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Abstract 

 

Qualitative methods are sometimes criticised on the grounds that they do not provide ‘hard’ 

data. But, on inspection, ‘hard’ data turns out to be produced by unavoidably ‘soft’ human 

interaction and activities. That means that psychologists must work directly with what people 

do and say, and either transform it into abstractions – with potential distortions along the way 

– or stay with the raw events to see what questions they may answer. We argue for the latter: 

using discursive psychology and conversation analysis to ground claims about human 

sociality in the evidence that it provides, unfiltered, in everyday interaction. But, taking this 

argument further, we demonstrate how discursive psychological and conversation analytic 

scrutiny may reveal the ‘softness’ of both quantitative (experiments, standardisation) and 

qualitative (interview and survey questions) research tools, with implications for the 

production, openness, and validity of psychological knowledge. 

 

Keywords: discursive psychology, conversation analysis, qualitative methods, data, research 

design, methodology 

 

 

 

 

Public Significance Statement:  

Research data that form the basis of psychological science rarely receive empirical scrutiny 

in terms of the way they are collected. The paper shows how the social interactions between 

researchers and their participants – in quantitative and qualitative research, from laboratory 

studies to interviews – impact the data collected and should be included in the open reporting 

of research.  
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Introduction 

 

The origins of this paper and its title are in a series of exchanges between two 

epidemiologists and a mathematician on social media in 2021. In response to a report on 

Long Covid and children, one epidemiologist asked of the report, “Is there any data in there 

or is it just a list of anecdotes?” The other epidemiologist responded by saying “It’s 

qualitative interview research: “111 children covering a range of topics related to effects of 

the pandemic.” In response, the first epidemiologist wrote, “Thanks, this sounds like a great 

piece of science to me. I’ve got three children myself, … I’ll ask each of them to submit a 

little paragraph.” Finally, when taken to task by the mathematician for being “ill-informed 

about qualitative research”, the first epidemiologist replied:  

 

I appreciate this was poorly worded and it doesn’t really reflect my views on the 

merits of qualitative vs. quantitative science. My point was more whether we should 

give that much weight to qualitative studies on long-covid in children before we have 

collected any hard data (emphasis added). 

 

This kind of bifurcation of research methods and data into ‘hard’ quantitative and ‘soft’ 

qualitative is well-established (e.g., Storer, 1967). If ‘hard’ data are the measurements, 

numbers, and statistics generated largely in laboratories, experiments, and surveys, then ‘soft’ 

data are words, texts, and images, generated largely in interviews, focus groups, and media. 

Evidence of the persistence of this bifurcation, its simplistic and erroneous nature, and its 

prejudicial manifestation in research evaluation can be found across academia, including in 

psychology (e.g., Clarke et al., 2024; Hedges, 1987; Land, 1981).  

In this paper, however, we use qualitative methods to query the ‘hard’-‘soft’ binary in 

terms of the production of research data themselves. We bring together three threads of 

discussion about psychological (social) science that flow from taking an interactional 

approach based in discursive psychology (DP) and conversation analysis (CA). The first 

thread locates DP and CA within the broader array of research methods in psychology. Both 

are, at a glance, qualitative methods that work with largely ‘naturally occurring’ social 

interactional materials: audio- and video-recordings and transcripts thereof. Yet, the 

underpinning theory and logic of DP and CA make them antithetical to the interview-based 

qualitative work, which dominates in the field, and thus hard to categorize. The second thread 

uses DP and CA to reflect on quantitative and qualitative research designs themselves. We 

argue that findings based on apparently ‘hard’ data may rest upon ‘softer’ foundations than 

previously thought, and that both quantitative and qualitative researchers often keep its 

production – that is, the ‘soft’ data of social interaction that comprises researcher-participant 

interactions across the research process – inside an uninterrogated black box (Stokoe, 2010; 

see also Masaryk & Stainton Rogers, 2024). The final thread considers what taking this 

interactional production seriously might mean for psychological science and how it, itself, 

yields ‘hard’ data. Thus, we consider what the practices that generate research data – 

‘hard’ or ‘soft’ – mean for its collection, interpretation, and leverage. 
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Discursive Psychology, Conversation Analysis, and Qualitative Methodologies 

 

Discursive psychology (DP) is the study of psychological matters in and for social interaction 

