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It is not a novel thing to say that research needs to be a reflective process, but it 
would be something of an innovation if we were to take the social context of 
research activity more seriously. Despite, or perhaps indeed because of, our 
impressive technical developments in recent years, we are too busy doing research 
to bother over-much about the conditions of production of sociological knowl-
edge. Our collective research quality could benefit from reviewing the process 
through which people end up as researchers, and how ‘junior’ researchers become 
involved in carrying out projects often with little awareness of what really goes 
on in data capture, what informants are doing when we research them, or how the 
data captured and analysed with our sophisticated techniques actually relate to 
theoretical questions. In discussing the way research in general is situated in 
sociology, rather than a particular technique, this chapter is less a resolution than 
a prolegomenon to such a review.

Of course, this begs the initial question that sociology, even less than socio-
logical research, is not a unitary discipline. The chapter suggests several ways of 
conceptualising the discipline that also impinge on how we do research. Starting 
with illustrations from unpublished works – after all, why should we only look at 
our best products? – which show authors with considerable abilities who have 
not grasped the basic relationship between evidence and theory, sections on 
‘sociology as publications’ and ‘sociology as taught’ demonstrate the ways that 
research techniques have become isolated from sociological thinking. Taking the 
example of the interviewee as an active, knowing and disobligingly complex 
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social being, the latter part of the chapter suggests that we over-estimate the qual-
ity of the data we capture, and our capacity to make sense of it, instead placing 
excessive faith in our technical expertise and the shared conventions of our soci-
ological schoolings. In particular, our assumptions about what our informants 
tell us, and what may be missing from our data, need re-consideration.

The following sections therefore treat research not as a separate act but as 
located in a longer process of training, professionalisation and continuing prac-
tice. This will allow us to question some taken-for-granted assumptions about 
how we carry out our research. The common theme connecting the discussion is 
what actually takes place within research projects, rather than what we like to 
present to the outside world, and to ourselves, as happening. Researchers of a 
more qualitative, and feminist, disposition would probably object to the implica-
tion that we lack reflexivity and self-awareness, and in part they would be 
justified. However, a life-time of social research has left me sceptical about the 
capacity of many colleagues (if one may generalise for the moment) to confront 
their own short comings – and I do not exclude myself from this concern.

FOUR UNFAIR ILLUSTRATIONS

This can be illustrated by examples of unpublished sociological work; those papers 
submitted to journals but not accepted. There appears to have been no systematic 
research into the content of empirical research in such papers. Even assuming that 
a proportion of the submission ‘traffic’ consists of works re-circulating in search 
of a home, the rejection rate of the major journals suggests that for every pub-
lished article there are at least two more which are not part of the visible published 
record. That is a considerable quantity of sociological activity: the fact that it is 
unsuccessful is inadequate grounds for ignoring it. Indeed, one might even argue 
that its greater volume makes it more significant than the minority of work which 
is published.

Articles rejected for publication, or work-in-progress papers at small, special-
ist conferences of like-minded colleagues, are admittedly by definition minor, 
unsuccessful, or ‘unacceptable’ by the mainstream canons of the discipline. On 
the other hand, these papers have been produced by sociologists who believe that 
their work is suitable for publication on the basis of many months of hard labour. 
The deficiency of the end-product is not so much a problem of individual fail-
ings, but a question of what social processes have generated deficient work. What 
was lacking in the training and management of these (generally less-experienced) 
researchers? Why were they allowed to engage in poor research and produce 
deficient work, and not discouraged from attempting to get it published?

One is constrained in discussing this opaque body of sociological production 
both by the anonymity of authorship rules of submission and the conventions of 
confidentiality of reviewing and editorial board membership, and yet it is here 
that we best see the soft underbelly of the profession. Several recent articles 
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(from among about three dozen seen in the last year) are described here as anec-
dotal illustration (and not as a proper sample). Because they were anonymised 
and not subsequently accepted for publication, I obviously cannot give biblio-
graphic references for them: if this lack of chapter and verse troubles the reader, 
I can only suggest that the examples are regarded as fictional inventions, because 
their function is heuristic rather than strictly evidential. As their purpose is gen-
eral illustration, rather than any criticism of the individual authors, it is perhaps 
better that they remain unidentified. The following accounts contain deliberate 
minor distortions intended to sustain anonymity. The minor breach of the ethics 
of confidentiality will I hope be compensated by adhering strictly to the principle 
of anonymity.

Example A is a study of that old chestnut, the relationship between education and 
occupational outcome. The authors explored the extent to which educational attain-
ment explains occupational outcomes (a classic question in social mobility analysis) 
drawing on a large national American survey data-set collected for other purposes, 
and deploying MVA techniques. Despite some neat and indeed quite impressive 
innovation in the statistical analysis, the results could be anticipated well in advance 
because the topic has already been so well-researched. Predictably, it was found 
that, as in all the other cases, education and occupation are associated but not to the 
extent that common sense might suggest. Nevertheless, the fact that the topic is an 
old chestnut presumably justifies its selection as a topic, and the authors explained 
their work clearly and structured their argument in a cogent fashion. Why then was 
I unhappy with the explicit finding claimed by the research team? Because in fact 
their research design turned out to not sustain this conclusion.

