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Introduction 

 
In recent years, a declaration has been made of a “third methodological 

movement” in the social and behavioural sciences (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 

2011). The defining characteristic of this “movement” is the increasing 

number of researchers choosing to ‘mix’ qualitative and quantitative methods 

in their work. Many in the field of psychology have gratefully received this 

signal of progress in what have been dubbed “the paradigm wars” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). To state that the controversy surrounding qualitative, 

quantitative and mixed methods is over, however, would be a gross 

overestimation. Many questions remain regarding how these methods may be 

employed in psychological research.  

 

Today’s novice student of psychology might be forgiven for assuming 

that qualitative methods have always been an accepted feature of 

psychological research. The mission statement (2011) of the Qualitative 

Methods in Psychology section of the British Psychological Society (BPS) notes 

that, “Qualitative methods are integral to psychological science and have 

considerable impact on theory, research and practice”. Further, the 

Qualitative Methods… section of the BPS is one of its largest (BPS, 2012). The 

Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) states, in its Subject 

Benchmark Statement for Psychology, that both quantitative and qualitative 

methods should be covered as core knowledge domains for UK higher 

education students (QAA, 3rd ed., 2010).  

 

In the long history of psychology, however, the acceptance of 

qualitative methods and research may be viewed as a fairly recent 

development (Howitt, 2010). As Nicolson (2004) observes, the “antipathy 

[proffered by] mainstream psychology” to qualitative research is typified by a 

quote from a 1998 issue of The Psychologist: 

 

From time to time, heads of departments of psychology have to beat off 

determined challenges to the status of psychology as a laboratory-based 

subject. All this will be at risk if psychology goes down the road which 

qualitative researchers would like to follow. Psychology would become, 
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as it is in some parts of Europe, an arts-based discipline; its funding 

would decline; and scientific psychologists would leave to take up 

appointments in departments of cognitive science or neuroscience 

(Morgan, 1998, p. 481) 

 

It is very clear that Morgan (1998) is against the incorporation of 

qualitative methods into mainstream psychology- such is his concern that the 

discipline might remove itself further from the “technical disciplines of 

science” or move closer to issues such as “forming social relationships, and 

analysing ‘discourse’” (Morgan, 1998). Given the recent “explosion of interest 

in qualitative psychology” (Smith, 2008), Morgan’s comments might seem 

somewhat flippant. An exploration of the the nature of the ‘conflict’ between 

qualitative and quantitative methods may, however, reveal the source of 

Morgan’s passionate argument. 

 

Bryman’s (1988) description of the differences between the qualitative 

and quantitative approaches (as cited in Todd, Nerlich & McKeown, 2004) 

suggests that those researchers who follow the quantitative approach are 

likely to utilise “hard, reliable data, and to have a view of the social world as 

external to the observer”. A qualitative researcher is said to use “rich data, 

and see the social world as being constructed by the observer”. While, as Todd 

et al. acknowledge, there are many varying conceptualizations of qualitative 

and quantitative methodology, Bryman’s descriptions are useful as they make 

clear the key points of contrast between these approaches. Most often, the 

result of this contrast has been that qualitative methods are perceived to be a 

rival paradigm to the tradition of quantitative methods (Todd et al., 2004, 

p.3). 

 

Denzin & Lincoln (2011) have also examined “points of difference 

[between qualitative and quantitative research], that always turn on different 

ways of addressing the same issues”. Included in this list is the use of positivist 

and postpositivist perspectives in research. According to the former “there is a 

reality out there to be studied, captured and understood”. According to 

postpositivism, (whether there is a reality out there or not), “reality can never 

be fully apprehended, only approximated” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). While 

admitting that the “shadows” of both the positivist and postpositivist 
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traditions are cast over the qualitative approach, Denzin & Lincoln’s (2011) 

account suggests that a key distinction between the qualitative and the 

quantitative research projects is the subscription of the quantitative approach 

to the positivist perspective.  

