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Part I

The main features of qualitative 
methods





Chapter

Chapter summary
In this chapter the differences between conducting research in the 
physical, material world and in the world of human beings and 
human interaction will be explored. Many of the terms mentioned in 
this chapter derive from philosophy and are outside the scope of 
everyday language. Ontology, which can be used to establish 
whether something exists, is examined, as well as bipolar terms, 
such as subjective and objective, qualitative and quantitative, 
positivism and anti-positivism. The relevance of existentialism and 
empiricism to research will also be discussed.

Distinguishing between 
qualitative and quantitative 
methods

1

The difference between the physical world and the 
social world

When we return from a holiday, it is normal for our friends and family to ask us 
what it was like. They may ask us, for example, ‘What was the weather like?’ If 
we replied it was ‘quite hot’, or ‘not very cold’, they would probably press us by 
asking ‘Well, what temperature was it?’ They would expect us to give as precise 
an answer as we could, such as 25°C. They might also ask us about the nature 
of the resort, e.g. ‘Was the hotel very friendly?’ In reply, we might say, ‘Oh yes, 
we got talking to lots of people, especially at dinner time.’ However, we would 
probably be rather surprised if they followed on by asking us ‘Well, how many 
people did you meet on Wednesday afternoon?’
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These imaginary exchanges illustrate something of the difference between the 
physical world and the social world. Temperature is a feature of the physical 
world, and as such is susceptible to precise measurement. ‘Friendliness’, on the 
other hand, is more of a feature of the social world, and is normally much more 
difficult to measure precisely. We normally try to measure the physical world 
using numerical or quantitative measures, whereas we evaluate the social 
world using more descriptive or qualitative assessments.

When we consider the physical world, we tend to think of the kind of ques-
tions which are subsumed within disciplines such as chemistry, physics, astron-
omy or geology. Researchers in these subjects would tend to evaluate issues 
involving molecular structure, magnetic fields, or gravitational forces. 
Research would typically involve the taking of measurements of such phenom-
ena as electrical resistance or friction between moving bodies. The data within 
such research would normally be quantitative, and the results would be 
expressed typically in the form of equations or statistical analysis. The aim of 
such research is usually to explain the occurrence of phenomena, and to pre-
dict the way in which the physical world might respond in the future. In quanti-
tative investigations, researchers try to be as precise as possible in collecting 
data, and also in analysing that data.

However, not all research involves investigating the inanimate or physical 
world. We live in a very complex human society, and it is important that as far 
as possible we can understand the way in which human beings interact with 
each other. We are interested in questions such as how we can best educate the 
younger generation; why people commit crimes and how we can best respond 
to this; and how we can provide health care for an increasing population. When 
we start to think about research involving human beings, we realize that the 
situation is often very complex. We cannot simply use a measuring instrument 
to take some readings, and present these on a graph. We need to find other 
ways of collecting data. Often these methods involve talking to people, and 
reflecting carefully upon the things they say. So, for example, we might talk to 
elderly people about their health needs, and the ways in which people think 
these needs could be resolved. We might talk to previous offenders about the 
kind of social and other pressures which caused them to commit offences, and 
we might analyse the functioning of the justice system. The data from such 
research may not often be quantitative. It may much more typically involve 
words, and the collection of verbal accounts. Equally the analysis of such data 
may not lead to seemingly precise or concise results. The results may seem to 
be more general, and may suggest the collection and analysis of further data. 
Such qualitative research will usually require different data collection and anal-
ysis procedures when compared with quantitative methods.

Although the distinction between the physical world and the social world is 
very attractive, partly at least because of its apparent simplicity, it should at 
the same time be treated cautiously. A clear separation of the two is not as 
straightforward as it might seem. Human beings are part of the physical world 
in the sense that our bodies operate through a complex range of biochemical 
and molecular processes. Equally, human beings have a major impact upon the 
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physical world through, for example, our environmental policies. There is, 
therefore, an argument to be made that the distinction between the physical 
world and the social world is more subtle and nuanced than might be assumed.

It follows then that in terms of research, it may be less helpful to think of a 
clear distinction between quantitative and qualitative methods, and to consider 
the use of a multi-methods approach. This would take into account the interac-
tion between the physical and social worlds, and develop the use of research 
methods which combined qualitative and quantitative methods. This brief 
introduction, I hope, illustrates the fact that there is a wide range of issues here, 
and much room for debate. These issues affect both our view of the world 
around us, and the ways in which we conduct research into it. We now need to 
consider some of these questions in a little greater depth.

Advice for students 1.1
When you are writing your thesis, it is important that you do not select an 
approach to research, and then seek to justify this at all costs. It is generally 
considered better to discuss the complexity of the issues facing you, and then 
to explain in a balanced way the reasons for your choice of approach. This gives 
you an opportunity to demonstrate your understanding of research issues.

Ontology and our assumptions about reality

When we say that we are going to carry out a research investigation into a 
topic, there is a perhaps obvious assumption that the subject of the research 
actually exists: that we can collect data about it; and then analyse that data. It 
may seem strange to ask questions about whether or not something exists, but 
there is a branch of philosophy which does exactly that. This area of study is 
known as ontology, and it has important implications for research. Let us con-
sider some examples.

Suppose that you want to research some aspects of bureaucracy. You are 
fairly clear what you mean by bureaucracy. You have in mind approaching a 
large organization for help or information, and it seems that lots of obstacles 
are put in your way. You think of this as bureaucracy. However, the ontological 
question is whether bureaucracy really exists out there in the world, and that it 
can be studied and measured; or whether it is simply a rather vague term which 
is difficult to define precisely. If bureaucracy as a concept actually exists, and 
can be measured accurately, then we speak of it as being realist in terms of its 
ontology. On the other hand, if we think of bureaucracy as being simply a name 
for a rather general idea, then we speak of it as having a nominalist ontology. 
Katz (2002: 261) pointed out that questions of ontology can be very useful in 
suggesting a direction for research to proceed.

To take another example, let us think of morality and ethics. For some peo-
ple, moral principles such as justice, fair play and truth-telling are concepts 
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which exist independently in the world. They are not, as such, issues which can 
be discussed and evaluated by individual people, but fixed notions which have 
been true for all time, and will continue to be so. If the latter is the case, then we 
would think of ethics as having a realist ontology. On the other hand, some 
people think of moral principles as being much more flexible. They think of 
them as being dependent upon individual circumstances or upon the context of 
a particular issue. In this case, what is deemed fair or otherwise is more a ques-
tion of opinion, and will depend upon a whole range of factors which require 
careful consideration. If this is how we think of ethical issues, then it would be 
more relevant to speak of a nominalist ontology.

Subjectivism and objectivism

There are two other terms which are often used in the philosophy of research, 
and which are closely connected with realism and nominalism. These con-
cepts are objectivism and subjectivism. A realist ontology tends to imply that 
when conducting research, you can identify precise concepts, ideas or factors 
and collect exact data upon them in an objective manner. Such data will be 
precisely measurable and could, for example, be collated on a spreadsheet or 
analysed mathematically. The assumption of objectivist research is that there 
would be broad agreement between researchers about the nature of the data 
which needed to be collected, and about how that data should be obtained. 
Personal opinion or judgement about the approach to the research would not 
be considered especially important. Objective research would assume a form 
of consensus about the nature of the research data and how it should be 
collected.

Suppose, for example, we are interested in investigating literacy levels, and 
in particular the understanding of vocabulary, among school children. It is 
decided to give the children a test constructed around the understanding of a 
passage of literature. There is the assumption that the test will measure what it 
is supposed to measure, and that it will be in a format so as to treat all children 
equally. This kind of approach assumes that research can be conducted in an 
objective and balanced manner.

A nominalist ontology, on the other hand, is much more subjective in its 
approach. It starts from the viewpoint that if you want to investigate literacy 
levels, there are a number of different ways of achieving this. Each research 
method will shed light on a different aspect of the issue, and researchers may 
well have their own preferences about how to approach the research. Different 
methods may have their own underlying philosophical assumptions, and 
researchers will make up their own minds concerning how to justify their own 
approach. The data from such a subjective approach may well typically be 
more qualitative than with an objective approach. It may be based upon records 
of interviews or discussions, for example, and different researchers may decide 
to analyse such data in a variety of ways.
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The existential debate: existence and essence

The debate about subjectivism and objectivism is further illustrated by a rela-
tively contemporary school of thought known as existentialism. Its central 
ideas were raised initially by the Danish philosopher, S ren Kierkegaard (1813–
1855), but it later became more generally associated with the French writer and 
philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–80). As its name suggests, existentialism is 
concerned with the problems raised by the nature of human existence, and how 
we choose to conduct our lives.

One way of looking at this issue is to think of ourselves as being born with a 
certain genetic background, and in a particular social setting. These factors 
are seen as important in affecting both the type of person we become, and the 
role which we eventually have in life. Our lives then are seen as being signifi-
cantly influenced by factors which are to a great extent outside our control. 
This view of the world is often known as determinism.

In the period during and just after the Second World War, Sartre challenged 
this view, and argued that human beings have much more freedom than is 
reflected in a deterministic view of the world. He argued that human beings are 
confronted with a wide range of choices in life, and have an obligation to make 
decisions, often involving moral choices, about the conduct of their lives. It is a 
disconcerting feature of the world that we are born into a situation where there 
is so much freedom. However, according to Sartre, we should think carefully 
about the ethical choices we make, and not to do so is to waste the freedom 
which we are given. Ultimately we have to take responsibility for our decisions, 
and for the nature of the lives which we lead. Existentialists view the world as 
not possessing any specific sense of meaning. The fundamental responsibility 
of human beings is to work out a sense of meaning for themselves and for the 
world at large. In this way they can take decisions about how to interact with 
other human beings and how to work towards creating a better world.

Case study 1.1

It should be fairly clear from the discussion above, that the two broad 
approaches to ontology have implications for the type of research methodol-
ogy you might select for your research study. If you start from realist assump-
tions about your research study, then you will be likely to employ measuring 
instruments or questionnaires, from which the data can be converted into 
numerical values. On the other hand, if your research is underpinned by nom-
inalist assumptions, then you will be likely to collect data in the form of 
words. This could consist of interview transcripts, observational notes or 
autobiographical material. Thus, assumptions about ontology lead on logi-
cally to the selection of research methodology.
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Epistemology and the kind of knowledge we hope 
to reveal

When we get to the end of a research study, I think that most researchers would 
like to believe that they know more about a subject than when they first started. 
Having collected a lot of data on a topic and devoted much time to its analysis, 
then they probably feel that they have added to the sum total of knowledge on 
a research question. However, the term ‘knowledge’ is what we call in research 
‘a problematic concept’. When we say that we ‘know’ something to be true, 
there are usually all kinds of factors which create a sense of uncertainty in our 
mind. To take an everyday example, we may say that we know that a bus leaves 
for town at 3.45 p.m. However, the reality is that the bus may leave slightly 
earlier, or later; it may not leave at all because there is a mechanical break-
down, a road traffic accident or a strike; or the time may have changed because 
of alterations in the bus timetable. These factors which may influence the real-
ity of a situation are termed variables.

Existentialism is therefore more closely related to a subjectivist world-view. 
Much qualitative research is concerned with investigating the ways in which 
individual human beings attach meaning both to their world and to the world at 
large. In order to investigate meaning, researchers often need to conduct 
in-depth interviews, or to encourage respondents to write detailed personal 
accounts.

Sartre often summed up his philosophy by means of the short expression 
‘existence precedes essence’. By this, he meant that only after we are born do 
we begin to slowly create the essence of what we will become as a human 
being. After we acquire our existence, we begin to make the choices in our life 
which will give us our distinctive nature or essence. This idea had a profound 
effect upon post-war society in that it gave people an idea of the freedom which 
they possessed: the freedom to forge their own lives and existence. At the same 
time, in terms of social science research, it opened up the possibility of investi-
gating the ways in which people made sense of their world. There is further 
discussion of this expression in Sartre (2007: 22).

Advice for students 1.2
Having read this chapter so far, you may be wondering whether it is really 
necessary to use these complex and esoteric terms such as ontology in your 
thesis. After all, if you are using interview research, for example, you may ask 
yourself whether these philosophical concepts have a place in your research 
account. Well, it certainly is not necessary to go into great detail about them, 
but a brief mention does allow you to demonstrate to your examiners that you 
have a grasp of the philosophical basis of your research. This is no bad thing, 
and it should help you to make a good impression with your work.
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To take another example, suppose that a nurse studying for a higher degree 
wants to carry out research on the nurse role, in the hospital in which s(he) works. 
The researcher envisages using interview methods. However, as the research pro-
ceeds. it becomes evident that the existing work relationships between the 
researcher and other medical staff, are having an effect upon the data being col-
lected. The interactions between the different clinical staff are so complex and 
varied, that the researcher finds it difficult to be precise about the nature of the 
knowledge being generated. The variety of social variables makes it difficult to 
draw precise conclusions. This is not to say that the task is impossible, but simply 
to appreciate that knowledge is not as clear-cut as might be expected.

Epistemology, therefore, is the study of the basis upon which we claim to 
know something, or believe something to be true. Darlaston-Jones (2007: 19) 
has stressed, for example, the significance of epistemology and its relevance 
for research methods. Since the process of acquiring knowledge is so com-
plex, and the nature of knowledge so problematic, researchers need to be 
very careful about the implied degree of certainty they show in relation to 
knowledge. It is important to use words which do not imply a greater degree 
of certainty than is justified. For example, there are some words whose use 
can easily give the impression of unjustified certainty. In this context are 
words such as ‘facts’, ‘proof’, ‘truth’ and ‘belief’. It is not too difficult to think 
of alternative words or expressions which avoid this implication of certainty. 
When you are writing your thesis, it would generally be better to avoid any 
implied certainty, so let us consider some alternatives.

When we use the term ‘facts’, we are suggesting that the information is 
uncontested. That is, that a range of researchers would all treat the infor
mation as having the same degree of validity. It would be better to use words 
or expressions which are neutral in terms of validity, or leave room for a 
degree of interpretation. The word ‘data’ is frequently used by researchers to 
refer, for example, to the outcome of interviews. You could also say that ‘the 
results of the interviews suggest that …’ since this leaves some room for 
interpretation.

