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HOW MANY RESEARCH METHODSARE ENOUGH?
Abstract: Advocates of mixed methods research discourage use of a 
single method in research projects, but for those of us who are 
persuaded of the value of using more than one method, how do we 
know when we have sufficient? Unsurprisingly, the answer is that it 
depends on many things (such as the topic under investigation, the 
research questions being posed about it and the time, resources and 
personnel available, as well as more philosophical considerations; 
the order in which methods are employed also needs to be taken 
into consideration). These issues are discussed using a study 
conducted by Ray Pahl and his team on the Isle of Sheppey over the 
course of a decade in which nine methods (counting four different 
interview methods as distinct) were used. This example of a large 
number of methods being employed in one study illustrates the 
challenges of putting such ambitions into practice, and allows a 
balance sheet of pros and cons to be drawn up. 



HOW MANY RESEARCH METHODSARE ENOUGH?

ÅSarah Elsie Baker & Rosalind Edwards, ôHow many qualitative 
interviews is enough ?õ (2012) http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/2273 / is the 
most accessed NCRM resource (3221 views in the 30 days to 
20/01/21 )

ÅTo answer, ôit dependsõ, does not stop it being a good question.

ÅLikewise for the question ôHow many research methods is enough?õ

ÅPresentation: some starting points ; discussion of a particular study; 
some conclusions.

http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/2273/


HOW MANY RESEARCH METHODSARE ENOUGH?

ÅIf the question is, ôHow many research methods is it enough for me 
as a researcher to know about and to have in my methods òtool 
boxó?õ, the answer I would give is that knowledge of a wide range 
of methods gives a researcher options and flexibility in their own 
research, opens up opportunities for working as part of a team, 
and facilitates methodological dialogue.

ÅIntroductory level knowledge about a range of methods can be 
useful, alongside greater depth of expertise and experience in 
those in which a researcher specialises. 

ÅFor the narrower question of how many methods to use in a 
research project, one is sufficient but more may be better.



HOW MANY RESEARCH METHODSARE ENOUGH?

ÅThe Journal of Mixed Methods Research started in 2007.  

ÅThe opening editorial acknowledged ôalmost three decadesõ of 
prior debate about combining quantitative and qualitative 
approaches.

ÅIt is possible to go back further still, for example in the research 
tradition of community studies. 

Åe.g. Margaret Staceyõs two community studies of Banbury , Tradition 
and Change (1960) and Power, Persistence and Change (1975) 
(with Colin Bell et al .) informed her research methods textbook. 



HOW MANY RESEARCH METHODSARE ENOUGH?

ÅStacey (1969) devoted chapters to:

Åobservations 

Åinterviews 

Åsurveys 

Åôcombined operationsõ (mixed methods)

ÅBanbury studies used all of these, together 
with early social network analyses; other 
community studies included photographs.
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ÅSeveral considerations were in play here.

ÅThe projects had a broad remit ðôto study the social structure and 
culture of Banburyõ (1960, p.v ), asking research questions beyond 
social problems ðinfluenced by anthropology as well as sociology.

ÅFieldwork lasted for 3 years (1948 -51)and 2 years (1966 -8) 
respectively.

ÅThe first project was funded by the King George V Jubilee Trust 
(£100) and the Nuffield Foundation (£2,000) (1950 prices; £72,433 at 
2020 prices); the Nuffield Foundation funded the second project 
with a grant of £20,000 (1966 prices; £375,039 at 2020 prices).

ÅThe projects had research teams, not a lone researcher .



HOW MANY RESEARCH METHODSARE ENOUGH?

ÅIn the second study the risk associated with reliance on one 
method became apparent:

ÅôBellé interviewed many of those whom Stacey had also 
interviewed in the first study, he found them telling completely 
different things: òOver half of them denied what was on a piece of 
paper that we had... sometimes the job. ôNo, Iõve always worked 
for the Co -op.õ You said, ôNever worked for the Railway?õ ôNo, 
always worked for the Co -opõóõ (Savage 2010, p.156).

ÅIllustrates that an additional method can serve as a check on the 
findings that an initial method generates.
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ÅIn 1978 Ray Pahl started a study of the Isle of Sheppey that grew 
over time; over ten years he and his team used nine methods.

ÅNuffield Foundation funded pilot research. Used ethnographic 
observations , informal interviews, structured interviews , and 
documentary research (consulting newspapers and newspaper 
archives) to explore informal (sometimes undocumented) work and 
household work strategies in the context of de -industrialization, 
economic recession and unemployment.

ÅThese allowed Pahl to confirm his choice of fieldwork location as 
the Isle of Sheppey, 30 miles to the east of London, close to the 
University of Kent.

ÅThese methods prompted an initial theory of informal economic 
activity as ôliberationõ (1984, p.21) from alienating employment.



HOW MANY RESEARCH METHODSARE ENOUGH? 
LOCATION OF THE ISLE OF SHEPPEY
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MAP OF THE ISLE OF SHEPPEY (IN PAHL1984, P.342)
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ÅOnce on Sheppey, Pahl and his 
team took photographs ( visual 
methods ) opportunistically (e.g. 
1984, p.182) as a fifth method to 
complement ethnographic 
observation and interviewing.

ÅSome taken by Claire Wallace, 
who lived on the island.

ÅThe opportunity to use a sixth 
method, imagined futures essay 
writing , was also serendipitous.
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ÅPahl collected 141 essays written by 16-year -

old school leavers in May 1978 (89 boys & 52 
girls) imagining themselves towards the end of 
their lives and looking back

ÅPublication of ôLiving without a job: how 
school leavers see the futureõ New Society 2 
November 1978, pp.259 -62 focused on themes 
of work, unemployment and family

ÅFor Richer, For Poorer became the title of 
Wallaceõs 1987 book about young people on 
Sheppey.