 

Qualitative researchers are also described, by Denzin and Lincoln 

(2010), as often rejecting “quantitative, positivist methods and assumptions” 

thanks to an attachment to “postmodern sensibilities”. Some qualitative 

researchers wholeheartedly reject quantitative methods alongside the idea 

that there is any objective reality that research could capture. Postpositivist 

qualitative researchers, accept the quantitative approach as just one among 

the many ways that the world can be constructed. It is noted that a key reason 

for the rejection of quantitative research perceived to be within the positivist 

and postpositivist traditions is that it “silences too many voices”- rather than 

revealing truth, it is contended, these traditions restrict the many potential 

ways we might view the world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2010, p.9). 

 

Denzin & Lincoln (2011) also note differences in the way qualitative 

and quantitative approaches attempt to “capture the individual’s point of 

view”.  According to the qualitative approach, we can “get closer” to the 

perspective of individuals through idiographic methods such as interviews, 

focus groups or observational studies. In contrast, quantitative researchers 

employ nomothetic methods which they see as being “less unreliable” and 

more objective- such as questionnaires allowing individuals to be compared to 

one another on some psychological dimension (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 9). 

 

While certainly not uncontroversial, the distinctions between 

qualitative and quantitative research described by Denzin & Lincoln (2011) 

are a useful illustration of the variety of issues debated during the “paradigm 

wars”. These are ontological, epistemological and ideological issues; 

concerning what there is to gather information about, whether we are able are 

able to gather information about those things, and what the best information 

gathering methods might be. As Todd et al. (2004, p.4) remark, qualitative 

and quantitative methods are not ““just”” potential ways of dealing with 

psychological questions; they have become  “entrenched ideological or 

epistemological positions, also called paradigms”. According to Teddlie & 
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Tashakkori (2011, p.285), the “third methodological movement” of mixed 

methods research evolved thanks to extended discussion of these paradigms.   

 

Through their discussions, members of the mixed methods community 

developed responses to the “incompatibility thesis” (so called by Howe, 1988). 

‘Incompatibilists’ believe that at the ““the paradigm” level- quantitative and 

qualitative methods are indeed incompatible because of the different 

conceptions of reality, truth, the relationship between the investigator and the 

object of the investigation, and so forth that each assumes” (Howe, 1988, 

p.12). Currently, there are a number of active dialogues surrounding the 

paradigm(s) underlying mixed methods research. Teddlie & Tashakkori 

(2011, p.287) suggest, however, that a “widely endorsed” characteristic of 

contemporary mixed methods research (MMR) is “paradigm pluralism”- the 

rejection of the “incompatibility thesis” and the acceptance of researchers 

from a range of philosophical orientations.  

 

Despite the certain progress of MMR in psychology, there are already a 

number of critiques raising the alarm for problems that may well be associated 

with a lack of clarity at “the paradigm level”. It has been suggested that mixed 

methods research “subordinates’”qualitative methods, while privileging the 

mainstream, quantitative approach (Giddings, 2007; Cresswell, 2011).   In the 

remaining sections of this paper, it will be argued that what is now most 

important for psychological research is an emphasis on “awareness and 

reflexivity”, as has been suggested by critics of contemporary mixed methods 

(e.g. Giddings, 2006).  

 

A review of the history of psychology, with particular reference to the 

work of Michell (2003; 2011), will reveal the tendency of this discipline to be 

dominated by mainstream perspectives. It will be suggested that this 

domination comes at the cost of slowing the pace of progress, and the loss of 

many useful ideas to history. It will be argued that the increasing popularity of 

MMR, and the vitality of the debates in this field, are both positive signals that 

many of those conducting psychological research are committed to the 

development and critical assessment of research methodology. It will also be 

suggested, however, that during this period of economic recession it should be 

ensured that the application of mixed and qualitative approaches, to those 
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research questions for which they are the best information gathering and 

analysis tools, does not dwindle. Even more dangerous, perhaps, is the risk of 

assimilation of mixed methods into mainstream methodology- where the 

‘subordination’ of qualitative methods might masquerade as progress 

(Giddings, 2006; 2007). A core argument of this paper is for psychology as a 

discipline that is characterised by a commitment to the use of the best 

methods by which we can further our understanding of people, the mind and 

behaviour, rather than an insistence, however subtle, on a narrow conception 

of “scientific psychology”. 

