Dialectical Triangulation and Empirical Research
Chapter submitted to the edited volume emerging from the ESRC sponsored ‘empirical research and critical realism’ seminar series.
 Editors Bob Carter and Caroline New. Proposed title of volume Making Realism Work:  Realist Social Theory and Empirical Research; title subject to change. London:  Routledge, forthcoming.

by Wendy Olsen

June 2002



Paper presented at the conference of the Association for Heterodox Economics, Dublin, June 9-10, 2002, and at the 6th International Association for Critical Realism conference, University of Bradford, August 16-18, 2002.

  
Paper available from:   www.brad.ac.uk/staff/wkolsen as ESRCRoutledgeChapter.doc or .pdf

You may cite this paper but you should do so using its conference paper status, e.g. IACR Conference, Bradford, 2002.  The version for the ESRC sponsored book will be an edited version focusing on the Indian case study in more depth.

Abstract
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Dialectical Triangulation and Empirical Research

by Wendy Olsen

Working Toward Realist Triangulation

Researchers learning social statistics or qualitative analysis may be aware that triangulation is widely recommended as a way of doing social research (Bryman, 1996; Bryman, forthcoming 2003; Denzin, 1970; ch. 10 in Gilbert, ed., 1993).  Triangulation refers to looking at the research question from several viewpoints just as mappers will place instruments on three hilltops to get overlapping data sets concerning the valley or plain below.  However I will put a timeframe on the process, as others have done (e.g. sequential triangulation, ref) so that doing triangulation becomes a series of steps and these steps are integrated with the researcher’s changing conceptual map of the terrain.

Triangulation does not just validate or strengthen data sets.  Instead, it offers ways to enrich data analysis methodologies.  In other words the map changes rather than the map getting “more perfect”.  Triangulation is not about accurate or unbiased measurement.  It is about learning.

In the paper I set out some realist guidelines and several possible triangulation techniques in detail. I also take up the clash of viewpoints that then arises between empiricist statistical analysis and realist statistical analysis.  I argue that even within statistical methods, triangulation offers a rich and complex approach to data analysis processes. Instead of a division of labour among social scientists, I argue for triangulated attention to various types of detail over the life-course of the researcher.  In other words the point is not just to have multiple data types, but rather to have multiple types of in-depth experience.  One result of this argument is that instead of triangulation acting as an empiricist re-confirming practice, it becomes instead a dialectical practice.  The dialectical tensions in the social world can be revealed using this methodology, and the dialectical tension of a researcher growing in awareness (but always being fallible and correct-able in their descriptions of the world) is an inherent and acceptable aspect of the process.  In all, the chapter offers several arguments in favour of epistemic relativism, so in the conclusion I make explicit the case for epistemological pluralism and its link with critical realism.

Dialectics as Inherent in the Researched World

As a social researcher I like the tradition that says 'Find a problem and then try to solve it'.  These social problems are identified only through one's own social/personal experience.  Sometimes we call these problems 'puzzles' and try to explain them.  Sometimes they are mysteries and we try to understand them.  There are limits to my ability to understand things rationally, so verstehen (understanding) is not simple to achieve. Obviously the social problems I focus on are things which interest me personally.  I can hardly be value-neutral about them:  if I were, I wouldn't have a rationale for being interested in them.

This particular position is one part of the tradition of critical social science.  I work as a critical socio-economist, and in this chapter I set out some examples of the way I think social research can be done from a critical, realist orientation.  It is important to recognise that realist ontological claims are compatible with a range of methodologies and epistemologies. Glib labels are dangerous here, but broadly speaking even among realists there is a spectrum from those who advocate authoritative knowledge, and whose work hence lies within a modernist scientific tradition, to those who advocate intervention-related knowledge and hence appear more critical.  The latter type of researcher tend to be more reflexive, whilst the former tend to be more concerned with validity and questions of rigorous application of techniques.  In this paper I consider the whole range whilst assuming that a rigorous account of the research process is consistent with critical, reflexive realist research -- even when statistics are involved.

Outsider's viewpoints are called 'etic' and insider viewpoints, 'emic'. All research is emic, in the sense that it emerges from insiders’ -- researchers' and respondents' -- viewpoints rather than from objective or outsiders’ viewpoints. Even in anthropology there is a recognition that a 'soft etic' stance is needed since no one can simply 'enter' or be totally 'inside' another person's culture (Wolcott, 1999:  135, 139).  However anthropologists are perceived as being more emic (insiders) than any other research discipline.  Wolcott comments:

With a softening that comes with time, the lines between emic and etic are no longer drawn so sharply.  Where it once seemed fashionable to insist on being either an emic or an etic anthropologist, it now seems questionable how one could conduct ethnographic research without being a bit of both (135). . . Whether insider or outsider, what you want to convey is how things look to those "inside" (137). . . Today's ethnographers are inclined to put themselves squarely into the picture, substituting what Margaret Mead described as "disciplined subjectivity" in lieu of a pretense of scientific objectivity (139).  (Wolcott, 1999:  135-139)

Whereas outsiders to anthropology often think the discipline is defined by its method, a realist view would suggest that the whole of the social sciences might share methods and epistemological criteria whilst disciplines could be defined by their topics.  Thus, anthropology is the study of culture and is thus inherently, ontically, holist.  However holism has something to offer as an antidote to atomism in all disciplines.

Argyris, perceptively commenting on the emic-etic problem, wrote that 'the technology of rigorous research may lead to distancing.  The distancing, in turn, can inhibit the production of valid information and hence constitutes a threat to validity.' (Argyris, 1980:  61). Argyris, a well-known organisations specialist, cites Habermas (1971) to argue that emancipatory research is related to -- not separate from -- descriptive and theoretical research efforts.  Authors like Boylan and O'Gorman (1997: 58-60) who try to separate out the descriptive part and keep it apart from the political and hermeneutic aspects are likely to fail.  The reason is merely that the social world keeps these realms together. Researchers denying this totality are falsely simplifying the task of social research.

Two lessons emerge from the emic-etic spectrum and indeed from realist analysis of linguistic communities of scientists (Sayer, 1992, ch. 2, and Walby, 2001).  Firstly, the standpoints reflected by research must inherently be contradictory and diverse rather than unified; and secondly, the supposed hermetic seal around statistical data in particular needs to be broken overtly. The caricature of statistics' inherent link with positivism needs to be re-drawn. (This caricature has led to a radical rejection of authoritative knowledge claims; see Stanley and Wise, 1993).

A Dialectical Approach 

A review of dialectics helps to ground the claim that every researcher is simultaneously inside and outside of their research data. The term ‘dialectic’ refers firstly to the claim that for any thesis there may be an antithesis, and that a synthesis may resolve the conflict between these two components of a contradiction.  However one may criticise this dialectic of ideas for being immaterialist and idealist. Realists want to avoid a merely-theoretical dialectic; Sayer's discussions of structures in society avoids the term almost completely (e.g. Sayer, 1995:  Ch. 3).  However most realists recognise that contradictions are inherently part of the world that really exists:  part of the underlying structures.  

The existence of contradictions is a major ontic assumption that differentiates critical social scientists from empiricists.  Empirical researchers without a dialectic (of whom Boylan and O'Gorman may be an illustration, 1995) lack a sense of feminist empowerment, of class conflict, of contradiction, and of a need for fundamental change in society.  Their assumption of a lack of tension in society tends to reflect and perpetuate relatively superficial analyses of causation. Non-dialectical thinking leads to a spiral oriented toward reproducing the status quo. (Watts, 1996, makes the choice between status quo research versus change-oriented research very explicit for the careers guidance profession. Do careers officers accept the labour market structure, or try to change it?)  Dialectical theorists, by contrast, face the problem that when two forces oppose each other it is hard to predict which will dominate or what will happen.  Marx and Engels both argued that quantitatively growing tensions generate a sudden, qualitative change.  In this they follow other philosophers who do not think that predictive or deterministic models fit a dialectical world well.  On the other hand, it is possible that a dialectical image of the world is a form of escapism, and that by assuming dialectical phenomena exist, one avoids the problem of definitively describing causes.

At a more concrete level, Marx and others have analysed the capital-labour dialectic and feminists analyse the dialectics of gender relations.  Every serious researcher in these areas now recognises that the particularities of one area of structure-agency dialectics are interwoven with the particularities of the other areas.  Gender, class, ethnicity, nationality:  all are interwoven in the particular concrete experience of conflict.  Realists who separate these structures for direct attention argue that the separation is temporary, heuristic, transfactual, and helpful (Sayer, 1995). Realists do not necessarily essentialise the structures as existing independently of each other (Sayer, ibid., and 1997). A basic difference between dialectic-based studies and non-dialectical studies is whether they expect to observe any conflict.  Social conflict; psychological conflicts; inter-personal conflicts; coercion -- all are missing from rational-choice theory and other non-dialectical approaches.  This area of theory has been reviewed by Hay (1995) and is generalised by Archer (1988; 1995; 2000).  The analysis of multiple sites of oppression, multiple relations in which any person is embedded, and changing modes of power-relations are commonly found in critical research studies (e.g. Harvey, 1990; Fay, 1987).  Fay in particular has exposed elements of dialectical thinking in a useful way (1987). It must be stressed that although much concrete research has covered the dialectics of the capitalist mode of production, a dialectical approach must also be taken when we begin to think beyond (or post-) capitalism.  I tend to write in this mode although it might appear speculative to those who think we must accept the structures and institutions of capitalism.