For similar reasons, the words ‘proof’, ‘proved’ and ‘truth’ are best avoided 
in accounts of research. They suggest that the researcher has reached an 
absolute, definite conclusion after analysing research data, and yet we just 
cannot be so certain. There is usually room for interpretation and discussion 
concerning the certainty of knowledge. For preference, you could use an 
expression such as ‘the results of the data analysis give the impression that …’ 
This again allows for interpretation, or for amending one’s conclusions in the 
light of further evidence.

The word ‘belief’ is also normally unsuitable for use in accounts of research. 
It can give the impression that we have excluded the possibility of further evi-
dence or data. It is important with any research conclusion that we leave open 
the possibility of amending the results if we find data to the contrary. In sum-
mary, then, researchers have always to bear in mind the provisional nature of 
their findings, and the possibility that these findings will need to be amended in 
the face of further data.
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Positivism and anti-positivism

Epistemological approaches to research are usually divided into positivism 
and anti-positivism (see Meyers, 2014: 4, for further discussion of epistemol-
ogy). Positivism, which is derived from a realist ontology, assumes that there 
are realities in the world which can be accurately measured. This approach to 
epistemology was first articulated by the French philosopher, Auguste Comte 
(1798–1857), and later extended and amplified by a French sociologist, Émile 
Durkheim (1858–1917). Positivists take the view that just as entities such as 
mass, acidity, pressure or electric current exist in the physical world, and can 
be measured using units of measurement, then entities exist in the social world 
too, and these can also be measured as part of a research process. The entities 
in the social world might be such factors as aristocracy, social integration, 
power, or religious belief. Part of the assumption of the positivist viewpoint is 
that sociologists can stand back from the social world and take measurements 
or collect data in an objective manner.

Anti-positivism, however, is associated with a nominalist ontology, and 
takes a very different view of the social world. For the anti-positivist, there are 
no specific social entities which can be measured. In this perspective the 
researcher cannot stand back dispassionately from society, and measure 
aspects of it. Human beings are seen as the creators of society, by virtue of 
their continual interaction with it. Society does not exist externally to human 
beings, but rather society and humanity are an integrated whole. In order to 
study society, the researcher needs to investigate human interaction and the 
nature of social meaning and understanding which emerges from that. Within 
this frame of reference, researchers do not measure society as such, but try to 
understand its complexities and subtleties. Clarke (2009: 29) has pointed out 
that the social world is permeated by reflective individuals, whereas data from 
the physical sciences is not, by its nature, reflective.

Generally speaking, positivist researchers collect data which is quantitative 
in character. This may involve the use of measuring instruments or question-
naires, and analytic procedures which convert the data into a statistical form. 
Anti-positivist researchers normally collect data which is in verbal form and 
use analytic procedures which try to reveal meaning and significance in the 
data. As such qualitative research involves a good deal of interpretation of 
data, anti-positivism is often known as interpretivism, or as an interpretivist 
approach.

Empiricism as a method of investigation

Finally, in this discussion of the nature of knowledge, and of the extent to 
which we can be certain that we know something to be true, we need to con-
sider the term ‘empiricism’. The concept of empiricism is frequently found in 
research accounts, typically where the researcher uses phrases such as ‘there 



Distinguishing between qualitative and quantitative methods  11

is empirical evidence that …’, or ‘the empirical data collected so far suggests 
that …’.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was an increasing 
argument that the only valid knowledge was derived from the evidence col-
lected by our senses. Hossain (2014: 225) reiterated this, pointing out that 
empiricism rejected notions of instinctive understanding. In other words, if we 
could see, feel or touch something in the world, then we could use that evidence 
or data as the basis for drawing valid conclusions. For example, if two pieces 
of metal were rubbing together, and we could detect a rise in temperature, then 
we could begin to understand something of the nature of friction. People who 
took this position were known as empiricists, and a well-known early advocate 
was John Locke (1632–1704). An alternative view about knowledge is idealism. 
People who hold this view argue that the only valid knowledge is that emerging 
from mental reasoning. Suppose we consider the question ‘Is cruelty towards 
people always bad?’ An empiricist would probably investigate this issue by 
observing many instances of cruelty and then trying to analyse whether the 
consequences were always adverse. An idealist, on the other hand, would prob-
ably argue that this process is unnecessary. Cruelty by its very nature is 
immoral and unkind, and we know this from the very nature of the concept. We 
do not need to collect lots of empirical data to establish this. It is self-evident 
from the idea of cruelty.

The empirical method in relation to knowledge was increasingly associated 
with the development of science and with the Industrial Revolution. There was 
an appreciation of the power of scientific thinking and of the contribution 
which this could make to society. Although empiricism is often closely linked 
with positivism and the scientific method, it is important to realize that its rele-
vance is wider than that. Empiricism is equally as applicable to qualitative 
research. If we observe people interacting in a social situation, the data we 
collect as observational notes is empirical in just the same way as if we col-
lected quantitative data. Making observations depends upon the use of our 
senses, and hence is empirical in nature. Philosophers and researchers often 
use the term a posteriori to describe a situation where we collect data first, and 
then draw conclusions about the world. The opposite of this is a priori reason-
ing where we use our powers of reasoning to draw conclusions before we have 
collected any empirical or sense evidence.

In principle, then, if we collect quantitative or qualitative data, and use this 
as the basis of trying to understand the world, we are thinking empirically, and 
using a posteriori reasoning. This is the basis of what we normally refer to as 
scientific thought. However, a priori reasoning still has a very important func-
tion in research. When we are planning a research project of any kind, we nor-
mally need to consider the concepts which we will use to design the research 
aims and analysis. Suppose, for example, that we are planning a research study 
designed to investigate whether an examination system has become more diffi-
cult in recent years. One of the key issues to be resolved here, before we even 
think of the type of data to collect, is the question of how we will define the 
concept ‘difficult’. For example, we may decide to investigate whether a broader 
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range of knowledge is required because of changes in the curriculum; we may 
wish to investigate whether students are now required to carry out more inter-
pretation of information rather than simple recall; or we may wish to investi-
gate the systems of assessment, such as the balance between essay writing and 
textual analysis. In other words, the ‘difficulty’ of an examination is a complex 
issue, and in order to carry out research in this area, we will almost certainly 
need to define what we mean by the term before we start to collect data.

This process of definition or conceptual analysis is at least partially an a 
priori process. While our analysis of the concept of difficulty may rely in part 
upon our previous experience of the examination process, the process of con-
ceptual clarification depends also upon cognitive analysis. Some examinations, 
for example, may depend upon the writing of essays as a means of assessment. 
However, we would need to analyse exactly what this is testing. Essays may 
test the ability to recall information, to structure and analyse information, to 
compare and contrast information, to write in an elegant prose style, or indeed 
many other qualities. Therefore, before we begin to collect data on the balance 
of essay writing in an examination, or on its effectiveness in terms of assess-
ment, we need to analyse the overall purpose of including essay questions.

In research, as in many other aspects of life, we do tend to think in terms of 
binary divisions such as qualitative and quantitative, subjective and objective, 
or a priori and a posteriori. This type of thinking can be very useful, in the 
sense that it helps us to be clear about the type of process which we are employ-
ing in research. However, it can be argued that this binary thought system is an 
over-simplification of the research process, and that research often benefits 
from using a combination of positivist and interpretive thinking.

Case study 1.2

Suppose that we are embarking on a research project entitled ‘The conse-
quences of punishment in prison on rates of recidivism’. From what we have 
argued earlier, we would probably need to analyse the concepts of ‘punish-
ment’ and of ‘recidivism’ before proceeding with data collection. However, as 
the research title employs the term ‘rates of recidivism’ it seems reasonable 
that we would collect quantitative data on this, and then analyse it statisti-
cally. It is possible that there might be a need for some qualitative data, but 
the emphasis will probably be upon quantitative analysis.

However, if the research title is altered to ‘the attitudes of prisoners to 
changes in the punishment regime’, then we may well feel that the emphasis 
has changed from the measurement of external ‘facts’ to the analysis of 
feelings in relation to external factors such as punishment systems. Overall, 
this revised title seems to lend itself to the collection of qualitative data, 
through the use of observations or interviews with prisoners.

This is not to say that, in either case, a combination of methods would not 
be possible, but the emphasis of one or the other would depend on the nature 
of the research question.
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The terms and concepts used in this chapter are largely derived from philos-
ophy, and provide a framework for thinking about the research process. In 
your thesis, when you are discussing the planning of your research, it will be 
very useful to employ some of these concepts, as it will demonstrate that you 
have thought clearly about the underlying basis of your project. We will now 
move on in Chapter 2 to discuss some of the main features of qualitative and 
interpretive research.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 a priori and a posteriori knowledge
•	 epistemology, positivism and anti-positivism
•	 existentialism and research
•	 realism and nominalism in ontology
•	 subjectivism and objectivism
•	 the nature of empiricism
•	 the nature of the physical world and the social world



Chapter 12

Interpretive research and the 
scientific paradigm

Chapter summary
In this chapter you will explore the role of interpretive research in 
trying to make sense of human experience, and to understand the 
ways in which people generate a feeling of meaning in relation to 
society. You will engage with ideas such as the social construction 
of knowledge, phenomenology, and the differences between holism 
and reductionism in research. The chapter ends with a taxonomy of 
research methods to help guide you through the sometimes complex 
terminology of research.

The nature of interpretation in research

The idea of accurate measurement was central to the positivist view of the 
world. It was felt in the mid-nineteenth century that anything was susceptible 
to precise measurement as long as the research was planned in the correct 
way. The assumptions of the positivist approach were that researchers under-
stood the variables which required measurement, and that they were able to 
stand back from the measurement process and conduct their research in a bal-
anced and objective manner. The idea of ‘distance’ between researchers and the 
object of their research was important to positivists because it served to under-
line the possibility of impartiality and independence in research.

When designing a bridge, for example, architects could calculate the likely 
stresses on the main spans of the structure, the likely forces generated by 
adverse weather conditions, and the most appropriate construction materials 
for a particular design. The possibility of working in this objective rationalist 
manner gave the impression to researchers during the Victorian period that it 
was in principle possible to control the natural world and to have access to 
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In an analogous situation in a hospital where a new system of nursing care 
was introduced, positivist researchers would try to investigate its usefulness by 

almost unlimited technological development. There was, however, the gradual 
realization that the subject-object division between researchers and the prob-
lem being researched was not only impossible, but also undesirable.

Let us consider examples from two different areas: education and health. 
Suppose we are researching the efficacy of a new method of computer-medi-
ated learning in higher education, with a view to students working more inde-
pendently. From a positivist point of view, we may decide to compare a group 
of students working in the traditional manner supported by a tutor, with a 
group working independently using computer-based learning methods. We may 
try to eliminate extraneous variables such as the academic background of stu-
dents by selecting groups which had similar qualifications and professional 
experience. However, it may be very difficult to control the large number of 
potential variables.

Interpretive researchers, on the other hand, may start from a very different 
perspective. Rather than trying to measure the impact of a new educational 
initiative, they may decide to investigate the feelings of students working more 
independently with less support from a tutor. They may ask the students to 
describe whether they found it difficult to access information, whether it was 
difficult to resolve problems on their own without the advice of a tutor, or 
whether they experienced feelings of isolation. By talking to students and try-
ing to tease out their underlying emotions, interpretive researchers would try 
to understand and document the deeper reactions of students, and to gradually 
construct a picture of what it was like to work in a different way.

The purpose of interpretive research is therefore less about attempts at 
objective measurement and more about trying to make sense of the human 
experience. It is also important to note that the positivist approach starts with 
decisions about what needs to be measured. Interpretive researchers argue that 
this approach is arbitrary in that the decisions reflect not objective research 
decisions, but the personal prejudices or ideological preferences of the 
researchers. The interpretive position is to start with much more of a blank 
slate in terms of formulating ideas, and to work towards an understanding of 
how the students are affected by a new method of studying. Further discus-
sions of interpretive research designs may be found in Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow (2012: 5).

Advice for students 2.1
When beginning a qualitative study, you clearly need some plan for beginning 
the data collection process. However, where you commence and with whom is 
not quite as critical as with positivist research. As the data collection process 
proceeds, you can adjust your sampling depending upon the nature of the 
data you are receiving, and also the availability of suitable respondents.
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measuring such variables as length of stay of patients, clinical indicators of the 
body’s function, and perhaps satisfaction gradings given by patients and their 
relatives. Again, it is the researcher, however, who decides on what is to be 
measured. The interpretive approach would be to encourage the patients to 
define what for them are the critical issues in the care process, and what needs 
to be evaluated.

Unlike the positivist approach with its separation of researcher and object 
of research, interpretive researchers see themselves as inextricably linked with 
the respondents who are providing data. Within interpretivism, the researcher 
and respondent are seen as being linked in a joint enterprise of trying to under-
stand the social world, as discussed by Tadajewski (2006: 430). Wherever pos-
sible, preconceptions are avoided, and there is a sense of working together to 
add to our understanding of whether a new initiative is likely to be effective.

The interpretive approach tends to view a form of dialectic existing between 
the researcher and the respondents who are providing the data. In the case of 
investigating a new initiative, the respondents will have their own perceptions 
of the new process, and at the same time the researchers will have developed 
their own viewpoint. There will almost inevitably be a degree of interaction 
between the two sets of interpretation. Each will influence the other, and will 
help generate a range of new data which emerges from the dialectical process.

It is important also to note that positivists tend to view data collection as a 
process fixed in time. Although they may repeat the process some time later, 
they tend to view data collection as a single, separate process where the data, 
once collected, is analysed, and the research process regarded as completed, at 
least for the time being. The philosophy of the interpretive process is very dif-
ferent, however. It views research as continuing into the future, with a contin-
ual process of interaction between researcher and respondent. Each continues 
to influence the other in a gradual process of refinement of the data collection 
and analysis.

An important element of this iterative process is that the respondents can 
manage, in the data which they provide, to give as accurate a picture of their 
views as possible. If you have ever been asked to complete an evaluation form 
of some type, you will probably have been frustrated by the impossibility of 
choosing responses which accurately reflect your feelings and opinions. The 
questions and alternative responses have been pre-structured by the research-
ers and consequently reflect their opinions and values, and not yours. This 
highlights one of the great difficulties of positivist research. It almost inevita-
bly imposes external values upon the respondents.

