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5. /" QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE
METHODS IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES -

Current Feminist Issues and Practical Strategies

TOBY EPSTEIN JAYARATNE AND
ABIGAIL J. STEWART

.\Vithin the last decade, the feminist research community has engaged in a
dialogue concerning the use of quantitative versus qualitative methods in social
research. Much of this debate has concerned the claim that quantitative rlz-
search techniques—involving the translation of individuals™ experience int
?ategories predefined by researchers—distort women’s experience and resul(:
in a silencing of women’s own voices. Advocates of qualitative methods hav
argued that individual women's understandings, emotions, and actions in tl .
world must be explored in those women's own terms. Defer;ders quuantitat'\:e
methods in turn have worried that qualitative methods often include fle:r
safeguards against the operation of researcher biases and that abandonment of
all aspects of traditional methodology may carry political and scholarly costs I(
addition, some have pointed out that although quantitative methods can be ang
have been used te distort women's experience, they need not b;z Although
feminist advocates in this debate have generally embraced qualitatiw.a methoci:
they have expressed a range of views on the use of quantitative research fron;
condemning quantitative methods wholesale to promoting research whi’ch in-
corporates aspects of both qualitative and quantitative methods (Birke, 1986;
Healy and Stewart, in press; Jayaratne, 1983). , ’

The purpose of this essay is to review the evolution of this dialogue, to
evaluate several issues which continue to be problematic in this literature )and
to propose productive and practical strategies for feminist researchers,cun-
cerned with these issues. In particular, this essay will emphasize the value of
gdualmltitfltive n}lle]thods as effective tools to support feminist goals and feminist
ideologies, while rejecting th iti 5 i
S femin_:st va;:'.',ues'ose traditional research procedures which are
. We believe that much of the {eminist debate about qualitative and quantita-
tive research has been sterile and based on a false polarization. Moreover, as
we will show below, solutions offered for methodological problems have i‘re-
quently been either too general or too constraining to be realistically in-
corporated into research activity. Finally, much of the discussion of femyin' t
methodology is really a discussion of basie epistemological issues (for exampllz
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the validity of various forms of knowledge); the dialogue is, therefore, fun-
damental but relatively esoteric and inaccessible. This nonempirical basis for
discussion makes translation of the feminist philosophical perspective into
testable research questions or acceptance by many researchers impractical.
Given this state of affairs, we think a more practical, less abstract analysis of this
topic is overdue. We hope the formulation of some pragmatic and useful
recommendations for conducting feminist research will allow a variety of op-
tions and strategies to those who wish their empirical research to be consistent

with feminist values.

The Feminist Methodology Dialogue

Feminist Criticism

The initial dialogue on feminist methodology originated from feminist eriti-
cism of traditional quantitative research. This criticism, as well as later advoca-
cy of alternative feminist procedures, has been abundant since the late 1960s
and has focused on a broad range of issues (Keller, 1982; Roberts, 1981).
DuBois (1983) succinctly defined the basic issue by stating, “we literally cannot
see women through traditional science and theory” (p. 110).

Specific criticisms of this research have included

1. The selection of sexist and elitist research topics (Cook and Fonow, 1984;
Frieze, Parsons, Johnson, Ruble, and Zellman, 1978; Grady, 1981;
Jayaratne, 1983; Scheuneman, 1986) and the absence of research on
questions of central importance to women (see Parlee, 1975; Roberts,
1981}

9. Biased research designs, including selection of only male subjects (Grady,
1981; Lykes and Stewart, 1986}

3. An exploitative relationship between the researcher and the subject
(Jayaratne, 1983; Mies, 1983; Oakley, 1981; Reinharz, 1979; Stanley and
Wise, 1983) and within research teams (Birke, 1986; Harding, 1987}

4. The illusion of objectivity, especially associated with the positivist

approach (Bleier, 1984; Jayaratne, 1983; Lykes and Stewart, 1986; Stanley

and Wise, 1983; Wallston, 1981)

The simplistic and superficial nature of quantitative data (Jayaratne, 1983)

6. Improper interpretation and overgeneralization of findings (Jayaratne and
Kaczala, 1983; Lykes and Stewart, 1986; Westkott, 1979), including the
use of person-blame explanations and application to women of theory
tested on exclusively male subjects

7. Inadequate data dissemination and utilization (Jayaratne, 1983; Tangri
and Strasburg, 1979). Mies (1983) nicely sums up these criticisms by
noting a fundamental contradiction between methodological theories
which are currently accepted in the social sciences and the goals of the

“@

ferninist community.
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_i\/_la'ny classic studies in social science may be analyzed now in terms of these
;rll]‘lc;]sms. 'Eor example, Milgram’s (1974) famous studies of “obedience,” in
v ic S]artlmpants were led to believe they were administering painful sh,ocks
t an}i). er person (actually a “stooge” of the experimenter) in the name o.f

e;nhc ing,” may be considered in light of these issues.

Stru1rts.t, h;lllg!]ﬁaj s dehﬁnition of “obedience” (following the experimenter’s in
ctions) relied on the rather abstract authorit “scientist” |
. y of the “scientist” and ignored
i)oth"economlc z;]nd personal safety factors which may in fact motivate fr(l)bedi
nce  among those without power. In additi i ici ,
. g ion, if participant |
assumed that the experimental si i i e
situation was one in which nothi
: . T ch nothing dangerous or
"sl:;ndf}::niz}'xld Zealt]y( happen, the relevance of that situation to rfal—world
€ contexts (e.g., war) is unclear. Second, all of Mil i i
involved a male vietim or “learner” ' ) or. In Sadtion oies
rner” and a male experimenter. In additi
of his studies included onl i i e s
y white, male, well-educated subjects i
. . jects in New Haven
(()jfonneI::hcut (although one study was conducted with 40 female subjects,
Soml;n nown age, occupation, social class, or other characteristics, and
experiments apparently included i iz :
e y industrial workers and unemployed