In the first place, the experience of education was operationalised as ‘number 
of years of completed full-time education’. There was no discussion of alterna-
tive indicators such as part-time schooling, vocational training undertaken as part 
of employment, differences in school or college environment, or subject spe-
cialisation. There was almost no discussion of qualification level achieved, and 
no comment on the convenient fact that number of years of completed full-time 
education is a quantitative measurement. The reason for the simplistic definition 
of education was given in a single sentence: the large and highly-regarded data-
set being deployed in the secondary analysis did not contain sufficient information 
for a more elaborated conception of what ‘education’ means.

But worse was to follow. The researchers – who can by no means be described 
as lacking ability, given the sophistication of their analytical techniques – explain 
briefly that because women’s experience of employment differs from that of 
men, and that it is not easy to assign women to categories of occupational class, 
no females were included in the analysis. Similarly, as people of colour and 
immigrants are subject to specific discriminations in the markets for both educa-
tion and employment, they too needed to be excluded. The claimed finding, that 
education is moderately associated with occupation, is therefore nothing of the 
kind. What was actually established was that there is a moderate association 
between number of years of full-time education and occupational achievement 
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among the American-born white males who comprise at best 40% of the adult 
population, which is a very different thing from what was explicitly envisaged at 
the outset. What makes this actual finding sociologically interesting is not that 
the moderate statistical association which applies to only a sub-set of the popula-
tion, but rather, first, why it apparently does not apply to females and people of 
colour, and second, what market ramifications does the situation of these other 
groups have on the occupational achievement of white males? Even if markets 
are gendered and racialised, it makes little sense to study one part of the market 
in isolation from the rest.

This may seem an extreme case but it is not totally atypical. Much of main-
stream social mobility research in the last quarter of the twentieth century dealt 
only with survey data on males. The major European CASMIN project is a clas-
sic example. Certainly most of my own early work in this field is open to this 
stricture. Thus, the illustration is part of a wider failure to recognise the limita-
tions of one’s data: even in the case of the specific experiences of distinctive 
minority groups, these must always be seen in the context of the majority group 
experience (e.g. Iganski et al., 2001).

A second example is a work-in-progress paper on voluntary association mem-
bership. This began with an excellent discussion of the literature, leading to a 
clever re-casting of the issues in terms of social capital in post-modern society, 
which was truly impressive. However, the data consisted of the number of volun-
tary association memberships at time t = 1, and the number of voluntary 
associations joined or left between t =1 and t = 2. In other words, the design 
treated all voluntary associations (e.g. trade union, church, residents group, sports 
club, learned body, gym, parents support group and political party), all levels of 
membership (passive member; active participant, committee member or officer) 
and all geographical areas (neighbourhood, region, nation, or global) as identi-
cal. As in the first example above, the justification offered for this confounding 
of activities was that the data-set being used in the secondary analysis did not 
have any further evidence to offer. In other words, the research question, despite 
its impressive elaboration, could never be answered with the information avail-
able. Why was the research worker being allowed to waste their time (and public 
funds) on a project which manifestly could never be successful?

Both of these examples come from the quantitative tradition, but equivalent 
cases can be found in qualitative research. Example C claimed to show that the 
capitalist class had imposed new conditions of exploitation on labour by demand-
ing that workers maintain high levels of physical fitness and a healthy appearance 
while at work. The data consisted of a small number of semi-structured interviews 
with the staff and gym users at two gyms located in a Financial Services district. 
Informants (mainly gym staff) were quoted as agreeing that more people these 
days were concerned about how they looked when at work, and that they felt 
physical fitness was important for career progression. These self-interested replies 
of the gym staff were taken at face value. No interviews were obtained with any 
members of the capitalist class or their service class managers. There was no 
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specification of which ‘workers’ were being subjected to this new form of exploi-
tation, or how many were suffering it, at what stages of their careers, or at what 
sites. No time frame for the new trend was indicated. No interview quotations 
referred directly to the core research hypothesis. To adapt a recent British adver-
tising slogan, the research in question did not do ‘what it says on the tin’.

In example D, the researcher’s explicit aim was to explore how gender deter-
mined conditions of employment and academic output in universities. The article 
consisted of a thoughtful and insightful discussion of the content of extensive 
interviews completed with six married female academics, although one case was 
given most attention. The six women, all employed by one high status university, 
reported how difficult and drawn-out had been the process of obtaining tenured 
posts. They felt that their careers had been held back by this experience. This was 
taken to show how gender discrimination works in higher education, an area 
where universalistic criteria of performance are supposed to apply.

As an explication of some females’ experience of academic life, this research 
may be acceptable. However, as an account of gender it is obviously deficient. 
The high status university that was the research site is distinctive in having very 
few tenured posts: first, men as well as women experience difficulty and delays 
in moving from temporary funded posts onto faculty (even if the degree of dif-
ficulty is not the same). Second, as the university is within easy commuting 
distance of at least half a dozen other high status institutions, let alone an even 
larger number of less prestigious universities, what was really interesting was the 
neglected question of why the six women made the choice to restrict their ambi-
tions to the one campus, and therefore whether their ‘difficulties’ were less 
imposed upon them than to some extent self-inflicted. Third, the choice of that 
university as a research site was not discussed (it happened to be the one at which 
the researcher was a woman on ‘soft money’). Its lack of typicality may have 
shone light on the specific issue of tenured and non-tenured employment, but that 
was not how the paper was framed. Instead it claimed to be about gender inequal-
ities in higher education, which is not at all the same thing.

