Values and Data Collection
in Social Research
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In this article, I offer a partial analysis of the role of values in qualitative data collection
in social research. The partial analysis shows that nonepistemic values have both re-
quired and permissible roles to play during this phase of research. By appeal to the anal-
ysis, I reject the ideal of value-free science as applied to qualitative data collection, and
I demonstrate why two alternative ideals should likewise be dismissed as standards for
values in qualitative data collection. Also, I briefly discuss the extent to which the partial
analysis carries over to quantitative data collection in social research.

1. Introduction. Current discussions of the role of values in science tend
to take as their starting point, or revolve around, the ideal of value-free sci-
ence. According to this ideal, nonepistemic values, like moral, social, and po-
litical values, should not influence the internal phases of research. In general
terms, these phases involve the collection and interpretation of data and the
drawing of conclusions on the basis of the data. The phases may also be char-
acterized in relation to more specific forms of research as when the collection
of data is equated with observation and experimentation or the drawing of
conclusions is identified with determinations as to whether to accept or re-
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ject hypotheses. However specified, the ideal of value-free science has been
heavily criticized.' Moreover, a number of alternative ideals have been pro-
posed.? The current debate is concerned with the assessment of both the ob-
jections to the ideal of value-free science and the alternative ideals for values
in science.

In what follows, I take the ideal of value-free science as my starting point
too. My focus, however, is different from that adopted in the recent debate:
I discuss the ideal of value-free science as applied to qualitative data collec-
tion, that is, data collection by means of qualitative methods. In the ongoing
debate, the role of values in data collection has received relatively little at-
tention, as the dispute has primarily centered on the role of values in the accep-
tance or rejection of hypotheses. Likewise, there has been little, if any, scrutiny
of the role of values in research based on qualitative methods—methods that
are extensively used in social research (i.e., research carried out in the social
sciences and humanities). The dispute about the role of values in science has
mainly concentrated on natural scientific research.

In keeping with the general debate, [ argue that the ideal of value-free sci-
ence should be dismissed, but because of my distinctive focus, my reasons
diverge from those found within the mainstream discussion. There, the pre-
occupation has first and foremost been with demonstrating that nonepistemic
values have legitimate roles to play when hypotheses are accepted or rejected.
By contrast, I offer a partial analysis of the role of values in qualitative data
collection, showing that nonepistemic values have both required and permis-
sible roles to play during this phase of research. By appeal to this analysis, |
reject the ideal of value-free science as applied to qualitative data collection.
Also, I briefly show that this conclusion extends to other specifications of the
ideal than the one I rely on.

The dismissal of the ideal of value-free science makes it natural to consider
alternatives, one of which may well be suited as a standard for values in qual-
itative data collection. I examine two such ideals recently advanced by Heather
Douglas and Daniel Steel respectively. Drawing on the partial analysis of the
role of values in qualitative data collection, I demonstrate that neither of them
is suitable. Accordingly, I conclude that an ideal for values in qualitative data
collection is in need of being developed, while pointing to the partial value
analysis as a first step in this direction. Finally, I briefly discuss the extent

1. Contributions to this debate include Longino (1990, 1996), Rooney (1992), Root (1993),
Machamer and Douglas (1999), Douglas (2000, 2009), Anderson (2004), Machamer and
Wolters (2004), Intemann (2005), Kincaid, Dupré, and Alison (2007), Carrier, Howard,
and Kourany (2008), Steel (2010, 2015), Biddle (2013), Dickmann and Peterson (2013),
and Rolin (2015).

2. Discussions of alternatives to the ideal of value-free science include Longino (1990),
Solomon (2001), Douglas (2009), Kourany (2010), Elliott (2011, 2013), Brown (2012),
Rolin (2012), Hicks (2014), and Steel (2015).
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to which the partial analysis of the role of values in qualitative data collection
carries over to social research that employs quantitative methods.

2. Qualitative Methods Introduced. Within social research, qualitative
methods are widely employed to collect data. In what follows, I introduce
what are likely the most frequently used qualitative methods (Bryman 2012,
493): participant observation and semi- and unstructured interviews. I will
henceforth have these methods in mind when referring to qualitative methods
and qualitative research.?

The method of participant observation requires the researcher to take part
in the ways of life she studies. Different degrees of participation are possible.
For instance, the researcher may participate in the sense of simply hanging
around or in the stronger sense of engaging actively in the activities under
study. Whatever the extent of her participation, the researcher should try to
affect the ways of life she studies as little as possible, as her immediate aim
is not to alter but to learn about them. While participating, the researcher
should observe, in the broad sense of noticing, what goes on. Finally, partic-
ipant observation should be carried out over an extended period of time. Pre-
viously in the field of anthropology, for example, the researcher was expected
to study the research participants for at least a year; today, studies of a shorter
duration are also regarded as acceptable.

The methods of semi- and unstructured interviews require the researcher
to pose questions to a research participant, who is permitted or encouraged to
digress, to expand on her responses, to exemplify her points, to introduce her
own concerns, and the like. The difference between the two forms of inter-
view is a matter of degree: in the semistructured interview, the researcher
has prepared various questions, and she guides the conversation to a greater
degree than in the unstructured interview, which comes very close to an or-
dinary conversation. Both semi- and unstructured interviews are usually con-
ducted in the settings in which the research participants live their lives. Often,
both forms of interview are combined with participant observation (and pos-
sibly with further data-gathering methods).