Another facet of this phenomenon is the use of numerical rating scales when 
gathering data. It is very tempting to try to gather data using numerical scales 
as it gives an impression of precision and accuracy. Statistical operations can 
be conducted on the data and this gives a sense of understanding of a phenom-
enon. However, interpretivists argue that such approaches are reductionist in 
the sense that they over-simplify complex phenomena. For example, if we ask 
respondents to grade their feelings about something in terms of being good to 
bad, useful to not useful, or helpful to unhelpful, using a scale of 1 to 5, there is 
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an assumption that we actually know what a grade of 2, or a grade of 4 rep-
resents. We may know that 3 is better than 2, but it is difficult to be certain that 
we know what they actually represent. Interpretivists argue that the use of 
numbers in this way is a form of delusion and gives only an impression of accu-
racy. They feel that it is much more accurate to ask respondents to represent 
their feelings in words, even if this requires a much longer description. Sup-
pose, for example, that we ask a group of people to read a novel. We would be 
very surprised if they all had the same opinion of the plot and the characters. 
We would expect there to be widely divergent opinions. This takes us on to the 
question of meaning, and the way in which human beings create a sense of 
understanding and significance about the social world.

Exploring meaning within social interaction

If we think for a moment about the way in which people understand the world, 
it is likely that research respondents will be influenced by a wide variety of 
factors. Their genetic inheritance, their upbringing, political views, economic 
status and occupational history, are just some of the factors which are likely to 
influence their view of the world, and their perception of the world around 
them. Interpretive researchers are very interested in the way this complex of 
factors provides a sense of meaning and understanding. In order to compre-
hend social meaning, interpretive researchers feel that the most appropriate 
way is to encourage respondents to describe their vision of the world. This is 
seen as the best way to gather data which is valid.

In social research, when we speak of the validity of data, this has a specific 
meaning. It refers to the extent to which data actually represents the reality of 
what it claims to represent. For example, suppose that we ask a school-teacher 
about the most difficult aspect of their job. The reality may be that the greatest 
difficulty is with keeping discipline among the students. However, they may not 
wish to admit that they find difficulty in this area, because they feel that they 
might be perceived as incompetent. Therefore, they may claim that the most 
difficult facet is keeping up to date with subject matter. This is perhaps some-
thing which is less contentious and which can be relatively easily remedied 
through a range of staff development programmes. The point about this is that 
the response does not reflect a high level of validity. The problem could be even 
greater if the question were asked by someone in a management position, or 
someone in an inspectorial role who was capable of having an adverse effect 
upon the career progression of the teacher.

Such problems are complex when quantitative data is being collected. Sup-
pose that we ask the same question as above about the most difficult feature of 
the job and then offer a number of alternative responses as defined by the 
researcher. The respondent is asked to tick the response which is nearest to 
their opinion. The number of the response provides a range of quantitative data 
which can be analysed. However, as there is only a limited range of pre-defined 
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responses, it will be difficult for the respondents to choose an alternative which 
is close to their feelings. In other words, the responses will have low validity.

Qualitative researchers, however, feel that they are able, through a process 
of detailed questioning, to get much closer to the truth about an issue and to 
elicit responses which have a high validity. In the above example, if the 
researcher does not feel that the first response about subject knowledge has 
high validity, then they can try gradually to explore other areas such as disci-
pline to gauge the reaction of a respondent. In this sense, the researcher is able 
to generate responses of a higher validity, through a gradual process of ques-
tion and answer. While it is true that the data from such a process may be very 
detailed, and not necessarily easy to summarize, nevertheless it should have a 
reasonably high level of validity and should represent the actual feelings of the 
respondents.

The concept of meaning is very important in understanding the way in which 
research respondents interact with each other to construct a social world. 
When a small group of people gather together on a social occasion, they may 
each express a range of views about, say, a political issue. Providing that each 
person is reasonably open-minded, then they will be influenced to some extent 
by the views expressed and may adapt their own views. As opinions continue 
to be exchanged, there may gradually emerge a new social reality which incor-
porates the different perspectives of the participants. The documentation of 
this process and the understanding of how it operates in reality is an important 
function of qualitative research. It is particularly relevant to qualitative meth-
ods, since to understand the interplay of exchanges of meaning, it is necessary 
to document the conversational processes in great detail. On such occasions, 
we are observing the construction of new worlds of social understanding, 
during which people’s sense of meaning changes. Such interpretive research 
has been particularly associated with the views of the German sociologist, Max 
Weber (1864–1920).

Of course, one might argue that not all human interactions are open-minded 
and receptive to new and different views on society. Some people, for various 
reasons, embrace relatively fixed views on issues, and are reluctant, if not 
unable, to change them. In such cases we may refer to this as an example of 
ideology. Cochran-Smith and Fries (2001: 3–4) suggest ways in which ideology 
may be employed in evaluating educational issues. When someone possesses a 
fixed world-view and regards all issues and questions which they reflect on, 
within the scope of that world-view, then it is difficult to encourage them to 
think about something in an open, rational way. If someone appears to be oper-
ating from an ideological viewpoint, then it may be very difficult to convince 
them of this. The very fact that they have, or appear to have, a closed world-
view, makes it by definition very difficult to open up their thought processes to 
rational analysis.

We tend to find ideological thought particularly in such spheres as politics 
and religion, where a single world-view or belief system may be so all-embracing, 
that for such an individual all questions are considered within the principles, 
beliefs, thoughts, knowledge and ways of reasoning associated with that 
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However, a further complication relevant to research is whether rational-
ism is itself an ideology. It can be argued that whenever we look at the world, 
whatever our particular viewpoint, we reflect our own specific world-view. 
This, it can be argued, has developed through a wide variety of factors, and 
reflects a unique manner of thinking. Within this viewpoint, we all think in an 
ideological manner, and there is therefore an unavoidable bias in our interpre-
tation of the world. If we assume then that all research is to an extent biased 
and reflects individual viewpoints, we may consider that the entire research 
process is flawed. However, one solution to this dilemma is to reflect upon 
our own possible biases, and to try in an open and transparent manner to illu-
minate our own way of thinking. In this way we may not eliminate all bias and 
ideological thought, but at least we expose the limitations of our reasoning 
process.

The social construction of understanding and 
knowledge

The pursuit of absolute truth is an attractive proposition. It can give us the feel-
ing that there exist in the world fixed ideas, whether moral, political, aesthetic 
or religious, which are certain and valid for all times and all places. If we accept 
the possibility of such ideas, then the world seems a much more certain place, 
and perhaps filled with a greater sense of security. However, the proposition 
that there exist ideas which are eternally true, carries as its corollary and con-
sequence the proposition that there also exist ideas which are fundamentally 
flawed. Not all ideas can be absolutely true and valid, since some ideas exist 
clearly in opposition to one another. We are therefore forced into asking our-
selves the very difficult question, ‘On what grounds can we assert that one idea 
is superior to another idea?’ Further discussion of the concept of social con-
struction is available in Gergen (2015: 4).

ideology. We may bemoan the fact that it is difficult to change the views of 
such a person or to encourage them to think within the parameters of scientific 
rationalism.

Advice for students 2.2
There is no reason in principle why a researcher should not conduct research 
and write a research thesis from the perspective of a particular ideology. For 
example, you may choose to conduct your research project using a Marxist 
perspective. This would in principle be acceptable, but with one important 
caveat. This is that you include in the thesis a reflective account which dis-
cusses your particular perspective, and explains the impact this has had on 
the conduct of the research. This renders your approach open and transparent.
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One possible solution to this dilemma is to apply a form of consequentialism 
to the problem. In the case of economic theory, for example, suppose we are 
trying to determine whether a socialist economic system or a free-market sys-
tem is the most effective. We may apply both systems in a reasonably compara-
ble context, and then observe the consequences for the population at large. We 
would try to judge which economic system generally had the best effects for 
society as a whole. However, in reality, this may be a very difficult issue to 
resolve. In other words, trying to create a hierarchy of ideas, from the best to 
the worst, may actually raise more complex problems than it resolves.

The other solution to this problem is to resign oneself to the notion that try-
ing to construct a sequence of ideas from the most to the least valid, will be 
likely to fail. One possible solution, and the one which is generally favoured by 
qualitative researchers, is to accept a form of epistemological relativism. This 
is the argument that, generally speaking, all ideas are approximately equal in 
value and validity. I say approximately because some people may find it very 
difficult to accept the equality of some ideas. Suppose, for example, that two 
judges are faced by someone convicted of petty theft. One wishes to impose a 
long prison sentence, while the other suggests a period of community service. 
Most people may feel that in contemporary society, the latter course of action 
is the wisest.

Nevertheless, the general principle of epistemological relativism is that 
ideas exist in relation to a particular social system or world-view. The concept 
of relativism derives from the way in which we suppose that knowledge is cre-
ated. In the case of a priori knowledge, this may be generated by cognitive 
reflection on a problem, without, in principle, the need for empirical evidence. 
On the other hand, a posteriori knowledge is generated largely from the anal-
ysis of empirical data. The concept of relativism is derived from an alternative 
view of the way in which knowledge is generated. Kinzel and Kusch (2018: 41), 
for example, point out the different perceptions of philosophers and sociolo-
gists towards relativism.

The sociology of knowledge approach rests upon the assumption that all 
forms of knowledge are influenced in their development by the social context 
in which they evolve. If we live, for example, in a society which is governed by 
warrior-kings, and which is subject to military conventions, it would not be 
difficult to understand if legal infringements within that society are subject to 
severe physical punishment, or even capital punishment. However, in a more 
liberal society governed by a form of civil democracy and the rule of law, one 
might expect to see more reformative types of justice. Now as there are no 
criteria against which we can judge these two forms of justice, all we can do is 
to consider them within the perspective of the society in which they have devel-
oped. Neither is right, and neither is wrong. They merely represent different 
forms of justice, which are related to their social context. This perspective on 
the world is sometimes termed cultural relativism. That is, cultures, knowl-
edge, ideas, economic systems and political systems are not absolutely right or 
wrong, but can only be seen in comparison to each other and to the social con-
texts in which they exist.
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A holistic approach to research

The idea of a multi-faceted view of society or the world is linked to the concept 
of holism in research. Holism views society as consisting of a wide range of 
different processes which are in a constant state of interaction, working 
together in order to produce a coherent whole. According to holists, in order 

However, if we say that all world-views are equal, this leaves us with a com-
plex philosophical problem, and that is ‘How can we decide between different 
courses of action?’ Since we regard all aspects of knowledge as broadly equal, 
it is very difficult to resolve questions, whether ethical, psychological or philo-
sophical. All we can do is to make an intuitive judgement and perhaps to justify 
it on the a priori grounds. We see here the rather uncomfortable relationship 
between a priorism and a posteriorism. To some extent, they are both inter-
connected.

Although the creation or construction of knowledge can be seen as related 
to the particular social setting, the actual mechanism by which this takes place 
exists on an interpersonal level. If a group of people are discussing a political 
debate on television, there will probably be a wide range of opinions expressed. 
At the end of the discussion some people may find that they have revised their 
opinion of the political question, while others may feel that their opinion has 
been consolidated. The group of people here have gone through a process of 
social construction, in which extra layers of knowledge have been accumu-
lated between them, along with the construction of a wider level of understand-
ing. One can view this as a process during which individuals build up their own 
vision of the world, and at the same time are influenced by the social world 
around them. During this process of social construction, multiple visions of the 
world are in competition with each. Ultimately some will succeed in becoming 
widespread and popular, and other perspectives will be less popular.

It is also worth noting, however, that within a relativistic perspective, world-
views do not remain fixed and rigid. Competing world-views are part of a 
dynamic social process which, in a sense, is never completed. There is an 
ever-changing social process which first favours one perspective, and then 
favours another. The result is a dynamic society which in principle should be 
able to adapt to a range of circumstances.

Case study 2.1

In a research study involving interactions between different people, some 
form of interview methodology may be appropriate. This would enable the 
development of different viewpoints to be explored, with a view to analysing 
the ways in which each person’s developing world-view affects those in the 
remainder of the group.
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to  understand society, it would be counter-productive to attempt to study 
individual processes and to understand how each process affects society as a 
whole. What is really important is to understand the system of collaborative 
working whereby systems inter-relate to produce an integrated society. Within 
holism, the totality of society is seen as more significant than the combination 
of the different functioning elements of which society is composed. Morse and 
Chung (2003 : 18) argue that it can be advantageous to employ several different 
qualitative methods in conjunction, in order to enhance the possibility of a 
holistic approach.

When you start to develop a research question for your thesis, it is quite 
normal for the question to begin as a fairly broad issue. You will probably be 
advised to narrow this down to a more precise question. Inevitably research 
has to be concerned with fairly precise issues, but there is an inherent danger 
here. Suppose that you decide to investigate aspects of the way in which young 
children learn to read. You may decide to focus upon the contribution of par-
ents to the process of learning to read. This is fine as long as you do not lose 
sight entirely of the other factors, such as the work done in school, the teaching 
methods used, the types of books chosen for practice and the way in which 
reading practice is structured.

If we take a broad research question and focus on only one facet of this, then 
this is known as reductionism. The problem with reductionism is that the 
research becomes so specific that it is in danger of ignoring the many other 
aspects of, in this case, learning to read. There needs to be a continual effort to 
relate your narrowed research to the other aspects of the broad issue, and 
hence to take a holistic view.

The same is true of methodology. In the above example, you may decide as 
your principal research strategy to interview a sample of parents concerning 
the help they give their children each evening, in supplementing the reading 
practice done at school. This would give a qualitative focus to your research, 
and you could legitimately claim in the title of your thesis, that this was a qual-
itative study. However, it would be perfectly reasonable to include some quan-
titative measures in your thesis, providing evidence of the progress of the 
children in terms of reading. You could argue that such an approach was more 
holistic than relying exclusively upon interviews.

The phenomenological perspective

As we examine some of the underlying principles of qualitative research, then 
phenomenology is often regarded as one of the most important bases of the 
approach. Founded initially upon the philosophical writings of Edmund Hus-
serl (1859–1938), it concentrates upon trying to illuminate the ways in which 
the individual person perceives the world around them. In particular, the phe-
nomenological research process tries to set on one side the assumptions 
which we all hold about the social world. For example, if we are investigating 
the attitudes of mature students to university study, we may come across 
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Just as the approach encourages respondents to set on one side their previ-
ous notions about a subject, there is also the question of the embedded assump-
tions of the researcher. The latter, just like the respondent, arrives at the 
research situation with a range of ideas, motivations, inclinations and other 
assorted psychological attitudes. It is important that the researcher is aware of 
this, and takes steps to minimize the consequences for the research. One strat-
egy would be that through a process of self-reflection the researcher acknowl-
edges and discusses during the research process, the psychological aspects of 
his or her personality which are relevant to the research. This then renders the 
research process more transparent. The alternative approach is for the 
researcher to try to identify key features of his or her thinking, and then to try 
to reduce the consequences by taking a variety of steps, such as perhaps avoid-
ing a specific topic during the interviews, or by not being too intense in the 
questioning process in relation to a particular issue.