We are not talking here about articles submitted to journals that are then 
rejected for the conventional reasons that they are badly written, about obscure 
topics, show a lack of knowledge of the field, offer no evidence or contain com-
putation errors, or do not sufficiently advance sociological knowledge. The point 
about these four examples is that their methods are fundamentally flawed. The 
data discussed in them do not relate to the research questions at their hearts. Nor 
have these been the only cases recently encountered, which suggests that this 
problem extends beyond the illustrations given here.

METHODS AS TAUGHT

All four of these examples show an incapacity to connect sociological questions 
with appropriate selection of data and awareness of what data really are. This basic 
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methodological problem can be found to varying degrees across a range of soci-
ological research, where issues have not been thought through, or there has been 
an over-reliance on the principle of faute de mieux. This has its roots in the way 
students come to think about sociology, and particularly in how we see the choice 
of informants and their answers. It is this set of problems that we need to 
address.

Such a swinging critique of actual research practice may be accused of over-
generalisation. Making statements about what is taking place in sociology is no 
easy task: exceptions to every attempted rule abound. On what basis can one 
characterise the research practices of an entire discipline? In earlier discussions 
of sociological research methods in the UK, my co-researchers and I made sev-
eral attempts to capture the discipline’s contemporary geist, first examining 
undergraduate programme documentation, arguing that ‘we are what we teach’. 
This approach sees sociology, and the way it researches, as its public face; in that 
most sociology students will not become professional sociologists but carry away 
an image of the discipline into their subsequent lives as members of the public. It 
also treats undergraduate education as the first phase of a professional socialisa-
tion process, in which undergraduate experience of research (or its lack) largely 
determines choices of topic and method in graduate school, while this in turn 
locates young sociologists on specific career tracks in which their methodologi-
cal preferences are effectively pre-set for life.

In our 1980s exploration of the teaching of research the choice of data was 
essentially serendipitous. Our content analysis of undergraduate programme 
documentation in Britain was part of a wider project (Eggins, 1988) initiated by 
the Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA). The coverage was gov-
erned by the CNAA’s remit as custodian of academic standards in the UK’s 
institutions of higher education which subsequently became the country’s ‘new’ 
or ‘post-1992’ universities (Payne et al., 1988, 1989). There was nothing special 
about the year in which the research was carried out, nor which years were 
included in the study: we simply used the documentation available for current 
courses. We did not debate questions of sampling, taking all available data for a 
time period that was externally determined. Our ‘sample’ was therefore time-
specific and institutionally-constrained, rather than a response to any supposed 
methodological crisis within the discipline or dependent on the logic of some 
concern purely internal to British sociology.

This phase of research found research methods to be a core element in all insti-
tutions, covering both qualitative and quantitative approaches, but with an 
emphasis on the former. The most common teaching pattern was one (or two) 
free-standing module(s) in the second year of the degree programme. Qualitative 
methods were taught by sociologists who made other contributions to the pro-
gramme, whereas quantitative methods were more often taught by statisticians 
from outside of the sociology department. Only a minority of programmes 
involved the students in hands-on researching (final year dissertations were then 
uncommon), and there was no evidence of research methods being taught as part 
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of other modules. We coined the phrase ‘the ghetto-isation of methods’ to describe 
the way that doing research, and how sociological ‘knowledge’ has been gener-
ated, was not integrated into the mainstream programmes.

In a later phase of this work, we asked students and lecturers directly about 
their perceptions of what was being taught, rather than relying on module docu-
ments (Williams et al., 2004, 2008). Although this exposed us to low response 
rates among undergraduates it gave a more direct and informative access to what 
happens in class. Among our findings were that qualitative and quantitative 
methods continue to be covered in most programmes, with teaching now repatri-
ated to sociology departments. Dissertations have become standard for Honours 
degrees. Research methods otherwise still tend to sit in isolation, and the depth 
of knowledge of statistical techniques is questionable. Most students perceive 
sociology as a humanities discipline, and prefer writing essays to analysing 
socio logical data.

Although there are national differences, these patterns are not unique to the UK: 
the Netherlands is an example of paying greater attention to the development of 
quantitative skills (Parker, 2011). In the US, the American Mathematics Association 
has promoted the adoption of minimum quantitative skills for undergraduates, 
an approach endorsed by the National Science Foundation which funded the 
ASA-supported Integrating Data Analysis project (Gillman, 2006; Howery and 
Rodriquez, 2006). The full impact of these initiatives is yet to be seen, with many 
American students still gaining little experience of doing research. Parker’s trans-
national survey indicates that the key issue is increasingly seen as the extent to 
which data analysis and hands-on research can be embedded across the curricu-
lum so that undergraduate research practice is systematically encouraged, rather 
than leaving this to graduate school (Healey, 2008). What matters is not the 
specific research method used, but rather the practice of researching per se.