Thi . S .
dist£l:1rd, {)he entire resufrch design depended on maximizing the hierarchical
& nee between experimenter and research participants; in addition, the
thpeng}enf‘czr ;li)ctu?\lly deceived the participants throughout the experimer,xt At

e end, a “debriefing” was held, in which “at th :

ric , e very least every subject
;(()i]:]i'tt'hat th«_z victim had not received dangerous electric shocl::i (p J24) WI";
toldl :l(])nt, tl}\;h!,t.{rlarr}l reports that both obedient and disobedient subjects v»"ere
at their behavior in the experiment was “normal” and '
noteworthy that although Milgr: i . wlled 1o addoens o i
gram did feel compelled to address subjects’
worries about their own behavior (in hi ‘ D
: is role as psychologist and authori
o0 ity), h
did not fc‘d compelled to account for his behavior (in exposing the s
stressful situation, in lying to them, etc.), ¢ mes
o Fou;‘th,tt}:w irl(liciut()rs" selected for analysis were thoroughly “objective,” for
ample, the actual voltage of the current ,
A i , apparently administered to the
::;)gci l(({ear;ledr .by ;he research participant. Similarly, fifth analysis of the data
as conducted in the most quantitative terms: tl TR
. . : . s; thus, the participants’ beliefs
:})o;llt t\}({/(;ll’ act]o?s, and their feelings in the situation, were often not assess:(;
all. When such attitudes were measured, th ,
Wi t , they too were assessed in highl
?zagn_ﬁ:;hveltexjms:l the experimental subjects were asked to indicate (f,n Z
-point scale just how nervous or tense th i i
e ey felt at the point of maximun
Sudh,f despite .the rather narrow definition of “obedience” and the limited
range of people included as research participants, Milgram believed that

the essenc ience consists i
. sstJ)ce' of ubedlen?c consists in the fact that a person comes to view himself
ic| as the instrument for carryi |
: ving out another person’s wish
: shes, and he theref
. : or ¢4 _ ' . erefore
m pg,c-rt rle;.,ar(ls himself as responsible for his actions. Once this critical shift of
WO o & 2] » VP .
wpoint has occurred in the persons, all of the essential features of obedience

follow Tt 141
- The question of generality, t ¢ i
) 10T . S . i \
3 refore, s not resolved by enumerating
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all the manifest differences between the psychological laboratory and other situa-
tions but by carefully constructing a situation that captures the essence of obedi-
ence . . . litalics added] (Milgram, 1974, p. xii)

The critical question, of course, is how we know that the “essence of obedi-
ence” has indeed been captured. Although Milgram invokes an internal, self-
definitional process as accounting for “obedience,” he does not in fact assess
directly any aspect of that process. Moreover, although he explores a number of
contextual factors affecting rates of obedience, he concludes—without proof—
that the “essence” of it is captured in all variants of the experimental paradigm.
Hornstein (1988), in a completely different context, has argued that in general
shifts toward quantification in psychology have accompanied burial of the
question of the link between the measure and what is being measured. Thus,
just as intelligence came to be thought of as that which intelligence tests
measure, so too obedience comes to be defined as that which the obedience
paradigm assesses.

Clearly, then, the feminist criticisms of traditional research practice are
relevant not only to some social science research, but to many of the most
respected and significant “landmark” studies.

Sources of Feminist Criticism

The specific feminist criticisms of traditional methodology derive from at
least three sources. First, criticism has resulted from negative personal experi-
ences with traditional research (for example, see Weisstein, 1977). Thus,
Reinharz (1979), in describing the disillusionment she felt when participating in
a research study at Columbia University, states that there were enormous
discrepancies between her idealized version of research and her actual day-to-
day experiences on and observations of this research project. She judged
research procedures to be deceptive, dishonest, and disruptive, in violation of
principles she believed should apply.

A second source of criticism is political, stemming from a concern that
existing methodologies support sexist, racist, and elitist attitudes and practices
and therefore negatively affect peoples’ lives. For example, Unger (1981) states
that “it is time to reexamine our methodologies. We need to know not only how
many significant differences between the sexes exist, but the extent to which
psychological studies contribute to the sexual reality with which we deal”
(p. 652). Research which only documents differences between the sexes offers
no understanding of why those differences exist or how such differences may be
attenuated and therefore may reinforce (or create) the public’s preconceived
and sexist attitudes.

Thus, for example, Eccles and Jacobs (1986) report that media coverage of
social scientists’ research on sex differences in math ability results in differential
parental encouragement of boys and girls equally gifted in math. The im-
portance of this fact is underlined by Eccles and Jacobs’s documentation of the
power of parental encouragement of children’s math efforts as a key predictor of
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dof]r; alr)l)?ther exa}r:mle in a different area, Yllo (1988) documents the damage
research reporting that husbands and wi
' rese t ives are equally likel
er:fj-gj in leent acts,” when that research was used as ar? exctllse1 r(:o); :0
E,] f;cte :}f:r\tlzc;els to battered women. Later “clarifications” revealed the ncmtriv(3
l fac ha tlfe(rlefwere large sex differences in the tendency to resort to
ce in self-defense and in the amount of i
i physical harm inflicted b
Y;(gleé;;z. As al?nal example, many researchers have suggested (see, e.g )I/_A;i]te
! Ia,ter 0:&»(\]1'5 i, 1f9§5) that the ftudy of “maseulinity” and "feminin;ty‘ " .{’iS weli
- dsg ies o z.md.ro.gyny, both reflect and create sex-role n(;rms and
:t;{’ 5 y which individuals judge themselves and each other
rejecml,:] s?urce.tc.)f feminist criticism is philosophical and is based on a general
of positivism, its claim that science i
jecti , s value neutral, and
s : , and that t
(Sc;znaﬁc .method protects against contamination of findings by "subjectiv'hfi
ittig, 1985). Thus, for example, Unger (1983) argues that .