 

Qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches in psychological 

research: A historical perspective  

 

As has been discussed above, the relationship between qualitative and 

quantitative approaches to research has often been characterised as war-like 

and competitive. When did this “conflict” start? What can history tell us about 

why quantitative methods are “mainstream”, while qualitative methods have 

spent so long on the “fringes” of social and behavioural research (Morse, 

2005)? 

 

As Michell (2011) notes, “It should not be forgotten that from its 

beginnings in the 19th century, qualitative methods occupied a place in 

psychology…and qualitative methods were still employed well into the 20th 

century”. Indeed, as Polkinghorne (1988, p.102) notes, 

 

Wilhelm Wundt, who was identified by Edwin Boring as the father of 

experimental and formal science psychology, suggested that another, 

practical psychology be created alongside the study of mental structure 

 

As this quote reveals, while Wundt may be most remembered for his legacy to 

experimental psychology, he was also extremely dedicated to practical “folk 

psychology” (Leary, 1979). This is exemplified by the huge portion of the last 

thirty years of his life, that Wundt spent working on his “monumental ten-

volume work, Folk Psychology” (Leary, 1979). It does not appear that Wundt 

felt that all psychology should be experimental or quantitative in nature. 

Rather he described two psychologies, the experimental and the practical, 
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social “folk psychology”, that were “fundamentally different disciplines…both 

were valid and necessary to give a rounded understanding of human 

experience” (Leary, 1979).  

 

Wundt is one figure associated with the Methodenstreit in German 

psychology, which began at the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century 

(Nerlich, 2004). As Nerlich (2004) states, this was “ a controversy concerned 

essentially with the use of qualitative and quantitative methods in 

psychology”. Wundt separated the quantitative experimental study of the 

individual, and the qualitative, practical study of social phenomena (Leary, 

1979). Another central figure of the Methodenstreit, Wilhelm Dilthey, made a 

plea for the separation of the human sciences, including psychology, from the 

quantitatively oriented Naturwissenschaft (natural sciences; Nerlich, 2004, p. 

18). Dilthey proposed that psychology requires a “sympathetic understanding 

on the part of the observer”- a feature that was deliberately omitted from 

“scientific”, quantitative research (Nerlich, 2004).  Dilthey’s influence would 

be felt within a number of later psychosocial traditions- including symbolic 

interactionism and phenomenological sociology (Nerlich, 2004, p.18), but as 

“in the 1930s and the 1940s, psychology, including social psychology, went 

quantitative in America and elsewhere…the qualitative tradition is only just 

being rediscovered” (Nerlich, 2004). 

 

 As Polkinghorne (1988) observes, there were some psychologists 

working in during the period that America and elsewhere “went quantitative”, 

who supported a qualitative approach to research. Examples include Murray 

(author of Explorations in Personality) and Gorden Allport. Polkinghorne’s 

(1988) consideration of Allport’s view of psychological research suggests that, 

“Allport emphasised the uniqueness of each person and urged the investigator 

to select methods of study that did not conceal this individuality”. Further, 

Allport is said to have recognised the space for more than one approach in 

psychological research- but “because American studies had so overwhelmingly 

emphasised nomothetic or formal science, he felt that a drastic reorientation 

was necessary”- towards more a more idiographic approach that focuses on 

the individual (Polkinghorne, 1988, p.103). However, it is true that, 
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In the period after World War Two the epistemology of formal science 

became completely dominant in the human disciplines in the United 

States, and this situation resulted in the virtual disappearance of 

personality theory and individual psychology from psychology  

(Polkinghorne, 1988, p.104) 

 

While quantitative methods became mandatory in many leading psychology 

journals (Michell, 2011), “only about one percent of the published reports [in 

a study of Psychological Abstracts for 1960 to 1970] were devoted to the 

investigation of single persons” (Carlson, 1968, as cited in Polkinghorne, 

1988)- indicating the mistrust of the qualitative case study method. 

