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We believe there is, but should not be, a separation 
between quantitative and qualitative social psychologi-
cal research. Both methodological approaches should 
work more harmoniously. Yet there is a persistent ten-
sion between the two (Shweder, 1996). These tensions 
can be understood on two levels: ontological and prac-
tical. The SAGE (synthetic, augmentative, generative, 
experiential) model of social psychological research is 
a novel framework that can potentially overcome these 
methodological divides on a practical level. The syn-
thetic model provides a novel integrated mixed-methods 
approach to guide how social psychological research 
can be conducted.

To motivate our SAGE model, we begin by delineat-
ing the specific way we invoke quantitative and qualita-
tive methods. This usage is based in the practical 
research methods that fall within each designation, 
although we also acknowledge the ontological differ-
ences. Next, we draw on the historical roots of psychol-
ogy to demonstrate the potential of psychology as it 
has been conceptualized historically. We advance these 
foundational roots by articulating a synthetic mixed-
methods model for social psychological research. Next, 
we detail our SAGE model for social psychological 
research. After describing the entire model, we discuss 
each segment more closely. We end by discussing some 

implications that this framework could have on alleviat-
ing salient concerns in contemporary social psychologi-
cal research and for advancing psychological science.

Qualia and Quanta: Mixed Methods  
in Practice

Quantitative methods place emphasis on sampling, com-
paring, counting, calculating, and then abstracting. In 
contrast, qualitative methods tend to privilege under-
standing experiences and meaning-making processes 
through contextualization, interpretation, narration, and 
exemplification. There is no practical reason that both 
forms of methodology should not inform one another to 
increase holistic understanding of social psychological 
phenomena. We think that many social psychology 
researchers would agree with this idea. However, on a 
practical level, qualitative and mixed-methods research 
is rarely featured in premier social psychology journals.
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To illustrate this point, we followed the example set 
by the Open Science Collaboration (2015). These 
researchers aimed to replicate findings from a sample 
of articles in three premier psychology journals. We 
examined the same three journals for the methodolo-
gies used in all published empirical articles in these 
journals in 2016. The three leading journals were Psy-
chological Science, Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, and Journal of Experimental Psychology: 
Learning, Memory, and Cognition. Although there was 
variance in the types of sampling, data sources, design, 
analysis, contextualization, and interpretation, there 
was one common theme in all the empirical articles. 
No purely qualitative articles were published. Although 
some empirical papers published in 2016 in these jour-
nals used mixed methods, none explicitly drew on eth-
nographic observations or qualitative interviews to 
generate experimental hypotheses or to augment sta-
tistically reasoned conclusions.

The premier journals in psychology privilege quanti-
fied data and statistical analyses. There are good rea-
sons for quantification: Controlled experimentation, 
hypothesis testing, and rigorous analyzing are essential 
in conducting good science and amassing knowledge. 
Moreover, both qualitative and quantitative researchers 
have a variety of journals in which to publish their 
findings. However, an ethos of complementary and 
mixed-methods approaches is often absent, certainly 
from the leading social psychological journals. On a 
practical level, social psychological research privileges 
quantified data and statistical analyses over qualitative 
data.

The persistent tension between the two forms of 
psychological inquiry might best be explained on an 
ontological level rather than a practical level. The basic 
difference between qualitative and quantitative meth-
ods lies in the nature of the objects they study and their 
subject matter: qualia and quanta (Shweder, 1996).

From an ontological level, quantitative research 
examines what is left behind once the world is rid of 
subjectivities. These objects, events, and processes exist 
beyond human knowledge and awareness of them. 
Biology and physics are in this realm. For example, 
DNA and black holes existed before humans discovered 
them (Rozin, 2009). In contrast, qualitative research is 
based on the notion that this view of the world is 
incomplete. The content of qualia is the realm of expe-
rience, meaning making, and intersubjectivities. It is the 
world of concepts, cultures, self-awareness, and repre-
sentation. Humans think, feel, want, value, and moral-
ize (Bruner, 1990; Cole, 1996; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; 
Shweder, 1991, 2003; Wierzbicka, 1993). From this point 
of view, qualia are added to what is really real, making 
the world more complete. Qualitative methods thus aim 

to elucidate and understand this more complete and 
complex world. Quantitative methods take you only so 
far in the world of qualia. Humans—and their subjective 
worlds—need to be understood in social, cultural, his-
torical, economic, political, and legal contexts (Asch, 
1952/1987; Power, 2011; Rozin, 2001, 2009; Shweder, 
1991). Qualitative and quantitative methods are some-
times confounded with descriptive and experimental. 
This is not the case in biology, where quantitative meth-
ods are often used in description. The description of 
the double helix of DNA, for example, used quantitative 
methods (Rozin, 2001). In social psychology, the con-
founded link between qualitative methods and descrip-
tion, and quantitative methods and experimental 
procedures, is more obvious. Yet, quantitative proce-
dures can provide useful descriptions of social psycho-
logical phenomena, and qualitative ones can provide 
critical insights to explain results obtained from experi-
ments. For example, quantitative coding highlighted the 
content and severity of patients’ letters of complaints in 
hospitals in the United Kingdom to help generate safer 
and more satisfactory health care systems (Gillespie & 
Reader, 2016). We highlight other examples that over-
come this confounding throughout the article.

From an ontological perspective, if you are a true 
quantitative researcher, you study quanta. You believe 
in understanding the world devoid of the content of 
qualia—human experiences, meaning-making pro-
cesses, and the role of context. If you use quantitative 
methods to understand, manipulate, count, or measure 
qualia, then, from an ontological perspective, you are 
not studying quanta at all. You are studying qualia with 
quantitative methods (Shweder, 1996). The majority of 
studies published in the three premier journals in 2016 
were quantified studies of qualia. However, by using 
methods that are suited to understanding only the con-
tent of quanta, there may be incommensurability 
between quantitative forms of inquiry and the phenom-
enon being studied.

