subsequently incorporated qualitative data (e.g. structured interviews) to develop theory about why the effects or phenomena were observed.  This might not necessarily always be the case in a mixed-methods setting though, particularly when qualitative and quantitative methods are frequently categorised as ‘hypothesis-generating’ and ‘hypothesis-testing’, respectively.

It was suggested that in some cases, research audiences may not fully appreciate the contribution of the different methods applied within a mixed methods research project.  For example, some believed that policy makers often focus on the easily circumscribed “how many?” or “how big is the problem?” questions, rather than the kinds of understandings derived from qualitative investigations.  Commissioning briefs informed by this kind of thinking might limit researchers’ opportunities to incorporate mixed methods into their investigations.

Another concern expressed by the meeting was the possibility of bias in mixed-methods research: though we are attempting to draw on the strengths of different approaches, we still have to contend with the potential biases associated with those approaches.  For example, Lisa Pearce described the method of ‘systematic anomalous case analysis’, whereby cases identified as statistical outliers in survey data are interviewed to help refine and develop theory.  Concern was raised about the potential introduction of interviewer bias through the interviewer’s prior knowledge of whether the respondents were drawn from the upper or lower tail of the survey response distribution.  If participants were to become aware of this information, then the consequences might be even greater.  However, existing measures such as interview guides and (where possible and appropriate) blinding of interviewers and participants are likely to minimise the potential for any such biases.  A related point was on the issue of survey anonymity.  Though this helps minimise the potential for response bias, anonymous respondents cannot be approached for subsequent qualitative work.  There was discussion and agreement that, to some extent, this is a problem common to all survey-based research – including mixed methods research incorporating surveys.  Including a question at the end of a survey asking if participants would like to be contacted allows researchers follow-up contact, but doesn’t negate the potential for response bias, even if it can be partially investigated.

In addition to specific biases, there were also discussions of the concept of ‘quality’ in mixed methods research more generally.  In this area at least, there still appears to be some differences between the more traditionally qualitative and quantitative schools of thought.  One argument was that by thinking in a ‘scientific’ way, qualitative researchers can overlook the fact that they are producing an interpretation of data, different from the products of traditional ‘mechanistic’ science.  However, there was also a strong argument for rigour and reflexivity within any such interpretive process.

The debate around objective measures of ‘quality’ in qualitative research particularly comes to the fore in the context of secondary analysis of mixed-methods studies.  Whereas quality assessment of trials is relatively uncontroversial, there are multiple competing quality checklists for qualitative studies, but very little consensus on which (if any) are most appropriate.  James Thomas’ description of mixing different types of research in systematic reviews also raised the question of whether qualitative studies can ever be excluded from systematic reviews on the basis of a ‘poor’ quality assessment.  The possibility of removing studies from their context was highlighted as a further challenge for those attempting to incorporate qualitative studies into systematic reviews.

Another issue raised during discussion was the responsibility of researchers to consider ethics when selecting research their methods.  These ethical considerations are likely to be more complex when the decision relates to undertaking mixed methods.  Also, in some cases, institutional review boards (IRBs) or ethics committees may not be familiar with the one or more aspects of the research methodology.  For example, Lisa Pearce described a mixed method study of US adolescents’ career aspirations, which incorporated interviews with participants.  The investigators had planned to accept, if offered, overnight accommodation from participants’ families.  However, though this is not an unusual practice in anthropology, the study was rejected by an IRB unfamiliar with less structured research methods.  Conversely, the potential for such committees to inadvertently overlook the finer ethical points in complex mixed methods designs, may place even greater emphasis on the researcher’s personal responsibility to be ‘self-policing’.

The integration of research from different traditions raises issues around communication, both between researchers from those different traditions and between researchers and their audiences.  Sometimes misunderstandings because different understandings of terminology.  For example there was some discussion over how the meaning of terms such as ‘narrative’ and ‘narrative synthesis’ can differ between researchers with backgrounds in health services research and those from sociological or anthropological backgrounds.  Even within research teams addressing a specific research question, one of the challenges is ensuring that everyone is using the same questioning language.  Similarly, a researcher and a policy maker may have different expectations from what is termed a research ‘synthesis’.

The discussions also raised two related issues relating to expertise among researchers.  Firstly, there was a question as to whether ‘mixed methods ability’ is a property of research teams or whether it should be something embodied within individual researchers.  Teams of researchers with different areas of expertise are perhaps currently more common, though there is an increasing interest, particularly among younger researchers, to work on both sides of the ‘methodological divide’.  This relates to the second issue of the types of career opportunities available to younger researchers interested in developing mixed methods.  Calls for proposals tend to be for qualitative or quantitative projects, so there is a perception that there may be career blockages for those trying to develop expertise in both areas.