As a related issue, it is important for researchers to be aware of the 
impact and effect of cultural issues upon the lifestyle of both researchers and 

preconceptions which see higher education as something too complex for the 
‘ordinary’ person. The phenomenological approach tries to explore in detail 
some of the factors which have led to this viewpoint. Such research often 
involves a slow and detailed examination of the background of the respondent, 
and the way in which this affects their view of the world.

In order to reveal this kind of data, phenomenology normally uses a very 
small number of respondents, even sometimes just a single person. Only in this 
way can time be devoted to obtaining the very detailed data which is needed to 
explore the deeper feelings and experiences of people. The most typical 
approach to the gathering of data involves established qualitative methods 
such as interviews and discussions. Also, when researchers are engaging with 
the respondent, they try not to be directive in the way that they explore a topic. 
They will normally introduce a topic for discussion and try to allow the respon-
dent to select the direction in which the discussion goes. The emphasis is as far 
as possible upon revealing the world-view of the respondent.

Case study 2.2

Suppose that you wish to research the professional life history of a senior 
police officer. You are interested in the social and legal changes which have 
taken place during the officer’s career, and would like to explore how they 
view these changes and their impact upon their professional existence. You 
could adopt an oral history or autobiographical approach to the collection of 
data, but embedded within the theoretical principles of phenomenology. The 
use of the latter concepts would provide a strong theoretical position, which 
would usefully strengthen the study, particularly if it were at doctoral level.
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respondents. In an ideal world, phenomenological research tries to overlook 
features of culture and lifestyle. While it is not always possible to achieve this, 
such features can be incorporated in a reflective or reflexive account in a the-
sis, which seeks to discuss them and in a transparent way explore their possible 
effects upon the research.

Different perceptions of the social world

Advances in knowledge in quantitative research and in qualitative research 
take place in fundamentally different ways. In positivism, the researcher pro-
poses a provisional statement about some feature of the world. This is known 
as a hypothesis. The researcher then develops a strategy for collecting data, in 
order to investigate whether that data seems either to support or negate the 
working hypothesis. If the data supports the hypothesis, then the latter is pro-
visionally accepted; if not, then the hypothesis is amended in the light of the 
data, and further data is collected in order to re-test the hypothesis. This method of 
proceeding in research is known as deduction, or as the hypothetico-deductive 
principle.

The alternative approach, and the one associated with qualitative research, is 
known as induction. In this process the researcher collects data on a particular 
subject of interest. Often there is no pre-ordained plan to the data gathering. 
Rather, after the first section of data is collected and analysed, the researcher 
gains ideas for the next data collection procedure. This continues until the 
researcher feels that they have sufficient data with which to develop a provi-
sional theory. This theory is then subjected to testing through the collection of 
new data. As a result of this, the theory may be provisionally accepted, or it may 
be developed and enriched by virtue of the new data. Within this model of induc-
tion, the researcher never really reaches the point at which the theory is totally 
accepted. There is always the possibility that new data may be found which will 
negate the theory, and for this reason the theory always remains provisional.

Within the deductive approach, there tends to be a more precise focus to the 
collection of data, since the purpose is to test a specific hypothesis. The method 
lends itself to the collection of quantitative data, or we could say numerical 
data, since such empirical measurements are suited to the evaluation of a pre-
cise hypothesis. In such cases, the data is often analysed statistically in order 
to try to determine the limits within which the data may be said to support or 
negate the hypothesis.

In qualitative research, however, as the inductive method does not demand, 
at least in the initial stages, a highly predetermined data collection schedule, 
then there tends to be a much wider range of data collection methods used. The 
following section provides an overview of this variety of methods. The taxon-
omy which follows is intended to illustrate some of the similarities and differ-
ences between quantitative and qualitative methods. It should provide you with 
a fairly succinct statement which shows the variety of strategies whereby qual-
itative methods may be used to address your research question.
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A taxonomy of research methods

The terminology of social research methods is very complex, and I hope that at 
this stage of the book this taxonomy will provide you with a guide to which you 
can turn in order to remind yourself of some of the main terms and concepts. 
Although this book is devoted to the richness and depth provided by qualitative 
methods when addressing research questions, it should be helpful to keep in 
mind some of the contrasting positions of qualitative and quantitative methods 
(Table 2.1).

Table 2.1  Comparison of quantitative and qualitative research

Quantitative research Qualitative research

Primarily conducted in the material, 
physical world

Primarily conducted in the human, 
social world

Aspires to achieve an objective stance Aspires to achieve a subjective stance

Based on a positivist epistemology Based on an anti-positivist, interpretive 
epistemology

Adopts an empirical approach Adopts an empirical approach

Employs a hypothetico-deductive 
approach

Employs an inductive approach

Often uses statistical analysis to test 
hypotheses

Often uses inductive analysis to 
generate theory

Tends to employ larger-scale probabil-
ity sampling

Tends to employ smaller-scale 
non-probability sampling

Tends towards absolutism in terms of 
ideas

Tends towards relativism in terms of 
ideas

Methodology tends to be restricted to 
mathematical measurement and 
questionnaires

Wide variety of methodologies used, 
such as:

•	 Phenomenology
•	 Interviews
•	 Ethnography
•	 Life history
•	 Autobiography
•	 Symbolic interactionism
•	 Participant observation

•	 Case study research
•	 Action research
•	 Feminism

Data is largely numerical Data is largely verbal
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Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 consequentialism
•	 cultural relativism
•	 holism
•	 ideology
•	 interpretive research
•	 phenomenology
•	 social construction of knowledge
•	 social meaning
•	 validity



Part II

The reasons for using 
qualitative methods





Chapter 3

Research questions and the 
interpretive paradigm

Chapter summary
In this chapter you will appreciate the range of research questions 
which can be addressed through qualitative methods. A discussion 
of the nature of induction is followed by an exploration of the 
creation of new social theory. There is an analysis of the use of 
interpretivism in research on ethnicity, in understanding issues of 
power and inequality in research, and in feminist approaches to 
research. Finally, there is a discussion of postmodernism, and the 
implications of this for interpretive methodologies.

Varieties of research questions

If you meet someone who is studying for a research degree and ask them the 
subject of their research, they may only give you a brief answer. They may say, 
for example, that it is ‘on immigration’. If you press them further on the subject, 
they may say, ‘well, it is a study of the sociology of immigration’. This only 
gives you a general idea of the broad topic of the study, and does not tell you 
anything about the details of the research process. Only if you engaged the 
person in further conversation would you be likely to discover the real details 
of the study. When you are planning a research study, first, you need to be able 
to formulate it in terms of the precise purposes of the research, and, second, it 
is necessary to express these in the form of a title for your thesis.

When you are formulating a research question, there are a number of differ-
ent issues to consider. Many of these issues raise very practical concerns to 
which the researcher needs to formulate a practical response. Suppose that in 
the above example, the purpose of the research is to gather data from Syrian 
immigrants on the physical and psychological trauma experienced during their 
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travels in Europe in search of a safe domicile. A number of questions then pose 
themselves. How will the researcher make contact with such immigrants? How 
will the researcher identify the immigrants as of Syrian origin? Will there be 
language communication difficulties, and how will these be surmounted? What 
sample size does the researcher envisage being required?

In the case of the last issue, this topic may tend to lend itself to a qualitative 
study. Quantitative research often requires relatively large sample sizes 
because of the subsequent need to analyse data statistically. In the above 
example, however, where there might well be the need to employ interpreters 
and translators, there might be practical difficulties in collecting data from a 
large sample. It would be much more practical to work with a restricted sample 
and hence employ a qualitative approach. In addition, with a smaller sample of 
respondents, it would be easier to confirm their country of origin, and to gather 
data on the situation in their region of origin.

The nature of the proposed study suggests that the target population may be 
fairly dispersed, and hence there may be some difficulties in identifying respon-
dents, and obtaining permission from them to take part in the research project. 
Moreover, there remains the issue of the methods employed to contact respon-
dents. This might involve visits to refugee camps, or contacts arranged via 
charitable agencies in the country of final settlement. In addition, if the pro-
posed purpose of the research is to gather data on the traumas associated with 
being a refugee, then the data collection process is likely to be most effective 
where the researcher is known and trusted by the respondents. The most appro-
priate methodology would appear to be one in which in-depth discussions took 
place between the respondents and the researcher. In other words, a qualitative 
approach would seem to be the most relevant.

A further aspect of any research project is the issue of whether members of 
the research sample will actually provide the amount or level of data required. 
One can imagine that refugees who have been through extremely traumatic 
circumstances may not necessarily wish to talk in detail about those experi-
ences. Before investing a large amount of time in a research study, it is wise for 
the researcher to satisfy themselves that the respondents are willing to help 
with the study, and fully understand what will be expected of them during the 
research. It is very important from a moral point of view that respondents fully 
appreciate the nature of the research project, so that they may decide in 
advance if there are any issues which they prefer to avoid discussing.

Advice for students 3.1
When discussing with potential respondents whether they would be willing to 
participate in the research, you could prepare a brief written summary of the 
proposed research, and of the contribution you envisage being made by 
respondents. This will ensure that all respondents receive the same informa-
tion, and can take a decision on the same basis.
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Many research topics of necessity involve researchers in considerable travel 
in order to make contact with respondents for the purposes of data collection. 
It is often quite easy to construct potentially fascinating research questions, but 
which are rather impractical in terms of contacting respondents. To take a 
rather extreme example, suppose that you wished to conduct interviews with 
members of an ethnic group living in a remote part of the Amazon basin. This 
may sound a fascinating research topic, but you would require the considerable 
time and financial support to conduct the research, and also the logistical sup-
port to sustain yourself in an isolated area. The same kind of issues could well 
arise with the project on Syrian refugees mentioned above. Even finding the 
time and money to travel within the United Kingdom to interview Syrian 
migrants could be prohibitive.

A very important practical issue when you are planning and refining your 
research question is the need to gather a sufficient volume of data for writing up 
your thesis. Universities normally specify the required word length for a thesis, 
and irrespective of the size of the sample, it is essential that you have a sufficient 
volume of data for analysis, in order to meet the word-length requirements. There 
is an interesting comparison to be made here between quantitative and qualita-
tive research studies. In a quantitative study, let us suppose that you distribute a 
questionnaire to a sample of 400 respondents. It is perhaps surprising but by the 
time you have conducted your statistical analysis, incorporating all of the numer-
ical data from the questionnaires, you will be left with only a small number of 
numerical results. Moreover, these will only normally indicate levels of probabil-
ity in relation to your research question, and it will be difficult to expand on these 
results in order to achieve the required word length of the thesis.

However, it is a very different situation with a qualitative study. Let us suppose 
that you only had a sample of ten respondents for a study using interview tech-
niques. It would be perfectly possible to collect sufficient data to complete a doc-
toral thesis. Interview data is usually audio recorded first and then transcribed. 
Extracts are then used to illustrate the developing arguments in the thesis. It is 
thus very important that your research question and its planned methodology 
will generate sufficient data to support an in-depth discussion in your thesis.

When most students are planning their research question, they assume it is 
important to select a topic which has not, as far as they can ascertain, been 
previously used in a thesis or journal article. However, it is very unlikely that 
there will be a problem here. Even if the subject matter were the same, there 
would probably still be significant differences in, say, the time and location of 
the study, and also in the composition of the sample. In fact, there can be an 
advantage in selecting a subject which has been well researched before. Most 
research studies require you to review and analyse the previous research liter-
ature on the subject which you are investigating. If there is a broad literature, 
then a literature review may be easier to write. On the other hand, if you select 
an extremely unusual subject upon which there are relatively few publications, 
then it may be difficult to identify sufficient material to discuss. However, it 
may be more interesting and valuable to investigate a little-researched topic. 
When deciding on a research question, this is an issue worth bearing in mind.
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These are just some of the issues which may come to mind when you are 
trying to precisely define the nature of your research question. As you get 
closer to defining your research question, you will also need to make enquiries 
about a suitable person to act as your thesis supervisor. When such a person is 
identified, they may make further suggestions about the nature of your study, 
and how it should be conducted.

However, arguably the key issues in determining your research question 
are, first of all, to select a broad subject area, and subsequently to define the 
aims of the research. Engaging with this process should help you to narrow 
down the potential research questions and ultimately to decide upon the meth-
odology for the study. Let us suppose that you are interested in investigating 
the complexities of the role of a headteacher of a large high school. You are 
aware of some of the more overt aspects of the job, such as staff management, 

Let us summarize the issues we have raised so far in choosing a research 
question, and then reflect on a few further matters for consideration:

•	 What are the aims of your research? In simple terms, what are you hoping to 
find out?

•	 How will you finance your research, in particular, the data collection process?
•	 Can you make the required travel arrangements in order to collect your data?
•	 Do you need to take time off from work or other commitments?
•	 In practical terms, how will you make contact with individual respondents?
•	 Will the data collection process involve establishing a sense of empathy with 

the respondents?
•	 How will you inform the respondents about the nature of the research, and 

how will you obtain their permission to take part and provide data?
•	 How will you identify suitable respondents?
•	 How will you determine a suitable sample size?
•	 How much previous research has been conducted in this area?

Advice for students 3.2
If you are employed and wanting to conduct research, it may be possible to 
collect data from colleagues at work. The practical advantages of this 
approach are that you would not need to travel to collect data, and your col-
leagues may supply you with a lot of interesting data. However, you would 
need to obtain the permission of line managers, and your colleagues may be 
slightly cautious about supplying information which might be sensitive within 
the organization. Respondents may also wish to remain anonymous in any 
accounts of the research. It would also be advantageous to read examples of 
similar research, and to consider some of the measures taken in terms of 
research ethics.
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conducting assemblies and organizing speech days. However, you are really 
interested in exploring the rather more subtle and nuanced facets of the job, 
with a view to constructing a picture of the hidden complexities of the role.