Qualitative procedures can be used before, during, 
or after formal quantitative methods. However, they are 
rarely used systematically or acknowledged in hypoth-
esis generation, testing, or the interpretation and pre-
sentation of results. Yet, qualitative methods are needed 
to create a more accurate, complete, and holistic 
account of social psychological phenomena. We admire 
the quantitative work being conducted by our col-
leagues in social psychology. Each of us has conducted 
our own fruitful quantitative research. Our aim in this 
article is not to essentialize research positions or make 
a political argument about journal space, funding alloca-
tion, or hiring practices. We are not suggesting that all 
social psychological research needs to use mixed meth-
ods. Our aim is to provide an integrative framework to 
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guide social psychological research using multiple meth-
ods and to make a case for the importance of this 
approach.

We acknowledge that other researchers have dis-
cussed mixed methods in social psychology (Campbell 
& Fiske, 1959; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Gergen, 
Josselson, & Freeman, 2015; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 
2010; Wundt, 1897). However, we believe we are the 
first to present a novel integrative model that privileges 
the synthesis of qualitative and quantitative methodolo-
gies at multiple levels of analysis. Our focus in this 
article is not to rehash older mixed-methods debates. 
Rather, our concern is to describe a novel model to 
conduct social psychological research by synthesizing 
previously fractured conceptualizations of mixed meth-
ods with the ultimate goal of creating a more holistic 
model for social psychological research. Our aim is to 
articulate a SAGE model for social psychological research 
that is capable of facing and overcoming the many prob-
lematic issues concerning replication, validity, and ulti-
mately, the utility of our discipline that was once 
envisioned but not fully realized in early conceptualiza-
tions of psychological science.

The philosophical assumption underlying our model 
is that although there are ontological differences 
between quantitative and qualitative methods in social 
psychological research, each can, and should, comple-
ment the other in practice. Multiple methods are indis-
pensable if social science is to advance and deal with 
the pressing social issues and social psychological phe-
nomena located in the world of qualia. A stubborn and 
misguided division exists between qualitative and quan-
titative methods. It is an ontological divide and can 
often manifest at an epistemological level. This is evi-
denced in the lack of qualitative studies in the premier 
journals. Moreover, the establishment of journals pub-
lishing only qualitative social psychological work, as a 
response to the absence in other journals, is another 
manifestation of this separation (Gergen et al., 2015).

A Synthetic Approach to Research 
Practice

Our article presents a novel way of overcoming this 
philosophical problem on a practical level. We believe 
that there is the necessity for an integrative model in 
psychology because, currently, the false division 
between qualitative and quantitative methods must be 
bridged to advance rich, validated, and insightful sci-
entific knowledge in the field. Our acronym, SAGE, 
refers to the ways in which we see the utility of qualita-
tive methods in relation to quantitative ones in order 
to advance research in social psychological science. 
Within this synthetic model, we highlight three ways in 

which qualitative methods complement and add to 
quantitative methodologies in the investigation of social 
psychological phenomena.

First, qualitative methods are augmentative. They 
can build on quantitative data collection techniques to 
deepen knowledge about social psychological phenom-
ena. One function of qualitative methods is thus to 
expand on quantitative approaches. Second, qualitative 
methods—used for exploratory psychological research 
projects—can be generative of new experimental 
hypotheses. Third, qualitative methods can legitimately 
be used independently within social psychological 
research to understand experiences that cannot be 
understood from experimental reductionism or numeri-
cal abstractions. We include experiences within the 
model because of the utility of solely employing quali-
tative methods to address particular qualia-oriented 
research questions. Nevertheless, as with the other parts 
of the model, this application is part of a broader pro-
cess; taken together, a synthetic model that encom-
passes qualitative methods through augmentative, 
generative, and experiential processes is the SAGE 
model of social psychological research.

We recognize that mixed methods are a topic with 
rich research and theoretical literature. Not only does 
our approach build on this work by providing a new 
integrative model that we believe can help address issues 
facing the discipline in this moment, but our model also 
returns to the foundational principles of psychology to 
justify such an approach. We argue in the following sec-
tion that the core methodological conceptualization of 
psychology pointed toward a potential that is unrealized 
in the current climate. After explaining this perspective, 
we then present our model as a path toward realizing 
that same potential within a contemporary context.

Remembering Visions for the Future: 
The History of Social Psychological 
Research

Many researchers have written extensively about the 
history of qualitative methods in psychology (see 
Gergen et al., 2015; Rozin, 2001, 2009; and Seligman, 
Railton, Baumeister, & Sripada, 2013); about the myriad 
types of qualitative methods, including their utility and 
the research traditions they inspired (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2000; Giorgi, 1999; Laverty, 2003; Moghaddam & Harré, 
1995); about the philosophical bases of the qualitative 
and quantitative divide (Shweder, 1996; Yoshikawa, 
Weisner, Kalil, & Way, 2008); about the importance of 
combining the two (Bryman, 2006; Moghaddam, Walker, 
& Harré, 2003; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005); and about 
the resurgence of qualitative methods within the disci-
pline of psychology (Gergen et  al., 2015). The most 
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comprehensive review of the possibilities and practi-
calities of mixed methods in psychological research is 
provided by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010). These 
authors surveyed the strengths and limits of mixed-
methods approaches to understanding phenomena 
across the social and behavioral sciences. However, we 
synthesize and extend this research by presenting a 
novel model based on previous conceptualizations of 
mixed-methods research.

At the beginning of its development as a discipline, 
psychology’s methodologies and formulations were 
steeped in tensions and possibilities of integrating var-
ied approaches. In Outlines of Psychology, Wundt (1897) 
detailed a twofold vision of psychology. First, Wundt 
proposed that basic causal processes of psychophysical 
experience were to be determined by careful laboratory 
experimentation. This process entails manipulating 
independent variables and quantifying observed 
changes in dependent variables. Second, he also articu-
lated a version of psychology aimed at understanding 
higher order experiences within diverse social contexts. 
He advocated for the use of observational and ethno-
graphic techniques to understand people in cultural 
contexts. The dual approaches were intended to be 
complementary (Ellis & Stam, 2015; Trinidas, 2007).

