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Abstract
Population geography is rightly recognised for its quantitative expertise. Yet, the methodological and epis-
temological diversification that has taken place within the sub-discipline alongside decades of theoretical
developments has gone largely undiscussed. In this report, I suggest that population geography is metho-
dologically multilingual and thus well placed to embrace mixed methods. This would bring epistemological
opportunities for population geographers, advancing the sub-discipline and engagement beyond in academia
and elsewhere. The confluence of theoretical and methodological developments, and global challenges that
demand attention of population scholars, means the time is ripe to broaden the lens of population geo-
graphies through deliberate pursuit of mixed methods agendas.
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I Introduction

The mixing of methods in population geogra-

phies was last given explicit attention two

decades ago in a special issue of The Profes-

sional Geographer. Introducing the piece,

McKendrick (1999: 41) asserts that ‘Population

geography is . . . an appropriate vehicle to

develop a primer to debate on multi-method

research’, yet Graham, in the same issue

(1999: 86), observes that ‘Population geogra-

phers seem especially reluctant to explore [the

territory of qualitative or mixed methods], pre-

ferring the familiarity and relative security of

the empirical frontier.’ Graham’s (1999) main

argument was that theoretical and conceptual

development must precede methodological

innovation. I contend that the emerging theore-

tical vibrancy of population geographies,

particularly in migration research (Smith,

2019), since Graham’s comments, and the cur-

rent research climate of embracing mixed meth-

ods and interdisciplinarity, make it apt for

population geographers to consider the potential

for distinctive contributions. Population geogra-

phers have a methodological multilingualism

with potential to be directed towards epistemo-

logical opportunities through mixed methods

approaches.

The interests of population geographers have

broadened from the core of the emergent sub-

discipline in the mid-20th century, covered in
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considerable detail in previous progress reports.

From focus on measuring population change

there has grown concern with processes and

experiences, and an engagement with the bio-

graphical (Halfacree and Boyle, 1993; Bailey,

2009) to understand ‘lives across space’ (Barcus

and Halfacree, 2018), following the changing

philosophy of quantitative geography more

broadly (Johnston et al., 2019). For migration

scholarship in particular, diversification has

characterised the substantive and methodologi-

cal evolution of the last two decades. A case in

point is internal migration research, dominated

in the early 1990s by quantitative analyses

around themes such as employment, housing,

health and lifestyle (e.g. Champion and Field-

ing, 1992), but by the early 2010s encompassing

also qualitative methods and themes such as

lifestyle and performance (Smith et al., 2015).

I am concerned in this report with how this

evolution primes population geographers to

make intellectual contributions to the social

sciences. I contend that population geography

is distinctively situated to make scholarly con-

tributions on vital social questions via mixed

methods approaches. There are extensive litera-

tures debating what constitutes mixed methods

(a good starting point is Creswell and Clark,

2017) that I will not elaborate here. Rather my

focus is on the potential to combine different

ways of knowing to generate new, more holistic

and nuanced, knowledges. This involves not

only the combination of techniques (methods

and data) but a conversation about what consti-

tutes knowledge (epistemological considera-

tions); the former necessitates the latter.

Below I review the methodological diversifi-

cation of population geographers and will sug-

gest the sub(discipline) possesses a distinct

methodological multilingualism with potential

for developing epistemological multilingual-

ism. I then review the emerging literature

employing mixed methods in population geo-

graphy and suggest that we ought to be bolder

in engaging with the implications and potentials

of mixed methods for providing a new lens for

our sub-discipline. I conclude by suggesting

three arenas where engagement in mixed meth-

ods presents epistemological opportunities: life-

course population geographies, transformative

population geographies, and theorising place

and scale.

II Methodological-to-
epistemological multilingualism

Population geographers of different methodolo-

gical traditions have a decent understanding of

what others in the sub-discipline do and what

kind of data and knowledge are produced, con-

stituting a methodological multilingualism. This,

combined with the theoretical developments of

recent years, presents opportunities to develop

epistemological multilingualism, finding lan-

guage and ways to engage on our philosophical

underpinnings to unlock knowledges that can

only come from theory-led engagement with

methodological multilingualism.