The purpose of all three methods is the same, namely, to produce data that
allow the researcher to understand the research participants’ perspectives, their
experiences, views, and the like. As Malinowski formulates this point in re-
lation to the method of participant observation that he is often credited with
having devised: the method makes it possible “to grasp the native’s point of
view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world” (1922, 25). It

3. The following characterization draws on various discussions of participant observation
or semi- and unstructured interviews, i.e., Agar (1980), Spradley (1980), Jorgensen (1989),
Bailey (1996), Davies (1999), DeWalt and DeWalt (2002), Hammersley and Atkinson
(2003), Bryman (2012), Hammersley and Traianou (2012), and Hammersley (2013).

https://doi.org/10.1086/694770 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1086/694770

VALUES AND DATA COLLECTION IN SOCIAL RESEARCH 147

should be stressed that the researcher is not required to refrain from going be-
yond and even challenging the research participants’ views, perspectives, and
so on, in her account of their ways of life. Still, these views, perspectives, and
so on, are always, at the very least, the starting point of analysis.

Participant observation and semi- and unstructured interviews have a
number of features in common in the manner in which they are typically em-
ployed. First, before data collection, the researcher tends to settle on a rather
unspecific and open research question. The fact that the question is open
means that it has multiple answers that are not prefixed, for instance, “How
do refugees cope with their changed economic situations?”” or “Why did
Danes vote ‘no’ in the EU referendum in December 2015?” By comparison,
closed questions have a prefixed number of answers, as illustrated by the ques-
tion whether a given hypothesis is correct.

A second feature of qualitative research is that the research question is of-
ten changed during data collection. Frequently, the research question is made
more precise as the generation of data progresses, but it may also be modified
in other ways or be discarded in favor of a different research question. The
alteration of a research question is not followed by a new data collection
phase in the sense that data collection starts all over again. Rather, ongoing
data collection is continued in that data gathered before the adoption of a
modified research question may also be drawn upon to answer it.

A third characteristic of qualitative data collection relates to the planning in-
volved or the lack thereof: before setting out to gather her data, the researcher
tends to have at most a very rough idea of what data to collect. In this sense,
she has an open mind as to what data about the research participants’ views,
perspectives, and so on, to collect. As Bryman explains, this approach “is
supposed to enhance the opportunity of genuinely revealing the perspective
of'the people you are studying. Also, in the process, aspects of people’s social
world that are particularly important to them, but that might not even have
crossed the mind of a researcher unacquainted with it, are more likely to be
forthcoming” (2012, 403).

A final point to note has to do with the researcher’s interactions with the
research participants. When the researcher generates her data, she typically
enters the social world of those participating in her study, and as such she must
navigate within their social world. Moreover, and relatedly, Hammersley and
Traianou point out that the researcher’s relationships with the research par-
ticipants “are not governed solely by a formalised, relatively standardised
research role” (2012, 106). Often, the researcher develops more personal re-
lationships, even friendships, with research participants. Both of these obser-
vations explain the commonly noted fact that the researcher draws on her
general social skills when using qualitative methods.

These features of qualitative research have important consequences with
respect to the legitimate roles that values may play in qualitative data col-
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lection. Before looking into this, however, more needs to be said about the
ideal of value-free science as applied to qualitative data collection.

3. The Ideal of Value-Free Science as Applied to Qualitative Data Col-
lection. The ideal of value-free science states that nonepistemic values should
not influence the internal phases of research, that is, the collection and in-
terpretation of data, and the drawing of conclusions on the basis of the data.
Applied to qualitative data collection, the ideal amounts to the claim that
nonepistemic values should not influence qualitative data collection. T will
henceforth refer to this as the ideal of value-free qualitative data collection.
In this section, I introduce the ideal of value-free science and its application
to qualitative data gathering. My aim is to present an account that an advocate
of the ideal would be likely to endorse.

The ideal of value-free science constrains the decisions made by the re-
searcher during the internal phases of the research process. The phase of qual-
itative data collection refers to the stage in which the researcher gathers her
data by way of qualitative methods. As part of this process, the researcher
makes numerous decisions. Two such decisions were noted in the preceding
section: the researcher decides how, if at all, to change her initial research
question. She also makes a number of choices as to what data to collect, de-
ciding which particular situations to seek out or to not seek out, which partic-
ular aspects of situations to focus on or to disregard, whom to interview, what
to ask a particular research participant to elaborate on or to illustrate during a
semi- or unstructured interview, when to change topics during a particular
semi- or unstructured interview, and so on. Other examples of choices made
by the researcher concern how to describe the research participants’ doings
and sayings in her field notes, what to include in the interview transcripts,
and how much data to collect. The ideal of value-free science, as applied to
qualitative data collection, implies that these sorts of choices, made during
the generation of qualitative data, should not be affected by the researcher’s
nonepistemic values. Should this occur, the researcher fails to live up to the
ideal.

The ideal of value-free science rests on a distinction between epistemic
and nonepistemic values. Epistemic values are paradigmatically exemplified
by predictive accuracy, internal consistency, external consistency, fertility, sim-
plicity, and unifying power. More precisely, these values are regarded as attri-
butes of theories that are desirable from an epistemic viewpoint, that is, from
the perspective of generating (scientific) knowledge. Because the debate about
values in science has mainly focused on the acceptance and rejection of hy-
potheses and theories, there is no similar list of epistemic values relating to data
collection, let alone data collection by way of qualitative methods. Still, a pro-
ponent of the ideal of value-free qualitative data collection might work out
such a list. For instance, she might likely suggest that relevance is a desirable
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feature of qualitative data and that balance is a desirable feature of a qualita-
tive data set.