However, these dualities were never fully realized in 
his time. His students at Leipzig opted for basic psy-
chological research conducted in the laboratory and 
focused on quantitative measurement. American psy-
chologists appropriated only a part of his vision for a 
scientific psychology analogous to contemporary 
approaches in the “hard sciences,” such as physics. 
Emphasis was placed on laboratory experimentation. 
This formulation of social psychological research—the 
careful manipulation of independent and dependent 
quantifiable variables in the context of the psychologi-
cal laboratory—is most dominant today, particularly in 
U.S. social psychological research (Power, 2011; Rozin, 
2009). The rise of behaviorism reified the experiment 
and marginalized the importance of understanding con-
text (Rozin, 2001). The gestalt movement, with its focus 
on context, failed to gain predominance in psychology 
outside the area of perception. The marginalization of 
context has been lamented in social psychology (Asch, 
1952/1987; Power, 2011).

This emphasis on quantitative, laboratory-based 
research has challenged the importance of qualitative 
methods. A further devaluation of qualitative methods 
has emerged from fundamental critiques that question 
the possibility of empirical social psychology at all. 
These arguments focus on various difficulties in study-
ing social psychological phenomena, such as the high 
number of variables influencing phenomena in the 
world of qualia, the constantly changing shared meaning 

systems, and the uniqueness of particular times and 
places (Schiff, 2017). The randomized controlled trial is 
one research design used to address these concerns, but 
this practice can come at the expense of practicality and 
applicability to real-world issues (Power, 2011; Rozin, 
2009; Smedslund, 2009). We believe that a new concep-
tualization that describes and justifies the synthesis of 
quantitative and qualitative methods may offer a more 
nuanced and integrated approach to addressing these 
critiques of empirical social psychology. Our novel 
model draws on the historical roots of social psychol-
ogy, and engages with contemporary issues that high-
light limitations of the mainstream approach, to 
conceptualize the framing of quantitative and qualitative 
research in contemporary social psychology.

The SAGE Model of Social 
Psychological Research

Although using different terms and under different 
frameworks, the augmentative, generative, and experi-
ential potential of research can be argued to already 
be used in some form in classic social psychological 
research (e.g., Festinger, Schachter, & Back, 1950; 
Nisbett & Cohen, 1996; Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & 
Sherif, 1961; Shweder, 2003). Nevertheless, we concep-
tualize these previously unintegrated processes as an 
interrelated, unified, and novel whole in a synthetic 
model. To describe this relationship, we first present 
our conceptual model and then demonstrate its appli-
cability through an example from our own work. Fol-
lowing this explanation, we briefly detail each of the 
three components and their bases in historical and 
modern examples in social psychological research.

Our SAGE model, as depicted in Figure 1, provides 
a conceptual framework for how dynamic and integra-
tive research producing valid and rich insights could 
be carried out. Although our model reads left to right, 
it is a recursive, bidirectional, and dynamic approach. 
That is, we see a synthetic approach as continually and 
consistently using different methodologies to check 
assumptions, research questions, findings, and inter-
pretations. Answers to pressing questions can be trian-
gulated using a recursive combination of methodological 
approaches and techniques. In this way, the limitations 
of a single method can be overcome. The complemen-
tarity of such research findings can create more nuanced, 
replicable, and ecologically valid research findings. 
Therefore, it can lead to sophisticated theoretical growth. 
Contradictory results could also contribute to achieving 
this goal. They help question fundamental assumptions 
behind results from single studies or from single meth-
odological investigations of the same topic. To this end, 
the SAGE model advances social psychological science 
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by mapping the combination of potentially complemen-
tary and contradictory results from multiple perspec-
tives, using multiple methodologies, as a dynamic system 
that is employed sequentially or concurrently. In the 
midst of the current emphasis on quantitative methodol-
ogy, the SAGE model is a framework to help researchers 
think about the qualia: the world of cultures, representa-
tions, meanings, experiences, economics, (in)justices, 
and laws. It is a framework to more fully understand 
subjective worlds and lived experiences. We believe that 
social psychology is too interesting and important to be 
left to a limited approach.

Our SAGE model, as depicted in Figure 1, provides 
a conceptual integrative framework for how more holis-
tic social psychological research could be carried out. 
Reading from left to right, we begin by acknowledging 
and situating qualitative and quantitative research 
within the historical context of our field (A in the dia-
gram). The field of psychology has developed a rich 
methodological and theoretical history that informs 
approaches that researchers can take in studying and 
understanding psychological phenomena. However, 
although these approaches have ontological differ-
ences, they have been separated on a practical level.

Our integrative model emphasizes the importance of 
dynamic, inter-enforcing research programs to develop 
social psychological research. Multiple methods over-
come limitations of singular approaches when used in 
synthesis (B in the diagram). Quantitative methods, 
grounded in hypothesis and prediction, experimental 

work, and the manipulation of abstracted variables in 
controlled research designs, can be fruitfully combined 
in various ways with qualitative methods. In our model, 
we highlight augmentative, generative, and experiential 
aspects of our model to show how both methodological 
forms can work together (even if not harmoniously). 
Our SAGE model highlights the potential of synthesizing 
and connecting quantitative and qualitative in a dynamic 
model in which multiple methods inform findings from 
a single methodological approach.

When this occurs in research practice, it can drive 
empirical findings and theoretical developments that 
are insightful, groundbreaking, valid, and nuanced to 
the diversity and complexity of lived social psychologi-
cal phenomena (C in the diagram). This relationship 
between methodology and findings is bidirectional; we 
employ a recursive loop and two-sided arrows to dem-
onstrate how this approach continually develops as 
findings and lessons can inform more effective triangu-
lation of various methodologies in studying psychologi-
cal phenomena.

The model is underscored by a broader temporality: 
To move forward and create more replicable, ecologi-
cally valid, rich social psychological knowledge, it might 
be useful to consider the foundational visions of the 
discipline (D in the diagram). These legacies inform the 
different possible options for a particular research proj-
ect, which is understood in our model as the “present.” 
An investigator forms a research question and plans out 
a methodological approach in relation to an area of 

Fig. 1. The SAGE model of social psychological research.



364 Power et al.

interest, previous literature, and historical foundations. 
These possibilities may include quantitative and qualita-
tive, or a mixture of both. In much of the current psy-
chological research, this progression is linear; a chosen 
approach (i.e., an experiment with quantitative data) 
produces findings that are then validated through fur-
ther studies using the same approach or a similar one 
in different contexts or with slight variations.