(Edwards, 1997; Potter, 1996). It is a research programme focused on how language 

accomplishes social action and constructs the world. More specifically, it investigates how 

people themselves deploy and orient to psychological concepts to do interactional work in 

everyday and professional settings (Stokoe et al., 2025). In a direct challenge to much of what 

we might regard as ‘mainstream’ psychology, Edwards and Potter (1992) pushed researchers 

to understand that, and how, language does things, rather than treating it as providing access 

to the mind. With its antecedents in the discourse and rhetorical approaches of the 

Loughborough group (e.g., Antaki, 1988; Edwards & Mercer, 1987; Billig, 1987; Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987), discursive psychologists promoted their blend of ordinary language 

philosophy, social studies of science, social constructionism, and ethnomethodology. Rather 

than treat language as window upon cornerstone psychological phenomena like attitudes, 

attributions, identities, personalities, emotion, or memory, via the laboratory or in 

questionnaires, surveys, focus groups, or interviews, they instead examined how language 

builds worlds and minds alike. In DP, the core purpose of language – in the widest sense 

across all its modalities – is the production and maintenance of intersubjectivity (see Stokoe, 

2020).  

Conversation analysis (CA) is a six-decades-old field of observational “cumulative 

science” (Stokoe, 2021, p. 348). It is both a method for capturing, transcribing, and analyzing 

naturally occurring social interaction and a theory of human sociality grounded in the 

systematic organization of social interaction which provides an infrastructure for social life 

and institutions (e.g., Heritage, 2009). Using audio- and video-recordings of naturally-

occurring interaction ‘in the wild,’ CA uses a standardized technical system (Jefferson, 2004) 

for transcribing the produced details of talk and other conduct - words, phrases, grammar. 

non-lexical items, gaps, overlaps, gestures – which all combine to build, progress, and 

organize sequences of social interaction. That is, DP/CA collects, transcribes, and analyses 

data that pass what Potter (2002, p. 541) vividly referred to as the “dead social scientist test.” 

That is, the focus is on capturing for analysis events that were not set up by or for research 

and thus that are not simulated, role-played, experimentally produced, or reported on post-

hoc in interviews, focus groups, or surveys (Stokoe, 2013).  

 

Discursive Psychology: Beyond The Quantitative/Qualitative Binary 

 

While DP is typically categorized as a qualitative method, it is sometimes confused with 

other forms of qualitative discourse analysis and adaptations of what we take to be ‘core’ DP 

(i.e., the work flowing from Edwards & Potter, 1992), such as ‘critical discursive psychology’ 

(e.g., Parker, 2002; Wetherell, 1998). However, neither CA nor DP are usefully categorized as 

either quantitative or qualitative methods. In fact, qualitative psychologists have often been 

critical of DP/CA for its ‘pointless empiricism’, focusing on ‘nothing but the text’; failing to 

address notions of subjectivity; being atheoretical and ahistorical; and thus, failing to address 

‘big and important questions’ (summarized in Stokoe & Albert, 2024). These criticisms 

reflect similar characterizations of CA, including as “aggressively and programmatically 
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devoid of theoretical content of sociological relevance”, and a method “in search of a 

substance” (Coser, 1975, p. 696). Such criticisms have always been refuted, of course, 

including through substantial empirical work focused on power, resistance, prejudice, and 

discrimination (for recent overviews, see Waring & Tadic, 2024; Whitehead et al., 2025).  

One of the most common ways to differentiate ‘hard’ quantitative and ‘soft’ 

qualitative research is in the ‘sample size’ (e.g., the number of participants) or number of data 

points (e.g., the number of measures taken) and their generalizability (or ‘transferability’, see 

Drisko, 2025). What constitutes an appropriate participant sample to power an experiment or 

survey (e.g., Lakens, 2022) or ‘saturate’ an interview-based analysis (e.g., Czernek-Marszałek 

& McCabe, 2024) may comprise one of the ways to evaluate a study’s rigour. However, 

research shows that reviewers often misapply criteria from quantitative to qualitative work 

(e.g., Clarke et al., 2024; Levitt et al., 2021) and that the criteria for one approach do not 

necessarily generalize to another (e.g., Cena et al., 2024; on quality criteria in DP/CA, see 

Antaki et al., 2003; Janusz & Peräkylä, 2020; O’Reilly et al., 2020). Furthermore, the issues 

of reliability and validity themselves comprise a vast and contested subfield in qualitative 

psychology (e.g., Makel et al., 2022; Parker, 2004; Pownall, 2025; Osbeck & Antczak, 2021). 