The above review of dialectics at an abstract and at a concrete level needs to be modified to allow for a third dialectical stream of thinking. Post-structuralist thought, represented by the empirical research of Foucault (1972; Gordon, ed., 1980; Smart, 1985), is exploding into a new current sweeping many social sciences.  In the present context Foucaultian thought suggests that people absorb, implement, and reproduce oppressive discourses -- yet at the same time are capable of resisting and changing them! These claims appear as contradictory in Foucault's own work. For instance, Foucault wrote in 1972 as if discourses were rigidly structured, whilst he later (re-printed in Gordon, ed., 1980) said that people are fundamentally free to choose their usage of discourses or to resist dominant social practices.  Foucault's apparent switch from structuralism to post-structuralism reflects the reappearance of dialectical change in his work. In order to avoid merely describing the status quo, many post-structuralists often engage solely in qualitative analysis. But insights based upon statistical practices can be integrated with insights based upon post-structuralism.

Thus as the chapter unfolds, I will gradually dissociate a realist methodology from that of empiricism.  I'll be finishing the chapter with a comparison of five different approaches to the 'validity' of knowledge. The body of the chapter contains exemplars of research including one case of theoretical triangulation (Box A), suggestions for methodological triangulation, and several brief references to empiricist practices and their realist re-interpretations.  Along the way I will highlight the possibilities for new techniques using the latest computer software.  The possibilities for triangulated techniques are widening every day, but there is a shortage of people with the expertise required for choosing amongst all the various techniques.  This is where realist thinking is helpful. A realist can choose amongst statistical techniques without having a deep knowledge of all the requisite mathematics; and a realist can also use ethnographic techniques without a deep commitment to anthropology itself.  The flexible expert (or team-worker) who is a critical realist is willing to cut across disciplines whilst at the same time analysing the disciplines' existing boundaries as evidence of social and historical currents. Whilst being 'undisciplined' in the sense of avoiding the limitations of a single discipline, the researcher can still be organised, methodical, rigorous and 'self-disciplined' in the sense of keeping a meta-awareness of their choice of research strategy.  This form of self-discipline is, in my view, the one intended as the core of the multi-method research strategies suggested by Bryman (2001: Chapter 21; and Bryman, et al., eds, forthcoming).

Review of the Triangulation Literature  

This literature has two main branches.  One set of authors suggest that triangulation tries to bridge epistemic chasms and is therefore incoherent if too many epistemic dissonances are thus set in motion.  This school could be called the 'coherence' school, and it tends to demand that mixed methods cohere to one underlying epistemology. Another set of authors argue that mixing techniques is rather different from mixing epistemologies. Alan Bryman is a leading exponent of integrated triangulation, and I shall turn to him last in this review.  Bryman’s book Quantity and Quality in Social Research (1996; originally 1988) has been a major force propelling social researchers to rationalise the qualitative-quantitative “divide” and to develop triangulated methods. Bryman here represents the 'integrated triangulation' school (Bryman, 2001:  Chapter 21 et passim).  

The coherence school demands too simplistic an approach to epistemology, and this paper will argue instead that a range of epistemological criteria can be applied at different stages of research, allowing an integration of methods without a monistic epistemology.  Another phrase reflecting the integrated triangulation approach is pluralist epistemology. Williams argues that a pluralist approach to methodology is important for realist social sciences, and in this sense he also takes the pluralist approach to epistemology (Williams, 1998; 2001)

Triangulation is usually defined as the use of two or more methodologies to look at the same broad research topic.  Denzin (1970), referring to older works, summarised triangulation as an approach that would strengthen the validity of the findings of a single qualitative method.  Denzin was agnostic about whether the second technique should be quantitative (ie survey-based) or qualitative, but among qualitative researchers it is widely accepted that triangulation will tend to improve upon single-method results.  Denzin defined triangulation as the combination of methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon (1970; 1978). Denzin (1970) offered a taxonomy of ways to do triangulation:  data triangulation would compare data from different places and times, generating contrasts;  methodological triangulation would allow quantitative analysis to be contrasted with qualitative analysis; inter-investigator triangulation would test for differences of interpretation between researchers; and theoretical triangulation would allow contrasting theories to be used both as guides to data-generation, and as guides to interpretation.  Far from a falsification approach, Denzin thought that triangulation would enable a researcher to develop a new synthesis that would improve on all prior research.  For this reason, Denzin’s original statement remains a definitive guide to those -- mainly in the qualitative and human-enquiry traditions -- who want their research not merely to test hypotheses but to generate new approaches to solving social problems. 

In sociology and anthropology, such triangulation within qualitative methodology (e.g. participant observation along with grounded theory) is now common.  However in geography, economics, and psychology, such combinations are still rare.  In management and business studies, researchers appreciate that knowledge can be generated through the use of qualitative methods, but there still tends to be a separation of quantitative survey-research from qualitative research -- rather than the combination of two different methodologies with respect to the same research topic.  Easterby-Smith’s review of techniques in use in management research describes a dualism:  Positivists using a quantitative paradigm versus phenomenologists using a qualitative paradigm (Easterby-Smith and Thorpe, 1991).  Silverman, too, has stressed this fundamental dividing-line between the two main methodological schools (Silverman, 1993:  **). By demanding that a coherent epistemological criterion be set up for all research, these authors tend to suggest that triangulation cannot cross the qualitative-quantitative divide. 

Realists would argue that the two schools (which are broader than merely paradigms) differ in their ontological assumptions:  positivists would conflate reality with their conceptual world whereas phenomenologists would see social reality as constructed primarily through language and discourse.  With such crude ontological assumptions, the two schools do appear to be mutually exclusive and mutually incompatible. 

In this context, what counts as ‘validity’ for one school is invalid for the other. Many authors have pointed out the incongruity between the assumptions of quantitative and qualitative schools.  For instance, Kvale (1996), on the qualitative side, tends to argue that quantitative analysis cannot sustain a notion of validity that qualitative researchers would accept. On the other hand Frankfurt-Nachmias and Nachmias (1996), on the survey-data analysis side, recommend epistemological criteria such as value-neutrality, which are totally unacceptable among most qualitative researchers. Thus some textbooks, whilst simplifying the issues so that new researchers can make reasoned choices about method, offer incoherent epistemological criteria at the very same time that they suggest triangulation can be carried out.

Among realists such an approach is seen as out of date, because neither of these sets of underlying assumptions are valid or consistent. Ontic assumptions are noticeably weak among quantitative authors like Nachmias and Nachmias, whilst they are simply absent in the work of some phenomenologists (e.g. Burr, 1995).  The debate is worth following because a good ontology arises from the charred ashes of the old flawed ontologies.  Among realists, Sayer (1992) argued that quantitative methods are simply flawed because they fall into ontic error.  Pawson and Tilly (1997) argue that quantitative methods can be used in conjunction with other methods that assume a complex ontology; and Layder explicitly argues in favour of using a range of techniques  to cover the study of the whole complex range of social objects (Layder, 1993).  For Layder, the four research elements "Context, Setting; Situated Activity; and Self" correspond to four different research foci:  macro social organisation; intermediate social organisation; social activity; and self-identify and/or the individual's social experience (Layder, 1993:  72 et passim).  Examples of context-sensitive research using multi-method strategies and/or multi-level modelling are becoming widespread (e.g. Jones, 1997).

The realist authors argue that using different techniques implies certain assumptions and that flawed ontic assumptions must be avoided. Layder’s underlying argument is presented explicitly in Layder (1998). He suggests that the most elusive categories found in language and in social practice can be translated into research instruments at the psychological, micro-social, institutional, and macro-social level, if the researcher is determined to do it.  Layder (1993) thus argues for multi-level triangulation, and his realist arguments are unfortunately being ignored by those textbook authors who still perceive methodologies to be divided into the two main camps. Thus, the 'coherence' school has two sub-groups:  quantitative textbook authors who argue that qualitative methods can be tacked on in a rigorous, factual, objective, value-free way; and qualitative textbook authors who ignore quantitative methods and instead argue for triangulation amongst neighbourly techniques within the qualitative toolkit.

In contrast to the coherence school, among methodologists many accept that the mixing of techniques may imply both a complex ontology and a complex or pluralist epistemology.  For instance, Dow (2001) argues that a pluralism of method is consistent with a shift away from a modernist authoritative researcher's voice.  Dow argues that whilst this lesson draws from post-modernism, an irrealist ontology is by no means necessarily better than realism.  Instead, an explicit theory of knowledge needs to illuminate the substantive research report that uses a 'range of methods' (Dow, 2001:  63).  

Thus what is missing from some earlier realist work is an explicit treatment of epistemology.  Toward correcting this gap I provide a brief discussion here.