the i . L
mz;;ie::}lof!,nca}l\ framework‘ of positivist empiricism defines the relationship be
e cve:(,t:;]rc. elr and subject as an impersonal one. The togic of these meIt)hods
eir language} prescribes prediction and control. It is difficult for on
. e

who is trained in such a conce,
ptual framework to step b i i
of person such a methodology presupposes. (p. 11;) cyonditandusk whatkind

M . -
SCizzr:l);ii"mevnstdcrtmcs have argued that the person “presupposed” is a male
rained to ignere or mistrust feeli jectivi
St eelings and subjectivity (see, for ex-
P -
bee:r;ll):al,)jictal:'be H:E acf‘ceptedf methods of research in the social sciences have
ative, the focus of all three kinds of femini itici
Gual 1 th nist criticism has b
g:antltatwe resctarc'h. Some feminists have argued that the issue of qu(:ll:‘?n
SC.e vers;s qualitative methods reflects the relationship between gender :; a(i
anlsn];::rfl e(lllexi,9;978). Keller, along with many others, such as Oakley (198;11)
ard (1973), has suggested that most scientists are men and that, as a

result, t i
= ;] h(tla ‘mascul'm'e values of automony, separation, distance, and control a
rodied in traditional quantitative research. ’ "

Feminist Support for Qualitative Methods

neel(ll rtzsg(.msc to these criticisms, some feminist researchers recognized the
peed | (Ml‘scover or develop research methodologies consistent with feminist
raves '[1}}35, 198}3)dth!at could be advocated for general use in the social
s, The methodology which the {
y embraced was primaril litati
was promoted for numerous reas i o fo refortion
asons, often parallelling th j
of quantitative methods. Runni s e
. Running through much of thi i
o ‘ g is enthusiasm for quali-
ext[;\;iiemethl(:ds has beeri an understanding that many aspects of wog}‘::}s
nce have not yet been articulated o -
v conceptualized withi i i
ence. A deep suspicion of quantitati i
[uantitative methods as having ¢ '
real experience has motivat e
ed much preoccupation with
real experienc ; . i ith, and advocac
elszllt{lljtlllvc m;?hods as methods which permit women to express their exye:'[,
y and in their own terms. Thus. for example. Smith (1974/1987) :1r€m:
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that social scientists’ methods must permit respondents to describe the world as
they experience it.

There are and must be different experiences of the world and different bases of
experience. We must not do away with them by taking advantage of our privileged
speaking to construct a sociological version which we then impose upon them as
their reality. We may not rewrite the other’s world or impose upon it a conceptual
framework which extracts from it what fits with ours. Our conceptual procedures
should be capable of explicating and analyzing the propertics of their experienced
world rather than administering it. Their reality, their varieties of experience

must be an unconditional datum. (p. 93)

One frequent source of enthusiasm for qualitative methods stems from their
potential to offer a more human, less mechanical relationship between the
researcher and “the researched.” For example, Oakley (1981) suggests that
“the goal of finding out about people through interviewing is best achieved
when the relationship of interviewer and interviewee is nonhierarchical and
when the interviewer is prepared to invest his or her own personal identity in
the relationship” (p. 41). For Oakley, the process of “collecting data” which
will, according to traditional social science ideals, be transformed into numbers
should be replaced by a process of “interviewing women,” in which “personal
involvement is more than dangerous bias—it is the condition under which
people come to know each other and to admit others into their lives” (p. 58).

Feminists’, as well as others’, advocacy and use of qualitative methods has
not generally been welcomed in the social sciences. Despite the argument that
qualitative methods provide more accurate and valid information about respon-
dents’ experience, use of qualitative methods, and especially qualitative femi-
nist research, often produces strong negative reactions in the mainstream
academic community (Cook and Fonow, 1984; DuBais, 1983; Healy and Ste-
wart, in press; Reinharz, 1979), primarily because it is thought to be “un-
scientific” or politically motivated, and therefore overtly biased. As DuBois
(1983) states, “feminist scientists and scholars will continue to be charged with
bias, advocacy, subjectivity, ideologizing, and so on” (p. 112).% Penalties for the
use of these methods have ranged from publication rejections and the conse-
quent development of alternative, lower-prestige publication outlets (see
Lykes and Stewart, 1986) to difficulty getting tenure.

An Inclusive Feminist Perspective

Over time, though, feminist theorists and researchers have increasingly
distinguished between qualitative methods and a feminist approach to social
science research, thus deemphasizing the critical focus on quantification. For
example, Stanley and Wise (1983) have argued that “methods in themselves
aren’t innately anything” (p. 159). They point out that although “positivist
methods and world views are objectionable, sexist even, . . . what should be
objected to about them isn't quantification or their use of statistical techniques”
(n. 159). Instead. the wavs in which research participants are treated and the
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gt.asearc'h participants are of more central concern. In fact, in reviewing recent
iscussions of feminist methods, Harding (1987) argues that

femini ssearchers use jus
S lnlS; rhuu..nr(hcrs use just about any and all of the methods, in this concrete
ense iti i »
¢ of the term, that traditional androcentric researchers have used. Of course
:

precisely how they car t these i ing i
DA (p.y ; ry out these methods of evidence gathering is often strik-