Population geography is highly regarded for

its attention to quantitative social science. There

has been, for example, methodological innova-

tion in pioneering work on data visualisation,

mapping and spatial analytics, often using inno-

vative large datasets (e.g. Franklin, 2019; Zhang

et al., 2019; Sander et al., 2015), population

estimation and projection (e.g. Rees et al.,

2012; Lomax et al., 2020) and measurement of

key concepts and concerns of population geo-

graphy such as segregation (e.g. Sabater et al.,

2017; Catney, 2018; Olteanu et al., 2019). There

is also conceptually-oriented quantitative work

dealing with the lives of individuals in social

context. This follows the experiences of indi-

viduals (over the lifecourse), and their connec-

tions to others, to examine process, cause and

consequence (e.g. Morris et al., 2018; Lei and

South, 2020; Coulter et al., 2020), and how this

has changed over generations (e.g. Champion

et al., 2017). This is a major trend in the sub-

discipline and conjoins the technological
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advances in longitudinal data and analyses with

theoretical development of lifecourse and

linked lives approaches (Coulter et al., 2016;

Bailey, 2009). There is work whose focus is

place, very often small places, or neighbour-

hoods. This includes work concerned with

neighbourhood change (e.g. Wright et al.,

2018), selection into neighbourhoods (e.g.

Clark and Brazil, 2019), the categorisation of

neighbourhoods (e.g. Lymperopoulou, 2019),

and the impact of being (resident) in particular

types of places on social outcomes (e.g. Petrović

et al., 2020).

Some of this quantitative work is concerned

with describing patterns and processes for

whole populations. Some is primarily con-

cerned with (spatial) ordering, reflecting the ori-

gins of quantitative geography (Johnston et al.,

2019). Much of the work uses statistical model-

ling to test associations through hypothesis test-

ing or by understanding and replicating

connections within complex systems. These

approaches are largely based on the philosophi-

cal position that there are truths and regularities

that can be empirically observed.

However, quantitative population geography

is also highly attuned to questions of represen-

tation. Quantitative population geographers are,

for example, conscious of and attentive to the

situatedness of knowledge and matters of inter-

sectionality (Hopkins, 2019). They are part of a

broader alliance of critical quantitative social

scientists (Barnes, 2009; de Vries, 2019; Ruane

et al., 2019), who acknowledge that ‘truths’ can

be variously represented, can present them-

selves variously, and are known through those

who experience them. This quantitative popula-

tion geography is less distant in the philosophies

of knowledge that underpin it from population

geography that is concerned with human expe-

rience, narrative and perspective using a multi-

tude of methods encompassing textual analysis,

ethnography and interviewing (for example, on

international migration: Cranston and Lloyd,

2018; Shubin, 2020).

There has, then, been a diversification in pop-

ulation geography not just of methods but of

epistemologies in the last two decades. Com-

bined with methodological multilingualism this

presents a distinct advantage in the pursuit of

new forms of knowledge. However, there is

much epistemological debate to be had and

work to be done. Although population geogra-

phers have long recognised that ‘[t]he quantita-

tive/qualitative divide can itself be called into

question and might more appropriately be

thought of as a continuum’ (Graham, 1999:

77), this debate is latent and we too frequently

revert to a binary quantitative-qualitative short-

hand overlooking alliances in the questions

being asked, the theoretical framings and the

underpinning philosophies of knowledge. We

need to openly and creatively engage with the

points that ‘[p]ositivists may rely on qualitative

data, just as nonpositivists may rely on quanti-

tative data’ and that epistemological perspective

shapes ‘how different methods are used’ rather

than dictating ‘what methods can be used’

(Gamlen and McIntyre, 2018: 376, 390). This

engagement is needed from across the metho-

dological spectrum, to critically reflect on our

own as well as others’ epistemological posi-

tions, and to disentangle assumptions about the

ties between epistemology and method, partic-

ularly with regard to quantitative-qualitative

distinctions. Then, we can recognise and pro-

mote the epistemological as well as the metho-

dological richness of the sub-discipline and

exploit the opportunities of mixed methods

research.

This call begs the question of why population

geographers have not been more eager to test

epistemological boundaries and pursue mixed

methods. There are no doubt many reasons of

practicality and priority – what wealth of quan-

titative data we have enjoyed in recent years!

Fundamentally, we need to be motivated to

embark on challenging scholarly endeavours,

to shift the lens of our discipline. My argument

is that this is necessary to address crucial social
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questions, and we are well primed to take this

opportunity.

III Mixed methods population
geography

It is difficult to find mixed methods studies in

population geography journals, or in geography

journals on population themes. This is not to say

that mixed methods research has not been

undertaken. Robinson (1986) is one early exam-

ple of mixed methods in population geography

in the community studies tradition, combining

quantitative description and qualitative inter-

views to examine the experience of Asian immi-

grants in Britain, elucidating the processes

through which ‘white society carefully circum-

scribes the limits of action within which immi-

grant groups are allowed to exist’ (1986: 197).

In recent years, mixed methods papers have

emerged in population geography, particularly

on migration topics. However, while they advo-

cate mixed methods, and provide some good

examples of how this might be undertaken,

there is a general lack of reflection on how mix-

ing methods augments (or alters) the knowledge

produced. Discussion of methods is relegated; a

missed opportunity to extol the virtues of crea-

tive, innovative and demanding methodologies.