Within the traditional survey discourse, internal validity may refer to the coherent reference of questions to specified types of objects; external validity may refer to the wider social use of discourses that match those used in the survey instrument or interview; and communicative validity might be applied in these contexts to the ability of researchers to link up with prior or new discursive networks.  According to communicative validity, the ability to persuade others that a framework is coherent is important. For instance, economists have had a long debate about rhetoric which focuses on precisely this aspect of their research (Henderson, et al., eds., 1993). Kvale's discussion of concepts of validity places a fourth conception of validity as central (and indeed questions whether the three traditional notions of validity can lead to authoritative claims at all).  His fourth conception is more process-based and refers to the specific techniques and stages of research being opened up for inspection and critique by readers of research reports.  This form of rigour allows for the research community to discuss validity without assuming that validity takes an ontic, timeless, a-social or a-historical guise.  Validity, in Kvale's framework, is socially relative.

Other aspects of validity that arise in the triangulation context include replicability and practical adequacy.  However the pluralist epistemologists define such terms in new ways.  Dow argues that research (and its methods) have a role within the process of resolving dialectical tensions (2001).  Following the logic of  Dow's view, the historical embeddedness of data, theory and findings will make replicability unlikely. Historical specificity works against replicability, at least in social research (Hodgson, 2001).  

In summary, whilst arguments about validity tend to arise from the coherence school and to discourage triangulation, arguments about ontology tend to arise within the integration school and to encourage multi-method triangulation.  

Sayer, who introduced the notion of practical adequacy in 1984 (Sayer, 2nd ed., 1992), suggested at that time that only qualitative research and well-theorised research could have the conceptual richness needed for practical adequacy.  However the criterion of ‘practical adequacy’, with its relativistic connotation and partly audience-oriented ethic, is widely used among statisticians as a short-cut when orthodox rules (such as backward-step regression) do not provide clear-cut or desirable outcomes.  Sayer argued that all research must be communicated via networks of people who share notions and discourses in order for either enquiry or reporting to occur.  Practical adequacy is an insightful term which accurately describes how survey researchers often actually behave, even if they won’t admit that they hold such a non-objectivist criterion as a practical component of their epistemology. My argument, in sum, is that the statisticians' usual epistemology as a set of social practices differs from their explicit epistemology.  Rather than value-neutrality, etic status, theoretical purity and non-involvement, statisticians actually use implicit guidelines related to proposed audiences, policy- or interventionist purposes, practical feasibility of gathering data and analysing it, and adequacy of coverage relative to ongoing explanatory debates among academic researchers. I make these criteria explicit in a separate paper (Olsen, 2002). Further empirical research could be conducted on how Sayer's practical adequacy criterion can illuminate statistical practice.

The ‘replicability’ criterion, too, can be re-defined by advocates of triangulation. Traditionally, replicability assumed an empiricist ontology conflating the world with our measurements of it.  Furthermore, it assumed that a nomothetic (law-based) approach to the world was appropriate, and that in this positivist context replicability across researchers and over time would tend to verify claims concerning the laws of movement of society. Replicability then argues that a fresh researcher would have to come up with the same conclusions as the present researcher, in order for the latter’s findings to be considered valid.  Replicability is thus shown to be pre-Popperian and a rather backward criterion for good research (see Popper, 1995). It is widely agreed that replication attempts will tend to verify research, and that instead it may be better to generate new hypotheses and aim toward refuting them.  Falsificationism and the fallibility of claims are both avoided whenever one invokes replicability as a criterion for good knowledge claims.

Clearly, if the world could easily be captured and represented in data, then replicability might be possible.  But replicability in social research is a chimera.  It is never achieved although efforts at representativeness and replication are often made.  The world and its discourses change too fast for the studies to catch the same set of effects twice.  However, within the methodology literature, a re-definition of ‘replicability’ has occurred, particularly in the grounded theory literature. The capacity of software to ensure that inter-investigator differences in coding practices are minimal has encouraged some qualitative researchers to continue to advocate replicability in the specific sense of inter-investigator consistency (Denzin, 1970; Strauss and Corbyn, 1998; Gahan and Hannibal, 1998).  This particular form of internal consistency for a particular inductive stage among the research team members makes two false assumptions.  First, it assumes that induction uses only the data visible before the analyst's eyes.  Second, it assumes that if two investigators differ in their coding, then this difference must be resolved.  The first assumption denies the sociality of the researcher and the embeddedness of the act of coding in the person's social history.  The second assumption denies the advantages of difference for social research (Derrida, 1991).  If researchers could all agree on an interpretation, there would be less scope for generating creative or innovative explanations.  Indeed, if coding were mechanistically derived from existing textual data, then it could be completely mechanised.  The appeal for inter-investigator consistency seems to aim at legitimising research through an appeal to objectivity, induction, and positivist nomothetic  ontic (sic) assumptions. Realists question these assumptions, it is important to realise that qualitative software packages embody the possibility of valuing inter-investigator consistency.

Coding in NUDist and other software packages allows for a test of this particular form of replicability.  Social constructionists are aware that inter-investigator replicability implies that people share discourses to a strong enough extent that they can match each other’s coding.  However beyond this stage, they may differ in their interpretations or seek a fresh interpretation.  A social-constructionist interpretation of inter-investigator replicability would suggest that its scope is rather narrow (e.g. two people of the same age, language background, class, gender, academic discipline and theoretical bent might agree) and that its use implies a modernist approach to research rather than a post-structuralist or post-modernist approach (Klamer, 2001).

As one author puts it, discourse analysis and other forms of narrative analysis currently try to work out not only the meanings of statements but also how language constructs the social reality (McLeod, 2001:  104).  The interest is thus in how a prior reality shapes the recorded reality that is represented in data.  In this way, discourse analysis has improved upon the empiricism implicit in some grounded theory literature.  As McLeod puts it,

Grounded theory research does not sufficiently disclose the intellectual or cultural tradition within which the research is carried out.  A researcher deciding to undertake a grounded theory study buys into the idea that categories and concepts are grounded in (arise or emerge from) the data as far as possible. . . And yet to obscure the fact that the research is being carried out for the purpose of refining and articulating a particular perspective is to make it that much harder for practitioners within that tradition to make a relationship with what is being written. (McLeod, 2001:  83)

I would go further than McLeod.  If a researcher pretends to do inductive work, and does not analyse their prior conceptual categories, they will then tend to claim that the categories arise from objective study of impersonal data. It is then hard for everyone concerned to analyse those conceptual categories and to compare them with other possibilities.  The risk of verificationism arises every time a grounded theorist or statistician naively tries to do induction. When starting to do triangulation, one would want to avoid naïve inductivism and hence would question inter-investigator replicability.

The meanings evident in data can only be found by looking at the evidence using pre-extant discursive frameworks in your mind. These frameworks are rooted in your prior social experience.  Whilst others may share enough of these frameworks to agree on your interpretation (Sayer, 1992: ch. 2), it is also possible to imagine a unique and creative interpretation -- an interpretation that goes beneath or behind the statement and uses extra-data resources (e.g. hunches) to suggest a fresh revision of the interpretation.  The grounded theory literature actively encourages the researcher to use contrasts, ‘theoretical sampling’ (ie sampling that is responsive to the theory that is inductively being generated whilst the study progresses) and axial coding to reach these innovations.  Replicability is in practice left behind as merely a desirable aspect of a particular early stage of team-based coding.  That form of replicability is a vestige of the positivist epistemology.  Its desirability lies in an ethic of wanting publicly acceptable research and hence in persuasiveness and justification rather than empiricism. Sayer argues that public acceptability is part of the necessary foundation for explicit academic knowledge.  Therefore whilst recognising that comparison of inter-investigator differences in coding would be interesting, realism does not imply an inductive or objectivist epistemic criterion.

The debate on language in the discipline of economics (Henderson, et al., 1993; Garnett, ed., 1999) mirrors the above contingent link between thinking that results would be replicated if a fresh researcher examined the evidence, and desiring approval within the network of researchers (ie public acceptability of the conceptual framework).  Bloor and Bloor discuss how the rhetorical approach to what economists say elucidates their assumptions about truth. On the one hand, economists in the Economic Journal (1990, all issues) hedged their statements about which model best suited the data, and thus tried to ensure public acceptance of their preferred model through a hesitant presentation rooted in specific findings (Bloor and Bloor, 1993).  On the other hand, the same economists were found to make substantive descriptive claims in an affirmative, un-hedged way (ibid.).  In other words the economists in print appeared to be sure about replicability because they had a simple ontology, but they were not sure about the choice of models. In their complex mental discourse, which is idealist in its ontic assumptions, disagreement about models is not easily resolved by recourse to data.  Bloor and Bloor argue that economics as a discipline or field is defined by its modelling-orientation. This point is also stressed by Lawson (1997), who calls this specific ontic error empirical realism. The narrator claims to be authoritative by working within specific paradigms in which econometrics plays a role as gatekeeper (Brown, 1993).  Brown says:

A Bakhtinian reading of the process of canonization emphasizes the tendency toward reducing the multivocity of past texts to the single voice of authority or tradition in which clear lines of affiliation and descent can be mapped onto a heterogenous discursive field. (Brown, 1993:  70)

The econometric modellers can be seen as desiring replicability, along with justification and coherence, among their own social network -- but as being satisfied with mystification and inconsistency when this discourse is compared with grassroots interpretations of the consumer or workers’ actions in their original social context.  

