
Table 7.1 Themes and Repeating Ideas in a Study of Postpartum Depression Among Low-Income
Mothers

Theme Repeating ideas

Ambivalence “I wasn’t prepared for this baby,” “I didn’t want to have any more children.”

Caregiving overload “Please stop crying,” “I need a break,” “I can’t do this anymore.”

Juggling “No time to breathe,” “Everyone depends on me,” “Navigating the maze.”

Mothering alone “I really don’t have any help,” “My baby has no father.”

Real-life worry “I don’t have any money,” “Will my baby be OK?” “It’s not safe here.”

The Quantitative-Qualitative “Debate”

Given their differences, it may come as no surprise that quantitative and qualitative research in psychology and
related fields do not coexist in complete harmony. Some quantitative researchers criticize qualitative methods on
the grounds that they lack objectivity, are difficult to evaluate in terms of reliability and validity, and do not
allow generalization to people or situations other than those actually studied. At the same time, some qualitative
researchers criticize quantitative methods on the grounds that they overlook the richness of human behavior and
experience and instead answer simple questions about easily quantifiable variables.

In general, however, qualitative researchers are well aware of the issues of objectivity, reliability, validity,
and generalizability. In fact, they have developed a number of frameworks for addressing these issues (which
are beyond the scope of our discussion). And in general, quantitative researchers are well aware of the issue of
oversimplification. They do not believe that all human behavior and experience can be adequately described in
terms of a small number of variables and the statistical relationships among them. Instead, they use simplification
as a strategy for uncovering general principles of human behavior.

Many researchers from both the quantitative and qualitative camps now agree that the two approaches can
and should be combined into what has come to be called mixed-methods research (Todd, Nerlich, McKeown,
& Clarke, 2004)6. (In fact, the studies by Lindqvist and colleagues and by Abrams and Curran both combined
quantitative and qualitative approaches.) One approach to combining quantitative and qualitative research is to
use qualitative research for hypothesis generation and quantitative research for hypothesis testing. Again, while a
qualitative study might suggest that families who experience an unexpected suicide have more difficulty resolving
the question of why, a well-designed quantitative study could test a hypothesis by measuring these specific
variables for a large sample. A second approach to combining quantitative and qualitative research is referred to
as triangulation. The idea is to use both quantitative and qualitative methods simultaneously to study the same
general questions and to compare the results. If the results of the quantitative and qualitative methods converge
on the same general conclusion, they reinforce and enrich each other. If the results diverge, then they suggest an
interesting new question: Why do the results diverge and how can they be reconciled?

Using qualitative research can often help clarify quantitative results in triangulation. Trenor, Yu, Waight,
Zerda, and Sha (2008)7 investigated the experience of female engineering students at university. In the first phase,
female engineering students were asked to complete a survey, where they rated a number of their perceptions,
including their sense of belonging. Their results were compared by the student ethnicities, and statistically, the
various ethnic groups showed no differences in their ratings of sense of belonging. One might look at that result and
conclude that ethnicity does not have anything to do with sense of belonging. However, in the second phase, the
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