In contrast, we argue that these different approaches 
should be used in synthesis and should be returned to 
once a given experiment, study, or investigation pro-
duces findings. Any methodology should not be used 
simply in isolation, but its application, applicability, and 
guiding research questions should draw on insights and 
possibilities from other approaches. For example, 
researchers conducting interviews can begin with eth-
nographic work to better understand the contextualiza-
tion of the questions they will be asking, or a quantitative 
survey can be developed first with cognitive interview-
ing to explore participant understandings of questions 
and response options.

The findings from these preliminary studies are then 
further developed by testing them through other meth-
odologies. In our conceptual model, this step is con-
veyed through the circular arrows indicating that 
synthesis produces findings that inform procedures, 
research questions, and ideas and measures for new 
studies. Employing this loop can lead to insights that 
are more influential, ecologically valid, and nuanced 
because understandings are triangulated through vari-
ous methods, at different levels of analysis, and from 
multiple perspectives. Social psychological phenomena 
are thus understood in more reliable and ecologically 
valid ways. These outcomes are detailed on the far right 
in the future section of our model, although the arrows 
returning to the present are meant to underline the 
continual nature of this process.

Each area of the model is not isolated, static, or all-
inclusive; we seek instead to conceptualize the poten-
tial of synthesizing and connecting quantitative and 
qualitative, as well as incorporating new approaches 
within each. When this occurs in research practice, it 
can drive empirical findings and theoretical develop-
ments that are insightful, groundbreaking, valid, and 
nuanced to the diversity and complexity of lived social 
psychological phenomena. We use a recursive loop and 
two-sided arrows to demonstrate the continual develop-
ment because findings and lessons can inform more 
effective triangulation of various methodologies in 
studying psychological phenomena.

SAGE in Practice

In practical terms, the SAGE model should be used at 
the development and design stage of a project and 

again once data are collected and interpreted. For 
example, a researcher interested in a psychological con-
struct related to experience should ask whether there 
are phenomenological features of that construct along-
side questions of mechanism, frequency, and interac-
tions among other constructs. If so, how might the 
study of that subjective experience shade or alter pos-
sible aggregate findings or measures? Focus groups, 
cognitive interviews, or behavioral observation can 
help better understand how participants may answer 
or interpret questions and whether the proposed mea-
sures or tasks are ecologically valid. Furthermore, con-
trasting interview data and responses on standard 
metrics may reveal disparities between a participant’s 
perceived and actual behavior, suggesting desirability 
effects or blind spots. These mixed data will enable a 
cautious, holistic design that captures a fuller scope of 
the phenomena of interest.

Once data have been collected and interpreted, the 
new insights they provide should inform design retro-
actively as much as they should inform new research 
directions. For example, should interview data reveal 
a trend, that trend should be systematically inspected 
with a larger sample to determine whether it is more 
broadly applicable. Large-scale survey data could be 
broken down in small-sample interviews to investigate 
subgroups more precisely and to better clarify interac-
tive effects. Behavioral outcomes of experiments may 
reveal situations in which the same phenomena could 
be studied in more naturalistic settings. Obviously, 
every study will be different and require different tools: 
The SAGE model simply asks that researchers consider 
their methods as continually under revision and as a 
fluid component of research. To describe this relation-
ship, we draw from a concrete example to demonstrate 
the utility of qualitative methods in relation to quantita-
tive approaches.

Power (2015, 2016, 2017, in press) investigated how 
people understand and experience the aftermath of an 
economic recession with a particular focus on the local-
ized Irish context between 2008 and 2016. To expand 
on his initial observations—that unlike some of their 
European Union neighbors, the Irish did not riot or 
protest with the introduction of harsh austerity mea-
sures after the 2008 worldwide financial crisis—he per-
formed analyses of preexisting data from the European 
Values Survey (Power, 2015, 2017). These analyses sup-
ported initial observations that the Irish case was dif-
ferent from comparable European neighbors, such as 
Spain, on a number of salient social and political issues, 
and it warranted closer attention.

To augment this finding, he interviewed a group of 
people in the public eye in the Republic of Ireland. 
Analysis of these qualitative data from this group of 
elites sparked further questions about class. Power 
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therefore interviewed a polar opposite group—unem-
ployed young Irish people—about their economic 
recession experiences. Members of both groups were 
interviewed to investigate how they explained the ini-
tial passive response of the Irish to austerity, and the-
matic analysis of interview data demonstrated that the 
answer to their experiences during the economic col-
lapse lay in culturally ingrained moral logic: In life, “you  
reap what you sow.” In the Irish context, the implication 
is that Irish people initially felt partly culpable for the 
economic crisis—enough to think they ought to tolerate 
the introduction of some austerity measures—and, 
therefore, they did not riot or protest. These interviews 
thus generated a hypothesis about how Irish individuals 
made meaning of what was occurring in their society.

Following the dynamic nature of a SAGE approach, 
these findings could be bolstered with a culturally sen-
sitive experiment. It is possible to prime one group of 
Irish participants to think that in life you get what you 
deserve relative to the other group. Then, these partici-
pants could be asked a series of questions relating to 
support of civic unrest, the fairness of austerity, and 
the attribution of blame for the economic crisis. The 
underlying hypothesis would have been difficult to for-
mulate—especially with precise and culturally mean-
ingful independent and dependent variables—without 
prior ethnographic fieldwork.

We believe that the results from this experiment 
reveal what some might consider a weakness of our 
SAGE model but that we consider a strength. The results 
from two priming experiments did not support the 
insights from the qualitative research (Power, 2017). 
There are multiple reasons for possible incongruent 
results between qualitative and quantitative investiga-
tions into the same phenomena. In the Irish case, the 
economic and political context had shifted from  
the time the interviews were conducted to the time the 
experiments were run. The timing of investigations is 
important, and in an ideal world, both qualitative and 
quantitative research projects—particularly in unfolding 
political, social, and economic contexts—should be 
conducted concurrently, not sequentially.