In the face of this broad aim for the research, you may decide that it can only 
be achieved through a detailed question-and-answer, or interview approach. 
The proposed study appears to lend itself to a qualitative methodology, and 
after due consideration you decide to opt for a case study approach of a single 
headteacher. You realize that this idea will be contingent upon identifying an 
individual who is prepared to give you a considerable amount of time, and also 
to share with you some of the more complex and normally hidden aspects of 
the job. The logical process in planning your research is to draw up a list of 
provisional aims, and to evaluate the implications of these in terms of sample 
size and methodology. Having checked that such issues as contact with poten-
tial respondents seems realistic, you are probably ready to try to express your 
research idea in the form of a provisional title.

The title for your research study will ultimately be printed on the front cover 
of your thesis and will provide for the potential reader the key aspects of the 
study. These are usually the broad subject area for the research, and an indica-
tion of the methodology used. In terms of the headteacher study, the following 
might be possibilities.

A fairly formal title might be:

A case study enquiry into the professional life of a high school head-
teacher.

It has become quite common to divide the title into two sections as follows:

The hidden life of a high school headteacher: a case study enquiry.

Other variants might be:

Discipline in a high school: A case study of the role of the headteacher.
The role of the headteacher in the enhancement of academic standards: a 
case study approach.

It is certainly worth investing a little bit of time and thought into a suitable title, 
as among other things it is the first aspect of the thesis which the potential 
reader comes across.

Hypothesis testing compared with inductive 
theorizing

It is essential in a research study to have a structured and systematic approach 
to the resolution of a research question. The way in which the research 
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question is framed has a major effect upon the theoretical orientation which is 
most appropriate for conducting the research. For instance, if you already are 
interested in a particular theory or general proposition about the world, and 
wish to test its veracity, then a deductive approach would be more appropriate. 
As an example, we might propose that the educational background of parents 
has an influence upon the educational attainment of children. The better edu-
cated the parents, the higher the potential attainment of the children. Hence we 
have a general theory that there is a connection between parental education 
and the school performance of children. This leads us to a more specific hypoth-
esis that the higher the educational level of parents, the higher will be the 
attainment of children. We would then collect some data on parental and 
children’s attainment in order to determine whether there seems to be any 
evidence to support or negate this hypothesis. Upon analysing the data, we 
might feel that there is simply a relationship or correlation between children’s 
and parent’s education, or that, more specifically, parental education level 
actually causes the level of education in their children. The nature of your data, 
and its analysis, will affect the strength of the claim which you feel justified in 
making.

In deductive theorizing, then, there is an original theory which we wish to 
examine, and a hypothesis derived from that which we test in as objective a 
manner as possible. When we have completed this process, there is a sense in 
that we have a fairly clear understanding of the truth or otherwise of our orig-
inal theory. This kind of approach to the acquisition of knowledge tends to be 
more appropriate for research where we intend to collect quantitative data, and 
hope to conclude our study with fairly precise statements about the research 
area. However, there is a very different approach to research, which does not 
start from a position in which we assume we know the key factors or variables 
at play, but within which we adopt a more open-ended, exploratory approach 
to the subject area. This type of research theorizing is known as induction, and 
is the principal concern of this book.

In inductive reasoning it is more a case of creating theory rather than test-
ing it. When we have selected a broad topic for investigation, induction com-
mences with the collection of a range of observations. Sometimes this kind of 
data is collected in a fairly random manner. Once collected, it is sorted and 
arranged in a more structured manner, so that eventually some tentative 
hypotheses can be created. These are then combined into a theory which is 
essentially provisional, and which can be adapted, depending upon its ability to 
predict or explain future events. Such a theory is not seen as being the final 
word on the subject being investigated, but rather a temporary generalization 
about the topic, to be adapted and refined as further evidence comes to light. 
As the original data collection is conducted in a rather unstructured manner, 
there is a more subjective approach to inductive research when compared with 
deductive research. In comparison with deduction, there is less of a tendency to 
investigate and suggest precise connections between variables, and more of an 
intent to try to understand the deeper relationships, meanings and connections 
within the social actors in the subject area.
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In the case of the subject area above, concerned with parental education 
levels, we might start the inductive process by interviewing a sample of parents 
in order to explore their educational attainments, and also the ways in which 
they tried to help and motivate their children with their school work. Having 
also collected some data on the educational performance of the children, we 
might formulate some provisional hypotheses. These might include, for exam-
ple, propositions about the availability of books in the family home, or the 
extent to which parents arrange educational visits and activities for their chil-
dren. Ultimately these hypotheses could be combined into a provisional theory. 
It is also worth noting that inductive and deductive theorizing can be viewed as 
alternating processes or as a cyclical process. The theory which has been 
developed through the inductive process can subsequently be viewed as the 
starting point for a process of deductive theorizing. The two logical processes 
then proceed one after the other, with a gradual refining of the overall theory 
taking place.

The investigation of cultural variation

One of the principal features of contemporary society is its multi-cultural 
nature. After the Second World War and the demise of the European-founded 
colonial system, there developed a mass movement of peoples in many parts of 
the world which has continued to the present day. In the United Kingdom for 
example, this has been characterized by immigration from the Caribbean and 
from the Indian sub-continent in particular. In more recent times, the conflicts 
in the Middle East have resulted in the mass movement of migrants and refu-
gees to Europe and then on to the United Kingdom. This phenomenon has 
attracted the attention of social researchers. Where the particular interest con-
cerned such issues as the number of migrants arriving in the United Kingdom, 
or the number obtaining employment, then this kind of subject would lend itself 
to quantitative studies. On the other hand, where the research interest involved 
such issues as the interaction between indigenous and migrant cultures and 
religions, or the social pressures involved in settlement in the host country, 
then there is great scope here for qualitative studies.

Research involving cultural, religious and ethnic groups is, however, very 
complex, and raises issues which are not seen in other types of research. An 
important preliminary concern is the nature of the particular ethnic group from 
whom you intend to collect data. Suppose, for example, that you intend to col-
lect data from members of the Sikh community. In terms of articulating your 
research question, you would probably need to decide the nature of the partic-
ular features of the Sikh community which are of interest to you. It may be, for 
example, that you are interested primarily in the Sikh religion, in the principal 
scripture, the Guru Granth Sahib, and in the cultural and religious life of the 
gurdwara, the main location of worship. On the other hand, you may be primar-
ily interested in the Sikh diaspora, its initial causes, and the social consequences 
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The nature of terminology can be complex when considering cultural and 
ethnic groups. When we speak about Sikhs, for example, there is an apprecia-
tion that we are discussing a specific religion, along with certain cultural and 
religious customs, such as men wearing a turban and comb to keep their uncut 
hair in place. There is also an understanding that we are discussing an ethnic 
group which originated in the Punjab, but which for historical, political and 
social reasons participated in a diaspora which has taken them to many differ-
ent parts of the world.

In other cases, however, terminology such as ‘South Asian’ can be employed 
in research, and yet leaves some ambiguity in terms of the specific cultural 
groups being employed to generate samples. For example, in the geographical 
region to which we might approximately refer as South Asian, there may be 
represented several major world religions such as Hinduism, Buddhism and 
Islam. As religion is a major determinant of cultural norms, it would be very 
difficult to ignore such an important variable. In addition, when conducting 
qualitative research and if the researcher is trying to familiarize themselves 
with aspects of the culture and religion, it would be necessary to take religion 
into account when selecting a sample. Bhopal (2004: 441) provides an interest-
ing discussion of terminology in relation to racial and ethnic groups.

Of course, researchers can decide to employ their own categories in relation 
to ethnicity, and this use of researcher definitions is more in keeping with a 
quantitative, positivist approach to research. The alternative, and one more 
appropriate in qualitative studies, is to encourage respondents to create their 

for Sikhs in the host countries. Finally, you might be interested in the origins of 
Sikhism in the Punjab area of India and Pakistan. When conducting qualitative 
research with such a community, it would be desirable to determine the cul-
tural dimension which is to be the focus of the research, and to ensure that you 
possess at least some minimal understanding of the key features of the culture. 
In that way, when you are interviewing respondents, you would be able to 
exhibit a degree of confidence in discussing cultural matters which would 
hopefully encourage respondents to be forthcoming in providing in-depth data.

Case study 3.1

Let us suppose that you wish to conduct research on the religious beliefs and 
practices of a Thai Buddhist community. The members of the community 
have a very open approach to your joining their religious activities, and are 
very willing to answer questions about their spiritual practices. This study 
may well lend itself to a participant observation approach whereby you could 
in effect act as an ‘insider’, collecting data while engaging with all the normal 
everyday activities of the group. It might also be important to try to learn the 
meaning and correct pronunciation of several key scriptural terms in order to 
give legitimacy to your discussions with group members.
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own definitions of ethnicity or cultures. In this way the respondent decides 
whether religion, geographical origins, or cultural characteristics should be the 
predominant feature of ethnic definition. There is also the issue that with a 
much greater level of ethnic interaction and integration in the world, ethnicity 
has become a much more varied concept. One can no longer expect rigid defi-
nitions of culture and ethnicity to remain fixed for long period of time. We have 
to accept a certain degree of variability in ethnicity, as society changes. It is 
also necessary to appreciate that research involving race and ethnicity is also 
potentially vulnerable to the issues of prejudice, bias and discrimination, let 
alone racism, which are features of some aspects of contemporary society.

Power, inequality and repression in research

We have a tendency to think of the concept ‘research’ as involving objective 
thought processes which reveal ‘truth’ in a balanced, dispassionate manner. 
Reality, however, is rather more complex than this. Let us consider for a 
moment, the way in which research is supported both financially and in terms 
of general resources. When someone has an idea for a research study, they 
normally will develop a written proposal, and submit it to a funding body such 
as a university, research council, or professional body. Such organizations will 
not have unlimited funds, and will need to make decisions about whether to 
support a proposal, based on a number of factors. A proposal may be sup-
ported, for example, because it matches established priorities of the organiza-
tion, because it appears to offer good value for money, or because it will enable 
a number of students to work towards their doctorates. However, what is ines-
capable is that the academics and researchers on the selection panel have the 
power to decide that their organization will support one proposal and not 
another. In this way it can happen that certain topics or questions become the 
subject of more extensive research than others. It is worth noting also that 
research findings are sometimes used to support government policies, or to 
suggest new policies. In this way, some research findings may result in more 
practical outcomes in society.

The process of research then is not immune from the power relationships in 
society. Researchers may propose topics in the knowledge that they are rela-
tively popular at the moment, and hence there may be some current support for 
them. Students may also be attracted to work with certain leading academics 
and to join their research teams as junior researchers or as respondents. This, 
however, also brings responsibilities for the academics.

When an academic or researcher is interviewing a respondent, or collecting 
other forms of qualitative, interpretive data, then it is important that the 
researcher remains sensitive to the differential power relationship between the 
researcher and the respondent. The researcher may be a well-known professor, 
and the respondent may be somewhat in awe of them. In this case it is the moral 
responsibility of the researcher to be sensitive to the type of questions which 
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are asked, in terms of their not being too intrusive, or venturing into areas 
which may cause a degree of stress. The issue of intrusion is discussed by 
Dickson-Swift et al. (2007: 330). It may be the case, for example, in such areas 
as life history research, that the researcher inadvertently strays into aspects of 
childhood experience which the respondent has repressed. The raising of these 
issues could cause considerable anxiety for the respondent, and hence it is 
important that the researcher is sensitive to this possibility.

During the data collection process, it may become evident to the researcher 
that the perspective or world-view of the respondent diverges from that of the 
researcher. This should not be regarded as an inconvenience or negative fea-
ture of the research, but it may in fact be seen as a potential strength. In inter-
pretive research there is a sense in which all perspectives are seen as potentially 
different but equal. In qualitative research the viewpoints of respondents all 
contribute to a developing theory, with no single perspective being perceived 
as more valid than another.

Feminist approaches to research

Feminist research is an area of practice in which the perspectives of respon-
dents and researchers can be varied and nuanced, yet at the same time there 
exist common themes which speak to the female experience within society. 
One of the key characteristics of feminist research is that it involves subjects 
which address the limitations experienced by women because of either struc-
tural elements in society, or because of male values, psychology or attitudes. 
Typical themes for feminist research include:

•	 the consequences of traditional family and child-care roles in terms of estab-
lishing and developing career pathways;

•	 the difficulties of operating or working within male-dominated organiza-
tions, and sustaining a sense of autonomy, freedom, independence and 
empowerment;

•	 developing the confidence and ability to deal with and counteract aggres-
sive and dominating male behaviour;

•	 exploring mechanisms whereby the male-dominated aspects of society can 
be changed, for example, in the proportion of women in senior management 
roles in organizations;

•	 processes whereby women can be empowered to assume more decision-
making functions in society.

Case study 3.2

Let us suppose that you wish to investigate the informal networks among 
men within a large work organization. You are particularly interested in the 
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One of the key features of feminist research is that it is not simply involved 
in the description and analysis of situations involving women in society. Femi-
nist research not only attempts to analyse and illuminate aspects of society 
within which women are disempowered and unable to exercise their potential, 
but also it seeks to identify strategies which can be employed to transform 
society. Hart (2006: 41) addresses issues of power and male domination in 
research.

Although feminist research can legitimately employ either quantitative, 
qualitative or mixed methods research, there has traditionally been an antipa-
thy to quantitative-based methods in feminist research. It has been felt by some 
female researchers that quantitative methods reflect a male approach to 
research and a male-oriented choice of research topics. Quite apart from this, 
there are other arguments for the use of qualitative and interpretive approaches 
in a feminist context. As already noted, a key feature of feminist research is to 
reveal and analyse areas of social life in which women are disempowered. Such 
aspects of life are often hidden and difficult to document. The most potent 
forms of data are often the personal accounts and explanations of individual 
women. In order to collect this type of data, methods such as interviews, eth-
nographies and life histories often offer the most effective approach. The data 
thus collected provides a more authentic picture of the lives of women, and 
when subjected to interpretive analysis enables researchers to accumulate a 
more accurate image of the interaction between women and contemporary 
society.

Research in the postmodern world

During the first half of the twentieth century there remained a broad belief in 
the value of sweeping social, psychological, philosophical and political theo-
ries which had the capacity to explain the existing world and to predict future 
developments. However, one of the consequences of the traumatic events of 
the Second World War was a considerably reduced faith in these grand theories. 
People began to realize that the world was significantly less predictable than 
previously thought. In the past there was the assumption that grand theory 
would enable us to understand the world, and provide us with a degree of sta-
bility. The Second World War had, however, disabused us of this notion, and a 

advantages such networks provide for men in the workplace, and the way in 
which you believe they enhance promotion prospects. You are also interested 
in the relative absence of such networks among female employees. This 
study is, by its nature, characteristic of feminist research. It probably also 
would benefit from an interview approach, whereby you could interview men, 
possibly in a group situation, and explore their views on the potential advan-
tages of informal networks.
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theory called postmodernism emerged. There is further analysis of the concept 
of postmodernism in Ward (2010: 4).