Two conclusions follow from this work. First, in most countries it is thought 
proper to introduce undergraduates to research methods, so that research would 
appear to be part of the sociological canon. However, apart from the dissertation, 
students are still not called upon to use their methods knowledge, and their learn-
ing of methods is separated from the rest of ‘sociology’. Right from the start 
there is a gap between methods as technique and methods as sociological reason-
ing. Second, the level of skills acquired is low. For example, students probably 
know what a probability sample is but could not design and set up such a sample: 
their experience of working with the strict logic of probability is insignificant. 
Even after graduate school, young sociologists will have practised only a limited 
range of skills, and acquired only a ‘black box’ comprehension of others (typi-
cally, quantitative techniques that can be learned in a formal way). What they are 
less likely to have acquired is a rounded understanding of how data collection 
and data analysis need to be embedded in sociological reasoning.

Our commentaries on the content of undergraduate education, and the methods 
used in recent research, not least by ‘junior researchers’, in which we treat soci-
ology ‘as what we publish’ (Payne et al., 2004) have been taken in some quarters 
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as an implicit antagonism towards qualitative methods (May, 2005). However, 
our intention has always been to promote the positive value of quantitative 
research without denigrating other approaches, and to insist on the need for skills 
in a range of methods – in short, for methodological pluralism. This stance of 
measured neutrality allows us to criticise shortcomings in both qualitative and 
quantitative practice. Not least it fosters a degree of circumspection when it 
comes to the interpretation and presentation of one’s research findings.

The way in which students are introduced to a discipline says a lot about how 
its practitioners perceive it. The isolation of research methods from the remain-
der of sociological thinking and analysis makes it harder for young sociologists 
early in their careers fully to comprehend data collection and research design. 
This is excaberated by teaching organised around the convenient but spurious 
dichotomy between qualitative and quantitative styles of research. Although both 
modes of research have deficiencies in how they see sampling and interviewing, 
they could each learn a great deal from the other.

OBLIGING AND DISOBLIGING INFORMANTS

I recently found myself living in an area selected by the UK’s Office of National 
Statistics for testing new surveys. In rapid succession I was interviewed at length 
about health provision; employment; and twice on household consumption in 
terms of both diet and expenditure. By coincidence, I had also signed up as a 
panel member of an internet survey company so that I could volunteer my attitu-
dinal prejudices, and curiosity stirred, I had begun to reply to every market 
research questionnaire disguised as prize draws that came my way (as yet with-
out pecuniary success!). I even started to agree to be interviewed on the street by 
market research interviewers in search of quotas. In this way, after many years of 
carrying out social research as an investigator, I encountered social research 
extensively for the first time from the perspective of informant.

Up to this point in my career, I had followed the British Market Research 
Society Guidelines not to participate in data collection as a respondent. Following 
the Society’s logic, as a ‘knowing person’ I was not a typical informant – but then 
on the other hand, the population includes such knowing people, and despite 
what we may or may not contribute, we are part of the universe from which 
samples are drawn. The experience of my new participation suggests that the 
trouble lies less in what we may do to the research findings (where we are likely 
to be a tiny minority of possible outliers), or as commercial rivals who might gain 
from seeing potentially advantageous new ways of data collection, but rather in 
what the experience may do to us as researchers.

Readers may like to ask themselves how often they have been the subject of 
research in, say, the last three years? If my informal (non-representative sample) 
soundings of colleagues are anything to go by, your answer is likely to be ‘not (or 
hardly) at all’. None of my acquaintances has been interviewed more than once, 
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and almost all had not experienced being interviewed, within that time-frame. 
However, to be interviewed once, or from time to time at long intervals, as 
I guess most sociologists have been, is not enough. Such single events may make 
one aware of specific technical shortcomings and the substantive nature of the 
project in question, but they are insufficiently intense to generate a deeper aware-
ness of what ‘doing being interviewed’ is like, or to provide a platform on which 
to build a revision of what we mean by ‘interviewee’.

As practitioners, our dominant experiences of data collection have been as 
student, research assistant, investigator, writer, teacher and critic. We therefore 
conceive of data collection as an active process of doing unto others, not as done 
to ourselves. Our primary conceptualisation is not as ‘respondent’, ‘subject’, 
‘interviewee’, ‘informant’ or ‘participant’, but as researcher. This stipulation also 
extends to retrospective reflexive accounts of how research was actually carried 
out. In short, sociological research can be defined as an activity that social scien-
tists practice on other people, even in ‘collaborative’ projects.

This assertion is a prelude neither to a naïve insistence that first-hand experience 
of ‘being on the receiving end’ is a pre-requisite for carrying out research, nor a 
polemic in favour of partnership or co-designed research. My point is that seeing 
social research from the other side of the questionnaire, laptop, or tape recorder can 
be a chastening experience: at least it has been for me. The challenge was not so 
much the discovery that other researchers’ techniques, notably in question phras-
ing, questionnaire design and interviewing skills, leave great room for improvement 
– that was simply confirmation of something of which I, like many colleagues, 
have long been aware. Indeed, for academics and especially teachers of research 
methods, other researchers’ inadequacies are our stock-in-trade. Rather, my experi-
ence made me realise that the way many professionals conceptualise the interviewee 
is inadequate. If I could be a thinking social agent during interview, why should 
I attribute to other informants a lesser state of consciousness? The logical conclu-
sion of this insight is that social researchers should be much more cautious and 
humble about what they claim to have found in their collection of data.