In the Irish case study, the contradictory results from 
multiple psychological studies could then be used to 
construct similar experimental hypotheses in other cul-
tures and in related contexts, such as the ongoing Euro-
pean financial crisis. Moreover, researchers could draw 
on these results to develop new survey instruments to 
gather greater amounts of culturally sensitive data on 
societal phenomena of interest. These data, gathered 
from broad, random, and representative samples, could 
in turn be deepened via ethnographic work and inter-
viewing. Analyses of these qualitative data would pro-
vide thick description about the lived experience of a 

specific cultural group. Indeed, in this example, further 
ethnographic research was motivated by the unpre-
dicted experimental results to reveal why some Irish 
people no longer tolerated austerity but began protest-
ing during an economic recovery (Power, 2017, in 
press). This ethnographic work helped make sense of 
previous contradictions between the qualitative research 
with the elites and the unemployed and the experimen-
tal studies. The cycle of research could continue and 
further hone understandings of the phenomena. This 
integration has the potential to synthesize different 
methods that are often used in isolation or only in 
reference to one of the three categories we have dis-
cussed. We believe that this synthesis would advance 
social psychological research.

This use of the SAGE model is just one example of 
an application of our model. Our argument is that com-
bining some methods is potentially more beneficial for 
our science. In the forthcoming sections, we provide 
greater detail of what these methods may entail in order 
to clarify the individual segments—augmentative, gen-
erative, and experiential—of our SAGE model. These 
individual sections highlight the importance and pos-
sibilities of using mixed methods—various combina-
tions of qualitative and quantitative research methods 
to advance social psychological research of various 
phenomena—but our overall goal is not to simply dwell 
on these points but to concretely illustrate how aspects 
of the SAGE model can and have been applied previ-
ously and to then focus on the synthetic integration of 
these three individual segments. We follow these sec-
tions by combining these aspects and articulating the 
importance of the integrated SAGE model for contem-
porary problems in our field.

Augmentative

One function of qualitative methods is to deepen our 
understanding of findings generated by quantitative 
procedures, both experimentally and in survey items. 
In this section, we detail the augmentative potential of 
qualitative methods in relation to the limits of current 
quantitative approaches.

In doing so, we argue that quantitative methods are 
not in opposition to qualitative approaches, despite the 
fact that they are based on different approaches to 
studying phenomena on an ontological level. Further-
more, we acknowledge that quantitative methods can 
build on qualitative methods as well, but as quantitative 
approaches are often used in isolation, we stress the 
augmentative capabilities of qualitative methods to 
bring attention back to this relationship. According to 
our SAGE model of research, qualitative methods can 
do so by strengthening inferences, discovering new 
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variables, and offering a thick description to explain—
and expand on—what may be narrow or decontextual-
ized quantitative-based findings. Moreover, qualitative 
research can help explain survey items that are often 
based on statistical aggregates by providing in-depth 
investigation of meaning making and actual human 
experiences in ecologically valid contexts (Oishi & 
Graham, 2010; Smith, Spillane, & Annus, 2006; Weinfurt 
& Moghaddam, 2001). As an example of this potential, 
Weinfurt and Moghaddam (2001) demonstrated that the 
quantitatively validated Social Distance Scale actually 
depends on participants’ belief that social distance 
increases as one moves from talking about a family mem-
ber, friend, neighbor, coworker, and citizen. They accom-
plished this through a structured interview approach 
with a diverse group of first-generation immigrants in 
Montreal. As in this case, qualitative data can reveal new 
and often vital ways of interpreting quantitative data. We 
present two historical examples and an additional case 
from our own work to demonstrate how this augmenta-
tive process can improve validity of research findings.

Drawing on work from social psychology’s past, one 
classic example of the augmentative role of qualitative 
methods in psychology is The Robbers Cave experiment 
(Sherif et al., 1961). The researchers used a quantitative 
experimental design but ultimately used qualitative 
methods to examine the conditions under which two 
conflicting groups could be created and then be made 
to reconcile with one another in a real social context. 
The researchers created two matched-pair groups of 
boys who each occupied one side of a camp. They 
contrived scenarios, which were salient to the children, 
that produced conflict and then solidarity between the 
groups. The researchers then observed behavior using 
in-depth qualitative interviews and ethnographic 
descriptions. As a final step, they employed scenarios 
that emphasized cooperation across the two groups to 
achieve goals beneficial to each group of boys. Again, 
the researchers charted the boys’ cooperative behavior 
using observational qualitative methods.

The Robbers Cave experiment highlights how social 
psychologists can use the design and sampling tech-
niques of quantitative experimental studies—mostly 
conducted in laboratory settings—and then delve more 
deeply into exploring the phenomenon in a real-life 
context with qualitative methods and data. They over-
came a potential confounding of quantitative procedures 
with experiments and qualitative methods with descrip-
tion. This approach provides ecological validity to the 
study of a social phenomenon in a setting that allows 
for the nuances of meaning making, perspective taking, 
and overt behavior to be recorded qualitatively.

Another augmentative purpose of qualitative methods 
is to provide richer descriptions of emergent phenomena. 

A historical example is of the authoritarian personality 
(Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950). 
These researchers were interested in understanding the 
emergent phenomenon of fascism in the post-WWII con-
text. They developed the infamous F-Scale, a series of 
nine survey questions that clustered together to indicate 
support for fascism. However, to investigate how people 
understood and made sense of their perspectives on fas-
cism, these researchers also conducted in-depth inter-
views with participants. The interviews were critical to 
creating and validating the questionnaire because these 
conversational data revealed how the participants under-
stood and interpreted the items. The methodological 
approach and the findings presented in this research have 
been critiqued over the years because of a lack of random 
sampling (Christie & Jahoda, 1954). However, the study 
highlights the importance of qualitative methods to com-
prehend how individuals understand emergent phenom-
ena in context.

In this way, qualitative methods can be augmentative 
by offering stronger validity to quantitative findings. 
Quantitative research often verifies and builds theoreti-
cal understandings by demonstrating interactions 
between independent and dependent variables in pre-
dictable ways. For quantitative research, maximizing 
internal and external validity is essential. The former is 
the condition that observed differences in the depen-
dent variable are a direct result of the independent 
variable identified (Gay & Airasian, 2000). Nevertheless, 
events in the world—in ecologically valid contexts—
often defy clean measurement ( Johnson & Christensen, 
2000; Schiff, 2017). Social interactions, rituals, convic-
tions, and other ephemeral aspects of the world of 
qualia can be challenging to recreate in a laboratory 
setting. Therefore, qualitative methods can strengthen 
the validity of quantitative instruments and, by exten-
sion, their explanatory power by providing additional 
means to measure psychological variables and to con-
firm or challenge quantitative measures ( Johnson, 
Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007).