Thus, the second school of thought represented by Bryman (2001; 1998 in Williams and May, eds. 1998), offers the possibility of a coherent but complex epistemology that can handle insights from both survey data analysis and qualitative analysis. The integrated epistemology would not have a single criterion for truth (or for scientific-ness). It would aim toward several desirable traits of good research and can support integrated dialectical triangulation. Rather than an epistemological dualism, these authors argue that two or three techniques can enrich the data-generation and data-analysis stages, leading eventually to coherent but complex interpretations and understandings.  This approach, which allows qualitative and quantitative analysis to be integrated, assumes that researchers want both understanding and causal analysis.  The ‘understandings’ they achieve may not easily be expressed in words or in print, but are valued in themselves.  Empathy, grasp of the meaning of subtle social practices, and an appreciation of complex competing causal forces and how they feel would be appreciated here.  The causal analysis, along with the social-constructionism, would be enriched through the hermeneutic depth.
  

There is common ground between feminists arguing for transformative epistemology (e.g. Alcoff and Peters, eds., 1993) and the above triangulation argument for a complex epistemology.  A transformative epistemology recognises that people are changed by their own experiences -- including learning experiences.  Babbitt, for instance, argues that women try things in order to understand their own oppression (1993).  They are changed by trying even if they don’t change the oppressive structures in one go. The logical extension of this argument is that researchers are changed by their doing of research.  Reflexivity (see May’s work in this volume and May, 2000) and a critical view of one’s placement in social-change processes are then prerequisites for good research (Ribbens and Edwards, eds., 1998).

In Bryman’s (2001) list of modes of triangulation, we find that several combine qualitative analysis with survey-data analysis. Bryman contrasts the research strategy with the research methodology, but also argues that qualitative techniques can be combined with quantitative techniques in complex research strategies. Bryman is a central exponent of triangulation but he never mentions dialectics or involvement.  In other words, his implicit view is that an academic can do triangulated research without participating in the power-politics of the scene, whereas the view taken in this Chapter is that this is impossible.  Nevertheless, similar ideas for doing triangulation are invaluable and are commonly promoted by many others (e.g. Robson, 1997, although Robson offers some warnings about the qual-quant merger).  

Bryman follows a fairly traditional empiricist position that implicitly prefers objectivity of the researcher over involvement of the researcher.  By contrast, a realist is likely to move away from objectivity at the same time that they use multi-theory, multi-method research techniques.  However, it is possible to view critical realists as the subset of realists who question objectivity and to place Bryman as a more standard realist who advocates objectivity.  Critical realists see the combination of hermeneutic complexity with objectivity as incoherent, whereas other realists see hermeneutics as potentially examined using fairly distant, non-participant methods.  This debate mirrors a split among linguists between critical linguists who see all linguistic research as embedded in socio-historical time and place, versus other linguists who see linguistic research as offering descriptions of rules for language use which are testable, verifiable, and therefore potentially objective (Cameron, 1998: Introduction).  

Note that the phrase empirical realist must be avoided for those, like Bryman, who still see objectivity as possible but who are moving toward a complex ontology which is separate from their epistemological criteria.  An empirical realist would have even stronger positivist or deductivist tendencies, and they would conflate the world with people’s conceptions of it (as described both by Lawson, 1997, and by Bhaskar, 1993).  The latter calls Kant an empirical realist; Bhaskar, 1993: 326). Lawson is re-describing the epistemic fallacy that Bhaskar criticised in 1975 (Bhaskar, 1975; 1997; and Bhaskar, 1979, 1998).  At this point in Dialectic and the Pulse of Freedom (1993), Bhaskar is attacking the ontic fallacy implicit in Kantian thinking, which assumes that a mental model of a thing must exist in order for the conceptualisation of the thing to have occurred.  The ontic fallacy confuses the reality of a thing with the necessary existence of its mental image, whereas the epistemic fallacy conflates the evidence at hand with the thing itself. The introduction to this book explains the underpinnings of these terms from realism. The two faults are closely linked, and most people doing triangulation would want to avoid both fallacious assumptions.

I will return to the epistemological issues in the conclusion of this chapter.

Exemplars Illustrating the Contradictions of Empiricism

Outsider research is actually insider research.  This conundrum spells out the impossibility of doing research as a true outsider.  Several social theorists have explained the problem in detail (Sayer, 1992; Habermas, 1971 and 1988; Ricouer, 1971; Outhwaite, 1987).  Let's look at three exemplary situations in which research techniques are claimed to be purely neutral outsider research, whilst actually qualifying as insider research.

(a) A teacher gives out an evaluation questionnaire to a group of students.  The questionnaire is set up by the school or college, and the teacher tries not to influence the students' answers.  He or she won't even explain what is meant by questions on the form, because that would unduly influence students' responses.  The process assumes atomism:  if students all reply, and replies are summed or averaged, opinion about the course will be adequately covered. No mention is made of what would have been said in a different context from the questionnaire context.  Here a value-fact dichotomy is apparent; the teacher takes the role of a neutral observer; and the non-participant approach to data-recording is assumed to be viable.

(b) Consumer data is collected using national food survey and national household surveys to sum up individual purchases into the total household spending on each service and each type of good.  In most such surveys, purchases are not allocated explicitly to individuals, although one or two individuals report on behalf of the household to the researcher.

Here we see atomism (this time at household level), value-neutrality, reduction of consumption to the money spent on items; and the assumptions of comparability and separability.  Each pound spent by different persons is assumed comparable in meaning; and each item or service bought is assumed to be made fully comparable and separable from other items bought with money.

(c) Data are created about political opinions, such as MORI polls.  Representativeness is not the same as objectivity. Conducting a polling 'wave' or omnibus survey begins with a random sample of phone numbers and a complex strategy for choosing respondents once someone answers the phone.  The resulting data are weighted to get representative means based on related survey data about phone-owners, homes without phones, and residents' age and sex within homes.  Each survey covers demographics and opinions.  Although the content changes over time, the survey is considered to be objective and value-neutral.  Its supposed objectivity lies in its representativeness and its supposed value-neutrality rests upon two foundations.  Firstly, the poll has inter-investigator replicability; and secondly, its questions use  authoritative, socially 'normal' language with agreed meanings.  This agreement  or normalcy assumes that all respondents grasp and understand the phrases identically.  In other words its very neutrality rests upon nationwide norms of meaning and discourse.  As such, its very basis can be questioned as being unrealistic (Aldridge, 1993), being male-centred (Cameron, 1998), and reflecting dominant discourses (Fairclough, 1992).  Realists have to work out their common ground with the feminist critique because it pierces the veil of supposed objectivity of such polls.  It insists that they are political.

Box A

An Example of Realist Triangulation

In this Box I describe an example illustrating theoretical triangulation and meta-critique. In South Asia, neoliberal social-democratic, individualist thought has competed with marxist thought since at least 1900.  Social research reflects these theoretical foundations. In economics the neoliberal research has been methodological individualist, focusing on peasants’ (ir-)rationality, firms-as-rational-maximisers, and countries as rational policy-makers.  The marxist research is usually published in completely separate streams.  Realist research would tend to place these competing paradigms in direct, concrete opposition to each other.  The researcher must be expert in their knowledge of both paradigms and will tend to collect or generate data which corresponds to the ‘things’ identified in each theory.

My field research 1984-86 and 1994-95 in India illustrates this type of ‘theoretical triangulation’.  Neoliberal theories of farmers’ debt would make predictions of the quantum of debt based on characteristics of farms and farmers, so questionnaires were used extensively to measure and examine the causal relations between these ‘things’.  Marxist analysis of the same phenomena would tend to examine accumulation and exploitation at class level, so caste and class played a major role in the research (multi-level research).  The 1984-86 research showed that landlord and merchant classes were exploiting the smaller ‘peasant’ and tenant-farmer classes through lending money to them and then forcing them to sell their crops at disadvantageous times (Olsen, 1996).  The later research also showed tremendous tension between neoliberal and marxist interpretations of the way tenants were restricted in their access to bank loans due to lack of collateral (Olsen and Uma Rani, 1997). 

Both empirical studies showed that a new theoretical vantage-point illuminated things to which the other theoretical school was blind.  In this sense, a meta-critique was conducted twice.  First, there was a critique of absences. Secondly, the realist researcher does a ‘meta-critique’ by noticing that which is important but masked by existing theory.   Neoclassical economic theory had several absences, notably lacking a theory of coercion.  Marxist theory had its own structuralist weaknesses, especially when mathematised (Bhaduri, 1983).  In both cases, it appeared that only qualitative research could improve on the flaws in the standard research designs.   Therefore the 1994-96 research used methodological triangulation, and uncovered a whole range of findings not usually allowed for in either theoretical framework.  For instance, women's self-help groups were accessing bank loans without collateral, and these groups had effects on women’s consciousness generally. There was space in the grassroots society for empowering collective action.  Both traditional theoretical frameworks were unaware of such actions.