tShe concludes, “it is not by looking at research methods that one will be abl
ldentify the distinctive features of the best of feminist research” ( (C;)a el
An mc.lusive viewpoint on methods, which appears to be irll)c.‘rez; ing]
accepted in feminist research circles, takes the form of promoting the val s"‘gé’
appropriate use of both qualitative and quantitative methods is fe -
searf:h tools. The emphasis here is on using methods which ean l)emtlmSt' or
p.artlcular research questions, but always using them in ways whichS e o
sxstent_ with broad feminist goals and ideology. Thus, the feminist dalretcon_
these issues can be seen to have evolved from one dei‘med by op osit? . te (’]’;
aspects of mainstream research to an argument for use of a br[z)ad e {
E;’tho:ls 1'(1;9[8)1131)rsui(tl of research reflecting feminist values and goal:anﬁl?us
ayaratne and Wittig (1985) have argued that both t f h- :
be effectively utilized by feminists and can be implement )('IP?S v a O'ds are
consistent with feminist values. Procedures sed in o "Nhl'Ch o
research which are inconsistent with femim’sf (zrl:lzlf(:)snlc);nuslfed alll:e?euci1 "“'t‘;]tl"'e
ﬁzndoning thebquantitative strategies which can be beneficial to ferv:;:li;)tlslt
foreover, com ining methods, sometimes termed “tri ation” .
zin, 1978, Jick, 1979) permits researchers to "captlﬁ‘i atr:zrflcl':);]hg?etésiilpf'n'
and conte'xtua] portrayal . . .” (Jick, p. 603). As Jick points out, “the ;*ﬂ" ]ts o
nesshofl tn_angu]ation rests on the premise that the weaknesse; in eache;iri;i;
énoit) od will be compensated by the counter-balancing strengths of another” (p-
Ylvlo (1988) is most persuasive in making this case with respect to research
marital rape. As she points out, the true nature of marital rape ca arct E"
captured in statistics; the experience of violent victimization at tll)le ham(;O ffa
loved one in an act grotesquely similar to and totally different from an ot df\'
love cannot be conveyed in traditional questionnaire or surve formatn ';';t .
Y.llo conducted (along with her colleague; see Finkelhor and Yl{o 1985). tUS,
sive qualitative interviews with a sample of women who voluntee,red to be(: if]na;

study of marital rape. She poi ;
. points out that th is vi
marital rape (p. 32) is analysis yielded a new typology of

I'learned a great deal about wife abuse from those 50 women that the quantitati
data on over 2,000 couples could not begin to reveal. My talks wi(t]h baltta W:i:
women made clear to me that I am a part of what I am studying Bein v
of this makes a difference in how I understand the problem. (p .\'.;.4) B

On the ints
) .rc other hal'l(l,‘YjHO points out that associations which are powerfully
signilicant to an individual woman cannot he nnderctand in toveo o0 a1
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ges. For example, quantitative methods have been associated historically with
| sexist and antifeminist attitudes. We propose that although quantitatize
search may have been used in the past to obscure the experience of womenr(;
need not always be used in that way. That is, the association is an historical c:ne
but not a logical one. Similarly, we propose that although some feminist
resear_chers use qualitative methods to reveal important aspects of wom ;
experience, there is no guarantee that they always will be used to do soen )
However, despite the prevalence of these historical associations, there r'na
be some absolute constraints or limitations associated with ez;ch type yf
met‘hod. Thus, for example, quantitative methods may never provide th);pki (:i
of richly textured “feeling for the data” that qualitative methods can ermit ?\
Healy.and Stewart (in press) indicate, “Kotre (1984) argues that only gualita.tivs
afna]ys.ls can accurately capture the complex pattern of an individual life with et
violating the integrity of the life or dehumanizing the individual” (p. 3) T(l)lu
observatnion underlies some feminist enthusiasm for incorporating al():;)nt;:xtu,?
perspective in research, indicated by qualitative methods. However. it ca la
be argued that multivariate statistical analyses of large data sets m,ay r[(:vai(io
the ]"f’]OSt truly “contextual” analyses of people’s experience. Ti]is is ll))eca 'e
certain multivariate statistical procedures allow the incorporation of all .
number of contextual variables, permitting the simultaneous testin of ]alt)ge
rate ar:d complex theoretical models. It has been argued that suchg;ma]e% [
more “ecologically valid” (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). m
One common stereotype of qualitative methods is that they are unsystemati
and thus unscientific. Clearly such methods can be unsystematic, but th Y
‘rlleed not be. Hornstein (in press) is able to spell out detailed procc-(,}ures fo o
-phenomen()logica] approach to the study of lives.” She deseribes three sta s
in the researchers’ analysis of a phenomenological account. In theAﬁrst stage ﬁes
researcher; is “attempting to uncover the structure of an experience% ‘3
therefore" takes each bit of the subject’s report and serutinizes it to unco‘ve mtlt
meaning.” She points out that “crucial to this process is a way of thinl:'l .
termed imaginal variation, in which a given feeling, thought, or outcom 1"_;
f}ompared with other possibilities” (pp. 6-7). The second st,age of analesfﬁ
!nvolYE&s construction of “analytic categories” that emerge from the the:1 N
identified in the first stage. “To the greatest extent possible, one strives to alluisf
the categories to emerge from the data themselves, rather than from a pre
conceived theoretical or empirical framework” {p. 7). Finally, the researph .
fxttem.pts to describe the relationships among the various categ,ories in ord: fr
identify the “pattern” or “structure” of the experience—the ways in which rtl .
elements combine to create a unified whole (p. 8). This approach is wh ];e
qualitative and rigorously systematic. Similarly, Gerson (1985) applies CIU 'y
a_nd Strauss’s (1967) “constant comparative method” to intcrview?[ivith a aslu
tively small sample of women in a way which is qualitative ain; d at hm o
development, and systematic. , oo oo
Thus, we would distinguish between methods which are systematic and
methods which are quantitative. Quantification, in a strict sense ;)rlj refe ‘":
the transformation of observations (bv a researcher or nar!ivin:\nt) i):m) :Tmo

For example, we found that a large portion of the marital rape victims had also
been sexually abused as children. We cannot discover the extent of the relation-
ship between child sexual abuse and marital rape unless we construct a controlled
study using a representative sample. It may be that child sexual abuse is no maore
common among marital rape victims than among other women. But, only by
comparing marital rape victims with nonvictims could we come to any adequate

conclusions. (p. 35)

Current Issues in the Feminist Methodology Literature

Although there seems to be increasing consensus in the feminist community
that quantitative methods are legitimate research tools and that methods
should be chosen based on an appropriate fit with the research question, there
remain at least three conceptual areas in discussions of feminist methodology
where the dialogue remains problematic. First are definitional difficulties with
the terms “quantitative,” “qualitative,” “method” and “methodology.” Second is
the tendency of many authors to take an essentialist position, which assumes
that female researchers feel comfortable, and are competent using only certain
“female” methods. The third problem concerns the epistemological issue of
objectivity/subjectivity, a continuing central focus for debate.