Of course, there is no single model of ‘the interviewee’ in sociology. Conceptions 
range from the highly personalised to the faceless statistical unit, and from the 
downtrodden co-victim to the obdurate and misguided refuser. Unlike much of 
research in social psychology (conveniently practiced on a captive audience of 
psychology undergraduates, particularly in America), few sociologists take the 
view that subjects are always essentially co-operatively re-active. My reading of 
standard textbooks, the specialist literature (much of it written as guidance for 
inexperienced researchers) and more general accounts of findings based on 
empirical study, suggests that we unconsciously operate with one or more of the 
following models of the respondent, depending on the conditions of what is being 
researched:

The refusenik• 
The negative deviant• 
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The elite member• 
The passive• 
The simple-minded and potentially confused• 
The co-operatively re-active• 
The keen to please or excessively deferential• 
The potential victim/ethically protectable• 
The co-participant (feminist)• 
The excessively garrulous.• 

I have deliberately omitted the special method of reflexive auto-ethnography, 
where the ‘interviewer’ and ‘interviewee’ is the same person, which I accept 
represents a limiting case. I anticipate that my outline typology is not an exhaus-
tive list, but the identification of additional types does not invalidate its underlying 
principle, but rather strengthens my point. If informants can play these different 
roles – and change from one style to another during the course of data collection 
– this must surely raise doubts about probability sampling which treats respon-
dents as inter-changeable uniform units, and how informants can bias the readings 
that qualitative researchers take from the interview encounter.

My interest here lies mainly in the first two categories of the typology, because 
the other categories are better represented in the literature. ‘Refuseniks’ are those 
people who decline to be interviewed. There is an extensive literature about ways 
of reducing the number of refusals in survey research, as well as statistical tech-
niques for adjusting results to compensate for low response rates. Both of these 
tend to treat refuseniks as if they are either a uniform category, or sit on a mono-
tonic continuum between acceptance and refusal. By definition we have little 
knowledge of them, although of course if we have some alternative parameters it 
is possible to identify their socio-economic position, gender, age, etc. through 
comparisons which by subtraction show their collective characteristics. The 
development of post coding geo-demographics and similar ecological descrip-
tors offers an even more precise way of typifying those who we cannot successfully 
interview.

However, the key word here is ‘typifying’. The underlying assumption is that 
refuseniks resemble those who we do interview, except for the single quirk of their 
refusal. If we can know some of their face sheet social features, we assume we can 
interpolate values for them from the sub-sample which they most resemble. 

Alternatively, provided that our achieved sample is not seriously deficient in 
some social category, we need not worry unduly. But this begs the question of 
why some people refuse interviews. What if the refuseniks do not differ in most 
obvious respects (class, gender, age, etc.) but only in some other respects, one of 
which is their propensity to refuse? The propensity to refuse may be an indicator 
of a different set of social dispositions. Refusal may simply be a matter of non-
co-operation due to inconvenience, an unwillingness to modify the refusenik’s 
plans for spending their next hour. But does this indicate a personality type, or an 
actor whose embedding in their social routine is distinctive from other people? It 
is not implausible to suggest that refusal may be associated with one or more of 
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attitude sets reflecting anti-authoritarianism; individualism and conservatism; 
anti-intellectualism; Asberger’s Syndrome; mild paranoia; or even anti-social 
attitudes or socio-pathological tendencies.

In case this seems excessive, consider the second category of ‘negative devi-
ant’, a category in which I would place myself – or rather, a category that I find 
myself in despite having started interviews in a ‘co-operatively re-active’ frame 
of mind. The longer the interview, the less co-operative I become. The poorer the 
question design, the more irritated and obstructive I become. To date, I have 
never terminated an interview, but my patience is not limitless. For example, 
where a series of questions ask me to make fine discriminations (or even express 
degrees of agreement/disagreement with Likert-like statements) or to engage in 
acts of careful recollection or calculation, I progressively find myself unable to 
be bothered to be accurate. I see no reason why similar reactions should not be 
experienced by other respondents. If that is so, the data we often collect is likely 
to be unreliable.

Nor do I find that this shift in response mode occurs only in survey research. 
Although my experience of being on the receiving end of qualitative research is 
more limited, I would argue that the same underlying process also operates. 
One’s personal relationship with, say, a participant observer shifts over time: it 
may grow into stronger rapport and therefore ‘openness’, or decay into antago-
nism. When it comes to semi-structured interviews, the scope for destructive 
replies is even greater than with structured questionnaires.

A particular case in point is what informants ‘volunteer’ during interview. The 
conventional assumption seems to be that with good interviewing, informants 
will talk comprehensively about topics; and in providing answers, will depict 
their sense of issues. If the informant has any ideas or feelings about an issue, 
they will become expressed and conversely, the expression of responses means 
that the researcher can tell what issues matter to the informant. In other words, 
the salience of an issue can be evaluated by the informants replies (see for exam-
ple Savage et al.’s (2001) explanation of class identity). However, it may be that 
where there are intense feelings or strong but controversial opinions are held, 
informants adopt precisely the opposite tack by remaining completely silent. It 
all depends on what image of the informant we bring to the table. There seems to 
be no simple way of knowing whether silence may also be an indicator of 
salience.