To begin with the notion of relevance, data have this feature insofar as they,
in combination with factual background assumptions, may contribute to—or
are relevant from the perspective of—providing an answer to the research
question. As an illustration of'this point, consider the research question “What
is community C’s attitude toward abortion?”” On the assumption that its mem-
bers are actually willing to relate their views on this matter to the researcher,
transcripts of semistructured interviews on this topic are relevant data relative
to this research question. By contrast, transcripts of semistructured interviews
about individuals’ food preferences that do not bear on the research question
in conjunction with factual background assumptions fail to qualify as relevant
data. With respect to the notion of balance, data sets have this feature insofar as
they contain relevant data that make it possible to provide an unbiased ac-
count in response to the research question. This idea may also be exemplified
in relation to the research project on community C’s attitude toward abortion.
Insofar as the researcher collects data that cover the whole spectrum of views
on abortion in the community, the data set is balanced: it may serve as basis
for an unbiased answer to the question about the community’s attitude toward
abortion. By comparison, if the researcher only conducts interviews with pro-
abortion activists while disregarding individuals with different attitudes to-
ward abortion, her data set is unbalanced: the data set does not make it pos-
sible to offer an unbiased answer that sheds light on the (whole) community’s
stand on abortion.* In what follows, I assume that a sensible specification of
the epistemic values in qualitative data collection includes the values of rel-
evance and balance. Of course, it is possible to say much more about both
values, but for my present purposes, the above characterization will suffice.
For now, the important point to note is that the ideal of value-free science
goes hand in hand with the claim that epistemic values should affect the in-
ternal phases of the research process. Accordingly, the ideal of value-free

4. The notion of relevance is an adaptation of Longino’s account of data as providing ev-
idence for hypotheses in conjunction with background assumptions (Longino 1990, 381f.).
The notion of a balanced data set draws on Anderson (1995, 371f.). Note that inspired by the
argument from underdetermination, it might be argued that (@) when the researcher deter-
mines whether some data are relevant, nonepistemic values may legitimately figure among
her background assumptions, these need not be purely factual, and () the researcher’s fac-
tual background assumptions may legitimately be justified by reference to nonepistemic
values (see, e.g., Longino [1990], Anderson [1995], and Intemann [2005] on the argument
from underdetermination). Also, it might be held that nonepistemic values may legitimately
inform judgments to the effect that a data set is balanced (for this kind of argument, see An-
derson [1995]). These lines of reasoning challenge the ideal of value-free qualitative data
collection by pointing to ways in which nonepistemic values may legitimately influence
this phase in research. I will not go into a discussion of these objections. For the sake of
argument, [ will assume that proponents of the ideal may successfully rebut them. I want
instead to concentrate on a different way in which to dispute the ideal.
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qualitative data collection should be supplemented by the contention that ep-
istemic values alone should influence the decisions made during qualitative
data collection.

Consider now nonepistemic values, which are expressed in claims such as
“traditional family patterns should be adhered to,” “democracy is the best
political system,” “all human beings should be treated with respect,” and “ob-
taining a promotion has high priority.” Nonepistemic values are typically iden-
tified with social, political, moral, and personal values, but other types of
nonepistemic values are occasionally included on the list too. Common to
these values is the notion that their influence on various aspects of the re-
search process is regarded as undesirable from the perspective of generating
scientific knowledge. It is reasonable to think that a proponent of the ideal of
value-free qualitative data collection would want to adopt a conception of
nonepistemic values that includes social, political, moral, and personal values.
Following the ideal, it is these sorts of values that should not affect the choices
made during qualitative data collection.

Insofar as the ideal of value-free science focuses on the internal phases of
research, it leaves open the roles of values in the external phases, that is, the
phases that precede and follow the internal phases. Commonly, proponents of
the ideal of value-free science make claims about these external phases too.
Most notably, they maintain that the researcher’s choice of research question,
before the onset of data collection, may be influenced by both epistemic and
nonepistemic values and that the decision to use a certain method should
be influenced by research ethical values: its employment should be compat-
ible with treating research participants in ethically acceptable ways. Also, they
think that once the researcher has arrived at her conclusion, nonepistemic val-
ues may affect decisions about the application of her findings.

For the present purposes, this characterization of the value-free ideal and
its application to qualitative data collection will do. I turn next to the task of
showing why the ideal of value-free qualitative data collection should be
dismissed.

4. A Partial Value Analysis and the Rejection of the Ideal of Value-Free
Qualitative Data Collection. In this section, I offer a partial analysis of the
role of values in qualitative data collection. The analysis is partial in that I
concentrate exclusively on two choices that are part of qualitative data col-
lection: decisions about how, if at all, to change the research question and
decisions about what data to collect. For the sake of the argument, the anal-
ysis relies on the traditional epistemic/nonepistemic distinction that the ideal
of value-free science espouses.’ | demonstrate that some nonepistemic values

5. The distinction between epistemic and nonepistemic values has been questioned by, e.g.,
Rooney (1992), Longino (1996), Machamer and Douglas (1999), and Douglas (2009). At
the end of sec. 5, I briefly comment on the fact that my analysis relies on this distinction.
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have required roles to play in relation to these two decisions: certain nonepi-
stemic values should influence decision making and hence override other non-
epistemic and epistemic values that pull in a different direction. Further, I show
that these other nonepistemic values have permissible roles to play: they may
affect decision making insofar as this is compatible with the data and the data
set possessing, at the end of the data collection phase, features like relevance
and balance that are desirable from an epistemic perspective. By reference to
the partial value analysis, as [ will call it, I contend that the ideal of value-free
qualitative data collection should be discarded. Also, I briefly show that al-
ternative specifications of the ideal should likewise be rejected as suitable
standards for qualitative data collection.