Definitional Issues

A number of terms used in the feminist methodology dialogue have different
implicit or explicit definitions, resulting in some confusion. This difficulty is
particularly apparent with regard to the distinction between “methods” and
“methodology” and between “quantitative” and “qualitative” processes. Re-
searchers considering the merits of an argument must, therefore, be careful to
assess the precise definitions being proposed or implied. Harding (1987) has
recently suggested one set of distinetions among terms. She identifies
“methods” as particular procedures used in the course of research (e.g., in-
terviews), “methodology” as a theory of how research is carried out or the broad
principles about how to conduct research and how theory is applied (e.g.,
survey research methodology or experimental methodology), and “epistemolo-
gy” as a theory of knowledge (e.g., the “scientific method” which aims to
establish the truth-value of various propositions). It follows from these de-
finitions that first, quantitative and qualitative “methods” are simply specific
research procedures; second, “feminist methodology” or a “fermninist perspec-
tive on methodology” must be taken to refer to a much broader theory of how to
do feminist research. There may, then, be a “feminist methodology” without
any particular feminist “methods.” In the last section of this paper, we will
propose some particular strategies for conducting “feminist research”; this will
be, then, a discussion of feminist methodology, hut will involve use of a variety
of existing quantitative and qualitative methods or procedures.

Besides distinguishing methods and methodology, we also distinguish histor-
ical from logical associations hetween specific procedures and specific ideolo-
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bers. It can occur in the context of unsystematically collected data, and it need
ot occur in the context of systematically collected data. It may permit one form
of systematic analysis, but it also permits unsystematic, ad hoc analyses. Thus,
while historical associations between quantitative and systematic methods can
be documented, logical associations between them are debatable, suggesting
that a feminist methodology cannot ultimately be tied to either qualitative or
quantitative methods.

An additional difficulty with the terms “quantitative” and “qualitative” is that
they have frequently been used to refer to an absolute methodological di-
chotomy (Healy and Stewart, in press), so that the entire research process or
methodology is characterized as discretely quantitative or qualitative. Howev-
er, if we think of a research project as involving a group of separate procedures
or methods, it is useful to reconceptualize each procedure as located on a
qualitative to quantitative continuum (Healy and Stewart). Thus, not only can
specific research procedures be more or less quantitative or qualitative, but the
entire research approach, made up of these separate procedures, may also be
characterized in these relative terms.

“Essentializing” the Issue: What Is “Women’s Research?”

Although it is our view that many feminist critiques of traditional quantitative
methods have considerable merit and that qualitative research is often more
consistent with feminist values, we also believe that many authors incorrectly
base their criticisms on what we term “the different voice” perspective. This
perspective, represented in Gilligan's In A Different Voice (1982), emphasizes
the difference between the male voice, which defines the self in terms of
distinctness and separation from others, and the female voice, which defines
the self in terms of connections and relationships. Numerous discussions of
feminist methodology have applied this essentialist view to the quantitative and
qualitative dialogue (for example, see Davis, 1985, and Sheuneman, 1986)
concluding that the female voice is, in fact, qualitative. Furthermore, this view
has emphasized the differences between qualitative and quantitative research,
regarding the former as subjective, relevant, and descriptive and the latter as
objective, irrelevant, and superficial.

In general, those who take an essentialist position believe that women are
more able than men to study issues of importance to women. According to Mies
(1983), because of women'’s personal experience with oppression they “are
better equipped than their male counterparts to make a comprehensive study
of the exploited groups” (p. 121). While we generally agree that women, on the
average, should have a better understanding of issues important to feminists, it
is unclear whether this is, in fact the case, and, if it is true in general, under
what circumstances it is true. Overall, evidence in support of the essentialist
position is lacking, and thus a more cautious approach to evaluating this belief is
appropriate. Moreover, differences among women are ignored and rendered
invisible by this exclusive focus on inter-sex differences.

The essentialist view is exemplified by two beliefs found in the literature or
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that those women who do enter social science professions and who may not
therefore be “typical” of “all” women in a number of ways—with their current
reliance on quantitative methods—are seriously handicapped by math anxiety.
However, if women scientists ¢re more suspicious or uncomfortable with
mathematical analyses, they may be disadvantaged professionally. Advanced
statistical procedures used in quantitative research may make publication more
likely, and, as Cook and Fonow (1984) suggest, agencies may be more willing to
fund research projects which propose sophisticated statistical techniques.

Although all women need not learn advanced mathematical or statistical
skills, such skills are advantageous to feminist researchers for a number of
reasons. First, although these skills are more or less appropriate for use in
various disciplines,? in research in the social sciences they are used consistently
and effectively as research tools. Furthermore, whether or not one intends to
use these skills in one’s own research, it is important that feminist researchers
obtain adequate statistical or mathematical knowledge in order to evaluate and
critique research which does use such tools. Given the abundance of research
with an antifeminist message, it is absolutely critical that feminist researchers
understand the methods behind such research, so that their critiques will be
cogent.

A second reason for feminist researchers to have knowledge of statistical and
mathematical principles is in their application to both qualitative and quantita-
tive research. Without a basic understanding of the functioning of these princi-
ples in research procedures such as design, sample selection, data interpreta-
tion, and generalization, both qualitative and quantitative research can result in
erroneous and misleading findings. However, more damaging than inaccurate
results is the potential for others to generalize from one example of inferior
research motivated by feminist values and to stereotype all feminist research as
being politically motivated and biased, exactly the charge feminists make of
traditional research. When feminist research is poorly done, it is not only
difficult to defend the charge of bias, but it makes it increasingly difficult to
defend quality feminist research as well.