The model of the informant that I am sketching is of a knowing being, whose 
orientation cannot be tied down to some standardised social identity which is 
accessed via core sociological variables. This informant is knowing in both, the 
sense of being able to react to the interview, and to change their orientation during 
interview; a social person who not only reacts to the researcher in a dynamic 
way during the specific setting of the data capture process, but whose social per-
sona is complex and multi-faceted in a way that cannot easily be reduced to a 
simple social type. Because people share certain social characteristics, such 
as class, gender, ethnicity and age does not entitle us to assume a consistent 
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similarity of experience, values, attitudes or responses among them. Our task as 
researchers is to discover to what extent such patterns exist, but informants are 
under no obligation to assist us. Statistical techniques intended to compensate for 
gaps in our data due to informant non-co-operation, but which actually involve 
extrapolation or replacement based on the data from other informants which we 
do have, are both tautological and open to the charge of reliance on an ‘over-
socialized conception of man’.1

OBLIGING AND DISOBLIGING SAMPLES

Until recently, the problem of selecting who we study has not received much 
attention outside of survey research, or at least so one might believe from reading 
most published accounts. In the quantitative tradition, the mechanics of sampling 
are conventionally made a matter of record: in pre-analysis working papers 
(increasingly available on the internet); in methodological appendices to mono-
graphs; and in end-of-project reports to stake-holders. Journal articles may give 
cursory technical details, but they normally provide links through bibliographic 
referencing that allow readers to follow up any sampling questions.

Some big surveys have established such a reputation that they can be invoked 
almost as brand names, thus removing any need for further discussion because 
the product’s qualities (and even any limitations) are universally acknowledged: 
many sources available from Statistics Canada, the ONS and the ESDS in the 
UK, and ICPSR in the US provide examples. In the UK, a growing trend towards 
cost-effective secondary analysis of large data-sets, particularly of omnibus or 
repeated surveys, is allowing junior researchers to dispense with the impedi-
menta of primary data collection, although this often still embroils them in 
statistical issues of weighting or problems of data definition. While there is 
no shortage of statistical literature on how to compensate for sampling defects, 
this typically shows little sensitivity to the initial character of the data capture. 
Because there is an expectation that sampling needs to be explained, research-
ers are required to give the matter some consideration, albeit only in a highly 
technical way.

This framework provides considerable comfort for the researcher, but it is not 
without its own constraints once one moves beyond synchronic analysis. The UK 
National Child Development Study (NCDS) offers a case in point. Probably the 
most widely-deployed data-set in educational, health and social inequality trend 
research, the prominence of the NCDS primarily depends on the absence of alter-
native, comprehensive and large data-sets for people born in the late 1950s. 
However, by its seventh re-survey sweep in 2004, attrition and non-response had 
reduced its original sample of 17,634 to 9,175, i.e. 52% (and if one were inter-
ested in comparing data from all seven sweeps, only 33.8% of the original sample 
can be directly used). While much of this ‘missingness’, to use a term from 
Carpenter and Plewis (this volume, Chapter 23) is not a total loss of cases, but 
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rather partial loss of items or single sweeps, it remains reasonable to speculate 
that the survivors, in their adult status, differ sociologically from those who have 
dis appeared from view, even if on certain specified variables (with or without 
compensatory re-weighting) they do not. How else are we to explain their 
non-compliance?

In distinguishing between the impact of various causes of missingness in 
the NCDS (e.g. for the case or item levels) Carpenter and Plewis show how in 
certain circumstances, such as ‘Missing at Random’, less biased estimates can be 
recovered from surviving data. However, their ingenious methods of tackling 
data which are ‘Missing Not at Random’ remains based on the assumption that 
there are no substantial differences between survivors and the missing. If we 
posit that some individuals have a lower propensity to co-operate with social 
surveys – especially repeated longitudinal studies – than others (due, say, to their 
social location, identity, or personality), the question remains whether they differ 
in the other social characteristics represented by the variables in the survey. If so, 
the recovery of estimates from the survivors is ‘the most difficult situation to 
adjust for’, as Carpenter and Plewis acknowledge in their introduction to this 
topic.

Attrition is of course a problem for all longitudinal studies, as is the need to 
rely on original research techniques that become out of date. Those re-using the 
NCDS have remained silent about the awkward matter that professionally-trained 
survey interviewers were not used to collect NCDS data until the 1981 sweep. 
Prior to this, data were collected by and from Health Visitors and school person-
nel who, with all due respect, can hardly be described as sociologically literate. 
Almost all secondary analyses of the NCDS have ignored this limitation, pre-
sumably on the grounds that there is no alternative data-set. Even if those 
collecting the data had been better trained in the collection of sociological data, 
the basic research tools of the 1950s were still primitive. A quarter of a century 
later, Hope and Goldthorpe (1974) were still attempting to establish the first 
coherent, explicit and all-inclusive method of scoring social class in the UK. It is 
little wonder that during the early 1990s, in examining nearly 80 multivariate 
analysis assignments using unweighted NCDS data (presented as part of the 
University of Ulster’s excellent Social Research Masters degree requirements, 
and reviewed in my role as External Examiner), I found almost no statistically 
significant associations between the NCDS variables. The quantitative tradition 
may be better placed than other methods when it comes to information about 
sampling, but that does not mean that its record is beyond reproach, especially 
when it comes to faute de mieux justifications.