This takes us to other reasons why DP is hard to categorize straightforwardly as 

hard/quantitative or soft/qualitative. One is that some DP/CA has included experimental 

methods and quantification in their research (e.g., De Ruiter & Albert, 2017; Potter, 2021) or 

leverage statistical methods to augment qualitative description of interactional phenomenon 

(e.g., Sikveland et al., 2016; Stivers, 2015), although this is not uncontroversial (e.g., 

Robinson, 2007; Schegloff, 1993). Indeed, the language and rhetoric of ‘quantification’ has 

itself been scrutinized by discursive psychologists (e.g., Billig, 2021; Potter et al., 1991) – 

acutely relevant in the rapid development of the discourse of ‘data science’ and ‘big data’ 

(e.g., Stevens et al., 2018). Another – perhaps more fundamental – reason is that what counts 

as a ‘unit of analysis’ (to be coded, counted, or otherwise) is not straightforward in DP/CA. 

For example, ‘sample size’ in both quantitative and qualitative psychology routinely refers to 

the numbers of research participants included in the study. However, in DP/CA, ‘one’ 

recorded interaction contains, for example, two or more participants and potentially hundreds 

of overlaps, pauses, gaps, ‘ums’, ‘uhs’, gestures, actions (e.g., question, answer, greeting, 

offer, request). This means that ‘participants’ are not counted, and nor are the ‘numbers of 

conversations.’ It is any one of these phenomena and their organization that may form units 

of analysis. As Aldrich (2014) points out, “methods of data collection do not automatically 

determine methods of data analysis.” Another reason is that a key aim of much DP/CA 

research is to identify “repetitive, uniform, typical and cohort-independent” practices (Heap, 

1990, p. 46, emphasis added). Such practices are often, as it turns out, ‘generalizable’ across 

settings, languages, and timelines, as identified across cumulative bodies of research papers 

(e.g., the practice of ‘doing being ordinary’: Sacks, 1984; see Lawrence, 1996; Li, 2025; 

Rowley, 2007; Wooffitt, 1991; Tovares, 2019).  

Furthermore, DP/CA are forms of logical rather than numerical analysis (Stokoe, 2018). 

An example from linguistics makes the point1: while the sentence “Peter forwarded the letter 

to his aunt Mary” is grammatical, “to aunt the forwarded Peter letter Mary his” - which 

 
1 With thanks to Derek Edwards for providing this illustration. 
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contains the same words - is not. But understanding the sentence, either by speaker or analyst, 

is not a matter of counting how many times people say these things or asking how many 

people agree about their grammaticality. It is a matter of knowing how to speak English. 

DP/CA does not need large samples or probabilistic statistics to do an analysis, even though it 

does make collections of instances of phenomena to figure out how they work (for more on 

building collections and other related methodological practices and principles in CA, see 

Robinson et al., 2024). But even then, the analysis of each “instance” is done on the same 

basis, including recognizing something as an instance, which is the tacit ability that people 

have, and that anthropologists need, to understand the uses of their own natural language, or 

one in which they have acquired some competence. This is because the methodic order of 

interaction is manifest not only in aggregate but on each of its occasions. Schegloff (1992, p. 

xlvi, emphasis added) explains this with regards to Harvey Sacks’s (the founder of CA) view 

of sampling: 

 

Taking up the methodological relevance of sampling, Sacks points out that it depends 

on the sort of order one takes it that the social world exhibits. An alternative to the 

possibility that order manifests itself at an aggregate level and is statistical in character 

is what he terms the ‘order at all points’ view (lecture 33, p. 484). This view, rather like 

the ‘holographic’ model of information distribution, understands order not to be present 

only at aggregate levels and therefore subject to an overall differential distribution, but 

to be present in detail on a case by case, environment by environment basis. 