Perhaps the clearest example of research claiming to be “qualitative” which
has been problematic for feminists is Hite's study on women's sexuality and
love relationships, which resulted in two well-publicized books (Hite, 1976,
1987), Her work—not associated with any traditional academic discipline or
setting—has been prominently identified as feminist, both by her and by some
of the media; it thereby reflects on all research by feminists. One difficulty with
this work is that, while it strongly supports the feminist call for more quali-
tative, in-depth study of women’s lives, it viclates some very basic methodolog-
ical principles, thus jeopardizing the validity of its conclusions. Although there
are numerous examples which could be targeted for criticism, one stands out in
particular. In Women and Love (Hite, 1987) Hite distributed approximately
100,000 questionnaires, 4,500 being returned. In spite of her attempt to justify
the representativeness of her sample, it is clear that it is a highly self-selected
sample? and not representative of the U.S. female population, which she
imolies it is. Because of the unknown nature of the sample, it is inaccurate to
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draw any conclusions about what U.S. women in general may believe. Never-
theless, such conclusions are intended in this volume. Although, as feminists
we might wish to believe in the truth of her findings, we must recognize thf;
fact that her data simply cannot answer questions about how most American
women feel about love. At most, we ean only say that some women feel this
way.

Despite the strength of this criticism, it is not a single methodological flaw
which most concerns us, but rather the contribution which this research makes
to the stereotype of feminists as biased researchers. The negative press which
this type of research received, primarily for its shoddy methodology (see, for
example, Tavris, 1987, and Ferguson, 1987), detracts from its message ,and
contributes to the stereotype of feminists as incapable of sophisticated and valid
research. If Hite had used proper methodologieal procedures (even just better
sampling methods), and the book were still attacked for its feminist message
{which undoubtedly it would have been), at least it could have been defended
Instead, we are faced with guilt by association. For example, one review whicl;
appeared in the Wall Street Journal (Ferguson, 1987) stated that the book

serves up the kind of buncombe we have come to expect from “feminist scholar-
ship™: the bloated generalization, the bizarre pseudoethnology masquerading as a
critique of “patriarchy,” the sure-handed dismissal of tradition and history, and
above all, the free-floating indeterminate malice. (p. 13) '

It is important to note here that there are many examples of careful, rigorous
qualitative research to set against the Hite studies. Unfortunately, none of
them is likely to attract the level of media attention that her research did.
Detailed consideration of the signs which distinguish excellent qualitative
rescarch may help make this point clearer. Gerson (1985) conducted a quali-
tative study of different patterns of work and family life among contemporary
young women. In a thoughtful appendix to the monograph describing her
findings, Gerson explained that “the research questions called for an explorato-
ry study” (p. 240), which was based on “open-ended, in-depth interviews with a
carefully targeted sample of women” (p. 241). She explained her sampling
procedure in detail, spelling out the biases and limitations of the sample (pp.
241-45). She concluded that “the insights and conclusions of this analysis can
and, I hope will be applied to and tested among other groups of women in
different social environments and of other races and agé cohorts” (p. 243).
Perhaps most important, in the body of the text itself, Gerson pointed to the
proper use of her findings: “They should be considered in the context of

corroborative findings from larger, more representative samples” (p. 217).
Research like this does indeed stand

the best chance of avoiding the Scylla of qualitative research that is descriptively
rich, but lacks analytic precision, and the Charybdis of quantitative research that
is causally precise, but lacks the data necessary to uncover processes or answer the
critical questions. (Gerson, 1985, p. 241)
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The Issue of Objectivity
What Is the Issue?

A frequent theme in feminist criticism of social science research is the
negative consequences of professional obsessiveness with “scientific objectiv-
ity,” which is in turn associated (historically, though not logically) with
quantification. Feminist criticisms have focused on several important points:
(1) apparently “objective” science has often been sexist (hence, not “objective”)
in its purposes and/or its effects (see, for example, DuBois, 1983: Sherif,
1979/1987); (2) glorification of “objectivity” has imposed a hierarchical and
controlling relationship upon the researcher-researched dyad (Keller, 1978;
Fee, 1983; Arditti, 1980); and (3) idealization of objectivity has excluded from
science significant personal subjectively-based knowledge and has left that
knowledge outside of “science” (Unger, 1983, Wallston, 1981). This last point
makes it clear that leaving the subjective outside of science also leaves it
unexamined. Thus, Harding (1987), has recently concluded that

the best feminist analysis . . . insists that the inquirer her/himself be placed in the
same critical place as the overt subject matter, thereby recovering the entire
research process for scrutiny in the results of research. (p. 9)

It may be, then, that an important source of the sexist (and racist and classist)
bias in traditional “objective” research is the fact that the personal and sub-
jective—which inevitably influences many aspects of the research process—
were exempt from analysis (see Hubbard, 1978; Unger, 1983).

For some feminists a “truly feminist social science” originates “from women'’s
experience of women's reality” (Stanley and Wise, 1983, p. 165; see also Smith,
1974/1987). Some believe that this perspective implies the exclusion of the
concept of objectivity in the research process. It is clear, nevertheless, that
most contemporary feminists reject any notion that objectivity should be re-
nounced as a goal altogether. Although absolute objectivity is not possible
(even if it were desirable), the pursuit of some types of objectivity, as a goal,
does have potential to protect against several forms of bias. For example, a
researcher who has an investment in a particular theory may tend to use
methods that are likely to produce supportive findings. However, the use of
certain research procedures generally accepted in the social sciences mitigate
against such biased results. An illustration of this safeguard is representative
sampling techniques. Such techniques do not permit a researcher to generalize
from a sample of selected respondents who are likely to exhibit the researcher’s
pet hypothesis. Thus, while many feminists wish to incorporate subjective
elements into the research process, they also reject the notion that the process
must be entirely subjective. As Rose (1982) states, “feminist methodology secks
to bring together subjective and objective ways of knowing the world” (p. 368).
Furthermore, Birke (1986) notes that
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th.e association of objectivity with masculinity has sometimes led feminist

reject objectivity and to glorify subjectivity in opposition te it. While it ilsms s
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There is, then, increasing recognition that the use of particular methods and
p-roceduref does not automatically confer objectivity, just as inclusion of a;]
sis of one’s personal subjective experience does not preclude it Wi:;:a o
necessary connection between (qualitative and quantitative) me‘thod n((l)
(ol')Jectwe vs. subjective) outcomes, there is no substitute for a reflexiv o |
science conducted by reflective social scientists (Harding, 1987; Unger elz)%(;;