There developed an increasing realization that society was more accurately 
conceptualized as existing in a state of fluidity. No longer were there ‘facts’ or 
theories which mirrored a sense of objective truth, but rather there was a range 
of beliefs and propositions which existed within prevailing social and philo-
sophical contexts. The intellectual climate gradually became one in which 
objective views of the world were replaced by more subjective and relativistic 
concepts. There was a multiplication of the number of different world-views 
resulting in an increasingly plural conception of society, an issue discussed by 
Firat and Venkatesh (1995: 240). At the centre of these developments in the lat-
ter decades of the twentieth century was the French philosopher, Jean-François 
Lyotard (1924–98). He used the terms meta-narratives or grand narratives to 
describe the kind of all-embracing philosophies which had been characteristic 
of the modernist period. He stressed that such systems of thought were no 
longer relevant in the postmodern world, and stressed the advent of the new 
pluralism of ideas.

It can be argued then that qualitative, interpretive approaches are more 
suited to a research situation where there exists a multitude of different per-
spectives and world-views. Respondents are encouraged to articulate their 
own viewpoints which are then synthesized into a provisional theory through a 
process of inductive theorizing.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 deductive theorizing
•	 differential power between researcher and respondent
•	 hypothesis testing
•	 inductive research
•	 introduction to feminist research
•	 religious and ethnic minorities
•	 research and postmodernism
•	 selecting titles for research studies



Chapter 4

Sampling strategies in 
qualitative research

Chapter summary
In this chapter you will learn about the importance of sampling in all 
types of research, and in particular the features of sampling in 
qualitative methods. There is an explanation of the reasons for 
typically small samples in qualitative research, and for the different 
ways in which such samples are drawn. Finally, there is a discussion 
of the way in which the validity of conclusions can be enhanced 
when dealing with small samples.

The importance of sampling

Let us suppose that we wished to collect data on the continued professional 
development undertaken by nurses working in the National Health Service. 
One of our first steps would probably be to define what we meant by the terms 
‘continued professional development’, and ‘nurse’. It may seem rather unneces-
sary to define what we mean by a ‘nurse’, but nurses may have different levels 
and types of qualifications, and they may specialize in different clinical areas. 
In other words, one of the first steps for any researcher is to be clear about the 
terms used in the study, and to be able to define the parameters of the research. 
By ‘parameter’, I mean the respondents to whom the results of the research will 
ultimately apply. This is sometimes known as the research population.

Having defined the type of nurses who, it is hoped, will supply data for the 
study, the researcher has then to resolve various practical problems such as 
how to make contact with the respondents, and how to actually collect the 
data. There is also a major issue in relation to the number of nurse respondents. 
In order to conduct the research, you would require such information as the 
names and communication details of potential respondents, and assurance that 
they would be willing to participate. Even if you could legally access this type 



42  Sampling strategies in qualitative research

Probability and non-probability sampling

There are many different strategies which can be employed to take samples, 
but it is perhaps helpful to think of these as belonging to two broad categories. 
First, probability samples are more typically associated with quantitative 
research and statistical analysis. In this type of sampling, we normally know 
the size of the sampling frame or population, and we are also aware of the indi-
vidual units which make up the population. It is then possible, through a pro-
cess of randomized selection, to choose a sample which we hope is typical of 
the overall population. In this type of random sampling every member of the 
total population has a known probability of being included in the final sample. 
If, for example, our total population has 100 members, and we would like a 
sample size of 20, then we use a form of randomized selection 20 times in order 
to create our sample. One of the traditional methods of selection was to draw 
names or numbers from a hat, although this has tended to be replaced by using 
random number tables or computer software selection. Random sampling 
tends to be employed in quantitative research where it is intended to analyse 
data using statistical techniques. Such procedures reduce or eliminate bias in 
the sampling process, and should enable conclusions from the sample to be 
generalized to the remainder of the population.

of information, it would remain a major problem to try to contact and collect 
data from all of the respondents at whom the research was aimed. There are 
relatively few research studies in which it is feasible to collect data from the 
entire research population.

The solution is to somehow select a smaller group from the population who 
are representative of it as a whole. In other words, as far as it is possible to 
ascertain, the smaller group has the same features or characteristics as the 
population in its entirety. The smaller group is termed a sample. Data is col-
lected from the sample in the expectation that the data will be typical of the 
whole population. For this to be so, it is important that careful attention is given 
to the selection of the sample. There are many well-established procedures for 
the selection of samples, and these are discussed later in the chapter.

Advice for students 4.1
There is a temptation to think of the design of a research study as consisting 
of a series of linear stages and decisions. For example, we think of a topic, 
we write some aims, we decide on a methodology and sampling strategy, and 
then we collect and analyse some data. Although research is often presented 
in that way, in reality, we need to consider all of these issues simultaneously. 
When you are considering, for example, the type of people who may be your 
respondents, you also simultaneously need to reflect on whether they can 
provide you with sufficient suitable data.
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However, for all its scientific advantages and logical approach, there may be 
circumstances where probability sampling is not the most appropriate 
approach. Imagine, for example, that you want to investigate some of the 
causes of alcohol addiction, and for this you require a sample of alcoholics. 
Now it would be impossible in this case to work out the size of the total poten-
tial sample, and hence not possible to randomly sample a known percentage of 
the population. In addition, since many of the potential respondents would be 
registered with clinical organizations and hence would have their identity pro-
tected by confidentiality rules, it would be difficult to contact them. It might, 
however, be possible to pass on details of the proposed research programme to 
organizations treating alcoholics, and ask people to contact you if they were 
interested in taking part. You would not necessarily need to accept all of the 
volunteers as respondents, but could apply your own criteria. After an initial 
screening procedure, you might realize that some of the volunteers have more 
relevant experience than others in relation to the aims of your research. You 
could exercise your own judgement in terms of selecting potential respondents. 
This would be an example of non-probability sampling.

The resulting sample would normally be much smaller than in the case of a 
probability sample. In a research project such as this, you would be likely to 
employ qualitative methods, such as interviews or personal diaries. Non-prob-
ability sampling would offer you the opportunity to collect a great deal of 
in-depth and rich data from each of your respondents. Although you would not 
have the number of respondents as with a random sample, this could be com-
pensated by the depth of the data obtained.

In non-probability sampling, the researcher is exercising considerable sub-
jectivity in deciding upon members of the sample. This can be viewed as both a 
strength and a weakness. It does lay the research process open to suggestions 
of bias. However, on the other hand, it does enable the researcher to select 
respondents who are interested in the project, and have a relevant background 
to contribute to the research. It remains true that the members of the sample 
may not be very typical of the range of people addicted to alcohol, and there-
fore it may be difficult to apply the research findings on a larger scale. How-
ever, if we used a questionnaire survey approach to collect data, there would be 
little opportunity for respondents to express their feelings in detail. On the 
other hand, with a non-probability sample using a qualitative approach, the 
researcher should be able to explore the deeper feelings of the respondents.

Advice for students 4.2
It is worth remembering with qualitative research that you are often asking 
respondents to talk about some of their most intimate thoughts, and that this 
may at times be difficult for them. This can be a lot to ask, and during an 
interview or discussion you may at times need to amend your line of question-
ing in order to be slightly less intrusive, and perhaps more sensitive to the 
complexity of the issues.
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Sample sizes in qualitative research

In qualitative research the size of the sample is nearly always smaller than in 
quantitative research. In the latter case, there is the need to have a sufficiently 
large sample in order to make statistical generalizations. The actual sample use 
will depend upon such factors as the size of the population, and the type of sta-
tistical test which is intended to be used. In qualitative research the size of the 
sample may be influenced by a number of factors. The aims of the research are 
one of these. For example, if you wish to conduct a case study, then the size of 
the sample will be determined partly by the number of people involved in the 
‘case’. At one extreme, a case study may involve a single person, or it may involve 
the study of a single organization which employs several hundred employees. 
This is not to say that your sample would consist of 50 or 60 employees. Bearing 
in mind that you would probably intend to collect in-depth data from your respon-
dents, you may well be happy with a sample of 15 or 20 employees. The import-
ant issue, however, is that you are able to select respondents who have sufficient 
knowledge to help you investigate the topics in your research aims.

Unlike with quantitative research, there is no specific need that you should 
predetermine the precise number of respondents in a qualitative sample, before 
you commence the actual data collection. For example, if your case study is a 
business or commercial organization, you may commence your data collection 
with the most senior manager who is willing to assist with the research. Then 
you may continue by interviewing several middle managers, followed by other 
members of the workforce. You may continue sampling until a point of data 
saturation is reached, at which point further data collection does not appear to 
be revealing any further insights. A system such as this may be applicable to 
participant observation or ethnographic studies.

It is worth noting that in qualitative studies, not all members of the sample may 
be regarded as equally useful to the research study. Some respondents may give 
of their time very liberally, and allow you to keep returning for supplementary 
interviews, while others may restrict the time they give you. Different respon-
dents will have varying degrees of knowledge and insights into the research topic, 
and you may decide to devote different amounts of time to separate respondents.

It is important in your thesis to be open and transparent about the reasons 
which resulted in your choice of respondents. Generally, the most valid reasons 
for the choice of respondents are those associated with the furtherance of the 
research aims. Almost inevitably, matters of convenience are involved in all 
qualitative sampling, but wherever possible it is more appropriate to base your 
sampling strategy on the requirements of the aims and data collection.

Purposive sampling

Purposive sampling and non-probability sampling are, to all intents and pur-
poses, the same process. However, the term non-probability emphasizes the 
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lack of need to create a sample which is randomized for statistical purposes, 
while the term purposive stresses the role of the researcher in selecting a sam-
ple which is based on the view of the researcher in structuring the data collec-
tion process. The idea of the view of the researcher provides an alternative 
name for purposive sampling, which is judgemental sampling.

Researchers may have a number of factors in mind when selecting a purpo-
sive sample. Suppose the research involves a study of the life of a famous poli-
tician. An important criterion for the sample members will probably be that 
they knew or know the politician personally, and, second, that respondents are 
willing to be interviewed and to provide data. The latter issue may be import-
ant since some people may be reluctant to provide data through being afraid of 
giving offence. It should be noted, incidentally, that a potential problem with 
probability sampling, is that in this example, a random sample may not select 
many people who know the politician, and may also select people who are 
unwilling to provide any detailed data.

Purposive sampling has a number of potential advantages. As it depends 
upon the opinion of the researcher, it can be put into practice fairly quickly, 
thus saving time. Researchers would decide on the criteria being sought in the 
respondents, and then identify appropriate people for the sample. The size of 
purposive samples is usually relatively small, and hence researchers can iden-
tify people not only on the basis of relevance to the research, but also in rela-
tion to ease with which they can be contacted. There are therefore potential 
financial savings here. A further advantage of purposive sampling is that 
researchers can draw upon respondents who represent extreme features or 
characteristics of the research topic under investigation. This is a feature of the 
freedom exercised by the researchers, and which enables them to explore 
viewpoints or attitudes at the margins of a sample. Further analysis of purpo-
sive sampling is available in Etikan et al. (2016: 2). Nevertheless, there are also 
disadvantages of the purposive approach which stem primarily from its subjec-
tive nature. As the decisions about sampling are taken by the researchers, there 
is always the danger of bias in choosing respondents. This, coupled with the 
intrinsically small sample sizes, makes it difficult to justify generalizing to a 
broader population. Overall, this means that in a thesis it is particularly import-
ant to carefully explain the basis of all the sampling decisions in order ulti-
mately to justify the research findings.

Deviant case sampling

When we think of taking a sample for research purposes, we often consider 
how we could find examples which are typical of the total population. How-
ever, it is sometimes the case that atypical examples can shed light on the 
nature of the population. This is the essence of deviant case sampling. If we 
imagine that we want to investigate issues of patient care in hospitals, there are 
various approaches to sampling that we could take. For example, we could 
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Stratified sampling

When you are in the process of starting your research, you may be aware that 
the total population with which you are concerned contains a cross-section of 
people with different characteristics. There may be males and females, differ-
ent age groups, people who have undertaken higher education and those who 
have not, and people of different religious faith. Some or all of these character-
istics may be important variables in your research. Let us suppose that age is 
one such important variable, and that you are aware that in the population as a 
whole, there are individuals of 30 years of age and younger, individuals aged 

select hospitals which we believe to fairly typical in terms of standards of care, 
or we could select hospitals which we believe to be either very good or indeed 
very poor in terms of care. The advantage of taking examples which are very 
good or very bad is that we can try to investigate exactly why they are so good 
or so bad. This in itself could help us to shed light on the issues of patient care 
in a way which might be more difficult with more typical instances. Deviant 
case sampling is thus so called because it involves the selection of cases which, 
to one extent or another, deviate from the norm. This type of sampling is also 
sometimes known as extreme case sampling. It is discussed further in Draucker 
et al. (2007: 1144).

Deviant case sampling may be very useful as a component of a qualitative 
research design because it enables you to explore in depth the reasons for the 
sampled cases being unique or unusual. A series of probing interview questions 
may reveal the reasons for the sampled cases being exceptional, and this may 
enable you to extrapolate some of these findings to the other cases of the 
population.

In techniques such as deviant case sampling where there is considerable 
subjectivity exercised by the researcher, there is always the possibility of bias. 
This can be remedied to some extent by the researcher choosing outliers as 
examples of deviant cases, but also amended by some cases which reflect more 
balanced characteristics.

Case study 4.1

Let us suppose that you wanted to conduct a study of how easy it was for 
students to establish themselves in a career after graduating from university. 
Initial data collection may reveal great variation in the way that students 
approach this issue, and you may decide to identify respondents who were 
either very successful at establishing a career, or who found the situation 
extremely difficult. Such a deviant case sampling strategy could help you to 
identify more quickly the factors which are important in helping undergradu-
ates move on to a successful career.
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between 31 and 50 years, and individuals aged between 51 and 70 years. These 
groupings or strata are not equal in size. In a perfect world, when you take your 
sample, there would be the same proportion of the different age strata as exist 
in the total population. However, if you say drew a random sample from the 
whole population, you would be very lucky if it contained exactly the same 
proportions as in the total population. However, you could solve the problem 
by drawing a random sample from each of the three strata, using the correct 
proportions from the population. By combining the three smaller samples, you 
would have a sample of the correct proportions.

