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‘Real lives’ are multi-dimensional and dynamic.  They 
are lived and enacted on both macro and micro scales 
and in a range of contexts.  This Node will pioneer 
research methods that aim to grasp this multi-
dimensionality.  The approach will be qualitatively driven, 
whilst spanning and transcending the 
qualitative/quantitative divide.  It will be interdisciplinary 
and will involve the creative blending of methods and the 
development of context sensitive or cross-contextual 
forms of explanation.
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Real Life Methods Research Projects

• Living Resemblances – the meaning, impact and 
negotiation of family resemblances in a range of contexts

• Changing Lives – the dynamics of young people’s 
relationships and spheres of influence.

• Connected Lives – the dynamics of ‘community’
interactions through multi-dimensional neighbourhood 
case study.

• Ceremony and Ritual in Everyday Lives – the changing 
nature of family, relational and interpersonal      
ceremony, ritual and celebration in a range of everyday 
life contexts.

Multi-dimensionality and 
complexity

�
Real life
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Real Life is multi-dimensional -
family/personal life, neighbourhood, 

youth are…
• Emotional
• Sentient
• Sensory (eg visual, audible, 

palpable, smelly!)
• Imaginary, idealised
• Normative, moral
• Spiritual
• Economic, material
• Habitual
• Routinised, ordered

• Chance, idiosyncratic
• Agentic/constrained
• Temporal
• Remembered/forgotten
• Spatial, located
• Virtual 
• Physical,bodily
• Bio-genetic
• Kinaesthetic
• etc…..

Real life is complex

• Spans micro and macro scales of existence and 
understanding (eg including macro forms of organisation, 
regulation, culture, collectivity and relationality)

• Lots going on at once
• Difficult to explain: 

a. contingency, contextuality and chance
b. need multiple and meaningful vantage 
points (spanning macro and micro)
c. coherence of explanation?
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Real life matters and yet..
• Social science knowledge can lack ‘real life’

resonance, impact and fascination
• Conventional social science methods and 

explanations can filter out the everyday 
complexities of life

• Everyday multi-dimensionality and complexity 
require creative ways of seeing.  They pose 
methodological challenges that the social 
sciences need to grasp

Qualitatively-driven mixed methods
• Celebrating richness, depth, complexity and ‘real life’
• Explanation 
• Context
• Case study/inductive/ qualitative comparative logic �

cross contextual generalisation
• Validity of more than one approach
• Reflexive approach to what data represent
• BUT, starting point not end point – worlds of experience 

are missed if research is defined as purely qualitative 
or/and quantitative
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Question-focussed 
inter-disciplinarity

• Interdisciplinary teams working together on formulating 
questions, on research design, data generation and 
analysis

• Thinking about what we miss as well as what we see 
from different disciplinary vantage points. Thinking 
‘outside the box’ and being more multi-dimensional in 
our ways of seeing, asking questions, and generating 
data

• Working out how to ‘do’ interdisciplinarity so that we get 
the best out of different theoretical orientations at all 
stages

Disciplinary Backgrounds of 
the Team

• Sociology
• Health Studies
• Education
• Socio-legal studies
• Psychology

• Social Policy
• Gender Studies
• Transport Studies
• Geography
• Informatics/

computing
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Explanatory Challenges for 
Multi-Dimensional Methods

• Triangulation? 
…..but corroborative logic
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Explanatory Challenges for 
Multi-Dimensional Methods

• Integration? 
….but assumes approaches & 

questions are additive and complementary
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Explanatory Challenges for 
Multi-Dimensional Methods

• Co-existence (relativist, anti-
foundationalist, some versions of 
postmodernist)?

……but limited capacity for 
explanation?



9

Explanatory Challenges for 
Multi-Dimensional Methods

• Dialogic explanations?  
� Creative tensions 

Creative tensions � dialogic 
explanations because…

• ‘Integrating’ or triangulating method and data 
can be problematic 

• Need to ensure we hang onto the distinctiveness 
and value of different approaches

• Explanations have ‘relevancies’
• We need to find ways of factoring the different 

ways of asking questions, as well as the 
‘answers’ into the explanatory process and the 
explanation
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Key Principles

• Multi-dimensionality of ‘real life’ and lived 
experience

• Qualitatively-driven mixed methods
• Question-focussed interdisciplinarity
• Creative tensions � dialogic explanations
• Methodological advancement in 

substantive and real life/real world context

Changing Lives: Example 
Questions

• How do young people define, experience, 
balance and move between their 
‘personal/social’, ‘home/family’, and 
‘school/working’ lives?

• How do they make sense of their past, 
present and future across these 
domains?

• What changing values and reference 
groups do young people draw on?
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Changing Lives: Methods
• QL mixed method prospective study 

providing a ‘cultural inventory’, and 
including web based interactive 
methods, visual methods, interviewing

• Survey of expectations, aspirations and 
values

• Links to large scale national survey (eg
DfES Longitudinal Survey of Young 
People in England)

Connected Lives: Example 
Questions

• How are neighbourhoods and networks 
differentially experienced, visualised and 
defined?

• What constitutes community, network 
and neighbourhood not only in different 
settings, but in human interactions in 
time and space?

• How do transport, communication and 
networks of different groups intersect eg
accessing health services in a defined 
geographical area?
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Connected Lives: Methods
• Visual ethnographies and participative 

mapping
• Interactive diaries, interviews 

(experiences and communications 
while on the move)

• Developing ‘qualitative’ and 
‘quantitative’ representations of 
neighbourhood and network

• User engagement in design, operation 
and dissemination

More than the sum of the parts
• Each project explores multi-dimensionality, context, and 

‘real life’ complexity in its own domain, with questions 
from different disciplines and orientations.

• Cross-cutting methodological dialogue: 
collaboration/interdisciplinarity/mixed methods 
how to see beyond ‘macro’/’micro’ or ‘qual’/’quant’
multi-dimensional explanation 
generalisation and resonance