 

For this reason, DP/CA is also antithetical to the usual psychological sense of replication: 

there is no such thing as an interactional component being an outlier and thereby excludable 

from a dataset – participants cannot be ‘wrong’ (Stokoe et al., 2025). Instead, ‘deviant cases’ 

that apparently depart from patterns observed in ‘typical’ cases are examined for how they 

came to be produced as such by the participants, and what this may reveal about the broader 

patterns from which they appear to depart (see, e.g., Schegloff, 1968).  

Having summarized the basic approaches of DP/CA, we now consider their 

implications for the collection of ‘hard’ (e.g., in the laboratory) and ‘soft’ (e.g., in interviews) 

data.  

 

The Softness of Hard Data 

 

One of the best-known psychology experiments is Milgram’s (1963, p. 371) “procedure for 

the study of destructive obedience in the laboratory.” The laboratory study involved the 

research participants delivering (ostensibly, but not actually) mild to life-threatening electric 

shocks to another participant (who was in fact Milgram’s confederate) under standardized 

instructions of the experimenter. Milgram’s conclusion was that people possess “two deeply 

ingrained behavior dispositions: first, the disposition not to harm other people, and second, 

the tendency to obey those whom we perceive to be legitimate authorities” (p. 378). 

Milgram’s classic obedience experiments have generated much debate since their publication, 

often focused on ethics, but since then, some of the most important evaluations have come 

from DP/CA, including extensive analyses of the experiment’s original audio-recordings.  
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For example, using conversation analysis to shed light on “the concrete, empirical 

details of what his participants actually said and did,” Hollander (2015, p. 426; see also 

Hollander & Turowetz, 2017) showed that Milgram’s categorization of participants into 

either ‘obedient’ or ‘defiant’ failed to focus on the continuum of practices through which 

participants resisted the experimenter’s instructions. Instead, Hollander identified “a more 

detailed and nuanced picture of patterned action” than the binary categorization implied (p. 

438), thus undermining (though not toppling) the much-perpetuated ‘hard’ fact that “65% of 

participants [obeyed] the highest level of 450 volts” (McLeod, 2025). Similarly, using DP, 

Gibson (e.g., 2013, 2019) found that, rather than deliver verbal instructions in replicable 

ways, “participants could draw the experimenter into a process of negotiation over the 

continuation of the experimental session” as well as “radical departures from the standardized 

experimental procedure” (2013, p. 290). In a conversation analytic study of experimenter-

participant interaction in parapsychology laboratories, Wooffitt (2007, p. 477) also found that 

the way the “experimenter acknowledges the research participants’ utterances may be 

significant for the trajectory of the experiment.” Even apparently standardized questions for 

gaining research consent from participants, both on written forms and in spoken interaction, 

have been shown to tilt respondents towards a ‘yes’ (Speer & Stokoe, 2014).  

The research above has clear implications for the integrity of ‘hard’ data (that flow 

from experiments and statistical summaries) and their epistemic upshots (that flow from 

failing to pay attention to the interactional and situated production of (social) science). 

Discussions of such issues are generally rare in psychology, despite there being an entire field 

dedicated to the study of the production of scientific knowledge (e.g., Gilbert & 

Mulkay,1984; Latour & Woolgar, 1979) and its ‘construction yard’ (Potter, 1996). When the 

interactions in and through which (social) science occurs become the topic of and not just a 

resource for the production of knowledge (Wieder, 1988) the ‘hardness’ of data begins to 

soften. As Dingemanse et al. (2023, p. 1) point out, “[t]hat social interaction matters is 

recognized by any experimentalist who seeks to exclude its influence by studying individuals 

in isolation.”  

One reason why ‘hard’ data collection is inevitably impacted by its interactional 

production is that our encounters are shaped by what conversation analysts call ‘recipient 

design’ (e.g., Houtkoop-Steenstra, 2000). Recipient design refers to the way people shape 

what they say word for word for the person they are talking to. This means that we are 

constantly editing, elaborating, shortening, and amending everything we say for the person 

we are talking to – often very subtly and without being aware in the millisecond pace of 

interaction. A kind of interactional imperative, therefore, shapes how we design turns at talk 

for our interlocutors, under the empirical norms of ‘preference organization’ (e.g., Pillet-

Shore, 2017), ‘progressivity’ (e.g., Stivers, 2008), and other organizational features of 

conversation. Such phenomena may account for what happened inside Milgram’s laboratory, 

given that we are only scratching the surface of the ‘laboratory life’ of psychologists.  