 

Michell (2003) describes the post WWII period as one of 

“methodological consensus” in psychology, which placed emphasis on features 

of research said to be central to the achievement of “scientific rigor” (such as 

null hypothesis testing). During this period, many thought of logical positivism 

as the philosophical framework underpinning the “consensus”, but Michell 

(2003, cited in Howitt, 2010), contends that the methodological consensus 

“owed more to the values of window dressing than to any values implicit in 

logical positivism”. According to Michell (2003; 2011), psychologists, eager to 

acquire the high status (and research funding) associated with “sophisticated 

quantitative methodologies”, embraced those approaches to research and 

became resistant to qualitative alternatives. The methodological consensus 

(and the structures of university research funding that have supported it for 

over fifty years) have, in Michell’s (2003) account, been central to the conflict 

between quantitative and qualitative approaches to research. 

According to Michell (2003; 2011) then, the methodological consensus 

of the post WWII period, a key event in the history of the debate surrounding 

qualitative and quantitative methods, was not guided by the principles of 

logical positivism. However, as was described in the previous section, 

positivism (the father of logical positivism) has been described as the 

philosophical perspective underlying the quantitative approach to research in 

the social and behavioural sciences (e.g. Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  Indeed, the 

subscription of the quantitative researcher to a positivist framework is noted 

as one of the key distinctions between that researcher and his ‘rival’ 

postpositivist qualitatively oriented colleague - a distinction that may serve to 
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make qualitative and quantitative approaches incompatible (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011). Michell (2003) argues, however, that positivism is “no barrier 

to qualitative methods in psychology”. 

 

Michell (2003) discusses an idea that, he states, is key to the 

quantitative-qualitative debate. This is the “quantitative imperative”- the view 

that “studying something scientifically means measuring it”. Michell (2003) 

argues that the quantitative imperative has its roots in the Pythagorean vision 

of reality, “one of the most enduring ideas in Western thought…[that] has an 

unbroken history from at least the 6th century BC to the present”. According to 

Pythagoreanism, “all is number”, or, put differently, “all attributes are 

fundamentally quantitative” (Michell, 2003). Michell’s (2003) analysis of the 

qualitative-quantitative conflict suggests that qualitative researchers have 

typically misattributed the quantitative imperative to positivism, leading them 

to perceive a false conflict between the positivist quantitative approach and 

the qualitative approach to research. 

 

To illustrate his account, Michell (2003) describes the ideas of the 

logical positivist Rudolf Carnap, an important member of the ‘Vienna Circle’.  A 

key feature of positivism was the value it placed on the scientific framework 

(similar to the emphasis placed on this by quantitatively oriented researchers 

today). Michell (2003, p.15) observes, however, that Carnap did not idolize 

the scientific framework as the only available framework for inquiry. Rather, 

Carnap believed that we should “grant to those who work in any special field of 

investigation the freedom to use any form of expression which seems useful to 

them” (Carnap, 1956, cited in Michell, 2003). Given the “pragmatism” 

displayed by Carnap in his attitude to the selection of frameworks for inquiry, 

Michell concludes that, while positivists do place “high value on successful 

quantification in science”, positivism is at its heart a far more “tolerant” and 

flexible philosophy than many psychologists throughout history have 

considered.  