One kind of nonepistemic value is research ethical values such as the con-
cern not to harm the research participants, to respect their autonomy, and to
respect their privacy. It is a matter of consensus that, in general, research of
any kind must be carried out in compliance with these sorts of ethical values.®
This requirement is consistent with the ideal of value-free science on the as-
sumption that decisions about how to ensure that the research is ethically ac-
ceptable are made before the commencement of data collection. When it
comes to qualitative research, however, it is impossible to take all the steps
needed before data collection begins. It is necessary that research ethical val-
ues are also taken into account in decision making that takes place during the
data collection phase. I think that this point may be established in relation to
all of the above mentioned ethical values. Here though, I confine myself to
establishing this contention with regard to the concern not to harm research
participants. More precisely, I focus on the concern to ensure that research
participants are not harmed in direct consequence of the researcher’s data-
gathering activities (rather than, say, as the result of the publication of her re-
search findings).

In social research, harm may take a variety of forms. Research participants
may, say, be harmed psychologically, socially, physically, or materially as a re-
sult of taking part in a study (see Hammersley and Traianou 2012, 62). To pre-
vent this, the researcher should, before she starts gathering her data, consider
whether her choice of research question and qualitative method(s) is likely
to result in the harming of research participants. If this is not the case, she
should proceed. As already indicated, this will not do. Before the researcher
begins to collect her data, she has at most a rough idea of what data to collect.
Consequently, it is not until she determines exactly what data to collect while
in the field that she is in a position to make an attempt to foresee whether
her collection of data is likely to harm the research participants. She has to

6. The “in general” is meant to signal that there may be cases in which the acquisition of
scientific knowledge is deemed so important that research ethical values may, to some
extent, be justifiably overridden. Here I will not go into a discussion of this issue.
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make these sorts of estimations when she considers, say, whether to seek out a
certain situation, whether to ask some research participant for an interview,
whether to ask a research participant to elaborate on a point, and so on. De-
pending on her determinations, she should either proceed or refrain from gath-
ering the data in question.

Furthermore, while in the field generating her data, the researcher may
come to realize that a significant number of the research participants are being
harmed as a result of her data collection. The researcher must thus modify her
research question if that is the only means of preventing harm from accru-
ing. Finally, insofar as the researcher decides to modify her research question
(in ways other than by rendering it more precise), she should contemplate
whether the study of her new research question is similarly likely to result
in the harming of research participants. It is only if she concludes that this
is not the case that she should embark upon the research. These observations
show that the research ethical concern not to harm research participants should
influence decisions, made during the data collection phase, about how, if at
all, to change the research question and about what data to generate.

Another kind of nonepistemic value is the concern to follow relevant local
norms, that is, relevant norms in the community under study. These may re-
gard, say, how to dress on various occasions, what to offer guests who visit
one’s home, and how to address people with a social status other than one’s
own. While the question of the extent to which the researcher should adhere
to local norms arises in connection with all social research that involves re-
search participants, it is particularly pressing when qualitative methods are
employed. In qualitative research, the researcher enters the research partici-
pants’ social worlds when generating her data: participant observation requires
the researcher to participate in the research participants’ ways of life, and in-
terviews often take place in the settings in which they go about their everyday
lives. Additionally, the researcher does not only interact with the research par-
ticipants in her capacity as researcher; she may also assume the role of friend,
guest, work companion, and the like. Both these features of qualitative re-
search bring into play research participants’ local norms.

It is implicit, if not explicit, in most discussions of qualitative research that
the researcher should to some extent abide by the norms of those she studies.
The basic idea may be roughly spelled out as follows: the researcher should
not follow those local norms that are unacceptable to her on moral or profes-
sional grounds or that require her to engage in illegal activities. With respect
to the remaining local norms, she should adhere to those that apply to her,
and, on a particular occasion, this depends on factors like the activities taking
place, the setting in which the activities occur, the researcher’s relationships
with the research participants, and her social role(s) in the situation. I will re-
fer to these remaining norms that apply to the researcher as the relevant local
norms. By way of illustration, consider a researcher who has been invited, for
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the first time, to the house of a research participant who has agreed to be in-
terviewed by her. In this situation, the local norms concerning how to behave
as a guest may reasonably be said to apply to the researcher. Accordingly, she
should not, say, walk into the bedroom of her host uninvited or check out what
is in her host’s fridge or cupboards, just as she should not overstay her wel-
come. It would be inappropriate, disrespectful, or tactless on the part of the re-
searcher if she knowingly violated these local norms considering that the re-
search participant is kindly letting her into her house, is very friendly toward
her, is taking time out to be interviewed, and is willing to provide her with
information for her research project.’