Dangers of Apparent Objectivity

Qesplte our recognition of the legitimate use of objective methods, the
r'eah'stlc dangers of poor quality antifeminist research disguised as c;od .
tltah?fe and, thus, “objective” research. An example of such resegarch, Q;:fm};
required a strong feminist critique and reinterpretation is work by Benb M ch
.Stanle.y on math achievement (1980, 1983). This study, which m)z]tde hegcv;i'an
in major newspapers® throughout the country, suppo;‘ted the view that "'"is
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one of the major effects of popular media coverage of the research report h

it changed the “social desirability” climate. Before the media covgzn W?St .
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(p. 24)

Se:TE:::el:rous g;ohlebms lvggh this research have been pointed out (for example
; “ es and Jacobs, 6, Fennema, 1981), and many are violati ic
[f)r’llnfllples for conducting (_]uantitative research. Most ir);port‘:r?tlat:}?gsr:g;isclﬁ
ailed adequately to examine the roles of values and attitudes in irls’ h
per.formance (see Eccles and Jacobs, 1986), which reasonably mag ha o

plam.ed the sex difference in performance. Although these critiqu):es d‘fj ot
reccive as much press coverage as the original Benbow and Stanle lrt'riot
such critical analysis of traditional objective research is essential in theyff:1 -
and aca(—ler.nic community and requires a thorough knowledge of basic remml's}:
and statistical procedures. Thus, there is a very practical need for feminsii?srcto

acquire such knowledge if we are ev
. en to attempt to co
etmial, "o o p unter the effects of such

Benefits and Uses of Traditional Research Methods

] Alth;)ug'h .this example illustrates the damage which this kind of research can
o, as leminists we must also consider any potential benefits which our own use
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of “objectivity” can bring. The greatest benefit of apparent objectivity lies in its
power to change political vpinion. Thus, traditional research methods can be
used to our advantage to change sexist belief systems or to support progressive
legislation. Two examples of the uses of statistics attest to its power. First, as
noted in Jayaratne (1983), prior to the court decision of Griggs v. Duke Power
Company (1971), which was argued under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of
1964, sex discrimination could be substantiated in court only if one could prove
intent on the part of the defendant. The decision resulting from this case,
however, was that discrimination could be demonstrated by presenting statis-
tics which show a different and unfair impact on a racial, sex, or other group
covered by Title VII. This decision set a new course for discrimination suits.

In a second example, a study of maternal death rates in Chicago (Siefert and
Martin, 1988) documented a much higher rate among black than white women,
as well as a rate for black women higher than that in many Third World
countries. In specific response to this study (Wolinsky, 1986; Wolinsky and
Franchine, 1986), a new program was initiated by the Illinois health com-
(missioner and the Chicago Health Department ($35 million allocated) to ensure
that pregnant women get prenatal care.

An additional benefit derived from the use of “objective” methods in research
lies in their ability to provide tests of theories. Thus, statistics can be a practical
tool in the evaluation of feminist theories, since such analysis can identify the
most effective strategies for implementing feminist goals. This remains an
imperative task if feminists are going to correctly target problem areas for
change or effectively direct our energies toward change.

A Feminist Perspective on Methodology

In much of the feminist methodology literature the critical questions ask for
the definition of the “feminist perspective” on research. We believe that there
is now some consensus on the answer to this question. Thus, there is general
concurrence in recent writing on leminist methodology that there can be no
single, prescribed method or set of research methods consistent with feminist
values, although there are methods antithetical to such values.

The idea that there is only “one road” to the feminist revolution, and only one type
of “truly feminist” research, is as limiting and as offensive as male-biased accounts
of rescarch that have gone before. (Stanley and Wise, 1983, p. 26)

There is, then, no substitute for each researcher making independent assess-
ments about the appropriateness of a given method for a given research
question and purpose, as well as about the competence of the execution of the
research method used. Feminist researchers must be critical of both quantita-
tive and qualitative research which is used against women and must be able to
marchal the richest and most persuasive evidence in the service of women.
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We believe that the focus of feminist dialogue on “methods,” and particularl
on qualitative versus quantitative methods, obscures the 1£10re fundamn ‘ t');
challenge of feminism to the traditional “scientific method” (see also i)uf&n '(f
1983). That challenge really questions the epistemology, or theory of knom‘;‘
edge, .underlying traditional science and social science, ‘including the not;(‘;r;
that science is, or can be, value free. It is appropriate and timely now to mov
the focus of the feminist methodology dialogue from definition te implement :
.hon. With such an enormous task ahead of us, as feminist researcheri atlt - i“
ing to undo decades of sexist and elitist research, to continue the dirlr)lzll)tc;

between quantitative and itati
qualitative research at this point in the di
wastes our valuable time and effort. ' ¢ dulogee

Strategies for Practical Im i
. plementation of a Feminist P i
in Social Science Research SR

Many significant contributions to the literature on feminist methodology a
s0 abstract that the solutions they propose cannot be easily or racﬁ)(l: l;e
1mpleme_nted, let alone understood by those without knowledge ofegistemzlo)i
gy. Feminist researchers must develop realistic and pragmatic-stratf.;gies which
allow for implementation of the feminist perspective. The following specifi
p_rocedures are examples of such strategies. They derive both from thel:lbo .
discussions of qualitative and quantitative methods, and from those res VE
values explicitly found in the feminist methodology literature. We woulgallti
to empbasize, parenthetically, the importance of researchers selectin 10e
developing other procedures which they can effectively implement Tilz '
researchers need to consider practical issues such as the time, effort 'm nes
and Oth('BI‘ resources available to the research staff. It is our l;elief tilat ‘::;Y
iavvheirlle'a limited, attempt at increasing the feminist value of research is worth:

1. When selecting a research topic or problem, we should ask how that
research has potential to help women's lives and what information is necevsaa
to have such impact. The desire to conduct research can either stem fr( "
general theo\retical interest in a subject matter (e.g., beliefs about ra c;m()a
.fror'n a specific political perspective (e.g., how can research help to (]ecref:se’th :
incidence of rape). Although ultimately the goal should always be politi le
theoretical research can also be important to feminists (Jayaratne 198315 Wl}t:t,
ever t.he origins of the research topic, it is important to detcrmin;: s ec'iﬁc 1l )
the.lfmd of information which will be most useful and will ha‘veplhe ; y;
positive impact on women'’s lives. One rescarch goal is not always l)etteros
more appropriate for a given problem. For example, if a resea);cher is .
Ferestec_l in helping battered women, legitimate research goals might v# f o
increasing public understanding of their plight to influencing legislatizl o

2. Wh'en designing the study, we should propose methods that are .botf
appropriate for the kind of question asked and the information needed an(;
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which permit answers persuasive to a particular audience. Once a researcher
knows the research goal or question and what information is necessary, the
types of methods needed in the research should be clear. This view has been
stated frequently in the feminist literature {DuBois, 1983; Jayaratne, 1983;
Healy and Stewart, in press; Scheuneman, 1986; Wallston, 1981). As a general
guideline, if the research goal is descriptive of individual lives and designed to
promote understanding of a particular viewpoint of the subjects, more quali-
tative methods may be appropriate. If the goal is to document the operation of
particular relationships between variables (e.g. how a government policy affects
women), more quantitative methods may be useful. For example, if a re-
searcher is interested in investigating the lives of homeless women, there are
numerous approaches she can take. If her goal is to influence legislation to offer
employment training to these women, the most persuasive case may involve
gathering statistics on women whose job training led to employment and
permanent housing. However, if the goal is to help the public to understand
these women, in-depth interviews and narrative accounts might be most appro-
priate.

3. In every instance of use of either qualitative and quantitative methods or
both, we should address the problems associated with each approach. Thus, if
using qualitative methods, we must be aware of methodological problems of
poor representation and overgeneralization. Alternatively, if using quantitative
methods, we must consciously and actively incorporate feminist values into the
procedures. Because quantitative methods have historically exploited women
and excluded feminist values, those using such methods should be particularly
aware of these problems. (Examples can be found above, in the section on
feminist criticism.)

4. Whenever possible, we should use research designs which combine quan-
titative and qualitative methods . This approach, termed a “mixed method,” has
been advocated by numerous authors as a way to offset the disadvantages of one
method with the strengths of the other (Denzin, 1978; Healy and Stewart, in
press; Jick, 1979). This strategy suggests the value of acquiring knowledge of
both methods. Although this combination of metheds is not always possible or
even practical, it should result in a more powerful research product, that is, one
which not only effectively tests theory but also is convincing,

5. Whether the research methods are quantitative or qualitative, it is critical
that procedures be bias-free or sex-fair. Not only will such research better test
theory or more accurately communicate the résearch goal, but such research
should be more influential on policymakers and the public. In fact, because
ferninist research tends to be suspect already, it is especially critical that
procedures be free from apparent contaminating bias. (See Grady, 1981, for
examples of methods to minimize bias.)

6. We should take the time and effort to do quality research. This means
learning and using a variety of appropriate research skills, rather than taking
short cuts which are more expedient. (See Jayaratne, 1983, p. 151, for a
discussion of the abundance of “quick and dirty research” in social science.)
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7. When interpreting results, we should ask what different interpretations
always consistent with the findings, might imply for change in women’s I:’ues,
We‘should consider interpretations that imply the most effective interventions:
for improving women’s lives. For example, victim-blaming interpretations tend
to .result in individual intervention strategies, whereas situational/
environmental interpretations can often yield more effective political strategi
for change. e

8. We should always attempt some political .analysis of the findings. We
should make an effort to explore how policy change suggested by rest.zarch
results might positively affect women'’s lives. This goal is not always clear fro
the findings and must be made explicit, when possible. "

9. Finally, as much as possible (given a realistic assessment of the frantic
pace of academic life), we should actively participate in the dissemination of
rfzsearch results. The importance of dissemination cannot be overstressed
since it is'the g(')‘a] of feminist research to make a difference in women'’s lives. I,f
;isgzrct‘l};:spr:l(;)t]iczfdverhsed it will not have an impact, either on policymakers

[n conclusion, we would like to reemphasize that we view these strategies
cc;ml)ined with others discussed in the feminist literature, as a contribution to ;
dialogue focusing on the practical application of feminist theory in social re-
search. Such dialogue can best advance feminist goals by producing research
which not only positively affects women's lives, but also makes the research

ende:;)vor itself an exciting, relevant, and profitable experience for the re-
searcher.

NOTES

1. Tt should be pointed out that criticism of ¢ itati
_ a s Juantitative methods has a long hi
which extends beyond the femini i N i lemstomm,
e 1933)),. he feminist community (Healy and Stewart, in press; Homnstein,
2. For example, the first author of this essa i
, y was told in her first year of graduat
;choo}l _(r.mt at her present academic institution) that the faculty were goncemglaagsui
ega ghty}t{o c;ndulcs;sgbjt;ctive research because of her political (i.e., feminist) views
. See Hacker iscipli ’ ics 1 :
e ( ) for an example of a discipline where mathematics is over-
4. Not only is her retumn rate profoundly | i
: . y low, but the highly personal and length
nature of thc‘quesnonnmre would result in a sample of women to whom this subje%:t i)sl
un;sually salient, .such as women who are unhappy in their love relationships.
. Popular medlaln?overage of this research included headlines such as “Do Males
ave a Math Gene?” in Newsweek { Williams & King, 1980) and “The Gender Factor in

Math: A New Study Says Males May Be Natural "in Ti
Erm i e y aturally Abler Than Females” in Time (The
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