The realist then develops suitable theory, which tends to incorporate and encompass existing theory.  Specifically, the encompassing theory might be one of ‘human development’ (or alternatively, but more narrowly, feminist empowerment theory), which sees the neoliberal pro-market-orientation and the marxist anti-exploitation positions as subsets of a more broad orientation toward improving society so that no one suffers within it.  

This new interpretation of neoliberalism gives up its assumption that markets necessarily generate human development. Similarly, the new interpretation of marxism insists on gender-awareness and on a sense that transforming consciousness is part of the marxist agenda. Structuralism as found in many Indian marxist works (e.g. Bharadwaj, 1986; Bhaduri, 1983) is replaced by dialectical transformative theorising (e.g. Kalpagam, 1994).  

The meta-critiques described here have been theorised by Bhaskar (1993), Part 4, Section 9.  Bhaskar defines a meta-critique1 as the noticing of absence, illustrated here by the masking and empirical difficulties of each theory.  He defines meta-critique2 as the creating of an overarching explanatory model which incorporates prior theory and explains the lacuna noticed in meta-critique1.  Bhaskar (1993) is in places extremely abstract and often incomprehensible, but this particular distinction is valuable.

A final lesson emerging from this overview is that the assumption that the data must correspond to the ‘things’ or concepts in the theories was based upon a false correspondence theory of truth.  It cannot be consistently argued that concepts correspond to social ‘things’.  Economists often pretend to maintain a correspondence theory of truth, but as Maki and others have pointed out, they actually tend more toward a coherence theory of truth (requiring the concepts to cohere with each other) whilst accepting that the underlying ontic status of ‘things’ can be left unclear or ambiguous (Maki, 1993).  Realist philosophers try to clarify the ontic status of ‘things’ but realist empirical researchers go ahead and pursue research using their mental models to generate, “collect”, and interpret socio-economic data.

I will analyse the exemplars to illustrate how a realist would want to augment or even replace the various empiricist modes of research.  A critical realist wouldn't argue that a technique is false (the words don't fit together), nor that a technique is unusable in social science.  It is more a matter of rejecting the certainties that seem to underlie the use of single-technique methodologies.  The technical term for such certainties is 'epistemology' but I'll postpone the more technical discussion to the last section. Instead here are six rules of thumb. Some are direct rejections of empiricist assumptions, whilst others un-cover realities that realist research shares with most other social research.

Rules of thumb, or guidelines for realist empirical research:

1. avoid atomism and reductionism.  In each exemplar the researcher appears to forget that there are multiple levels in society, as if society consisted merely of a bunch of atoms, all separable and comparable, without differentiated sub-structures and without larger structures combining them into larger units. Fay (1996) helpfully sets out the case against atomism.  Reduction occurs when the world is simplified to a reduced set of (ontic) assumptions or things, and atomism is a particularly serious case of reductionism. Reductionism refers to a strong commitment to a reduced, simple, usully atomistic ontology.  For instance, if economists assume the world consists of firms and governments, they are temporarily reductionist; when they then examine only data about firms, their research is atomistic.

The three exemplars illustrate the problem of atomism.  (a) The teacher ignores the role of classroom atmosphere and the student's household milieu as factors influencing how well the teaching is perceived to be working. (b) The traditional way to study 'consumption' was to look at household spending on each item; this ignores the underlying personal attitudes to the items, so that a gun or some meat bought by 'the household' appears to be desired by everyone in that household!  Another layer ignored when everything is reduced to the 'household level' is the use/sharing of resources across households:  with aunts, grandparents, friends, or the school one may have access to things or services and hence not 'need' to buy them into the household. Post-structuralists such as Baudrillard and many others have departed completely from the atomistic conception of consumption (Baudrillard, 1985; Poster, 2001; Warde, Martens, and Olsen, 1999). (c) Studies of individual opinion will never be sufficient for studying public opinion.  The very nature of the 'public' in 'public opinion' is a supra-individual nature.  The realist points out that there is perhaps an essence here:  a reality that is public and is more than (ie not reducible to) the sum of individual underlying opinions.  Empirical research by realists tends to recognise overlapping spheres or networks that are competing and coexisting 'publics'.  Within an individual these public spheres compete for attention, so that one individual's opinion will twist with the winds of their social networks or change with their chatting-partners.  

This is not a problem of bias-during-investigation [epistemological]; it is a truth about the underlying complex reality.  Derek Layder has explained these multi-level problems in detail in two places. Firstly, Layder (1993) sets out ways to study the four main levels (psychological, personal, institutional and social) that operate continuously in social relations; and secondly, Layder (1998) explains that if you assume these different units exist then you have to assume not just 'layers' but complex, overlapping sets of units of radically different types.  For instance, in a person, you might have moods and styles and discourses, whilst in their household you might have allegiances and lineages and interior decoration, and in their neighbourhood there are ethnic affiliations and inter-ethnic relations -- but the ethnic relations colour all the other things and lie both within and between persons.  No one layer lies 'within' or 'above' the next.  This is even true when we relate bodies and social realities.  The social doesn't lie 'above' the body or the natural world.  The social is immanent (indwelling) in the physical, but then turns around and influences the natural world.  So we pin and pluck and decorate and alter our bodies . . . and then we are no longer a layer 'above' them but a factor 'underneath' or behind them!  Layder's work is useful in giving us names for the components of a complex ontology.

Whilst the critique of reductionism is obviously trenchant, it is not always clear what to do about it.  A good first cut is to move up and down levels and to try to relate what is observed from each level to the other levels.  I'll illustrate this later.

2) avoid value-neutrality; prefer overt value-statements and value-analysis.  Sandra Harding has suggested the terms strong objectivity and strategic realism for research approaches that engage overtly with the ethical frameworks of both researcher and the things/people being researched (1990, 1991, 1993, 1995). Harding argues convincingly that feminist standpoint theory helps to integrate the value-orientation of statements with the ontic issues raised by realists (Harding, 1999). Her main criticism of Lawson is that he overstates the relativism that might accompany realist research.  She suggests that critical realists in economics are repeating the epistemological investigations that feminists went through during the debate between standpoint theory and post-structuralism.  In other words, the widely accepted feminist position that research is both political and personal is being re-stated by critical realists.  Harding's phrase, strategic realism, makes explicit the suggestion that:

Epistemological and ontological assumptions and arguments are always intimately entwined.  They form networks of belief, linked also with moral and political assumptions, aesthetic and religious beliefs, everyday practical knowledge, and, no doubt, with other kinds of beliefs and commitments.  Decisions about which argumentative paths to pursue will be strategic ones (132) . . . 

interested standpoints are "indispensable aids to the explanatory process" (131).

(Harding, 1999:  131-2; citing Lawson, 1999)

In practical terms, our inability to extract values from statements implies that conscious choices about the value-framework may be more appropriate than implicit choices.

3)  non-participation is a temporary, artificial boundary on your actions.  I used to imagine that value-neutrality was a pretense or lie, and that is was used in order to to authorise the author's expertise or legitimacy.  Klamer associates such practices with modernism and with an Enlightenment metanarrative that has been rejected by post-modern economists and "new classical" economists (Klamer, 2001). However, we don't have to become post-modern in this sense.  A reasonable way to reject the falsely value-neutral metanarrative is to admit that non-participatory research techniques are a step along a road of learning which is intrinsically participatory.  This is a view shared by various empirical adventurers, including John Heron and Paulo Friere.  Every road to learning is inherently social.  You have to interact to get language-frameworks for learning.  You have to interact to get an audience.  You have to interact to get responses from human 'subjects'.  Therefore social research is inherently social. Research activities naturally stem from and/or lead to involvement in society.  

An anecdote that illustrates this is the case of criminal justice research that tries to help the police do their job better.  The criminal justice expert pretends to be value neutral but is funded and guided by the needs of the Home Office or the Police authorities.  To be funded by such agencies is to be influenced by them:  who pretends otherwise?  Yet value-neutrality is proclaimed by some of these selfsame researchers.  Even if you started a research career intending to be un-involved (perhaps doing purely statistical research on the national crime survey) you would soon get involved if you were any good.  

There is an underlying dialectic between expertise, expert knowledge and involvement with authority centres that desire to monopolise and utilise expert knowledge.  This dialectic is one of control.  Freedom versus control; autonomy versus manipulation.  I'll never forget meeting a probation officer who had moved toward doctoral research and had learned that you could simulate statistically the factors leading to a criminal being re-convicted for a second crime (recidivism is the technical word for this).  Since you can predict the re-conviction rate for each criminal, you can then test for the impact of each probation officer on their group of allocated convicts, after allowing for differences in success rates (non-recidivism, to be technical) that would be expected given the type of client group each probation officer got.  As soon as the student got expert at this kind of simulation and prediction, and learned to make a 'score' for each probation officer, he got an offer to work for the Home Office department to help them use the technique to manage the system. This kind of strategic surveillance would be un-decodable to most probation officers so the student became very wary:  what he was doing would be rejected by the union.  Who was his 'audience'?  the union, the officers, or the government?  Only the government had funds to pay for his research.  The officers could hardly even enunciate their own needs, given that they couldn't easily understand the statistical algorithm.  Thus expertise becomes a bargaining chip in a high-stakes gambling game set right in a pressure point between employees and workers.  The student was trapped inside the labour-capital dialectic! and he realised it, and backed away from government for a time.

