Quantitative research and the current role of information professionals

Quantitative research aims to draw a conclusion from the collection and analysis of data and express it in mathematical terms. Such research may be conducted as a survey, controlled experiment or analysis of previous published research or other material. The resulting data is closely examined for correlation or patterns that may or may not advance, validate or negate a theory.

Although quantitative research is systematic, highly structured and empirical in nature, it also “tends to involve false trails, blind alleys, serendipity and hunches to a much greater degree than the idealisation implies”(Bryman, 1988, p21). This means quantitative research for the scientific researcher is often “an iterative process” (Wikepedia, 2006) 
However, in information science, some researchers have favoured qualitative research methods over quantitative research in recent years; seeing observation and open-question interviewing as a more appropriate method for studying human behaviour, particularly in the field of user studies. Wilson argues that through qualitative research “we should have a better understanding of the user, be better able to design more effective information services, and be better able to create useful theory of information-seeking behaviour and information use”(Wilson, 2000).

While each method has its champions, the information professional does not need to adopt one research method to the exclusion of the other. Both methods may co-exist or one inform the other. Indeed, Banwell and Coulson (Banwell et al, 2004) assert a need for both “quantitative and qualitative approaches to be combined to produce the both the holistic view and the robust data needed to triangulate and thereby validate data collected.”
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