Though the discussions raised a number of important and difficult challenges for mixed methods research in the 21st, there was clearly a great deal of enthusiasm for implementing and further developing these methods in the future.  There was also an atmosphere of mutual respect, understanding and shared purpose between colleagues from different backgrounds, be they quantitative, qualitative, academia or government.  Much of this progress can be attributed to the success of the ESRC Research Methods Programme.
Theme 5: Will new forms of data replace the social survey? 

 
There is a growing amount of data that is generated as a result of social interactions or commercial transactions. Some of this comes from Loyalty Cards which record goods purchased from a wide range of stores and which allow purchasing data to be linked to the customer information supplied when a Loyalty Card is acquired. Mobile phones provide a huge amount of information about social interactions and the geographical locations of caller and called. CCTV cameras record an enormous amount of social activity both inside buildings and on the street.  In addition, census data has been combined with other information, for example from the Electoral Register and the Land Registry, to provide profiles for small geographical areas (e.g. Mosaic, produced by Experian), that are being widely used in the commercial and  public sector as a powerful tool for understanding more about populations living in those areas.

    

Other information comes from administrative data such as Hospital Episode Statistics, Pupil Level Annual School Census Files, and employment-related records with a National Insurance Number. These records provide almost 100% coverage of their sub population and also hold postcode information, thus making it possible to attach geo-demographic information. 
What is the research value of these kinds of data? What can they offer public policy analysis? How do they relate to survey data? What is the quality of the data? How can the academic community access them? Are there concerns over the public’s perception of confidentiality?  How does data availability determine research questions? 

Mike Savage set out a case for recognising that the massive increase of administrative and transactional data means that the social scientist is no longer the major collector or instigator of data. Mike pointed out that, in the 1950s, social scientists had a very special role in producing data for analysis – mainly either through the social surveys or through in-depth interviews. However, we now have a huge amount of transactional data that is routinely produced by, and also constructs, circuits of production, distribution, exchange and consumption. Just one example is the social network data being generated by Facebook. Therefore the role of the social scientist as the collector or instigator of data is thrown into question. Mike acknowledged the huge issues with these kinds of data – but pointed out that some of the scepticism was rather like the scepticism associated with the social surveys in the early years when these were mainly associated with opinion poll companies. He warned that if social scientists don’t analyse these data others will – and are already doing so. Data collected by social scientists has had priority in the last 50 years, but this is no longer the case. While surveys will continue, they will form a smaller proportion of the market share than other data sources. A full paper can be downloaded from the conference web-site. 
Richard Webber provided many examples of the huge amount of analysis could be done using administrative data sources, sometimes making inferences about age or country of origin from a person’s name, family name and address/postcode. He demonstrated a number of ways in which a classification of names called ‘Origins’ Richard provided some examples of how the Origins codes for adults had been aggregates to postcode level and used for policy and business applications. For example, a supermarket was able to use its loyalty card information to discover that its ‘Asian aisle’ was well used by people of Hindu origin but not by people of Sikh origin. The MOSAIC profiles, linked to survey data, could help the police to identify areas in their patch where neighbours were likely to help each other (and police could thus decide where to target resources); or to identify areas in Slough at risk of diabetes – again, allowing the health sector to target information and resources. A paper based on his talk is available at: http://www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/documents/RMPWebberNames.doc
Both Mike and Richard saw the postcode as a key classifier of who you are. Locality, or area based models where the post-code was the unit of analysis may, therefore, challenge individual based models. 

Stephen Jenkins outlined plans for the new UK Household Longitudinal Panel Survey and concluded that there is enormous scope to enhance traditional surveys with administrative data – but that the social survey is still essential to social science. A background paper with details of UKHLS is available at: www.ccsr.ac.uk/methods/events/challenges/documents/UKHLS_background.pdf
Bill Blyth, from Taylor nelson Sofres pointed to the huge turn-over of private market research companies on data collection and management. Private companies are global and tend to collect national level data; they are much bigger players than ESRC or Natcen. Large investment in technology and software to bring together data sources and make comparable. Market research –good knowledge and use of admin data sources.

Peter Elias, the ESRC Strategic Advisor for Data Resources, chaired this session and provided a very valuable overview of some of the various datasets becoming available, issues around confidentiality and quality and the strategies by which ESRC was promoting their usage. 
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