In another example, suppose that your research involves religious faith as 
an important variable. In your total research population suppose there are 20 
per cent Hindus, 10 per cent Sikhs and 70 per cent Christians. You may have 
decided that you require a sample of 50 respondents. In that case you would 
require 10 Hindus, 5 Sikhs and 35 Christians. These could be chosen by random 
selection from each of the categories or strata.

On the other hand, the three separate samples could also be selected by pur-
posive sampling from each of the three strata. Suppose that you were also 
interested in the level of education completed by respondents. You might have 
another three strata in mind: completion of high school, completion of bache-
lor’s degree and completion of postgraduate qualification. The additional con-
sideration of another variable may make it more difficult to select respondents, 
and a purposive stratified sampling approach could be very useful. You could, 
for example, select a Hindu student with a postgraduate qualification or a 
Christian student with a high school leaving certificate.

Stratified sampling is, therefore, a very useful way of improving the accu-
racy and validity of the sampling process. In the case of randomized stratified 
sampling, there is the possibility of generalizing to the whole population. While 
this is a less-certain process with purposive stratified sampling, the latter offers 
a more flexible selection of respondents, which reflects the potentially wide 
range of respondents in the population.

Purposive stratified sampling is a useful technique for a qualitative research 
design, which may have the advantages of cost savings and of time savings. It 
enables the researcher to select precisely the respondents required, and to 
exercise a certain amount of flexibility in that selection. It is also important, 
however, to be prepared to justify the sampling process, and to offer arguments 
against the possibility of any selection bias.

Snowball sampling

As we have seen, the process of sampling is complex, and there are many dif-
ferent factors to take into account. Sometimes, however, the very subject of the 
research itself adds an extra dimension of complexity to the sampling process. 
This is particularly so where the research topic is so sensitive that potential 
respondents may not normally wish to admit in the public domain that they 
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take part in the activity. This may be because the activity is socially unaccept-
able or illegal. There may also be an issue for respondents when they are the 
victims of an activity, and may not wish to discuss this. Sometimes also the 
research may involve people who have suffered from a particular illness or 
perhaps a bereavement, and may find it very difficult to discuss their feelings. 
There are two major concerns for the researcher here. One is the mechanism 
for identifying respondents and the other is the ethical issues involved in such 
research.

Let us take as an example, a potential research study involving leading 
sports stars and athletes who are gay. It may be that a good many of them may 
be reluctant to discuss this in any forum, because they know that many fans of 
the sport would be antagonistic. The normal channels of recruiting respon-
dents may thus be difficult to operationalize. In such a case it may be possible 
to identify a single gay respondent, and once the data collection has been com-
pleted, to ask the respondent if they know of anyone else who might be willing 
to take part in the research. Once that data has been collected, the sampling 
proceeds in the same fashion. As it is reminiscent of rolling a snowball to col-
lect more snow, and hence create a bigger snowball, this process is known as 
snowball sampling. The collection of respondents continues until it is difficult 
to attract any more, or until the data starts to become rather repetitive. Lopes 
et al. (1996: 1268) provide a discussion of snowball sampling in the context of a 
study of drug abuse.

One of the advantages of this type of sampling is that potential respondents 
tend to have confidence in people from their own community or who partici-
pate in the same lifestyle. They are thus sometimes more willing to join in the 
research. They may also have a strong interest in the research, they may have 
a wide knowledge of the issues involved in it, and may also have a vested inter-
est in bringing into the public domain some of the issues which affect them and 
their peers.

On the other hand, some of these questions may have a negative effect on 
the research. The researcher is very much dependent upon the judgement of 
the previous respondent in identifying a new person to provide data. The previ-
ous respondent needs to have a sound grasp of the purpose of the research, and 
to appreciate that the ideal respondent not only is well informed about the 
research subject, but is able to articulate his or her views and feelings.

There are many research topics where snowball sampling may be not only 
useful, but also where it may be the only practical way to obtain a sample. For 
research on the subject of drug taking, respondents may be more inclined to 
participate if approached by another drug taker. On the subject of bullying, 
children or young people may not wish to admit that they have been bullied 
either in person or online. However, if approached by someone who has been 
bullied, they may be more likely to acquiesce. In another example, a person 
who is suffering from a rare and unpleasant medical condition may be willing 
to provide data on their experience if approached by someone who has also 
suffered from the illness. Snowball sampling is thus a form of sampling which 
may be the only realistic form of sampling in some situations. It also may 
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Key informant sampling

In snowball sampling it is very helpful if a series of well-informed participants 
can be identified, who can shed light on the subtleties of the research topic. The 
idea of identifying extremely well-informed research participants is at the 
heart of the sampling technique known as key informant sampling. Unlike 
snowball sampling, this type of sampling can relate to any research subject, 
and not simply to sensitive topics. The only requirement is that the chosen par-
ticipants are able to act as ‘expert witnesses’. The respondents can be selected 
using any method or approach. They are not chosen by using any form of ran-
domized process, but are selected for their specialized knowledge and under-
standing, and for the fact that they are ideally held in high professional esteem 
by their colleagues. It may also help if the key informants hold different types 
of role or position in the particular field of research. This enables the data 
which they provide to be cross-checked or triangulated, thus in principle 
enhancing the validity of the research. The use of key informants in research in 
the area of health studies is discussed in Marshall (1996: 92).

Research involving the use of key informants typically employs interview 
research. As with most forms of qualitative research, the samples are small, 
and it is therefore not easy to justify creating broader generalizations from the 
data. Nevertheless, the depth and richness of the data collected through key 
informant interviews help to at least partially compensate for this drawback. In 
order to enhance the richness of the data it is better not to ask ‘closed’ ques-
tions which tend to invite short responses. Open questions invite opinions from 
the key informant, and also encourage them to discuss issues using their own 
expertise. As a result, you will often find that you make the most use of the 
knowledge and understanding of the respondent.

demonstrate a form of empathy with the potential respondent which may 
encourage them to participate in the research.

Case study 4.2

If you wanted to conduct a research study concerning people who had expe-
rienced being members of a religious cult, it might be difficult to identify 
potential respondents. Some people may be reluctant to admit that they had 
been drawn into a cult, and that it reflected upon them in an adverse way. 
Being a member of a cult is also an activity which may involve an element of 
indoctrination, and it may be difficult to encourage people to be open, rational 
and reflective on the subject of their lifestyle. In a situation such as this, 
snowball sampling may be a very useful sampling option, where the first 
respondent may in effect act as an advocate for the research study. A further 
discussion of snowball sampling may be found in Oliver (2015: 48).
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Sampling and the conclusions of the research

In the examples of sampling for qualitative research which we have discussed 
in this chapter, it is normal for the sample sizes to be relatively small. They can 
legitimately range from a sample of one, as perhaps in case study research, 
to 20 or 30 in interview research. There are no rigid prescriptions governing 
the sample size chosen, although if there is a golden rule in any research 
design, it is to attempt to justify each and every decision which is taken about 
the planning of the research programme, and the collection and analysis of 
the data.

Interestingly enough, the small sample sizes in qualitative research often 
result in very large quantities of data. The essential reason is that the data 
exists in verbal form. If you try recording, say, 15 minutes of interviews or 
dialogue, and then transcribing it into written form, you will realize immedi-
ately the quantity of data which is generated. Therefore, once you have 
designed your research and obtained a commitment from respondents to take 
part, qualitative research can be conducted relatively rapidly. The raw data 
can be stored safely until you have time to transcribe it, and then proceed 
with the analysis. Despite these major advantages it is never easy to justify 
the making of generalizations from small-scale qualitative research. Let us 
now examine some of the arguments which can be useful in helping to achieve 
this end.

The essential problem with the analysis of this type of data is that the pro-
cess can seem to be subjective. In order to counteract this, researchers have a 
number of possible measures at their disposal. One possibility is to survey rel-
evant and connected literature in order to determine whether other researchers 
have drawn similar conclusions. This could contribute towards a feeling of con-
fidence in your own analysis. Alternatively, researchers can carefully examine 
their data to ascertain whether there are other ways of interpreting it. You 
could also seek among your data for alternative types of interpretation. The 
identification of different possible forms of interpretation does not necessarily 
run contrary to your own analysis, but demonstrates a measure of rigour in 
your analysis.

Another possible way of enhancing the rigour of your analysis is to 
develop self-reflective accounts of how you went about your research. By 
documenting such processes, you are able to open up to scrutiny your meth-
ods and to enable colleagues to judge whether they would adopt the same 
form of analyses. Finally, it would be valuable to include in such accounts the 
reasons for your selecting certain elements of your total data for analysis. 
Again, this would enable your peers to comment upon whether they would 
have selected the same data elements, or perhaps concentrated upon other 
aspects.
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Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 deviant case sampling
•	 generalizing from small samples
•	 key informant sampling
•	 non-probability sampling
•	 probability sampling
•	 purposive sampling
•	 reasons for sampling
•	 sample sizes in qualitative research
•	 snowball sampling
•	 stratified sampling



Chapter 5

Research ethics

Chapter summary
This chapter starts with a discussion of the way in which research 
and ethical questions are interconnected. It examines ways in which 
human dignity may be compromised if due care is not given to 
ethical principles. The notion of informed consent is one of the most 
important of these principles, and the applicability of this is anal-
ysed carefully. A number of other aspects of current research ethics 
practice, such as anonymity, confidentiality and the obtaining of 
permissions are also discussed in detail.

The relationship between ethics and research

Research is a collaborative activity. As students and researchers, we need the 
help of other people to give us background information about the research con-
text, to help us identify suitable respondents, to provide us with data, and if 
necessary to help us with the analysis of that data. We, therefore, have an obli-
gation to consider the effects of the research, not only upon ourselves, but upon 
this potentially very wide cross-section of people. The consequences of being 
involved in research, whether as researchers or respondents, can include feel-
ings and opinions being passed into the public domain, adverse effects on the 
psychological welfare of people, and people being asked to discuss issues with 
which they do not feel comfortable. Therefore, research as an activity has a 
number of important ethical dimensions, and it is important that researchers 
carefully consider not only the possible consequences for themselves, but also 
for respondents and others. See Long and Johnson (2007: 2), for further discus-
sion on research and ethics.
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One way in which researchers can seek to justify research is to point to the 
potentially beneficial outcomes which may emerge from research. These may 
appear relatively straightforward in the case of research into dangerous clinical 
conditions, or into helping people avoid the impact of disease and illness. In some 
cases, however, a researcher may need to explain the possible benefits of a research 
programme rather more carefully to potential respondents in order to encourage 
them to participate. In the case of social science research, for example, the poten-
tial benefits may seem a little obscure to the non-academic respondent, and it may 
take a very careful explanation to convince potential respondents to take part.

A very important question of debate in research ethics is whether the poten-
tial results of a research programme justify the methods used to collect the data. 
To put this briefly, there is the question of whether the end justifies the means. 
For example, if the process of conducting the research involves inconvenience, 
discomfort, or a variety of risks, then it may seem too much to ask to try to per-
suade people to participate. There is also the issue of the extent to which partic-
ipants fully appreciate the possible consequences of taking part in the research.

When people are invited to take part in a research project, they may not be 
aware of some of the conventions and procedures of working within a higher 
education context. They may not be aware of some of the terms used to describe 
the research, and this may result in their being perhaps a little too over-compli-
ant with the demands of being a respondent. Let us look now at some of the 
more specific issues concerning ethics and research.

Case study 5.1

Let us suppose that you want to conduct a research study of the political and 
personal philosophy of a well-known politician, who is now deceased. Your 
preliminary investigations show that there is a great deal of documentary 
data available, in relation to his political activity. You are aware that he had a 
colourful private life, and his existing relatives could in principle provide a lot 
of data. However, some relatives strongly oppose publicizing his private life, 
and have refused to be interviewed. You are concerned about the ethics of 
giving unnecessary offence to relatives and wonder how to proceed.
  Among a range of possible approaches, you could do one of the following:

•	 Adhere to a documentary research approach, and restrict yourself largely 
to his political career.

•	 Adopt a combination of documentary and interview research, but try to 
place limited attention on his private life.

•	 Use documentary and interview research, but do not exclude material as 
long as there is carefully triangulated evidence of its existence.

It is also potentially possible to limit the circulation of a thesis for a period of 
time, if there are compelling reasons so to do.
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Access and permissions

Research does not exist in a vacuum. It involves interaction with organizations 
and with the many different types of people who have access to data. These 
organizations and people have a moral right, and often a legal right, to be con-
sulted, if they are going to be asked to provide data of any kind. Let us consider 
some examples.

If you hope to collect data from a member of staff in an organization, such as 
a building society, an insurance company, a supermarket or a travel company, it 
is unlikely you will be able to just walk into the building and to talk to someone. 
You will probably need to prepare a letter of introduction, detailing the nature of 
the data you would like to collect, the methods you hope to use, the time it will 
take and how the data will be used. Your letter may well be read initially by a 
member of the administrative staff, who will decide to whom it will be forwarded. 
This person acts as a kind of buffer for the wide range of correspondence 
received, and is sometimes known as a gatekeeper. You may need to engage in 
several exchanges or letters or emails, before there is a final agreement about 
how to proceed. The prospective respondent may well wish to know the kind of 
questions which will be asked, and in particular the way in which the data will be 
used. In terms of the latter issue, it may be your intention to publish journal arti-
cles or a book based upon your thesis. These would probably find a wider read-
ership than an academic thesis, and as a result your respondents may wish to 
exclude some topics from the interviews, and will also be possibly more cautious 
about what they say. In addition, your respondents may feel that they wish to 
have some sort of written agreement with you, which provides details of how 
the data collection process will proceed, and how the data will be used. You may 
also need to indicate how any unused data will be disposed of securely.

Increasingly, people who work within organizations are themselves becom-
ing part-time researchers, collecting data on situations at their workplace. This 
may be because, as part of their staff development programme, they are study-
ing for a higher degree. Alternatively, they may be conducting research as part 
of an effort to improve work-based practice. The role of teacher-researchers is a 
case in point. While continuing with their normal teaching role, teachers may 
conduct research on a new curriculum development, on the effect of new teach-
ing resources, or on the effects of a new management style in their school or 
college. One of the advantages of such professionally-based research is that the 
teacher-researcher has relatively easy access to a sample of teachers and stu-
dents. On the other hand, it will be important to seek appropriate permissions 
from the institutional management. This may be particularly important in the 
case of students, where, depending upon their age, it may be necessary to seek 
the permission of parents, classroom teachers or school or college principals.