It is clear from these reflections that before the researcher starts gathering
her data, she should try to foresee whether her choice of research question and
qualitative research method(s) are compatible with following the relevant lo-
cal norms during data collection. Unless this is the case, she should not pro-
ceed. Yet this measure does not suffice: the concern to follow the relevant lo-
cal norms should also affect decision making once the researcher has begun
to generate her data. To see this, consider again that, before data collection
begins, the researcher has at most a rough idea of what data she will actually
collect. For this reason, it is not until she ascertains, in the field, what data she
will effectively gather that she is able to determine whether this coheres with
adherence to the relevant local norms.

In some cases, the researcher may come to realize that following the rel-
evant local norms means that she will not be able to gather the data needed
in order to answer her research question; hence, she will have to change her
research question. Also, whenever she chooses to change her research ques-
tion (in ways other than by rendering it more precise), she needs to consider
whether the investigation required by the new research question is consis-

7. On some occasions, it may even be wrong on ethical grounds not to follow relevant
local norms. For instance, assume that a research participant’s reputation will be seriously
damaged if the researcher intentionally arrives at a formal event in an outfit that is locally
regarded as completely inappropriate for the occasion. In this case, the researcher’s action
will be wrong, given that the research participant will be socially harmed by it. Still, unless
an implausibly broad specification of harm is adopted, the researcher will typically not
harm or otherwise act unacceptably from a research ethical or, more broadly, moral per-
spective when she fails to follow the relevant local norms. Mostly, it will merely be inap-
propriate of her not to follow relevant local norms. It should also be noted that proponents
of'the value-free ideal are likely to classify the concern to follow relevant local norms as a
nonepistemic value that, similarly to research ethical values, deals with how the researcher
should act toward research participants. For the sake of argument, I go along with this
view. In sec. 5, I discuss the claim that following relevant local norms should instead
be regarded as an epistemic value. The main points made in what follows about abiding
by relevant local norms are compatible with the view that this sometimes functions as an
epistemic value.
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tent with abidance to the relevant local norms. In these manners, the con-
cern to follow the relevant local norms should influence decisions made
during the collection of qualitative data about how, if at all, to change the
research question and about what data to generate.

The discussion so far has brought out that research ethical values, and the
concern to follow relevant local norms, have required roles to play during
qualitative data collection. Within the constraints set by these two values,
other nonepistemic values, as [ will refer to them, have a number of permis-
sible roles to play too.

In discussions of the role of values in science, it is widely agreed that the
selection of the research question may be influenced by both epistemic and
nonepistemic values. This is compatible with formulations of the value-free
ideal because it is presumed that the choice of research question occurs in the
external phases before data collection without any modifications of the ques-
tion taking place as part of the data collection phase. Evidently, this depic-
tion of the research process is not accurate when it comes to qualitative re-
search, where the initial research question is frequently modified during the
data-gathering phase. It is unclear on what ground a proponent of the ideal
of value-free qualitative data collection might maintain that subsequent to
data collection commencing, only epistemic values—and not nonepistemic
values—should be permitted to affect the choice of research question. As
such, it seems correct to maintain that other nonepistemic values should also
be permitted to affect the choice of research question during the data collec-
tion phase. Note that this choice must be consistent with a regard for research
ethical values and with the concern to follow relevant local norms. More-
over, the researcher should ensure that there is ample time and opportunity
to generate the data needed to answer the new research question. Still, this
leaves plenty of room for other nonepistemic values to influence decisions
of this sort.

There are various grounds on which a researcher may choose to abandon
her initial research question in the data-gathering phase. Whatever prompts
the decision, it may be made before a new research question has been settled
on. When the researcher is in between research questions, it makes no sense
to require that she aim for relevant data conducive to a balanced data set, be-
cause data are only relevant, and a data set only balanced, relative to a re-
search question. Likewise, it is unclear on what ground it may be maintained
that other epistemic values alone should affect decisions about what data to
collect. Thus, within the constraints set by research ethical values and the
concern to follow relevant local norms, other nonepistemic values may also
affect the researcher’s decisions about what data to collect in this kind of cir-
cumstance.

When collecting her data, the researcher may find herself in the situation
of'having to choose between data that are both equally relevant, or potentially
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equally relevant, and equally conducive to a balanced data set. Even when
taking further epistemic values into account, such as the data set being suffi-
ciently large relative to the research question, it is reasonable to expect that
circumstances will arise in which the epistemic values underdetermine partic-
ular choices as to what data, among all the available data, to opt for. This is
particularly likely to be the case at the beginning of the data collection phase
or when the research question is still rather vague. Here, there will be numer-
ous options for data collection, none being preferable from the perspective of
their epistemic merits. Additionally, it may well be that the available data are
compatible with a concern for research ethical values and the concern to fol-
low relevant local norms. In this sort of situation, nonepistemic values may
serve as tiebreakers in determining what data the researcher will ultimately
collect.

Occasionally, it may be that the researcher is swayed by other nonepi-
stemic values, such that she decides to generate data that are not relevant or con-
ducive to a balanced data set. For instance, while in the field, the researcher
may become so curious about, or outraged by, some phenomenon that she
seeks out situations that do not likely offer any opportunity to collect rele-
vant data conducive to a balanced data set. Allowing nonepistemic values
to override epistemic values in this manner is permissible if they do so only
temporarily, that is, if it constitutes a detour that still leaves the researcher
with adequate time to collect the data she needs in order to answer her re-
search question. Alternatively, the researcher may subsequently adjust her re-
search question so that her data become relevant and conducive to a balanced
data set.