Furthermore, in a series of conversation analytic studies of the verbal delivery of text-

based survey questions, the researchers found that “mechanical objectivity” and 

standardization (Lavin & Maynard, 2001, p. 472) were assumed but not demonstrated to be 

present, through a range of practices including the reformulating and re-ordering of questions. 

Given the extent of research data collected via surveys, it is important to know not only how 
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the written design of each item may subtly constrain or afford responses, but also what 

happens when they are delivered verbally within social interaction. Heritage (2002) showed 

how the items on a text-based checklist are formulated into spoken talk by health visitors 

when attending new parents. For instance, items on the checklist like “Pregnancy 

normal/abnormal, specify” became “and you had a normal pregnancy” in a series of 

recipient-designed questions, which are grammatically and sequentially tilted to receive a 

‘no-problem’ response (“yeh”). Wilkinson (2011, p. 358) similarly showed the tension 

between standardized instructions and their spoken delivery, and how responses get 

“transformed into entries on a coding sheet.” Taking the case of an organization’s ethnic 

monitoring reporting, she examined how official statistics were collected, including the fact 

that the call-takers ended up categorizing 86% of callers as ‘White European’ even though 

such a category was not included on the report itself. 

The impact of small deviations in the delivery of so-called standardized items is 

consequential in other ways. For example, Antaki and Rapley (1996, p. 421) examined 

recordings of how a ‘Quality of Life’ diagnostic instrument was administered by 

psychologists to service-users. The instructions for “reading the items” included paying 

“close attention to the exact wording.” Although each question had three response options, 

psychologists often reformulated them into one ‘yes/no’ question, one of several practices 

“through which interactional outcomes are promoted or favoured” (Clayman, 2002, p. 230). 

Since treatment and support options were tied to questionnaire scores, the re-doing of 

questions had important consequences for those being assessed. The researchers concluded 

that it is hard to “draw conclusions from simple aggregation of recorded responses to this 

questionnaire, and, perhaps, to any questionnaire using a fixed-response schedule” (Antaki & 

Rapley, 1996, p. 421).  

Other researchers have identified similar problems with the verbal delivery of 

diagnostic instruments. For example, Jones et al. (2020) examined the delivery of 

a test (Addenbrooke’s Cognitive Examination, 2012) to identify cognitive impairment. They 

showed that neurologists often deviate from the standardized procedures which are designed 

to ensure test accuracy and consistency, calling into question the validity of test outcomes. 

Similarly, Ford et al.’s (2020) analysis of the verbal delivery of the Patient Health 

Questionnaire (PHQ-9) depression tool, and Turowetz’s (2015) analysis of how clinicians use 

the Psycho-Educational Profile (PEP) to diagnose autism, both revealed how interactional 

processes impact the production of apparently ‘hard’ clinical outcomes. And even when text-

based instruments are enforceable in law, interactional forces shift interlocutors away from 

what is written. Research has found that, for instance, police officers deviate from what is 

mandated by the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984) when it comes to opening 

interviews (Stokoe, 2013); that the right to remain silent can be undermined by the moral and 

interactional imperative to respond to questions and fill silence (Stokoe et al., 2016); 

that questions in evidence-gathering interviews with vulnerable adults and victims deviate 

from written guidance (e.g., Richardson et al., 2019), and that narrative descriptions of events 

in the world get transformed and squeezed into some of the ‘hardest’ data categories around: 

whether or not someone broke the law (e.g., Stokoe & Edwards, 2008). 

 The implication of treating the production of research data as topic rather than 

resource is not limited to quantitative data. As noted previously, some of the strongest 
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objections to DP/CA come from other qualitative researchers. This may be in part due to the 

fact that the overwhelming majority of qualitative research in psychology (Dunwoodie et al., 

2023) collects data using semi-structured interviews (or focus groups) which have been the 

target of critique in DP/CA. What (much) qualitative and quantitative research share is the 

extrapolation of what happens in a laboratory, survey, or interview to the naturally occurring 

setting of their lives. For instance, rather than study domestic relationships as they ebb and 

flow at home (e.g., Goodwin, 2007), researchers ask people about their relationships post-hoc 