Of course another researcher could learn the same techniques and replicate the technique; one individual backing away doesn't stop the system evolving along the lines described by Hardt and Negri as an 'empire' of 'biopolitical control' that spreads across and around national boundaries by invading our hearts and minds (2000).

Earlier, in the 1960s and 1970s, Michel Foucault made similar points about our involvement in science.  He argued that all scientists develop expertises in order to separate themselves into little part-societies that claim superiority and control over other little bits of society.  Psychologists over mental patients; police over criminals; members of government over ordinary voters.  According to Foucault all science is tainted with this black brush of expertise-control.  Locuses of power are intrinsically part of being an expert or a specialist.  Power permeates social relations when they, in turn, are based on the assumptions or discourses of expertise that both the expert and the non-expert share.  According to Foucault there is no point studying these social relations without being critical of them. Ironically, there are some who want to take Foucaultian thinking as another expertise, another obscure or arcane specialism for qualitative researchers to excel at!  The notion of discourse-analysis-as-specialism is antithetical to the spirit of Foucault's work.  His own advice was for you to get involved as much as possible, as deeply as possible, thoroughly and in a historically-grounded way.  Yet Foucault also admitted the weaknessess of written historical records and respected the verbal, embodied, and oral history that many people have. These sources are re-valuable and invaluable, but are ignored by some historians in favour of hard evidence.  

Box C illustrates the institutional barriers to doing participatory research in academia.

4) Interventions motivate research.  The choice of topic is revealing in every case of social research just as in natural science research. Whether it is the researcher's, the funding agency's, the supervisor's or the team's predilections, there is always someone with preferences that motivate, shape, illuminate and generate the choice of research topic.  

In-class evaluations reflect either a teacher's or a school's or a college's desire to know what students think about a course.  Indeed, they usually reveal more than that:  they show that systematised knowledge of what students think is valued more than discursive knowledge; that anonymous conditions for providing evaluations are important; and that the universal right to complete the forms is valued.   In addition, the questionnaires may be used to improve teaching and learning.  Who acts to improve conditions is left un-stated, but certainly motivates the use of questionnaires.  Similarly, surveys of consumer spending are rooted in the desire to encourage, shape, funnel or mobilise spending in particular areas, including the saving of money and the collection of tax revenue.  Surveys of political opinions, too, are funded by agencies that want to influence public opinion or to use existing opinions to increase political success or policy targetting.  

To find the interventionist purposes behind social research implies using realist retroduction to start analysing why some agency is studying the topics it chooses.  Applying this analysis to ourselves, we find that we must have a socio-historical rationale for research, and that it must be ethically or morally relevant in order to feel worthwhile. According to realists it is worth being explicit about this so that one's research either fits into or consciously challenges the ever-changing traditions that already exist.

5)  Use retroduction to work out what lies behind the numbers. It would be silly for a realist to reify numbers.  Likert scales in questionnaires are not the same as the 'things' they are supposed to be representing.  Rather than stop using Likert scales, realists may prefer to examine how the tradition has arisen in which a specific theory has components which can be operationalised in this particular way.  Why can opposition to nuclear bombs be quantified?  (a) because we live in a quantifying society (Gould, 1992); and (b) because a dualism of opposition-versus-support has arisen in a given liberal political environment (Marsh, ed., 1989). The wording of questions about attitudes to nuclear weapons and nuclear power has changed gradually and is itself a topic of empirical research (ibid.).  Similarly, all social and economic surveys are important pieces of data in themselves revealing much about the structuring of society and about which institutions are perceived as having enduring roles.  Studying this history requires document-gathering and discursive or qualitative analysis.  Thus triangulation is a necessary part of the process of doing well-rounded realist quantitative research.  

6)  Use retroduction to develop a complex causal model.  The realists argue that a causal model may be more complex and involve more factors than can ever be represented in a set of mathematical equations (Sayer, 1992:  ch. 8) or by a specific set of data.  The 'real' causal model is not the same as the model one specifies for empirical estimation.  One does not even want a statistical model to include every single factor, since such models are burdensome and over-identified.  Causal mechanisms conflict with each other, and some simplification is necessary to put a model down on paper.  Further simplification is also needed to get to the reduced set of variables that were actually measured.

The observability of 'things' is not the same as the issue of what actually has been measured at a given point in time.  Therefore one cannot challenge actual statistical models for being unrealistic simply because they lack measurement of potentially observable things.  In economics, however, there is often an implicit assumption that anything can be measured and quantified.  Therefore nothing is unobservable and larger models are thought better than small models.  Economists habitually forget to distinguish the theoretical model from the empirically specified model.  Instead, they conflate the two. 

An alternative procedure is to estimate the parameters of a simple model, then gather data about the surrounding social processes.  Then develop a more complex theoretical model involving factors not yet measured, and present a model-in-words which goes beyond what was mathematically or empirically presented.  When dialectical change processes are involved, it is crucial to see that an empirically estimated statistical model is just giving a glimpse into the change process.  For instance, polls of attitudes to nuclear power may be analysed statistically.  Then one learns that in the face of strong government resistance to closing nuclear power stations, many people shift their attention to other issues and give up being against nuclear power.  The dialectic involved is too complex to be represented in an analysis of poll results.  The 'citizen' uses a strategy which, ex post, appears to be Resist-fail-change tactics-appear to conform. However ex ante research would perhaps have shown them doing Resist-proclaim-change the mode of power generation.  It is impossible (because of multiple structures and dialectical processes of change) for the ex ante researcher to know whether their interpretation will be shown to be correct. In other words, prediction is not the purpose of realist statistical modelling.

In this section, I have outlined six rules of thumb for realist researchers.  I have focused on guidelines that might facilitate triangulation across the quantitative-qualitative divide. The rules of thumb are illustrated with reference to the supposedly value-neutral exemplars such as political attitude polls.  The rules of thumb correspond in a modified way to the six aspects of positivism outlined by Smith (1998).  By rejecting several of these aspects, but spelling out the methodological implications, realists offer a fresh and innovative programme for social research.  Other chapters in this volume illustrate the realist turn.

I now briefly describe three specific technical combinations that qualify as realist triangulation.

Box B:  Elements of realist social theory

Descriptive theory

Existence of structures

Existence of agency at different (stratified) levels

Existence of open systems, within which closure is obtained only by human manipulation (experiments, measurement, recording) and only with reference to the past not the future

Explanatory theory

Dialectical relation between S & A

Dialectical relation between individual and collective agency

Intransivity of structural relations prior to time of writing; differential time-space durability of structures and agents in coherent form (changeability of what exists hence transience of causal processes)

Hermeneutic aspect to exploration of meaning, hence...

Interventionist theory (praxis; practical and policy implications; prediction with Instrumental purposes; fomenting social change)

Discursive aspect to the construction of both structural and agent-related claims

Hence a role for deconstruction

Sense of progressive intervention as part of purposiveness of theory

Awareness that consensus on values does not imply value-freedom

REFERENCES:
M. Archer, A. Norrie, A. Collier, T. Lawson, W. Outhwaite, A. Giddens.

A second page on 'Practical Realist Social Theory' gave examples of the main structures, agents, and processes that one can observe in the 1990s/ 21st C.  This list had at its end:

Resistance and struggle for change

Reproduction of current structures (usually in changed forms)

Dialetics (of awareness and existence; of existence and effects; of socio- and cultural-; etc.)

Box C:  Barriers to Doing Participatory Research in an Academic Context

I interviewed Professor Richard Butler of the Bradford University School of Management to hear his views on whether research should be realist or empiricist; critical or objective.  He began by arguing in favour of specific aspects of empiricism, although he accepted nearly all the detailed components of the "complex ontology" presented here in Box B (see Butler, 1997).  The ontology list was used as a show card in preparing for the interview. See also Appendix 1 for the semi-structured interview plan.  

Butler argued that the academic research-ratings system in the UK is a direct barrier to independent researchers using the action-research mode.  Richard Butler argued for a ‘soft conceptual recursive framework’ in which an exploratory interpretive stage is followed by an extensive hypothesis-testing stage, seeking associations between things represented by operationalised concepts, and then a final stage in which the conceptual framework is critically assessed and interpretive questions are re-opened. Butler argued for combining intensive with extensive research strategies.  Near the end of the interview I asked if he thought social research should go beyond descriptive and explanatory theory and into interventionist theory. He said it is hard to see how to validate the latter, although that’s the research that really counts. In his words:

R:  I mean one could sort of argue that …  As soon as you start saying I want to get involved in intervening in your organisartion to try and improve things, it’s very natural sort of question to say, well I want to know how you are going to prove that you’ve achieved what you say you have achieved. It’s not unreasonable to say that you want to know how you intend to show that.

W: Have you ever had a PhD student who did that sort of research?

R: No. . . but the MBA students do [he described Bradford’s action-research-based MBA degree]. . . . those sorts of students are working in firms . . . [describes one working on outsourcing, and seeing what works]

W: So in a sense you could say that’s interventionist research.