The preceding analysis may be summarized as follows. During qualitative
data collection, research ethical values and the concern to follow relevant lo-
cal norms should influence decisions about how, if at all, to change the re-
search question, as well as about what data to collect. Moreover, within the
constraints set by these nonepistemic values, other nonepistemic values may
influence decisions about how, if at all, to change a research question, just as
they may affect decisions about what data to collect when (a) the researcher
is in between research questions, (b) the choice is underdetermined by epistemic
values, or (c) the research question may nonetheless be satisfactorily answered
or when the research question is subsequently adjusted to align with the col-
lected data. In view of these findings, the ideal of value-free qualitative data
collection is incorrect that decisions made as part of qualitative data collection
should not be affected by nonepistemic values. Hence, the ideal should be re-
jected.

In response to this conclusion, it may be objected that there are alternative
specifications of the ideal of value-free science that do not regard decision
making about how, if at all, to change the research question and what data
to collect as part of the internal phases of research. One way in which to spell
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out such an alternative version is by holding that the ideal of value-free sci-
ence rests on an idealized account of how research proceeds according to
which both these decisions are solely made during the external phases that
precede the (internal) data collection phase. When this ideal states that non-
epistemic values should not influence the internal phases of research, it only
refers to those decisions that qualify as internal by the lights of the idealized
account. An ideal along these lines is not refuted by the partial value analysis:
it is compatible with the recognition that, during qualitative data collection,
nonepistemic values have required and permissible roles to play in relation to
decisions about how, ifat all, to change the research question and what data to
collect. And the reason is that, following the idealized account of the research
process, these decisions are external phase choices.

Obviously, these alternative specifications of the ideal of value-free sci-
ence do not offer any guidance as to the role of values in choices about how,
if at all, to change the research question and what data to collect. Yet both
decisions are an integral aspect of qualitative data collection. Moreover, guid-
ance is needed concerning the role that values should play in connection with
these choices: it is not the case that anything goes in terms of values. As brought
out by the partial value analysis, nonepistemic values have both required and
permissible roles to play during qualitative data collection, and a failure to
recognize this may have significant epistemic consequences. To mention just
one example to this effect, picture a researcher whose political values affect
what data she gathers such that she fails to end up with relevant data or a bal-
anced data set. In this situation, the researcher’s political values go beyond
the permissible roles that nonepistemic values may play, and she will not be
able to use her data as the basis for an unbiased answer to her research question.
These reflections show that it is important that an ideal for values in qualitative
data collection covers decision making about how, if at all, to change the re-
search question and what data to collect. This being the case, the alternative
specifications of the ideal of value-free science should be rejected: they are
unfit to serve as standards for qualitative data collection.

5. Alternative Ideals for Values in Science. Within the current debate on
the role of values in science, the ideal of value-free science has been heavily
criticized and a number of alternative ideals for values in science have been
set forth. In this section, I examine two such ideals offered by Douglas and
Steel respectively and assess whether any of these alternatives is a suitable re-
placement for the ideal of value-free qualitative data collection. Douglas and
Steel both spell out their ideal in relation to research that involves the testing
of hypotheses. They do not address the question of whether their ideals, dif-
ferently specified, are also suitable for qualitative research that is typically
concerned with open rather than with closed questions about whether to reject

https://doi.org/10.1086/694770 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1086/694770

VALUES AND DATA COLLECTION IN SOCIAL RESEARCH 157

or accept a hypothesis. By appeal to the partial value analysis, in what fol-
lows, I show that their alternative ideals fail to speak to, or do not correctly
capture, the role of values in decision making in qualitative data collection
regarding how, if at all, to change the research question and what data to col-
lect. This being the case, I maintain, neither of the ideals is fit to serve as a
standard for qualitative data collection. Demonstrating this is my sole focus;
whatever other objections may be raised to the ideals are beyond the scope of
my present concerns.

Douglas’s ideal maintains that throughout the research process, values
should only play an indirect role in decision making “about which empirical
claims to make” (2009, 103). Conversely to the ideal of value-free science,
Douglas’s proposal does not rest on a distinction between nonepistemic and ep-
istemic values. Instead, her ideal trades on the idea of values being able to play
direct and indirect roles. Values play direct roles when “they determine . . .
decisions in and of themselves” as exemplified by the researcher who makes
a claim because it fits well with her values (96). Values play an indirect role
when they are used to assess whether the reasons in support of a decision are
sufficient (103). The indirect role is illustrated by the researcher who thinks
that the reasons, or evidence, in support of a claim are insufficient on the
ground that, should the claim be wrong, this would have terrible social con-
sequences. Finally, note that Douglas’s ideal focuses on decisions about which
empirical claims to make. These sorts of choices are made, say, when the re-
searcher decides how to describe the evidence or whether to accept or reject
a hypothesis.

Consider, then, the question of whether Douglas’s ideal is suitable for
qualitative data collection. It is quite clear that the ideal does not apply to
choices about how, if at all, to change the research question since these are
not instances of decisions about which empirical claims to make. With re-
spect to decisions as to what data to collect, one option is to maintain that
the ideal does not apply to them either since they are likewise not instances
of decisions about which empirical claims to make. The second option is to
contend that when the researcher decides what data to collect, she is in fact
choosing which empirical claims to make in the sense that she is narrowing
down the scope of doings, sayings, and so on, that she will eventually make
claims about in her field notes and interview transcripts. On this interpreta-
tion, Douglas’s ideal would imply that values should only play an indirect role
in relation to decisions about what data to gather. As shown by the partial value
analysis, however, when it comes to choices about what data to generate,
nonepistemic values have a number of required and permissible roles to play
that all qualify as direct by Douglas’s definition. For instance, the researcher’s
decisions about what data to collect should be directly affected by research
ethical values, as well as by the concern to follow relevant local norms. It fol-
lows from these reflections that Douglas’s ideal must be found wanting: either
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it fails to speak to decisions making about how, if at all, to change the research
question and what data to collect, or it applies to the latter decision only, while
offering wrong advice on the role of values.

