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The article addresses the concern that qualitative sociology lacks methodological rigor and reliable generalized findings, and tries to refute it.

Defining Qualitative Sociology: How “Scientific” is it?

Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research (King, Keohane, Verba) – contends that qualitative social scientists should perform research using standards that are closer to a scientific, quantitative method. KKV contend that both types of research share “the same logic of inference”. King set out a number of rules for rigorous rules of research that should be followed by both types of research. These 10 rules (finding data in variable contexts, not selecting observations based on dependent variables, etc.) are listed on p.35 of the article. As they have detailed them, KKV have created a set of rules that leave qualitative research lacking.

GH state that there do exist many more differences than similarities in the methods used in qualitative research. Data gathering strategies include: observations, interviews, photography/video, document analysis, and archival and historical research. Though there are many different types of data gathering methods, they all focus on “capturing or representing in considerable depth or detail what is or was going on in one or a few ‘cases’ of something judged socially significant.” This goal is accomplished in qualitative research by creating rich descriptions and narratives.

In qualitative research the researcher needs to stay as close as possible to the phenomena that they are trying to understand because they have to be understood contextually or holistically. Quantitave research facilitates statistical analysis of many cases, while qualitative analysis facilitates analysis of particular cases. Some argue that because of this, qualitative analysis suffers from a “small-N” problem; where not enough cases are examined to be able to build solid generalizations or theories.

Rule #4 in Designing Social Inquiry states that the researcher should not “sample on the dependent variable.” The qualitative researcher, however, is often interested in a small subset of the whole. To help explain a particular type of infrequent phenomena (revolutions, genocides, etc.), the researcher must choose to look at the instances in which they occur.

The Trend  Toward Greater Methodological Self-Awareness & Findings
Researchers did very little self-reflecting back in the day.  Not until the 1960’s did researchers talk about how they conducted their research, however it was rare that this was ever published in their books.  People were aware that a researcher’s background (cultural, political, social) influenced their choice of research question but gave little thought to have it impacted the rest of their work.  For example, the research methods that were chosen, and how they analyze data can also be influenced by a researcher’s background.

They discuss issues of biases among historical sociologists.  They are becoming more self-aware in terms of the ways that they conduct their research.  While some of the issues that arise are similar to those that occur when collecting quantitative data, some are unique to qualitative.  These include such things as validity of data, the ways in which data is collected, political concerns, as well as styles of writing and presentation. The authors state that at every point in the research process, qualitative researchers have to think about issues and choices that arise when determining how they will conduct their study.