R: . . .yes but the standards for an MBA are completely different from the ones for a PhD.  I can see it coming.  But it would have to become much more theoretical, in the sense of having a theory of interventions.

 . . . the student needs a conceptual framework to help him or her make decisions.  

W:  I understand, yeah, so coming back to what’s on this sheet, it sounds to me like it may be useful to show it to students?

R:  Yes, it’s useful, these three levels are actually quite useful, and this discussion [of ours], it’s made me realise how much institutions like the RAE
 sort of draw a line down there. (pointed to bottom of explanatory theory section)

W:  Yes, I feel that. It has certainly discouraged participatory research. . . and do you think that DBA, D.Pharm, and D.Ed (Doctorate in Education) might lead to more inclusive resarch approaches.  

R: Well I think that’s what they are doing.   And there’s nothing wrong with doing that, as long as the people are working in jobs . .  . [He said that the main problems with MBA and DBA dissertations for a working person is getting time free to write.]

W: Well that’s very interesting,  so if you were looking at that, what objections would you have to working with that as a framework for setting up either training for students or training for other researchers?

R:  It would be important, that one.

W:  . . . and that was the last question on the sheet, do you have any objection to the use of dialectics? (we’ve already dealt with the hermeneutic aspects in your interpretive approach)

R:  I don’t have any problem with that, that’s the interaction of the individual manager and the company as a unit.

W:  Yes, and you’ve also mentioned the researcher in a sense dialectically interacting with the two other levels, 

R:  Yes, at a sort of one level above this, sort of one-foot-in and one-foot-out, I think that’s the sort of image really.

(see endnote for a commentary)

Realist Multi-Method Triangulation 

Three specific techniques for triangulation are:  quantifying the qualitative, path analysis, and multi-level analysis.  I focus on these for a time because it is rare to find a post-empiricist social statistician.  It is easier to find advocates of multi-method qualitative research (e.g. ch. 10 in Gilbert, ed., 1993) and advocates of combining qualitative with quantitative secondary research (Bryman, 1996 and 2001).

1)  Quantifying the qualitative.

N. Gilbert (1981) and successive generations of statisticians have helped us develop log-linear, logistic, and multiple category logistic models (Menard, 1995).  These require a detailed qualitative pilot stage rather than mere speculation at the pilot stage.  Speculation is a poor way to reify mechanisms, whereas a pilot qualitative stage is a way to identify mechanisms – and this is already established practice (Bryman, 2001). Statistical analysis of the associations between continuous and categorical variables reveal patterns among all the cases in a sample, and within specific sub-groups as indicated by dummy variables for membership.  

Quantifying the qualitative is necessarily a two-step triangulated procedure.  It is advisable to return to the field after conducting quantitative analysis, because it is likely to raise retroductive questions about why some groups behave differently than others.  There may be unique narratives, historical trends, or labelling difficulties that lead to these clear 'statistical' findings.  Whilst clear in numerical terms and perhaps statistically significant, the findings still require further explanation.  Thus triangulation in realist statistics refers simply to Pilot-Survey-Retroduce.  In this sense, realist statistics describes exactly what most primary surveys do.  However realists are more conscious of the ontic assumptions and essentialising labels that are affecting the research at each stage.

2)  Path analysis.

In path analysis, several regression analyses are conducted and their results are placed on a path diagram in the form of standardised regression coefficients (Heise, 1975; Li, 1975; Bollen, 1989).  In educational research, path analysis on the direct and indirect impacts of schools on student performance placed priority on representative sampling and inference to populations of both schools and students (Loehlin, 1992; Arbuckle, 1997). Complex random sampling strategies, involving clustering and/or stratification, have led the social-statistics discipline to be highly demanding and mathematical.  Weighting systems can be used to adapt to differential sampling fractions at different levels such as region, school, teacher, and class. Software for path analysis extends its applicability to the case of latent variables -- an implicitly realist notion.  The latent 'thing' has an essence which is indicated only imperfectly through indicator variables.  These measured aspects have an estimatable degree of 'error', and play a core representation role with respect to the objects in a theory.  

Path analysis often appears to be deterministic and mechanistic.  It seems to imply a simple closed system.  Various proxies such as dummy variables show variation in final outcomes through contextual presences and absences.  Indirect effects are multiplied together along paths, and direct effects can be compared vertically for different dependent and independent-variable combinations.  However path diagrams are best interpreted as if the underlying reality were an open system.  Organic change, permeable borders, incomplete measurement, and the holistic nature of macro objects could all be assumed.  Implicit in path analysis is an assumption that every cause has its own causes. Illustrations can be found in many disciplines, and include Cooper and Artz on entrepreneurs (1995), Turner and Ali in agrarian studies (1996), and Thapa, Bilsborrow and Murphy (1996) in labour studies.  Path analysis can be used when one  uses both Likert scale questions and socio-demographic questions in a survey (Olsen, 2000).  Potentially, path analysis could be combined with interviewing. 

Innovations in path analysis include the use of Beta coefficients for logistic regression (Menard, 1995, gives formulas). With logistic regression or probit models, a dummy variable (such as 'Did engage in demonstrations / did not engage in demonstrations') can be both a dependent variable in its own right, and separately an independent variable in linear regressions.  

Path analysis using different units of analysis and the quantification of qualitative characteristics highlights the need for case study work at the three or four levels of the analysis.  Histories, documents, interviews, and qualitative analysis can each be combined to enrich the interpretation of the path diagram.  

3)  Multi-level analysis.

The mathematics of multi-level analysis have captured the interest of many statisticians because instead of merely dummy variables for contextual effects (categorically measured by indicator variables), we can now allow for fundamental differences in regression slopes for different sub-groups of a population (Goldstein, 1995).  You have random sampling at one level and non-random sampling at another level.  One example is students within schools, where the outcome is the grade average.  Another example is labour markets, with individuals and types-of-firms both influencing wage rates.  New work in this area focuses entirely on norms or average behaviour having both micro and macro causal factors (Wippler and Lindenberg, 1987).

Two comments on realist multi-level modelling show how it might fit with triangulation. The first comment relates to the normative basis of modelling the 'average' behaviour; and the second comment relates to the random-sampling discourse which must be modified.

3-1)  It is not enough to model the 'usual' behaviour.  Means are not the only way to describe a distribution, and variances can become the focus of interest (Goldstein, forthcoming* on modelling the variances without assuming normality).  Furthermore, the unusual cases with high residuals need attention as a group. Followup research would identify a small number of such cases and seek explanations.  Retroduction and qualitative research or documentary research are important in this followup stage. This point applies also to path analysis generally. Note Sayer’s point that even a single case requires an explanation (1992:  page *).  Unusual cases help us find pointers to social innovation or social resistance, where ‘normal’ (usual) mechanisms do not have their usual effects.

3-2) Multi-level analysis is conducted without ordinary least-squares (OLS) estimation.  Instead, general maximum likelihood estimation (GLS) or more advanced monto-carlo methods are used.  The development of a model is accompanied by significance tests for whether the addition or removal of a factor has a substantial effect under given assumptions about the true distributions of variables. These assumptions are far more flexible in GLS than they are in OLS estimation.  The random coefficients that vary at a second level may impact upon the whole model, and the most important result is the change in substantive parameter levels that emerges when the multi-level model structure has been imposed.  Multi-level models can prove that mis-specification was occurring in a single-level model.  Many 'replicated' results in economic statistics will now need to be re-tested, re-examined and re-theorised in the light of new results emerging with MLWin software and other multilevel software packages.  

The probabilistic reasoning behind multi-level modelling does not require the 'levels', or units of analysis, to be hierarchical.  Individuals, households, regions are hierarchical levels.  However individuals, occupations, and industries are non-hierarchical levels.  People of one household can be in different occupations and vice versa.  The 'cross-classified' models require monte-carlo estimation and therefore the significance tests are not strongly dependent upon normal distribution assumptions.  Multi-level modelling implies a new form of path analysis, integrating complex effects at each level.  A limited number of interactions can be allowed, and the researcher must have a theoretical debate guiding them through the choice of model structure.  This theoretical debate can be questioned and the data augmented by qualitative or non-random sampling, but it is still an essential part of the process of statistical decision-making.

Thus, the second set of comments on multi-level modelling illustrate the use of statistics in non-random-sampling contexts.  The inference from sample-to-population is not always crucial.  The discourse of statistical inference is a set of social practices in which inference to larger populations is considered critical, but these practices can be changed.  Instead, the underlying mechanisms of causation are sometimes the main focus of attention. You may have random samling at one level, and hence an ability to make inferences at that level, but non-random sampling at other -- often more macro -- levels, and descriptive statistics at those levels.  Whilst correspondence of variables to things cannot simply be assumed, it does give us a chance to focus on how mechanisms work and on what interferes with their operation (Olsen, 2001). The posited correspondence facilitates communicative validity but does not imply atomism, essentialism, or naïve realism. There is a need for qualitative data and other sources to help with interpreting the multi-level model results.

