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Methodology before Method(s) 

‘Methodology: the strategy, plan of action, 
processes or design lying behind the choice 
and use of particular methods and linking 
the choice and use of methods to desired 
outcomes … Theoretical perspective: the 
philosophical stance informing the 
methodology and thus providing a context 
for the process and grounding its logic and 
criteria.’ (Crotty 1998 3) 

 



Ontology: what is it? 

Ontologies are ways of answering the 
question: 

What is the nature of social reality?  

‘These assumptions are concerned 
with what exists, what it looks like, 
what units make it up, and how 
these units interact with each other.’ 
(Blaikie 2007 3) 
 



Does ontological position 
prescribe methodology? 

YES 
The way we understand the world to be has 
implications for the ways in which we can 
understand how it works. So we need a 
methodological programme which is 
congruent with a world which is complex and 
constituted in large part by past and present 
human agency. For me that is complex 
realism. 



Complex realism 

‘… a scientific ontology which fits Bhaskar’s 
philosophical framework: one which treats 
nature and society as if they were 
ontologically open and historically 
constituted; hierarchically structured, yet 
interactively complex; non-reductive and 
indeterminate, yet amenable to rational 
explanation; capable of seeing nature as a 
“self-organizing” enterprise without 
succumbing to anthropomorphism or 
mystifying animism.’ (Reed and Harvey 1992 
359) 

 



AGENCY 

‘ … the social structure is for the most part 
created …. Unlike the physical nexus [the 
social type of causal nexus] does not exist 
apart from the motives of social beings [and 
requires a methodological strategy that fits 
the distinctiveness of social events.’ 
(Cicourel 1964 1 quoting and annotating 
McIver 1942). 

 



The implications of all this for 
applied social science 

 Applied social science is concerned with causes. 

 Any causal account of the social world has to 
address complexity and agency, and hence 
understand causes in terms of mechanisms whose 
operation is contingent and contextual – see 
Pawson and Tilley (1997). 

 Complex – social causation is almost always 
complex – lots of things going on together. 
Think necessary? Think sufficient? Think not 
often both necessary and sufficient. 

Multiple – social causation is almost always 
multiple – equifinality – more than one way to 
skin a cat. 



Does methodological position 
prescribe method? 

NO 
Methodological positions are generally 
neutral about methods. The quantitative / 
qualitative argument is dead for anybody 
who actually understands what social 
science is for and how it should be done. 
Complexity rules out abstracted experiment 
– otherwise anything goes. 



Mixing methods – a really good 
thing to do! 

Why? 
Triangulation 

Sequential iterative engagment – grounded 
theory taken forward. 

Co-production – participation at all stages – 
the actors can be allowed to speak. 



An Example – Blackman, Wistow 
and Byrne on health inequalities 

Elements: 

Qualitative interviewing of practitioners to establish elements of data 
collection instrument. 

Secondary data collection to describe types of locality and health variations 
among localities. 

Numerical taxonomy to establish types of locality. 

Survey based data collection which attempted to elicit organizational 
histories and hence trace processes. 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis to explore multiple pathways associated 
with types of health locality trajectories. 

Focus groups with practitioners to develop interpretation of results.   

So: 

Qualitative and Quantitative and Co-production / Participation. 
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