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This paper concerns some personal experiences and
reflections on interdisciplinarity in cases when scholars
have different research methods and traditions.
Generalizability, for example, is typically regarded as
being established by large samples rather than by any
of the logics of qualitative research. I argue that
qualitative work has a tendency to be viewed through a
quantitative lens and thus risk mixing up qualitative
and quantitative research logics, which in turn might
lead to research flaws. To avoid methodological pitfalls,
I argue that we need to have a more extensive
understanding of key characteristics of qualitative and

quantitative methodology, and of the methods’
respective potentials and limitations.
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Introduction
I am a social anthropologist with an interdisciplinary
heart working in the intercept of HCI, strategy,
communication and organizational research. Today we
study phenomena that overlap greatly across academic
silos, and research methods from anthropology and
other ethnographic methods are embraced by
disciplines outside the social sciences. For example, the
HCI-field and other ICT-disciplines are inspired by
anthropology and ethnographic methods, as shown, for
example, by Orr [8] and Suchman [13].
The French philosopher and linguist Roland Barthes
once said,
Interdisciplinary work, so much discussed
these days, is not about confronting already
constituted disciplines (none of which, in fact,
is willing to let itself go). To do something
interdisciplinary it’s not enough to choose a
‘subject’ (a theme) and gather around it two or
three sciences. Interdisciplinarity consists in
creating a new object that belongs to no one
[4].

Even if “interdisciplinarity” does not have one definition
to gather around, it concerns different research
streams, schools and scholars working together yet
with different, and thus diverse, often contrasting,
perspectives. Diversity is found to play a key role in
creating new and innovative ideas [3]. However, it is
also well-known that with diversity conflict easily arise
[2]. I have experienced the way in which the collision
of different research traditions with respect to
methodology and epistemology can easily be a partystopper for interdisciplinarity. There seems to be an
underlying assumption that, even if using qualitative
methods, the work is to be viewed through a
quantitative lens. For example, a prominent editor in a
top journal explained in a publishing workshop that
“The rule number one to get published in top journals is
not to be interdisciplinary”. The editor further
recommended that qualitative scholars should submit
their data (transcripts, field notes, or whatever types of
data they had collected) along with their articles so that
the reviewers could evaluate the raw data and form
their own opinions about the analysis and conclusions
reached in the articles. There are a number of alarming
issues related to attitudes like this (e.g. privacy,
research ethics), but perhaps most alarming are the
attitudes related to well-known methodological debates
between the qualitative and the quantitative traditions.
The editor’s view can also often be recognized among
researchers who typically work with “hard data”. Most
importantly, the recurrent discussions center on
qualitative studies’ generalizability and their potential
for being replicated. The methodological debate turns
on the ability of qualitative methods’ customary small
samples to support generalizations from the micro to
the macro level [1, 6, 7]. This long-standing discussion
is problematic because it challenges the great potential

that lies in interdisciplinary work in a time where mixed
methods research is trending in the Academia [10].

Generalizability – A Question of Small or
Large N’s?
Numerous scholars claim it is difficult to generalize
findings that derive from case studies. This view
concerns the difficulty of testing hypotheses with a
small N - only a few entities -, a hypothetic-deductive
approach typical of quantitative studies that seek to
test causal effects by confirming or rejecting alreadyestablished hypotheses. Inductive-deductive
interferences, however, do the opposite, by asking
different questions that produce non-statistical answers
rather than confirming or rejecting already-established
knowledge claims. Yet there is a common prejudice of
mistakenly equating the generalizability of data with its
volume. However, generalizability concerns logical and
analytical inferences [1, 14]. Without generalizing
“anthropology is nothing more than a hobby, what
Edmund Leach called ‘butterfly collecting’” [11]. While
quantitative research concerns the systematic
investigation of phenomena via statistical and
mathematical models answering what, where, and
when questions, qualitative methodology provides an
understanding of why and how elements are
interrelated. Thus, a large N enables statistical
generalizability. A qualitative methodology provides a
certain set of categorical assumptions that, in turn,
need to be approached by analytical logic. Yin [14] uses
the term ‘analytical generalization’ to clarify the
contrast with ‘statistical generalization’. Quantitative
and qualitative approaches reach different types of
conclusions on basis of different types of data, and one
cannot draw inferences from one of them to the other;
they must be interpreted within their respective logical

frameworks [1, 12]. Views that equate representativity
with numbers of observations draws attention away
from logic and analytical inferences, and thus also
theory development [1]. For example, the classic
exploratory case study of Penrose’s [9] Hercules
Powder Company on the growth of firms, re-interpreted
earlier studies, and established new concepts (e.g.
slack, internal resources) that are valid independently
of the Hercules Powder Company. The study therefore
assists theory development and analytical
generalizability. However, all these differences is poorly
communicated in much research [1].

Using Qualitative Methods in Quantitative
Terms
When working as a minority it can be difficult to enter
the majority’s dancing floor. However, the converse can
be equally difficult, where the quantitative researcher
ends up using qualitative methods yet within the
framework of quantitative methodology. The result is
thus an unfortunate mismatch of different research
logics. For example, there seems to be a tendency for
some scholars to try to respond to the prejudice of
generalizability by using qualitative tools such as
interviews and observations as means of data
collection, yet with quantitative techniques as sampling
large numbers of participants, conducting a high
number of interviews and/or observations, asking a
high number of questions, and coding a large number
of categories, all for the sake of analysis that may
provide statistical answers with a focus on frequency,
variance, and variables, typically using constructs as
‘evidence’, ‘variables’, and ‘effect’. With a focus on
large data samples rather than “data-depth”, attention
is drawn away from how key elements interplay in

meaningful ways that can give rise to logical and
analytical inferences.
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Closing
What can be done to avoid these methodological
pitfalls? Some key steps could serve as a starting point;
Firstly, we need to gain a more profound understanding
of epistemology and methodology, the key differences
in quantitative and qualitative research traditions, and
their potentials and limitations. Secondly, different
ways of doing things needs to be articulated explicitly
when working closely and interdisciplinary, where a
trustful and respectful work-environment should be
aimed. Finally, qualitative methods needs to be better
taught to students. All too often qualitative methods
are spoken of in general terms without stressing the
key points mentioned in this paper. With more insights
of each other’s’ research traditions, misunderstandings,
prejudices and conflicts that typically occur when
people that hold different perspectives come together
[2] are likely to be downplayed [5]. Then we might
build “a new object that belongs to no one” as
suggested by Roland Barthes [4].
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