Steel’s proposal for the role of values in science states that “non-epistemic
values should not conflict with epistemic values in the design or interpreta-
tion of scientific research that is practically feasible and ethically permissi-
ble” (2015, 178). Steel’s ideal rests on a refined distinction between epistemic
and nonepistemic values. He defines epistemic values as those values that
promote the attainment of truth, while specifying nonepistemic values as those
that fail to do so (161ff.). Further, he suggests, among other things, that ep-
istemic values may be either robust or contingent. Whereas robust epistemic
values are truth-promoting in nearly all contexts, contingent epistemic values
are values that have this attribute in certain contexts only (164). The scope
of Steel’s ideal is the design and interpretation of research. For the present
purposes, it suffices to clarify that the design of research refers to the choices
made about the “methods and procedures that generate data” (179).

Similarly to Douglas’s ideal, Steel’s standard does not speak to decisions
about how, if at all, to change the research question. Choices of this sort are
not part of what he means by the design (or interpretation) of research. But
decisions about what data to collect may reasonably be regarded as choices
pertaining to the design of research: they are design decisions that are largely
made as part of the data collection phase in qualitative research. Thus, his ideal
covers these decisions. It runs, however, into two obstacles.

Steel’s standard makes it clear that research must be morally permissible,
and hence it allows for research ethical values to conflict with, and override,
epistemic and other nonepistemic values. Yet recall that the partial value anal-
ysis brought out that qualitative research must also be permissible in the sense
that the researcher should act in accordance with relevant local norms. Adher-
ence to these norms is usually not conceived of as a moral requirement in re-
search: when the researcher fails to follow a relevant local norm by, say, pre-
senting herself in an outfit that she knows is out of step with the local dress
code, it would typically seem odd to characterize this misstep as a moral wrong.
Rather, it is merely inappropriate on her part. Steel’s ideal fails to acknowl-
edge that this value (i.e., the concern to follow relevant local norms) should
also be permitted to conflict with, and overrule, epistemic and other nonepi-
stemic values.

In response, it might be claimed that, in the analysis so far, the observance
of relevant local norms has been regarded as a nonepistemic value. Yet by
Steel’s definition at least, it becomes apparent that the value qualifies as an
epistemic value. Following relevant local norms may be said to promote
the attainment of truth by placing the researcher in a better position to acquire
relevant data conducive to a balanced data set. Accordingly, the ideal would
imply that this value, qua epistemic, should override nonepistemic values within
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ethically permissible research. Researchers should, for epistemic reasons, fol-
low relevant local norms. This reply has a point: abidance by relevant local
norms may promote the attainment of truth. However, the value does not qual-
ify as an epistemic value in all contexts. Itis only a contingent epistemic value.
There are (many) occasions in which the researcher following relevant local
norms means that she should abstain from collecting data that would contrib-
ute to the attainment of truth. To see this, consider a researcher who has been
invited to the house of a research participant. The researcher abides by the rel-
evant norms about how to behave as a guest, and so she desists from walking
uninvited into the host’s bedroom and from checking out the contents of the
host’s fridge and cupboards. As a consequence she fails to collect important
data. Furthermore, since this is her last visit, the researcher’s observance of
the norms is not somehow putting her in a position to acquire these—or other
relevant—data on some later occasion. In this scenario, there is no epistemic
gain associated with following the norms for guest behavior. Even so the re-
searcher seems right to act as she does: not to adhere to the norms would be
inappropriate considering the research participant’s hospitality, friendliness,
and extensive help with the research project. Steel’s ideal does not imply that
relevant local norms should also be followed when this value disqualifies as an
epistemic value, and for this reason, the objection still stands: the ideal fails to
ensure that research must also be permissible from the perspective of the con-
cern to act in accordance with relevant local norms. For the sake of simplicity,
I will continue to talk about the concern to follow relevant local norms as a
nonepistemic value; the recognition that it sometimes functions as an episte-
mic value is compatible with the claims, made throughout this article, about its
role, qua nonepistemic value, in qualitative data collection.