An example from our own work demonstrates this 
augmentative capability in developmental psychology. 
In a study on children’s epistemological views, it became 
clear that children do not exclusively learn and take on 
social roles in pretest/posttest settings, as assumed by 
existing, quantitative literature. Instead, these processes 
occur through interactions with parents, friends, and 
environments. Whereas traditional quantitative devel-
opmental research on learning has discovered a tremen-
dous amount, these measures were incomplete in 
understanding this phenomenon (Qadafi, 2017).

Similar to the historical paradigms, this example illus-
trates how qualitative methods can be augmentative of 
quantitative research. The qualitative analysis generated 
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from in-depth focus groups tested the validity of the 
quantitative results derived from the initial surveys, add-
ing in-depth understanding of experiences and meaning-
making processes of adolescent Black males. Moreover, 
the qualitative findings offered alternate explanations—
not captured by the survey—that showed that these 
adolescents were using a multitude of coexisting epis-
temological beliefs. A study that simply relied on stan-
dard measures, as internally valid as they are, would 
have poorly represented the thinking of these students. 
A mixed-methods approach offered insights into how 
context changes the epistemological style employed by 
adolescents (Qadafi, 2017).

Generative

A fruitful combination of psychological methods is the 
use of qualitative methods to create experimental 
hypotheses or survey instruments. This generative 
approach is a different process from the augmentative 
process outlined in the previous section because it cre-
ates rather than refines explanations, theory, and instru-
ments. However, we do not contend that the two 
processes are mutually exclusive. Rather, we concep-
tualize them as informing one another, working together 
as part of a broader investigative process. We acknowl-
edge that experimental manipulations and analysis of 
statistical aggregates have proven to be generative of 
insights and theory, but we also wish to stress that these 
findings can be part of a broader, synthetic model of 
social psychological research.

Qualitative methods provide rich description and a 
flexibility of categories that make them suited to gener-
ate and develop theories and lines of research. As the 
social scientist faces a disjuncture or incomplete knowl-
edge, she or he is uncertain of what phenomena or 
explanations will emerge (Shweder, 1997). Whereas a 
quantitative approach requires that the researcher-as-
explorer assign possible categories to the outcomes 
from the outset, a qualitative approach is both mal-
leable and sensitive to the relevant context of the sub-
ject (Henwood & Pidgeon, 1992). Qualitative study can 
focus on gathering and capturing the unknown mean-
ing-making processes among individuals and within 
cultures (Bruner, 1990). For psychology, such an aware-
ness and exploration of cultural processes is integral: 
“Given that psychology is so immersed in culture, it 
must be organized around those meaning-making and 
meaning-using processes that connect man to culture” 
(Bruner, 1990, p. 12).

To illustrate this aspect of qualitative methods—that 
is, building explanatory theories of meaning making 
that are grounded in solid research principles and use-
ful in applied settings—we again turn to a classic work. 

Social Pressures in Informal Groups exemplifies the 
ways in which initial qualitative research can produce 
new insights to be tested using statistically rigorous 
methods (Festinger et al., 1950).

In this study, the researchers took advantage of the 
construction of new housing estates at M.I.T. to study 
the formation of social groups. Two adjoining housing 
projects, named Westgate and Westgate West, were built 
and occupied by married veteran students. Westgate 
consisted of 100 single-family homes and was occupied 
according to position on a waiting list from spring 1946. 
Ten months later, Westgate West, 17 former navy bar-
racks that had been converted to apartments, was occu-
pied. There were few preexisting relationships between 
community members. Social life in the community 
needed to be generated. It provided ample opportunity 
for the researchers to investigate the formation and 
functioning of informal social groups. The authors’ 
approach to triangulating observations and interviews 
with surveys led to the development of an influential 
theory describing group structures and explaining the 
emergence of group norms.

Specifically, each step in their research addressed 
the shortcomings of the previous methodology. They 
started with observations and informal nonrandomized 
interviews, which then led to the development of a 
standardized survey that was administered to partici-
pants. Sociometric analyses of these data revealed the 
patterns of interaction between individuals in the two 
housing estates. The data allowed the investigators to 
identify the paths along which communication occurred 
between group members. Moreover, it made it possible 
to comprehend the genesis and spread of group norms 
and attitudes. Finally, the researchers used insights from 
their previous research to develop a field experiment 
to test hypotheses derived from this primarily qualita-
tive work. The researchers planted rumors concerning 
media publicity of the new M.I.T. housing estates and 
recorded the spread of this information the following 
day across the estates. In this way, quantifiable field 
experiment data were collected in meaningful ways that 
were developed from previous qualitative work.

A second demonstrative example of the generative 
process comes from our work using qualitative inquiry 
in an exploratory phase and then as a basis for quanti-
fied analyses (Tennant, 2015). Tennant conducted a 
mixed-methods study of the morality of evangelicals 
and atheists in the United States. He began this research 
by immersing himself in salient media sources to con-
struct a general sense of what each community was 
actively engaging with and what issues were of impor-
tance to them. Analysis of these sources revealed that 
both groups placed great importance on moral con-
cerns in society and how these groups related 
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to proscriptive moral claims and public policy. These 
materials, in conjunction with theological texts on moral-
ity and atheist moral texts, served as a foundational body 
of data for a mixed-methods study (see Harris, 2010;  
Plantinga, 2000).

These analyses led to the hypothesis that evangelical 
morality was primarily based on concerns about sin 
and divine design rather than harm. This finding con-
trasted with canonical psychological literature empha-
sizing harm as a universal or essential component of 
morality (e.g., Gray, Young, & Waytz, 2012). The result-
ing study consisted of structured interviews and a quan-
titative survey of demographics and behavioral 
self-reports. The analysis compared Christian and athe-
ist participants on their moral judgment and justifica-
tions (Tennant, 2015). The interview questions were 
based on the body of data gathered by the initial quali-
tative research, citing examples of moral writings and 
opinions from various cultural leaders and news events. 
Using quantified interview data, qualitative codes, and 
compared counts of justification types, the study dem-
onstrated that evangelicals employ nonharm morality 
frequently, even with regard to secular moral dilemmas. 
The study also found that even in the case of similar 
moral justifications, the actual content of the justifica-
tions varied widely. This suggests that larger cultural 
differences in belief about the origins of humans and 
the essentialness of gender influenced the participants’ 
moral reasoning.