(e.g., Beitin, 2008) – leading to debate about the artefactual production of knowledge. Potter 

and Hepburn (2005, p. 281) list the following problems in the reporting and analysis of semi-

structured interviews: 

 

Contingent problems in the reporting of interviews include: (1) the deletion of the 

interviewer; (2) the conventions for representing interaction; (3) the specificity of 

analytic observations; (4) the unavailability of the interview set-up; (5) the failure to 

consider interviews as interaction. Necessary problems include: (1) the flooding of the 

interview with social science agendas and categories; (2) the complex and varying 

footing positions of interviewer and interviewee; (3) the orientations to stake and 

interest on the part of the interviewer and interviewee; (4) the reproduction of 

cognitivism. 

 

Thus, while qualitative researchers might argue that interviews produce ‘rich’ data that adds 

much value to surveys, the interview situation “plays havoc with the motive force of the 

telling … by making the elicitation itself the invariant occasion for telling the story” 

(Schegloff, 1997, p. 99-100). Harré (1979, p. 115) makes a related point about “the use of 

questionnaires with limited range questions” which “produce[s] not a representation of the 

social world being studied, but the representation of the shadow cast upon the social world by 

the prior conceptual apparatus deployed by the person who constructed the questionnaire”  

The points laid out above show that it is risky to assume that researchers ‘just ask’ and 

participants ‘just respond’ to any given question. One of the most powerful demonstrations of 

the impact of question design comes from within the core of psychology itself. In the 1970s, 

Loftus and colleagues, in their studies of eyewitness reports in experimental settings, 

demonstrated how the wording of questions about the events being witnessed influences 

responses. Loftus and Palmer (1974) showed participants films of car accidents and, in a first 

experiment, found that estimates of speed varied according to whether they were asked how it 

‘bumped’, ‘smashed’, ‘hit’, ‘collided’, etc., the other. The ‘smashed’ condition elicited higher 

estimates from participants. Additionally, in a second experiment, when asked “Did you see 

any broken glass”, participants were more likely to respond affirmatively if they had been 

asked about a ‘smash’ in the first experiment despite there being none in the film. Thus, “very 

subtle changes in wording influences a witness’s report” (Loftus, 1975, p. 652). Even 

swapping definite for indefinite articles in question design made a difference (e.g., “did you 

see the broken headlight” versus “did you see a broken headlight”). 

A third iteration of Loftus’s experiment might usefully draw on one of the most 

compelling examples of how question design impacts data collection. It comes from a 

randomized controlled trial in primary care that drew on conversation analytic research on 
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‘yes/no’ questions (e.g., Raymond, 2003). Heritage et al. (2007) compared patients’ responses 

to questions asking, “is there anything else…?” with those asking, “is there something 

else…?” at the start of consultations. While both are interrogatives, the negatively polarized 

‘anything’ version was more likely to get a ‘no’ in response, while the positively polarized 

‘something’ version was more likely to get a ‘yes.’ The ‘something’ inquiry frame 

significantly increased the number of elaborated responses given by patients and reduced the 

number of unmet concerns in consultations. Returning to Loftus, then, we might speculate 

that comparing the original “Did you see any broken glass” with “Did you see some broken 

glass”, might have yielded further evidence about the importance of each word in a question.  

The way researchers (whether qualitative or quantitative) ask questions impacts the 

data collected, and therefore the content and validity of their findings. The difference between 

using “the” or “a”, and “some” or “any” force our attention towards the ‘hard’ empirical 

reality that is revealed through interaction analysis. In other words, perhaps ‘soft’ data 

presents a ‘hard’ test. We consider this in the next section.   

 

The Hardness of Soft Data 

 

We mentioned earlier that DP/CA is not readily categorizable as either a qualitative or 

quantitative method – it is neither and both. As Stivers (2015, p. 3) notes: 

 

[F]or all its qualitative refinement, CA is arguably the most quantitative of the 

qualitative social science methods. This is true in two key respects. First, the 

categorizing of interactional phenomena requires a clear characterization of what 

“counts” as an instance of the target phenomenon. In this way the focus is not on the 

uniqueness of each and every snowflake of data but on the properties that these 

snowflakes share. Second, distributional evidence is a key part of the CA method. 

