Prospects for research methods in the coming decades

My talk is about ‘improving survey interviews: use of open-ended questions’.

I will make five points:

1. I reject claims that surveys and in depth interviews are increasingly dated research methods (Savage and Burrow 1987). I argue that these methods provide crucial insights for understanding the meanings people give to their own experiences and this is crucial data for understanding social change.  Nevertheless, multiple sources of new forms of data are to be welcomed, where relevant for research purposes.  

2.  I suggest that the past is a useful source for guiding prospects for survey research methods in the coming decade: Paul Lazarsfeld (a quantitative researcher writing in the 1930s) urged question designers to focus on ‘the art of asking why’, while Clifford Geertz (an ethnographer writing in the 1970s) suggests that the researchers task is to focus on meaning, which he defines as ‘the conceptual structures individuals use to construe experience’.  Both insights are crucial if survey questions are to be constructed in ways that can usefully forward our understanding of social change.

3.   I give examples, from gender inequalities research, of  where research is enhanced by using information from both  surveys and in depth interviews (crossing the quantitative and qualitative divide).  

4.  I criticise the over-reliance on closed questions in structured surveys and argue that judicious use of the open questions is  important in the study of social change. This is particularly important where societal attitudes are changing dramatically and unexpectedly, and where pre-coded responses are inadequate for tapping people’s experiences.     

5.  I claim that surveys have become too insular – focused on survey methods, rather than concerned about improving interview data.  Interviews need to do a better job of eliciting respondent’s meanings, if we are to be successful in our aims for understanding society.   