 

It is worth noting here that as Michell (2003), and Howitt (2010), 

remark, Carnap was one of the “few positivists to consider this issue [of 

whether the positivism entails the quantitative imperative] specifically”- a 

fact that accounts, perhaps, for such common misunderstanding of the logical 
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positivists’ position on this topic. Though, as Howitt (2010) suggests, 

psychologists are not entirely without fault on this point- “A careful reading of 

logical positivist writings might have served the working psychologist well, 

but, if we accept Michell’s analysis, …few went back to the logical positivist 

philosophers to understand what they actually wrote”. Further, while Michell 

(2003) concentrates on qualitative psychologists’ mistaken attribution of the 

quantitative imperative to positivism, it may be remarked that a number of 

more traditionally quantitative researchers have also appeared to accept the 

quantitative imperative in their approach to research (e.g. Thorndike, whose 

slogan “whatever exists at all exists in some amount” (Thorndike, 1918, cited 

in Michell, 2011) is noted by Michell (2011) as a form in which many 

psychologists were exposed to the quantitative imperative). 

 

This paper began with a reference to the “third methodological 

movement” (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011) of mixed methods research in the 

social and behavioural sciences, a signal of progress in the debate surrounding 

qualitative and quantitative methods. Given the aim to demonstrate what 

history can tell us about how the qualitative-quantitative “conflict” began, and 

why quantitative methods have retained the ‘mainstream’ position for so long, 

a number of relevant issues have been discussed. An examination of a number 

of key figures in the history of psychology, including Wundt, Dilthey and 

Allport, has revealed how many valuable ideas regarding our approach to 

psychological research have been marginalised through the domination of 

mainstream quantitative approaches. It has also been suggested, through 

reference to Michell’s insightful analysis, that the “incompatibility” of 

qualitative and quantitative methods might not be successfully argued on the 

basis of positivist philosophy, which does not entail the “quantitative 

imperative”. It has also been acknowledged that, while a close reading of 

positivist work may reveal the falsehood of this qualitative-quantitative 

incompatibility, past interpretations of the positivist philosophy have 

contributed to the deep divide that separated quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to psychological research for many years.  

 

Now we move on to consider mixed methods approaches to research. 

Can this approach to research, which may broadly be described as “the class of 

research where the researcher mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative 
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research techniques in a single study” (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, cited 

in Powell et al, 2008), cut the “thread” of the quantitative imperative? Or will 

the domination of quantitative methods in psychology continue, effectively 

maintaining a divide between quantitative and qualitative approaches to 

psychological research? 

 

Removing the lab coat? Mixed Methods in Psychological Research 

 

In their discussion of mixed methods research (MMR), Teddlie & 

Tashakkori (2011) discuss a number of key features of mixed methods 

research. Arguably the most central of these features is “methodological 

eclecticism”, which is described as 

  

Selecting and then synergistically integrating the most appropriate 

techniques from a myriad of quantitative, qualitative and mixed 

methods in order to more thoroughly investigate a phenomena of 

interest 

 

This feature of MMR allows a researcher to become a “connoisseur”, rather 

than maintaining a strict adherence to one research approach, the mixed 

methods researcher acquires a wide range of methodological knowledge 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2011). This is then deeply connected to another 

feature of MMR mentioned by Teddlie & Tashakkori (2011)- the “focus on the 

research question in determining the methods/approaches employed within 

any given study”. The methodological connoisseur first considers in detail the 

question of interest, and is not constrained by an either/or decision as to what 

methodology to choose. Teddlie & Tashakkori (2011) suggest that the 

connoisseur has access to a, currently developing, “continuum of options” 

from which to draw the methods best suited to their research question. 