Nonetheless, at least there is a framework for discussing the sampling. In qual-
itative research the question has hardly been raised outside of the extended case 
study method in ethnography, so that the conventional discourse provides less 
scope for exploring it. It is no defence to argue that qualitative methods do not 
involve generalisation (Denzin, 1983; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). As an earlier 
close inspection of a series of journal articles showed (Payne and Williams, 2005), 
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sociologists who base their interpretations on data collected from small numbers 
of informants (say, less than 50 individuals) do make explicit generalising claims 
that their findings have society-wide application and implications (Fahrenberg 
(2003) makes a similar point for interpretative methodologies in psychology and 
other social sciences).

This presents an almost intractable difficulty. It is no solution to train the users 
of such methods to eschew generalising statements (although that might not in 
itself be a bad thing). Such a policy would merely obscure the underlying fact 
that we need to know the logical status of the small-scale study. If the point of 
selecting a research site and its human occupants is not to generalise in respect to 
other similar cases, does the choice matter? On the one hand, if each study is 
self-contained and free-standing, its relationship with previous and subsequent 
research is problematic. In this view, sociology should be as non-cumulative as 
the field of literature where one short story is no guide to the plot or characters of 
another. If, as the constructivists would have us believe, all social phenomena are 
unique because they are context and time specific, what is the purpose of even 
exploring similarities of subjective, individual perspectives when our own explo-
rations are themselves unique? But on the other hand, if each study is unique, 
then as readers we still need to know why the site and its informants were selected 
because this is an essential part of the unique events being catalogued.

Nor is it easy to connect the small-scale to larger populations by using princi-
ples from probability theory. This requires no elaborate statistical reasoning 
because any attempt falls at the first hurdle: there is usually minimal information 
about the supposed population, typically manifested in the absence of a sampling 
frame, a point conceded by Mayring (2007; para. 16) despite his optimism about 
probabilistic approaches. Indeed, where the research is concerned with small, 
unusual categories of persons, as in the case of hard-to-access minorities, the 
actual number of such people is open to dispute. If the topic involves studying 
what happens within an organisation, we seldom have a complete list of similar 
organisations, and even here it is necessary to specify the geographical unit – 
locality, state, region or nation – containing the sites. However, even if this were 
not so, the populations tend to be small, and so the sample size has to be large 
relative to the population size.

Thus, if we think of a type of organisation or a hard-to-access category of per-
sons, conventional standards of sampling are going to present a logistical 
challenge. Sampling conventions (Krejcie and Morgan, 1970) dictate that an 
adequate sample of a population consisting of 10 or less organisations requires a 
sample that is a census. If there are 100 organisations or cases, we need to sample 
80 of them, or if the hard-to-access set numbers 1000, we need to access well 
over a quarter of them. There are very few instances of qualitative work that 
covers either 10 organisations or in excess of 200 in-depth interviews. In cases 
which do come readily to mind like the life-work of Michael Burawoy (e.g. 
1991), or Savage et al.’s (2001) study of class consciousness in Manchester, the 
relationship between sample and population is not entirely clear. To express it 
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the other way round, if we have the resources for, say, 40 in-depth interviews, the 
generalising power under probability is to a population no bigger than 50.

If qualitative research cannot draw on probability theory, how should field sites 
be selected? Under present conventions, there is little rigour in sampling. Where 
this involves access to an organisation or an established group, the ‘selection’ is 
normally done on the basis of a previous contact. Supervisors of postgraduate 
students act as patrons, activating their social networks to sponsor their protégées 
to gate-keepers. Researchers’ prior work experience or contacts provide another 
pragmatic route to access, but usually with little consideration of the theoretical 
implications of researching a specific site. A similar pragmatism applies in con-
tacting hard-to-reach informants, where snow-balling is seldom seriously ques-
tioned in terms of how non-typical the resulting sample is likely to be. We are 
rarely told in detail about the participants in focus groups.

This does not matter if we assume that the sample of persons makes no differ-
ence to the information collected, but this is hardly a strong position to adopt. 
The findings of studies are very commonly used to generalise – or what in quali-
tative discourse is more often referred to as ‘developing theories’ – as Payne and 
Williams (2005) have shown. Who we choose for our sample determines our 
findings:

Questions of generalisation are tied to those of sampling because the sample is the bearer of 
those characteristics that it is wished to infer to a wider population. (Williams, 2000: 216, 
original emphasis)

To give one illustration, if a study site has been chosen ‘because of the willing-
ness of local authority access officers to take part in the research’ (Edwards and 
Imrie, 2003: 245), it is not unreasonable to ask whether the same results would 
have been found had access somehow been possible to sites where access officers 
were unwilling to co-operate? Is willingness to co-operate a social characteristic 
associated with others like support for evidence-based practice, openness to new 
ideas, and confidence in the high quality of one’s organisation?