The generative power of qualitative observations, 
synthesized with quantitative demographic controls and 
the quantitative coding of interview data, sheds light 
on two patterns of moral reasoning that were often 
conflated in the moral reasoning literature. The study 
is also an example of the ways in which quantification 
of qualitative data can describe social psychological 
phenomena. Next, we outline our last area of emphasis, 
experiential, before discussing some implications of our 
SAGE model.

Experiential

Augmentative and generative capabilities address the 
ways in which qualitative and quantitative methods can 
complement each other to provide validity and depth 
or to investigate a new phenomenon. As a third process 
in our synthetic model, qualitative methods offer a 
unique approach to study experiential phenomena that 
cannot be holistically understood by quantifying data 
obtained from investigating the subjective world of qua-
lia. That is, these methods have a unique utility and 
efficiency in studying complex and dynamic lived expe-
riences that can offer greater description than experi-
ments or through quantification of qualitative data.

The tools of ethnography—inclusive of all forms of 
interviewing and observation—can build “thick descrip-
tion” that provides a rich, contextualized understanding 
of people, their perspectives, their personal and com-
munal psychologies, and the cultural mentalities within 
a localized context (Geertz, 1973). Qualitative methods 
are uniquely appropriate for such thick description 
because they can be designed to capture participants’ 
subjective experiences and meaning-making processes 
at a level of analysis that evades experimental reduc-
tionism. This use of qualitative methods involves 
detailed and effective explanation of how research par-
ticipants understand and view the world (Gelo, 
Braakmann, & Benetka, 2008). Qualitative methods 
allow the researcher to explore what is unique to the 
lived experiences of individuals and groups and explain 
these psychological phenomena as emerging from 
thoughts, feelings, and actions of embodied and cultur-
ally embedded human agents. These understandings 
remain grounded in the subjective and holistic experi-
ences of people rather than dissociated “variables” that 
control for context (see Geertz, 1973; Schiff, 2017; 
Shweder, 1997).

Furthermore, experiential phenomena are not simply 
identified and explained but arise from synthesizing 
different accounts and perspectives over time through 
a variety of ethnographic methods. The researcher must 
establish that a phenomenon exists, study the condi-
tions in which it occurs, and understand the various 
interpretations and meanings that individuals have of 
it. Qualitative research provides this by looking at how 
phenomena are understood within specific populations, 
social settings, and parameters (Henwood & Pidgeon, 
1992). Reality emerges in the eyes of the participants 
as qualia that “can only be understood by reference to 
what they mean, signify, or imply (not in and of them-
selves and regardless of point of view, but rather) to 
us (or to me) in this or that time and place” (Shweder, 
1996, p. 178).

This experiential capability is demonstrated by the 
classic study of a small religious group after a predicted 
apocalypse did not occur (Festinger, 1964). The 
researchers examined the lived experience of group 
members by becoming part of the sect. The methods 
involved participant and ethnographic observation. The 
research demonstrated that the dissonance of an unful-
filled prophecy did not destroy the belief systems of 
the group members. The researchers detailed how 
instead of rejecting the overall religious sect or altering 
their fundamental beliefs, these believers experienced 
the event by adapting their understanding of the under-
lying claim.

Whereas this historical example drew heavily on 
observational techniques, the flexibility of qualitative 



The SAGE Model 369

research methods provides an array of tools and 
approaches to explain experiential phenomena. In addi-
tion to interviews and ethnographic work, discourse 
analysis, narrative approaches, and textual deconstruc-
tion can provide important modes of understanding how 
experience is framed or understood. A rich literature 
details these approaches and their purposes (e.g., 
Charmaz & McMullen, 2011; Hammack & Pilecki, 2014; 
Parker, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Potter and 
Wetherell (1987), for instance, argued that these qualita-
tive inquiry methods can serve to illuminate how inter-
pretation of social texts (both oral and written) provides 
insights into social categories, shared beliefs, causal 
processes, and historic events.

The human experience is a complex one, and social 
psychologists are challenged to understand and capture 
specific perspectives and ways of understanding the 
world of qualia. Qualitative methods can help research-
ers investigate how individuals and groups view, con-
struct, and understand their worlds. For social 
psychological research, these methods offer unique 
advantages by providing flexibility and lenses derived 
from experiences and viewpoints of the participants 
themselves, rather than solely relying on preestablished 
categories, abstracted variables, and other criteria 
imposed by the researcher in advance. In this way, 
qualitative methods offer valuable approaches to aug-
ment quantitative findings, to generate experimental 
hypotheses, and to explain lived experiences.

Implications

In this article, we introduce the acronym SAGE as a 
broad, novel, and integrative framework for social psy-
chological researchers to think through the uses of 
diverse methods in contemporary social psychological 
research. We purposely discuss classical studies in psy-
chology to highlight how the synthetic approach is 
based in the discipline’s historical roots. This contex-
tualization helps counteract a general contemporary 
trend toward prizing quantitative methods of inquiry at 
the expense of qualitative or mixed-methods investiga-
tions of psychological concepts and issues. We outlined 
this trend in our introduction by highlighting the lack 
of purely qualitative and mixed-methods articles using 
qualitative research in the premier psychological jour-
nals. This movement has been propelled by the ten-
sions introduced into psychology by attempts to 
integrate cultural frameworks and studies (e.g., the 
labeling of such methods as “anthropologic,” the bal-
ance between generality and concrete, specific insights; 
see Moghaddam et al., 2003) as well as the historical 
developments that have led to classifying qualitative, 
quantitative, and mixed-methods researchers as distinct 
and isolated (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003).

