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Abstract: 
There is a misconception among social scientists that statistical analysis is somehow a technical, essentially objective, process of decision-making, whereas other forms of data analysis are judgement-based, subjective and far from technical. This paper focuses on the former part of the misconception showing, rather, that statistical analysis relies on judgement of the most personal and non-technical kind. Therefore, the key to reporting such analyses, and persuading others of one's findings, is the clarification and discussion of those judgements and their (attempted) justifications. In this way, statistical analysis is no different from the analysis of other forms of data, especially those forms often referred to as "qualitative". By creating an artificial schism based on the kinds of data we use, the misconception leads to neglect of the similar logic underlying all approaches to research, encourages mono-method research identities, and so inhibits the use of mixed methods. The paper starts from the premise that all statistical analyses involve the format: data = model + error, but where the error is not merely random variation. The error also stems from more systematic sources such as non-response, estimation, transcription, and propagation. This total error component is an unknown and there is, therefore, no technical way of deciding whether the error dwarfs the other components. Our current techniques are largely concerned with the sampling variation alone. However complex the analysis, at heart it involves a judgement about the likely size of the error in comparison to the size of the alleged findings (whether pattern, trend, difference, or effect) (author abstract)
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Gorard, Stephen ** (2007) ‘Mixing methods is wrong: an everyday approach to educational justice’ . Paper presented at the British Educational Research Association Annual Conference, Institute of Education, University of London, 5-8 September 2007

Abstract: 
Most research methods training for education and social science in the UK is predicated on the notion that there are distinct methods such as survey or experiment, interview or observation, and distinct categories of methods such as qualitative or quantitative. Methods are then generally taught to researchers in this isolated way, and their isolation is reinforced by sessions and resources on researcher identities, paradigms, and values. Subsequently, many of these same methods training programmes refer to the value of mixing methods, such as those deemed 2qualitative" or "quantitative". This paper suggests avoiding this confusion by starting from a completely different point. Mixing methods is wrong, not because methods should be kept separate but because they should not have been divided at the outset. Education is an applied field, and the results of research if taken seriously affect the lives of real people, and lead to genuine expenditure and opportunity costs. Education research is, therefore, important. It is instructive to contrast how we, as researchers, generally behave when conducting research professionally and how we behave when trying to answer even more important questions in our everyday lives. When we make real-life decisions about where to live, where to work, the care and safety of our children, the health of our loved ones, and so on, most of us behave very differently from being "researchers". If, for example, we were intending to purchase a house by paying most of our savings and taking out a mortgage for 25 years equal in size to many times our salary, then we would rightly be cautious. We would have many crucial questions to answer from the beginning, and would only go ahead with the transaction once assured that we had sufficiently good answers. We would not refuse to visit the house, or talk to the neighbours about it, because we were "quantitative" researchers and did not believe that observation or narratives were valid or reliable enough for our purposes. We would not refuse to consider the interest rate for the loan, or the size of the monthly repayments, because we were "qualitative" researchers and did not believe that numbers could do justice to the social world. For important matters, we behave sensibly, eclectically, critically, sceptically, but always with that final leap of faith because research, however carefully conducted, does not provide the action - it only informs the action. We collect all and any evidence available to us as time and resources allow, and then synthesise it naturally, without consideration of mixing methods as such. Why is academic research not treated almost as importantly? Based on work done for the OECD, and as part of an ESRC-funded RDI project, the paper builds from this premise to suggest an approach not based on paradigms but on cyclical phases. In this cycle, reviews and secondary analyses might appear in Phase 1, theory building and small-scale fieldwork in Phase 2, etc. A simplified descriptive illustration of a full cycle for a research programme will be provided. As with the everyday "research" application suggested above, the experience of working within this cycle is that while some kinds of evidence may appear more pertinent in different phases, researchers ultimately use all and any evidence pertinent. Our capacity-building should therefore focus on the existing gaps in expertise within the cycle. The paper explains the cycle, presents examples of work using the approach, and suggests a few of the problems involved (author abstract).
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**: The paper is relevant for both qualitative and quantitative research designs and methodology
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