 

Another important feature of MMR, discussed briefly earlier in this 

paper, is “paradigm pluralism”- or the acceptance of a variety of paradigms as 

the underlying philosophy for the use of mixed methods (Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2011). Rather than shutting the door on individuals with varying 

conceptual frameworks, Teddlie & Tashakkori (2011) suggest that the mixed 

methods community should act as a “’big tent’ with researchers from a variety 
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of philosophical orientations”. Even within the mixed methods community, 

this point (paradigm pluralism) is controversial- naturally as this is an 

approach in its infancy, there are many active debates as to if a particular 

paradigm should be endorsed, and, if the answer is yes- which one? Further 

controversy related to the idea of paradigm pluralism may be found in the 

work of critics of MMR.  

 

Giddings, a researcher from the field of nursing, has extensively 

critiqued mixed methods research. Giddings (2007) states that MMR is “a 

Trojan horse for positivism”. As was detailed above, the term “positivist” is 

still widely employed by qualitative researchers (e.g. Denzin & Lincoln) to 

refer to their quantitatively oriented colleagues. A reading of Giddings’ work 

suggests that we might (based on an understanding of positivism provided by 

Michell (2003)) equally term her objections as being against mixed methods 

as mainstream, quantitative methods “in drag” (or inside a “Trojan horse”). 

Giddings central argument is that “ideologically, MMR [mixed methods 

research] covers the continuing hegemony of positivism”. We might view this, 

based on a reading of Michell’s work on the history of qualitative and 

quantitative methods, as the latest expression of the “quantitative 

imperative”- the long running thread that leads to the domination of 

quantitative methodology. 

 

One key issue for Giddings (2006) is “the conflation of the terms 

methods and methodology”. It is stated that a lack of consistency in the way 

these terms are used in MMR has led to a lack of clarity as to exactly what is 

being ‘mixed’ (Giddings, 2006). As Giddings (2006) notes, methodology is 

“concerned with the abstract theoretical assumptions that underpin a 

research question, and decides on the processes and methods to use”. 

Differently, the methods employed in a piece of research are the practical data 

gathering and analysis tools chosen. Giddings argues that researchers must 

make clearer whether they are ‘mixing’ qualitative and quantitative methods 

or methodologies if we are to understand what progress is being made in MMR. 

If only qualitative methods are being integrated into mainstream research 

then this suggests that the mixed methods “movement” may not be such a 

giant step forward as the term suggests.  
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As Giddings (2007) notes “the use of qualitative methods with a dusting 

of interpretive concepts…does not make a positivist/scientific study inclusive 

of the interpretive paradigm [of qualitative research]”. This is connected to 

Giddings (2007) view that the qualitative approach is all to often the 

“handmaiden” of quantitative study- for example, a qualitative exploratory 

study might serve as the ‘starter’ before the ‘main course’ of a randomised 

control trial. Giddings’ (2007) suggestion for the future is that mixed methods 

researchers must employ “reflexivity and awareness”, and be continually self-

critical in order to prevent the qualitative approach be “subordinated” beneath 

quantitative methodology.  

 

Returning to psychology, the International Benchmarking Review’s 

consideration of the status of mixed and qualitative approaches status in 

social psychology suggests that (despite the “relative success” of social 

psychologists in “integrating these two broad approaches) “UK social 

psychology’s international impact is almost exclusively attributable to its 

mainstream/quantitative work”. While this may seem somewhat disappointing 

for the qualitative/mixed methods community- further studies do give hope. 

Studies in health psychology, counselling psychology and clinical psychology 

(amongst others) have taken up mixed methods research- thanks to its focus 

on the research question and its utility in addressing ‘real world concerns’. 

Many of these studies take a reflective and self-critical style, for example, a 

study by Powell et al (2008) looked specifically at how researchers in school 

psychology have utilised MMR- and found that for a number of studies, their 

particular strength lay in the ability of MMR to provide rich descriptions in 

addition to survey results (for example).  Overall, it seems that mixed 

methods research is certainly a positive mark of progress in research 

methodology, but the reflexivity and awareness suggested by Giddings (2007) 

are of prime importance if progress is to continue- without putting qualitative 

methods perennially ‘in the backseat’. 
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