In this section I have described three innovative ways to conduct multi-method research in a realist fashion.  Each has invoked triangulation.  However it is important at the interpretation stage not to forget the role of dialectics.  Diagram 1 illustrates the need to break the hermetic seal around specific survey datasets. The data are dim reflections of the conflicts lying underneath and behind the social data.  You, as researcher, also engage in these dialectical processes of change by choosing what to stress in your interpretation.  There is no absolute truth in these particular descriptions.  

The validation of early findings is manifestly not the purpose of triangulation for a realist.  If we thought new findings just acted to validate or replicate early findings, then we would be assuming that our early  knowledge had been framed in the ideal, best, or permanently good conceptual frameworks.  But triangulation brings you (the researcher) into contact with conceptual frameworks so varied and incommensurate that you must be prepared to deal with conceptual incongruity.  In such circumstances re-validation or confirmation of early findings would imply ignoring new learnings. As Bryman argued in 1988, triangulation and other ways of combining the various processes of doing research offer excellent ways to enrich (not prove) the researchers' findings.
 Triangulation occurs through scientific networking but can be encapsulated into a particular research project or into a person's life-history of research practices.  For instance, one can read ethnographies before doing statistics -- or one can go further and do statistics as one part of developing their own ethnographic analysis. For this reason a concluding section is devoted to the epistemological issues that have been touched upon in this chapter.

Epistemology and Realism in Empirical Research
Five major epistemological positions are listed below.  Note the difference between an epistemology and an epistemic claim.  The former is a theory of knowledge, and the latter is a practical application or a specific criterion.  The epistemologies below appear somewhat crude if they are taken to imply the superiority of their criteria for true knowledge, compared with the competing epistemologies. As Dow argues elsewhere (chapter in a new book edited by Downward, forthcoming; ref not yet available; see Dow, 2001) it is better to see epistemological thinking as contributing to methodological richness and to pluralism rather than leading to a epistemological monism or, in other words, to a unified epistemology. Nevertheless in social science today we see the following schools competing:

(1)  Logical positivism.  Claims are true if they are rooted in a series of claims which can be analytically derived from each other and which, ultimately, are rooted in either experience or in an axiomatic truth.

(2)  Empiricism.  Claims are true if there is evidence to back them up.

(3)  Standpoint.  Claims have a truth status that is meaningful to the person or collectivity who (which) experiences events leading to the claim.  Claims therefore are rooted in social positionings and cannot be up-rooted without losing some of their meaning or import.  Vicarious knowledge of oppression, therefore, is not equivalent to the knowledge of oppressive social relations held by those people engaged in those social relations. Marginalised people thus have valuable special knowledge.

(4)  Idealism.  Claims are valid only if they lie within coherent conceptual frameworks (see Maki (1993) who describes this as the coherence theory of justification; this criterion when used by others besides Maki, however, often muddles ontic claims with epistemic claims).

(5)  Phenomenology.  Claims have truth status within discursive communities (Kvale, 1996), and are likely to be considered false by outsiders. Understanding, as the purpose of research, is only furthered by entering others’ discursive communities. Micro-research is advocated to the detriment of macro-analysis.

Only (5) reflects epistemic relativism, but some researchers have argued that realism implies epistemological relativism (Lawson, 1999). There is a difference between epistemic relativism (where knowledge or claims have different truth-status depending on which discursive community or ethical framework of reference you take into account), and epistemological relativism which goes much further. Harding describes epistemic relativism, using the phrase 'historical or sociological relativism', to refer to the way that 'different cultures do indeed hold different standards for what consitutes "good belief" and for how one should go about obtaining it' (Harding, 1999:  128).  Epistemological relativism goes much further; it would argue that a knowledge claim can be valid and viable within competing frameworks and therefore that two competing claims may simply be incommensurable. The 'fallibilism' recommended in this paper lies between these two extremes. 

Epistemic relativism seems to be implied by critical realism, since the lessons of phenomenology provide merely epistemic pointers and not an ontological foundation for knowledge.  However, instead of epistemological relativism, a weaker form of relativism suited to realists doing triangulation would be pluralism of method.  Among economists we see a similar plea coming explicitly from Dow (2000), Caldwell (1982), and Boylan and O'Gorman (1995).  In some other disciplines one does not have to work so hard to achieve a consensus about this. Pluralists would say that accounts and claims can co-exist whilst being compared in terms of their inductive basis, their theoretical coherence, their ethical implications, their groundedness in experience, their scintillating expression of deep or hidden meaning, and by other criteria such as aesthetic appeal.  The superiority of claims arising from a realist ontology rests upon ridding social-science dialogues of claims that rest upon foolish ontic assumptions (e.g. (4) idealism), or exaggerated adherence to a single criterion (e.g. (2) empiricism, or (3) standpoint epistemology in naïve forms). Avoidance of the simplicity of logical positivism and empiricism is intrinsically part of the realist project, but the aim of the present chapter has been to do so without departing from the desire to generate/collect/analyse data. A conscious dialectic of observation, analysis and intervention is recommended.

Diagram 1: A Hermetic Seal Around The Data?
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Appendix 1

Plan of the Interview with Prof. Richard Butler (semi-structured):

Richard, tell me a bit about your own career and work as a social researcher.

. . . 

What role has hypothesis testing played in your work?

Do you think it is important for students today to do hypothesis testing?

. . . 

What do you think divides the different social science disciplines?

. . . 

So is it methodology or substantive interests that split them up?

. . . 

I have provided two pages describing critical realist social theory for a UK and global context in the year 2000.  One page is abstract enough to apply at other places and times and the other page is more specific to my own current work.  Could you give me your reactions to these two pages?

. . . 

What objections, if any, do you have to doing research with a dialectical orientation?

______________________ Informed Consent by Prof. Butler__________16/2/01.

I hereby give consent to do the interview.  However any article, book or other written work that uses any of the interview transcript must have my prior agreement before it is submitted for publication.  I will have a chance to review and discuss such a publication with Wendy Olsen, to propose changes, and to accept or reject it for publication in part or as a whole.

The Researcher’s (-ers’) Experiences





Triangulation





The Rest of the (Social) World





The Literature Review





“THE SURVEY DATA” or THE DATA











� I am grateful to Caroline New, Tim May, Sylvia Walby and others who have discussed epistemology with me over the past three years or so.  In particular I appreciate the many students and staff at the University of Bradford and University of Manchester, where I have been challenged by doctoral students and their supervisors.  Through these interactions, I have begun to develop a coherent approach that allows scope for huge inter-departmental differences in established epistemologies. �



� In a separate publication I have proposed ten epistemological criteria:


 


communicative validity; 


practical adequacy; 


metacritique, including theoretical triangulation and innovation; 


rigorous statements of what/who/when the study represents; 


exposing techniques to scrutiny; 


sophistication of technique; 


ethical relevance; 


engagement with diverse discursive communities; 


self-conscious etic-emic balance (requires reflexivity). (from Olsen, 2002)





The integrative view would be that these are all important for realist research.


� The Research Assessment Exercise.





� Notice, however, that realism is not an epistemology. See the introduction to this book.


� Frankfurt-Nachmias and Nachmias (1996) illustrate the former approach; and Kvale (1996) and Flick (2002) illustrate the latter. These books at times over-simplify the epistemology that is offered to undergraduates, thus encouraging a strong qualitative-quantitative divide and promoting simplistic notions of truth at this crucial level. When students reach 'Masters' level or do real research, they need a more sophisticated epistemology.


� When Richard Butler reviewed the draft chapter to check that his intended meaning had come across, he wanted to make one major clarification in Box C.  I place in italics below the sentence that he proposed to insert.


R:  Yes, at a sort of one level above this, sort of one-foot-in and one-foot-out, I think that’s the sort of image really. The problem is applying the normal criterion of academic rigour and objectivity.


His additional sentence illustrates the possibility that we could confuse empiricism with realism when  undertaking dialectical research.  Butler still hopes for objectivity, not realising that this desire conflicts at the epistemological level with the possibility of genuine differences of viewpoint (and perhaps discursive schisms among respondents and research teams), and at the ontic level with the reality of difference. However his desire for academic rigour can be re-interpreted as a desire for public exposure and scrutiny of the research design and interim decisions, e.g. coding frames, in a triangulated research project. Thus whilst one might avoid the term 'objectivity' but one might retain the phrase 'academic rigour' in realist research. Butler's placement of both rigour and objectivity in one 'criterion' perhaps suggests an empiricist starting-point which is inconsistent with post-structuralist and feminist insights as well as with critical realism.


� Bryman, et al., (forthcoming) tend to argue that triangulation is a principle underlying multi-method research strategies aimed at convergent validity.  In other words an empiricist foundation for truth - justified by the presence of data verifying prior claims - has emerged from Bryman's long familiarity with the issues surrounding triangulation.  However, the focus on convergence toward a single truth avoids the creative, problem-solving side of triangulation  Before researchers can claim a convergence toward one interpretation, they first have to deal with the clashes of early findings from different techniques.  In my view Bryman downplays this creative, value-ridden stage of research problem-solving and he tries to achieve an authoritative social science authorial position through his focus on validation and verification. It is important to question the empiricist, modernist epistemology represented by the phrase convergent validity whilst recognising the value of the process of reconciling conflicting data that may emerge from the survey-analysis and qualitative-analysis processes.
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