Although quantitative and qualitative are different 
on an ontological level, we strongly believe that the 
prevalent contemporary conceptualization of these 
methods as being in opposition is misguided and nega-
tively affects the development of social psychological 
science. Both forms of procedural inquiry can inform 
one another. Mixed methods can be used to overcome 
the limitations of one approach, from one angle, at one 
level of analysis. Qualitative methods can be augmenta-
tive to quantitative ones by moving beyond drawing 
inferences from survey and experimental data to captur-
ing the meaning underlying statistical outputs. Qualita-
tive methods can also be generative of new experimental 
hypotheses that can then be tested in laboratories, with 
quantitative data sets, and in the field. Finally, qualita-
tive methods can be used to investigate and document 
experiential phenomena as lived, constructed, and com-
prehended by people in their unique sociocultural 
contexts.

The augmentative, generative, and experiential 
aspects of the methodologies discussed in this article 
can be synthesized together so that qualitative and 
quantitative methods can be used to explore psychologi-
cal phenomena in a progressive loop. This would be a 
wise, or SAGE, model of social psychological research. 
We do not believe that our framework is exhaustive, nor 
do we believe that all research in social psychology 
should use mixed methods. We simply aim to highlight 
some benefits from using mixed methods and provide 
a framework to guide research in this tradition.

The advantages of our approach are to overcome the 
shortcomings of each social psychological method when 
used in isolation. However, conducting multimethod 
analyses may incur several drawbacks and multiple chal-
lenges: Multimethod research is more time consuming, 
requires further methodological expertise, and may 
struggle to find a home in journals that solely accept 
quantitative or qualitative methods (Yoshikawa et al., 
2008). Being methodically fluid also requires time, prac-
tice, and broad expertise to master diverse procedural 
techniques and the integration of possibly contradictory 
findings from multiple angles at different levels of analy-
sis. We argue that it can be beneficial to master these 
challenges and provide a framework to help scholars 
think through some relevant issues. Human life is com-
plex, and we need methodologies and methods to study 
this complexity (Gillespie & Cornish, 2010). We offer 
examples based on our own empirical research to show 
the ways in which we have employed the SAGE model.

Mixed-methods research can lead to sounder and 
more nuanced social psychological research that cap-
tures people—and the worlds they inhabit—in more 
meaningful and in-depth ways (Campbell & Fiske, 
1959). In turn, this has the potential for social psychol-
ogy to inform policy creation and development. Most 
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importantly, an integrative model encourages social 
psychologists to use a broader array of tools, perspec-
tives, and methods to “follow an argument where it 
leads” rather than to create limited knowledge with 
narrow implications for our understanding of subjective 
worlds (Flexner, 1939; Power, 2017).

For example, this approach has implications for the 
“nudge” literature in behavioral science (Thaler & 
Sunstein, 2008). The next generation of nudge research 
needs to investigate why some cultural groups, and not 
others, can be nudged toward more prosocial activities. 
An application of the SAGE model of research can help 
explain cultural or group variance in relation to proso-
cial activities of interest within nudge projects. By 
extension, a serious application of our model would 
have potential implications for many prevalent issues 
in the 21st century: the support of more ethical and 
culturally plural societies, fairer and more equal distri-
bution of economic resources, and changed behaviors 
to reverse the events of global climate change.

Throughout its history, psychology has been met 
with, and overcome, many crises. The latest one in this 
series revolves around the replication crisis: the failure 
to reproduce statistically significant experimental find-
ings when the same design is again used with different 
people (Open Science Collaboration, 2015). We have 
two thoughts on this issue. First, the replication crisis is 
borne out of a narrow view of social psychological 
research, one that is focused exclusively on manipulat-
ing variables and prioritizes quantifying outcomes to 
comprehend human thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. 
Second, the SAGE model can help address this by sup-
porting richer comprehension of social psychological 
phenomena. It provides a more holistic approach—
focused on meaning-making processes and contextual 
understandings—of the participants and contexts in 
these experiments. Many issues can cause nonreplica-
tion, but we suggest that one possible reason that 
experiments may not replicate is a lack of acknowledg-
ment of the different social, economic, cultural, and 
historical contexts in which experiments take place. We 
do not deny that there are many psychological univer-
sals, but universals are made manifest in localized con-
texts (Shweder, 1991, 2003; Shweder & Power, 2013). 
Our model offers a broad framework to think through 
using qualitative and quantitative methods in conjunc-
tion to design experiments that are more sensitive to 
the norms of different research populations and con-
texts. In this way, our methodological model can help 
address the replication crisis by broadening under-
standing of social psychological research and how dif-
ferent methods can be integrated to create more 
ecologically valid, in-depth, and nuanced research find-
ings and theory.

A recent salient critique of psychology has been the 
focus on undergraduate students from U.S. universities 
as participants (Arnett, 2008; Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 
2010). Whereas this has been an issue in both qualita-
tive and quantitative work, using the SAGE model can 
help overcome this limitation. The synthetic model of 
research, in which quantitative and qualitative methods 
are combined in various ways, has the potential to 
move away from solely sampling from this narrow and 
homogeneous slice of humanity. This is because eth-
nographic methods, including participant observation 
and interviewing, allow—and even necessitate—an 
awareness of the worldviews and meaning making of 
more diverse participants. When employed as part of 
a synthetic research process, these methods can bring 
greater attention to the particular time, place, cultural 
lenses, and perspectives of participants, which in turn 
may highlight the need for greater diversity. Experi-
ments with undergraduates sampled from universities 
have value, but its use in psychological research is 
disproportionate to a more expansive methodological 
repertoire. This can be remedied not simply through 
qualitative methods but, specifically, by thinking 
through the SAGE model while conducting social psy-
chological research.

Conclusion

Although there are deep-seated ontological reasons for 
a separation in qualitative and quantitative methods, 
these divisions should not manifest on a practical level. 
We have returned to the past and drawn on contempo-
rary research to present a framework for thinking 
through methodological issues in advancing social psy-
chological knowledge. Our SAGE model offers a new 
conceptualization of how researchers can employ these 
techniques in social psychological research. A SAGE 
approach to data collection and interpretation can aid 
social psychological investigations and help overcome 
limitations of single methods and related challenges. 
The hope is to try to realize the holism in social psy-
chology that Wilhelm Wundt envisioned.
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