Specifically, CA studies rely on the broad patterning of properties in datasets. Neither 

of these features is present as constitutive features of methods that rely on thematic 

analyses of participant observation, interviews, or focus groups.  

 

Despite the ‘hard’ power of these ‘soft’ methods, DP/CA is rarely part of undergraduate or 

postgraduate training. While teaching students “from the first day of class that psychology is 

the science of behavior and that its ultimate goal is to describe and explain what people do,” 

psychology “pays remarkably little attention to the important things that people do” – instead 

using “introspective self-reports, hypothetical scenarios, and questionnaire ratings” 

(Baumeister et al., 2007, p. 396). Ten years after Baumeister et al.’s critique, Mehl (2017, p. 

184) similarly argued that 

 

[l]aypersons often think of psychologists as professional people watchers. It is ironic, 

then, that naturalistic observation, as a methodology, has a remarkably thin history in 

our field. …  At the same time, there are clear limitations to what self-reports can 

assess. … the psychological scientist’s tool kit also needs a method to directly observe 

human behavior in daily life. … naturalistic observation can bring behavioral data 

collection to where moment-to-moment behavior naturally happens. 
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It is frustrating that neither of these psychologists mentions DP/CA as a corrective for the 

situation they critique, especially given the focus on how “ordinary activities get done 

methodically and reproducibly” (Schegloff, 1992, p. xvii, emphasis added). We argue that 

DP/CA methods pose interesting questions for the psychological bedrocks of reliability and 

validity, which are often presumed rather than demonstrated in, say, the method sections of 

research reporting. One of the benefits of DP/CA research is that our data are perhaps some 

of the most transparently presented. Since in DP/CA “recordings give the researcher direct 

access to the details of social action, and they make it possible to scrutinize the data over and 

over again” (Janusz & Peräkylä, 2021, p. 428), a key quality indicator is whether a sufficient 

stretch of interaction is provided so that someone evaluating or reviewing the work has 

enough information to evaluate it. Recently, the relevance of DP/CA’s practices of data 

sessions, data sharing across the community, building open datasets, and discussing this in the 

context of ethics and participant anonymity, have figured in wider discussions about open 

(qualitative) science (see; Huma & Joyce, 2023; cf., Pownall, 2025). Perhaps, ironically for 

research methods that might seem grounded in the softest of all data – the ‘mess’ of naturally-

occurring social interaction – our materials provide hard tests for the production of hard 

evidence about human action. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Psychologists long abandoned the due philosophical, linguistic, and semantic work of 

describing their subject matter and thus building the conceptual framework defining 

it, despite historically good examples. Consequently, the discipline has become a 

scattered crowd of dazzled conductors pretending to decipher a deep mystery despite 

having only superficial, if not defective, decoders (Düzen & Uysal, 2024, p. 146) 

 

This paper started with a strongly-worded exchange between two epidemiologists and 

a mathematician. One response to “whether we should give that much weight to qualitative 

studies on long-covid in children before we have collected any hard data” is to reverse the 

direction of this question to ask “how much weight we should give quantitative studies that 

relate to complex real-world processes until we understand something of the ways in which 

the data were collected” (Stokoe et al., 2021, emphasis in original). As Schegloff (1993, p. 

114) wrote, “quantification is no substitute for analysis.” We have given examples of that, 

and how, the production of ‘hard’ data – from how fast a car was travelling to how many 

‘yes’ and ‘no’ responses – involves potential points of variation with respect to interaction 

and context that are only visible through collecting and analyzing the ‘soft’ encounters 

through which they are produced. We argue that it is the duty of psychological researchers 

across all research designs to study and be critically reflexive about the operation of their 

own methods. As noted above, central to these discussions are recent statements and 

guidance about open research, including in qualitative (e.g., Branney et al., 2023) and 

discursive psychological and conversation analytic (DP/CA, e.g., Albert et al., 2025; Huma & 

Joyce, 2023) work. While open (meta)data is a core tenet of open research, it is often 

people’s interactional practices that are formulated as data, findings, and knowledge and 
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these data, are, in turn, obscured in the research process and from subsequent reporting. 

Indeed, perhaps the replicability crisis is nothing more than a failure to examine all aspects – 

from participant recruitment and ethics to the interactional but unreported black boxes of 

psychological research design. 
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