The second problem with Steel’s standard has to do with the fact that dur-
ing qualitative data collection, the researcher may, under the influence of non-
epistemic values (other than research ethical values and the concern to follow
relevant local norms), decide to collect data that are not relevant or conducive
to a balanced data set. According to the partial value analysis, it is acceptable
that other nonepistemic values override epistemic values such as relevance
and balance if the conflict is temporary: as noted above, this may constitute a
detour that still leaves the researcher with enough time to collect the data
she needs in order to answer her research question. Alternatively, the researcher
may subsequently adjust her research question so that her data become relevant
and conducive to a balanced data set. Steel’s ideal fails to accommodate this
sort of situation since it states that, in the design of research, nonepistemic val-
ues should never conflict with epistemic values. Given these shortcomings,
Steel’s standard should be discarded as an ideal for qualitative data collection:
it fails to cover the decision about how, if at all, to change the research ques-
tion, and it does not correctly capture the role of values in relation to decisions
about what data to collect.
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The upshot of these considerations is that a suitable ideal for values in qual-
itative data collection is in need of being developed.® The partial value anal-
ysis may be regarded as a first step in this direction. The analysis concerns the
role of values in decision making about how, if at all, to change the research
question and about what data to collect. As a preliminary to the formulation of
a new ideal, the role of values in relation to the other decisions made during
qualitative data collection should be carefully examined too. Moreover, while
the partial value analysis relies on the traditional distinction between epistemic
and nonepistemic values, its basic points may well be restated, and possibly
developed, drawing instead on Steel’s refined version of this distinction or
on some other categorization of values in science. It also needs to be deter-
mined whether one of these alternative classifications of values is preferable.
Once these sorts of steps have been taken, a new ideal for values in qualitative
data collection may be advanced.

6. Values and Quantitative Methods. Qualitative methods are often con-
trasted with quantitative methods. In this section, I briefly discuss whether the
partial analysis of the roles of values in qualitative data collection carries over
to two quantitative methods employed within social research: questionnaires
and data phone apps, that is, phone applications that are data-gathering de-
vices.

The partial analysis of the role of values in qualitative data collection con-
centrates on decisions about how, if at all, to change the research question and
about what data to gather. It is because qualitative data collection involves
these two decisions that there is room for nonepistemic (and epistemic) val-
ues to affect these choices. Conversely, insofar as these choices are not made
as part of the data-gathering process, the same potential role for values does
not exist. The issue now to be determined is whether these two decisions are
part of data gathering by way of questionnaires and data phone apps.

The questionnaire requires the researcher to work out a list of questions in
a suitable format. Data collection begins once the researcher issues the ques-
tionnaires to participants, who then return these to the researcher once com-
pleted. Data collection ends when the researcher decides no longer to accept
completed questionnaires. In using data phone apps, the researcher first sees
to it that the app can register, say, the phone user’s location, when she talks on
the phone, sends text messages, and is active on Facebook. The commence-
ment of data collection is marked by the app having been installed and acti-
vated in participants’ phones and is terminated once the app is deactivated.

8. Alternative ideals have also been proposed by Longino (1990), Solomon (2001),
Kourany (2010), Elliott (2013), and Hicks (2014). Although I cannot take this up here,
I think that these ideals likewise run into problems as ideals for qualitative data collection.
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Decisions about how, if at all, to change the research question are thus not
part of the data-gathering phase when questionnaires and data phone apps are
employed. The researcher may well decide to modify her research question
while data are being gathered. However, doing so has no consequences for
the ongoing data collection (unless it leads to its termination), and as such,
any change to the research question is not really part of the collection of data.
Similarly, the researcher does not decide, during the collection of data, what
data to gather when using either of these methods; this is determined before
the collection of data when the questionnaire is formulated and when it is de-
cided what information the data phone app will register. Hence, it appears that
the partial analysis of values in qualitative data collection does not carry over
to these two forms of quantitative data collection.

However, this conclusion only follows insofar as the gathering of data is
identified with what I, for lack of a better term, will refer to as final-data col-
lection, that is, data that may later serve as the basis for establishing the find-
ings of the study. When qualitative methods are employed, all data gathered
may later be drawn upon to answer the research question. This is typically not
the case with respect to data generated by way of questionnaires and data
phone apps, where final-data gathering is typically distinguished from, and
sometimes preceded by, what [ will call test-data collection. The latter is ex-
emplified by the researcher sending her questionnaire to a few respondents.
Upon return, she checks whether the respondents were willing to answer all
the questions, whether they tended to skip certain questions, and the like. The
researcher may then decide to change the questionnaire, send out a new test
version, and so on. Likewise, the researcher may modify her research ques-
tion as part of this process. The same method of proceeding may be adopted
in relation to data phone apps. To the extent that these decisions about how, if
at all, to change a research question and about what data to collect are part
of test-data collection, the partial analysis of values in qualitative data collec-
tion carries over to quantitative test-data collection: in these situations, non-
epistemic values have required and permissible roles to play.

In sum, when quantitative methods like questionnaires or data phone apps
are employed within social research, the partial analysis of the role of values
in qualitative data collection does not carry over to final-data collection, but
it does apply to test-data gathering to varying extents.

7. Conclusion. In this article, I have been concerned with the role of values
in data collection in social research. First, I introduced data collection by means
of qualitative methods, and I presented the ideal of value-free science as ap-
plied to qualitative data collection. Next, I offered a partial analysis of the role
of values in qualitative data collection, showing that some nonepistemic val-
ues have required roles to play, whereas other nonepistemic values have per-
missible roles to play during this phase of research. By reference to this anal-
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ysis, I discarded the ideal of value-free qualitative data collection. Further,
I demonstrated that this conclusion extends to other specifications of the ideal
than the one I rely on. I continued by examining two alternative ideals for val-
ues in science to determine whether one of them might instead be fitting as
ideal for qualitative data collection. Drawing on the partial value analysis,
I established that neither of them is suited to this task. Hence, I concluded that
an ideal for values in qualitative data collection is in need of being developed,
while pointing to the partial value analysis as a first step in this direction. By
way of ending, I briefly showed that, on some occasions, the partial value
analysis carries over to social research by means of quantitative methods. Fur-
ther work is needed on the role of values in data collection in social research.
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