For example, Ledwith and Reilly (2013) pro-

vide a good example of the complementary use

of different forms of data from the same source

and set of respondents, from a primary survey of

school pupils. They employ content analysis of

qualitative material alongside quantitative

multi-level modelling to investigate how migra-

tion is related to educational inequalities. They

position mixed methods as resisting ‘the social–

cultural/spatial–analytical binary’ (2013: 48),

but this is not explicated – a missed opportunity.

Bilecen and Sienkiewicz (2015) provide a

strong example of using interviews to generate

quantitative and qualitative social network

material to study transnational migrant net-

works but do not address key epistemological

questions of representation. Flahaux et al.

(2019) can be recommended as an example of

conversation between data with different epis-

temological underpinnings (primary surveys

with administrative data and interviews) at both

data collection and analysis stages. The strength

of their arguments about the experiences of

migrants living apart would have been greater

with reflection on how this mixed method

approach added to this knowledge.

Some recent publications are more explicit

about epistemology and argue in favour of

mixed methods to give power of explanation.

Hooijen et al. (2020), for example, examine the

contradictions in mobility intentions and beha-

viours for recent higher education graduates

taking a realist epistemological approach. They

use primary longitudinal survey data combined

with semi-structured interviews, complementa-

rily and in triangulation, and suggest ‘a more

nuanced understanding’ after adopting mixed

methods (2020: 15). Graham et al. (2015) exam-

ine the implications of (parental) international

migration on the mental health of carers of chil-

dren who do not migrate, using an iterative

sequential process of analysis of survey and

interview data. Initial survey analysis informed

interview sampling; thematic analysis of inter-

views informed further statistical analyses. This

mixing of methods enabled interpretations of

gendered patterns and country differences.

Gamlen and McIntyre (2018) present a rare

example of a recent paper in population geogra-

phy that engages extensively and explicitly with

the epistemological position of their mixed

methods approach. Their framing is ‘post-posi-

tivist’ with a focus on explanation that requires

both description and inference. In their study of

diaspora engagement policies they employed

quantitative analyses for description followed

by qualitative analyses for interpretation, inte-

grating the sources at analysis and inference

stages. This mixed methods approach enabled

Gamlen and McIntyre ‘to move beyond the

identification of correlations and get more
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directly at causation’ (2018: 389) in ways that

would not have otherwise been possible.

Although it could be argued that this paper sits

too easily with the position of quantitative

methods for description and qualitative methods

for ‘making sense of what such actions mean to

the social actors involved’ (2018: 378), it pro-

vides a fine example of how mixed method pop-

ulation geographies can create new knowledges.

Such work enables population geographers to

engage in mixed methods debates, in which we

are rarely present, in allied fields such as migra-

tion studies and mixed methods studies. The

ethnosurvey approach (Massey, 1987), pio-

neered for understanding migration across the

US-Mexico border, has, for example, proven

valuable for studying contemporary European

migration (e.g. Kaczmarczyk and Salamonska,

2018); Christensen et al. (2011) used ethno-

graphic methods with GPS and interactive

mobile phone questionnaires to study children’s

everyday mobilities. On fertility, Bernardi et al.

(2007) argue for a quantitative and qualitative

social network approach to understand social

influences on family formation.

While debates have ensued in other realms of

the discipline about synthesis, holism and

hybridity (Watkins, 2020), population geogra-

phers have been notable by their absence. For

example, arguments have been made for plural

epistemologies in geography around questions

of climate change and adaptation (e.g. Burnham

et al., 2016; Nightingale, 2016). Nightingale

(2016: 46) posits that ‘The goal is not to create

a complete picture – a situated knowledges per-

spective accepts that all views are always partial

– but rather to provide new alternatives for

thinking about causes as well as solutions to

research problems’. Bailey’s (2010) argument

that climate change is an arena in which popu-

lation geographers might further contribute can

be extended to making mixed methods contri-

butions, building on prominent work on forced

migration and climate change (e.g. Black et al,

2013).