Most qualitative research falls into this category described by Mason (1996: 
92–93), as being based on small selections of units which are acknowledged to 
be part of wider universes but not chosen primarily to represent them directly. 
There are far too few cases where the case selection – especially of the single 
case study – is explicitly justified by the need for very detailed scrutiny. It would 
be much better to reflect on generalization ex ante, which means to select the 
single case, or the site, following prior considerations. Looking for a typical case, 
a representative case, a frequent occurring case or a theoretically interesting case 
would be a good strategy (Mayring, 2007: 6). That means that it would be good 
to formulate a case definition as part of the research design rather than burying 
what turns out to be a ‘pragmatic solution’ in a brief discussion of methods. A 
sample need not be typical of the wider population, but its a typicality needs to 
be confronted, justified in advance, and subsequently integrated into any attempt 
to ‘generate theory’.
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SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS

Doing empirical research is central to the being and identity of most sociologists. 
That does not mean that we are as good at it as we like to think, or that we follow 
through the implications of our focus on research. I have illustrated several ways 
in which we can and sometimes do fall short: by using data which are not fit for 
purpose (particularly with respect to the current fashion for secondary analysis of 
large data-sets); by not exercising our responsibilities as teachers and supervisors 
of research; by making excessive claims from limited studies; by over-estimating 
informants willingness to co-operate and under-estimating the significance of 
non-response, because we have under-theorised the interview encounter and 
over-theorised the atypical case. This is a case for methodological innovation 
less as specific new techniques, and more as basic thinking about interviewing 
and sampling.

As one example of where this might lead, (I have tried in my exposition to 
indicate the limits of my own illustrations and sampled evidence when I have 
been making broad generalisations) is something that sociologists should be 
learning this kind of caution while they are undergraduates. The best long-term 
investment in producing good research is to reform the undergraduate curriculum, 
placing research practice not only at its heart but in every corner of its corpus. The 
issue is not which methods should be taught, but that the research itself should 
occupy its proper place. Such an innovation would not only improve our technical 
performance, but also provide a framework in which future generations of soci-
ologists could start reflecting about the research act, in fundamental ways.

It seems to me that there is currently a need for a little more humility among 
researchers. While we need endlessly beat ourselves up about the limitations of 
our efforts, much of our writing tends too far in the opposite direction. Faced 
with perceived threats from rival methodological stances, we not only make 
excessive claims for our own findings, but become needlessly drawn into deni-
grating the work of others based in those different methodological camps. Much 
of this dialogue of the deaf fails to see the simple point that we can describe the 
social at different levels of detail. The broad view of national patterns offers one 
perspective, gaining society-wide knowledge and generality at the expense of 
detail. The interpretation of small-scale interactions provides us with accounts of 
fine social detail and process, but cannot at the same time characterise the wider 
picture. Temperamentally, we may prefer one level of analysis to the other, or 
become interested in topics best-suited for this or that method of research, but 
that should not become routinised in our discipline’s culture as exclusionary or 
hegemonic practice.

Core elements such as sampling and interviewing, which are fundamental to a 
range of research styles, raise problems throughout sociology that extend beyond 
the narrow confines of our own preferred approaches. Unless we continue to 
refine our tools and perspectives by drawing on our collective expertises, we stand 
to lose our claims to provide valuable and uniquely sociological knowledge. 
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Indeed, when we take seriously the rise of geodemographic systems, trans actional 
databases, and the extension of State-controlled inter-connected personal records 
(in the name of national security and administrative efficiency), the need to be 
more aware of what we know and how we know it becomes more acute. How else 
are we to acquire the sophisticated descriptions required to challenge the results 
of the ‘rules of thumb’ (Savage and Burrows, 2007: 887) routinely applied by the 
managers of commercial databases or the security services? This is a task which 
can only be achieved by greater co-operation within the discipline. There are 
many rooms in sociology’s mansion, and we can still learn a lot from talking with 
the guys next-door.

NOTES

1 Readers who share my moderately obsessive disposition might care to check on the frequent mis-referencing 
of Wrong’s original article: I estimate about 80% of Google hits (January 2009) write ‘oversocialized’ as two words 
or hyphenated; mis-spell socialized with an s not a z; refer to the concept, not the conception; or even more remark-
ably attribute the bibliographic source to the AJS instead of the ASR).
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INTRODUCTION

As many feminist researchers have argued and Sandra Harding (1987: 3) 
succinctly puts, ‘it is not by looking at research methods that one will be able to 
identify the distinctive features of the best feminist research’ (see also, e.g. 
Roberts, (1981) 1990; Stanley, 1990; Reinharz, 1992; Maynard and Purvis, 1994; 
Stanley and Wise, 1993; Millen, 1997; Ribbens and Edwards, 1998; Ramazanoglu 
with Holland, 2002; Letherby, 2002, 2003a; Hesse-Biber, 2007a). So, there is no 
such thing as a feminist method, rather what is distinctive about feminist research 
is a sensitivity to the significance of gender within society and a critical approach 
to the research process. Thus, rather than focusing on the methods (tools for 
gathering evidence/collecting data), feminists are concerned with the method-
ological reflection of the researcher(s). Methodology, concerned as it is with the 
‘getting of knowledge’, is key to understanding the relationship between knowl-
edge and power (Stanley and Wise, 2008: 222) and is thus an essential part of the 
feminist project:

Within feminism, the term ‘feminist methodology’ is also used to describe an ideal approach 
to doing research – one which is respectful of respondents and acknowledges the subjective 
involvement of the researcher. This leads us to a question which Cook and Fonow (1990: 71) 
ask: ‘is feminist methodology that which feminists do or that which we aim for’? (Letherby, 
2003a: 5)

Feminist methodology is at the heart of the feminist project of changing the world because 
it is the focal point for bringing together theory, practical research methods, and the produc-
tion of new knowledge. (Stanley and Wise, 2008: 221)

3
Feminist Methodology
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