Undoubtedly, mixed methods research is

very difficult, philosophically and practically

(Finney et al., 2019). So, what is the motivation,

just now, for population geographers to pursue

mixed methods? DeLyser and Sui (2011: 112)

argue that ‘[i]f our research and our discipline

are to survive and remain relevant, we must

move beyond divisiveness’ towards ‘hybrid geo-

graphies’. They also point to new data landscapes

presenting opportunities for creative mixed

methods (DeLyser and Sui, 2013), and the pos-

sibilities of the value of more traditional and

enduring methods being considered anew in this

context (DeLyser and Sui, 2014). Furthermore,

‘[t]he complex problems of our times will

demand both the greatest creativity and the great-

est diversity of approaches – not a new paradigm

or a new methodological “revolution”, but

instead an embrace of engaged methodological

pluralism, where different and divergent meth-

ods flourish to tackle issues from different

angles’ (DeLyser and Sui, 2013: 303). We might

also be convinced by the lively mixed methods

debates that consider the value of mixed methods

for research with vulnerable and marginalized

groups, highlighting the potential for transforma-

tive, co-produced and participatory research

within mixed methods frameworks (see, for

example, the 2014 Special Issue of the Journal

of Mixed Methods Research: Gomez, 2014).

There are echoes here of concerns, long articu-

lated, of population geography’s work with chil-

dren, vulnerable migrants and other marginalised

peoples and places (e.g. Botterill et al., 2018).

Population geographers, being methodologically

multilingual and epistemologically diverse, are

in a strong position to contribute in these regards

to the sub-discipline and beyond.

IV Conclusion: Epistemological
opportunities

Reflections on the state of population geogra-

phy at the turn of the century have focused,

importantly, on theoretical direction (e.g. White
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and Jackson, 1995; Graham and Boyle, 2001;

Philo, 2005; Findlay and Boyle, 2007; Tyner,

2014). While arguments have been made for the

contemporary relevance of population geogra-

phy, rarely are the methodological distinctions

and opportunities celebrated (as is the case for

the discipline more widely: DeLyser and Sui,

2011). The theoretical developments of popula-

tion geographies, together with methodological

multilingualism and epistemological diversity,

provide foundations for renewed conversations

about the opportunities of mixed methods

research to advance knowledge.

A case for why mixed methods might be ben-

eficial, why population geographers are well

positioned to lead their development within the

discipline, and why this is timely has already

been made. By way of conclusion, I suggest

three avenues that would allow population geo-

graphers to further their own scholarly agendas

and be part of broader important epistemologi-

cal conversations.

First is via work on lifecourse and linked

lives. Important theoretical developments have

been used to frame scholarship from a whole

range of methodological approaches. This is

illustrated in a Special Issue of Population,

Space and Place introduced by Findlay et al.

(2015). As population geographers, we would

be wise to consider what might be gained in

intellectual endeavour were some of these

approaches to be combined.

Second is the potential for transformative

population geography. For population geogra-

phers concerned with affecting social change,

transformative mixed methods are relevant in

their attentiveness to revealing the realities and

lived experiences of more-and-less powerful

participants. Many population geographers are

interested in inequalities and social-spatial jus-

tice, and it has been argued that a mixed meth-

ods approach has particular power in this regard

(Mertens, 2007). Building mixed methods pop-

ulation geographies may be one fruitful way to

meet Smith’s (2019) call for population

geography to be more politically engaged and

impactful.

A third way that mixed methods population

geographies may be attuned to epistemological

advancement is in consideration of concepts of

place and scale. Population geographies are

about the lives of individuals in spatial/social/

political/cultural context. Mixed methods may

bring greater understanding to the scalar rela-

tionships, contributing not only to the sub-

discipline but to the ‘spatial turn’ of the social

sciences, including in allied disciplines of

demography and sociology. Mixing methods is

ideal for a scalar approach to social problems

(Haarstad, 2014) as methods can be thought of

as relational and roughly corresponding to dif-

ferent scales of social experience and analysis

(Gamlen and McIntyre, 2018).

In these and other ways population geogra-

phy can pursue observation, interpretation end

explanation of lives across space and contribute

to methodological and epistemological debates.

Of course, achieving these visions requires

enabling disciplinary structures (Finney et al.,

2019). We need new ways of writing to carve

out a space for this and a reviewing system that

is capable of assessing mixed methods contri-

butions. This journal is one avenue for this, and

international conferences and professional bod-

ies also have important roles to play.

The emergence of mixed methods epistemo-

logical opportunities for population geogra-

phies may be particularly timely. In these

unprecedented global circumstances of 2020,

as populations worldwide react to coronavirus,

population geographers can offer much to the

examination of the responses, experiences and

impacts of the pandemic. For example, in this

renewed context, we can interrogate who the

‘surplus populations’ are (Tyner, 2014), how

socio-spatial inequalities are produced and

reproduced (Dorling, 2019), how linked lives

shape behaviours and experiences, including

(im)mobilities (Coulter et al., 2016), how life-

courses shift (Bailey, 2009), and how place and

6 Progress in Human Geography XX(X)



community take new forms and significance.

Population geographers might take advantage

of their methodological multilingualism and the

potential for mixed methods to garner holistic

insights into these crucial matters.
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