Advice for students 5.1
When you are designing your research, it may well be that as part of the 
process of seeking permissions, you will receive advice on who should be 
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The function of ethics committees

It is an indication of the growing importance of ethical issues in the conduct of 
research, that increasingly researchers and academics are being required to sub-
mit their research proposals for peer review. Universities are now typically set-
ting up standing ethics committees to do this. The committees are composed of 
experienced researchers, and would normally consider proposals for research 
degrees, as well as bids for funded research programmes. It has almost become 
a requirement that researchers are able to confirm that their proposal has been 
submitted to an ethics committee, and the recommendations implemented. An 
ethics committee may well be interested in a range of questions including:

•	 whether potential respondents had been fully briefed on the nature of the 
research;

•	 whether respondents could leave the research programme easily if they felt 
uncomfortable about participation;

•	 whether data was held securely; and whether arrangements had been made 
to ensure the anonymity of respondents.

Ethics committees also have to address contemporary issues, such as ethical 
concerns involved in social media research (see Hibbin et al., 2018: 152).

It is worth noting that ethical issues in general are extremely complex and it 
is often not possible to reach an absolute decision about what is and is not, 
acceptable in terms of practice. However, this does not mean that ethics com-
mittees do not serve a useful function. The very fact that a research proposal is 
submitted for peer evaluation and critique is very important. It is part of a 
philosophy of transparency, which exposes the researcher to public examina-
tion and scrutiny.

Implicit in this process is also an element of protection for those involved in 
the research. The ethics committee is first of all considering the situation of the 
respondents and making sure in its own mind that they are not vulnerable in 
any way, and that all reasonable steps have been taken to protect their inter-
ests. In addition, the committee is concerned about the researchers, and wants 
to reasonably ensure that they are not acting in such a way as to adversely 
affect their careers. Finally, the committee is concerned about the institution of 
which it is a part, and wants to satisfy itself that any research conducted under 
its auspices has been carefully considered and evaluated.

In terms of protecting the interests of respondents, there are a variety of fac-
tors which a research committee may wish to consider. The age of respondents 

consulted before commencing data collection. Not only is it important to 
respond to this advice, but you should also document this consultative pro-
cess in your thesis. It demonstrates that you have consulted widely, and done 
your best to respond to the ethical issues implicit in your study.
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is important. The younger a respondent, the greater is the danger that they will 
not fully understand the implications of participating in the research. The educa-
tion level of respondents is another factor which may influence the degree of 
understanding of the research proposal. Finally, other factors include whether, 
for example, there are respondents whose mother tongue is not English, and 
hence they may not be able to appreciate the nuances of the research proposal 
and what is expected of them.

Respect for human dignity

It is sometimes worth standing back and reflecting on the relative advantages 
of doing research, between respondents and researchers. The latter have a con-
siderable amount to gain. They are usually either enrolled for a research degree 
such as a doctorate, or intent upon publishing academic journal articles. Both 
of these will enhance their CVs and help them further their careers. If they are 
employed as university lecturers, then being an active researcher, in addition to 
teaching, will almost certainly be a contractual commitment.

Respondents, on the other hand, have very little to gain. They may find it 
interesting to be involved in research, and even more so if they are interested 
in the topic. However, respondents do not have the same potential benefits as 
do the research community. Neither is it particularly common for respondents 
to be paid for providing data. They may receive travel expenses, but receiving 
an actual financial remuneration is more rare. The reason for mentioning this 
distinction is that it reminds us of the considerable contribution made by 
respondents, without there being any tangible benefits. It reminds us as 
researchers must always try to treat respondents in a dignified way, bearing in 
mind the considerable help we receive from them. The concept of dignity is 
analysed by Edlund et al. (2013: 852).

To take a more everyday, practical example, imagine a research study on 
homelessness, where you as the researcher manage to enlist the help of a small 
sample of homeless people, who sleep in a hostel at night, and spend their days 
wandering around a city center. You arrange to conduct a series of interviews 
with the respondents, and inevitably start to get to know them, buying them 
coffees and snacks. You meet different members of the group, on a regular 
basis, several times a week. You gradually become a significant part of their 
lives. It is fairly clear that they look forward to meeting you, not simply because 
of the food you buy for them, but also because you represent an element of 
contact with the ‘real’ world outside their rather limited horizons. In addition, 
they also learn about your life, which also has the effect of broadening their 
perspectives on the world. However, after about six months of collecting inter-
view data, there comes the time when you realize you have quite sufficient data 
for your thesis. You no longer need the respondents, but you are aware that 
they have come to depend on you. You do not feel that you can continue with 
the relationship, and yet you are unsure how you can end it with dignity. You do 
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not feel it is fair to simply walk away, yet on the other hand, you feel it would 
be very awkward to have a protracted and gradual ending of the connection.

There is no easy answer to this problem of how to disengage from a research 
relationship. Perhaps the best strategy is to be aware of the existence of the 
problem when you first start the research, and to do your best to explain to the 
respondents that the relationship will be temporary. There is no ideal solution 
to this problem, but an initial explanation along these lines is probably the best 
we can do to help preserve the dignity of those who help us with our research.

Anonymity and confidentiality

When researchers are discussing a proposed research project with potential 
respondents, or when respondents are asking questions about a project, one of 
the commonest issues raised is whether the identity of people will be hidden, 
and also who will have access to the final research report. In other words, peo-
ple are interested in the issues of anonymity and confidentiality.

Participants are interested in anonymity for a number of reasons. They 
often wish to be reassured that the views which they express will not be 
attributed to them. During the research process, participants will sometimes 
express very personal views on sensitive topics, and they may not wish to be 
associated with those views in the public domain. If they are not confident 
about their anonymity in the final thesis or research report, they may feel 
somewhat inhibited in terms of making comments. In a sense, respondents can 
feel liberated by assurances of anonymity, for they can then feel more free to 
express their opinions.

There are a variety of ways in which you can disguise the identity of respon-
dents in your final thesis or article. One of the most popular is the use of fic-
tional names when you are attributing the source of extracts from interview 
transcripts. As you are writing your thesis and including extracts from diaries, 
interviews or focus groups, you need to note the fictional name of the respon-
dent, and on a separate sheet of paper, the real name. You will then have an 
accurate record of the identities of all the respondents whose data you have 
used. It may be worth noting that when you select fictional names for respon-
dents you will need to select appropriate ones in relation to such variables as 
gender and ethnicity. If, for example, you need to select specifically male or 
female names for respondents from different cultures, then you may need to 
obtain specialist linguistic advice. Some researchers prefer to use letters or 
numbers to preserve the anonymity of respondents. This works perfectly well, 
although it can interfere somewhat with the language style of the finished text 
when it is being read.

No matter how careful you are with the use of fictional names, it is rarely 
possible to absolutely guarantee anonymity. For example, suppose you have 
been interviewing staff in a large manufacturing company. In your thesis you 
may not refer to the company by name, but may say that it is located in a 



58  Research ethics

northern suburb of a specified city. Knowing the nature of the products manu-
factured, a reader of your thesis may be able to make a reasonable guess as to 
the identity of the company. In addition, if you note that you interviewed the 
Head of IT, and also the chief finance officer, then if a reader wanted to identify 
these people, it would not be too difficult. It is thus doubtful whether it is possi-
ble to give absolute assurances of anonymity. However, the very fact that as a 
researcher you have done your best to achieve this is a positive acknowledge-
ment of the importance of research ethics.

The subject of confidentiality is related to anonymity in the sense that both 
terms are connected to the concept of privacy, but there are significant differ-
ences. The idea of a research thesis being confidential, is a statement that when 
the thesis is completed, it will have a limited circulation and readership. This 
may be something which is desired by the respondents and perhaps also by the 
researcher. The fact that some people would like to limit the circulation of the 
thesis is usually a feature of the nature of the subject matter of the research. 
The complexities of confidentiality are considered by Wiles et al. (2008: 419).

It is not sufficient to claim that a research thesis will be confidential, but 
rather you should also say to whom it will be confidential. Clearly it will be read 
by those academics authorized by the university to examine it. In addition, 
once the examination process has been satisfactorily completed, the thesis is 
usually placed in the university library, and may also be available on-line. This 
means that, in principle, it can be viewed by a wide range of people. Thus, 
before a research project commences, and during discussions with potential 
respondents, it would be good practice to explain both the system for trying to 
assure anonymity, and also the extent to which the final thesis will have a 
degree of confidentiality.

Informed consent

As the previous section suggests, it is important from an ethical point of view to 
be open and transparent with respondents about the nature of the research proj-
ect you are about to undertake. This can be summed up by the term ‘informed 
consent’, which is one of the most important principles of research ethics. As the 
name of the term implies, when you are asking people to take part in your 
research in any capacity it is important from an ethical perspective to ensure 
that they are fully informed about the project before they give their consent. It 
is very easy when you are full of enthusiasm about the research, to give a quick 
summary, and then ask people to become interviewees or participants. How-
ever, this is not really fair, as people may later regret their involvement.

Let us first consider what we mean by ‘informed’ consent. Potential partici-
pants should be given all of the information which they could possibly need in 
order to decide whether or not they wish to participate. They should be informed 
as to their precise role in the research, and in particular the way in which they 
will be asked to provide data. They should be given examples of the kinds of 
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question they will be asked, and the manner in which the data will be recorded. 
It would be very helpful for them to know some practical details about the data 
collection such as where the process will take place; how long it will last and 
whether there will be several sessions of interviews. One of the first things 
which will occur to potential respondents is probably how they will fit this com-
mitment into their lives. If they are going to be expected to undertake travel 
commitments, they may very well ask if they will be remunerated for this. 
Overall, then, respondents should be given as much initial information as possi-
ble before you ask them to agree to take part. Even then, it is good practice to 
emphasize that if they change their mind during the research, then they are 
completely free to withdraw from the project. This is important for their own 
peace of mind, and may well help them feel more relaxed during the research 
project. In addition, in relation to the discussions in the previous section, it will 
be important to mention the steps you have taken with regard to anonymity 
and confidentiality.

It may be useful to summarize the key points of the research in a short leaf-
let for distribution to potential respondents. Although this will not entirely 
replace a verbal description, it will ensure that all respondents receive the same 
basic information about the research. You can also repeat the principle that 
people can withdraw from the research if they feel at all unhappy about any 
elements of the process. In terms of giving consent to take part in the research, 
you could simply ask for the verbal agreement of respondents, or alternatively 
provide space on the form for them to provide a signed agreement. (See Bow-
man et al., 2012: 32, for further discussion of informed consent.)

Research involving vulnerable people

Sometimes, irrespective of all the best efforts of the researcher to put in place 
the principles of informed consent, the prospective participants may find it dif-
ficult to understand the exact nature of the research. Hence they are not suffi-
ciently well informed to be able to make a decision about giving or withholding 
their consent.

There may be many different reasons for this. Some respondents may not 
have pursued their education to a level where they can fully comprehend the 
nature of research. They may not understand its purpose; they may have great 
difficulty understanding the specialist sociological and philosophical terminol-
ogy; and they may not be able to appreciate the more technical elements of the 
way in which the data is to be collected. When the problem is of this nature, one 
possible solution is to enlist the help of a specialist study skills tutor who can 
simplify the explanation of the research project to some extent. This may 
enable the respondents to form a considered judgement about participating in 
the research.

A related issue concerns a situation where respondents need to possess con-
siderable computer skills in order to provide data or to read material relevant 
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to the research. If respondents have difficulty with these tasks, then it can 
affect their ability to participate. A researcher would need to take this issue 
into account either in terms of selecting respondents with the appropriate 
skills, or in providing computer training.

A good deal of research, particularly in the sphere of education, involves the 
collection of data from children. This is an important area of research for a 
number of reasons. When government is considering changes in educational 
policy there is often a need for research to analyse the viability of such policy 
changes. These changes may be in the areas of new curricula, of new approaches 
to teaching, or of new strategies for evaluating pupil progress. School pupils 
are not able to give their fully informed consent in such situations because of 
their age, yet it may still be possible to provide them with a brief explanation of 
what they are being asked to do. Normally there would be discussions with 
teachers and school principals, and with parents, in order to ensure that all 
relevant parties are informed about the proposed research and give their 
approval to it being carried out.

There are many other categories of people who may be regarded as vulner-
able in terms of being involved in the research process. In broad terms, people 
with social or psychological difficulties may not be completely able to give 
their informed consent. Such people may include those who are homeless, 
those who are suffering from depression or social exclusion, and those engaged 
in addictive patterns of behaviour. On the one hand, research into the lifestyles 
of such groups may be very important in terms of helping them; on the other, it 
is important for researchers to be sensitive to the implicit ethical issues of such 
research.

In all research situations involving potentially vulnerable respondents, peer 
review through a research ethics committee is one of the best approaches to try 
to ensure that the needs of respondents are taken into account. The varied 
expertise of such a committee helps to decide when it might be advisable not to 
continue with a research project, or at least to provide limits to the data collec-
tion. Ethical issues are among the most complex concerns addressed in research. 
That very complexity may mean that it is rarely possible to reach definitive 
conclusions about ethical acceptability, but the peer review process often does 
help researchers to reach a degree of consensus. Ethical issues when working 
with vulnerable people are discussed in Tee and Lathlean (2004: 537).

Beneficence and non-maleficence

So complex are ethical issues in research that it is very often useful to adopt 
philosophical principles which assist us in taking decisions. The principles of 
beneficence and non-maleficence are such philosophical concepts. Beneficence 
is the principle that, when conducting research, we should be governed by the 
desire to do good to others, or to have a benign influence on the world. Hence, 
when selecting a research topic, we should try to select one whose outcome 
will hopefully improve the lot of other people. In addition, when actually con-
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In the case of non-maleficence, the philosophical emphasis is upon not doing 
anything which might cause harm to others. Of course, this is not necessarily 
easy since one may try to increase the sum total of good in the world, but inad-
vertently cause harm. Again, one might take the case of life history research. 
During a life history interview, one might decide to try to avoid discussion 
of  issues which could cause psychological distress to respondents. This may 
not always be easy to do, but at least it provides a positive principle to work 
by. This is the fundamental benefit of concepts such as beneficence and non-
maleficence. They provide principles which are aspirational in the context of 
research, and which have the capacity to produce positive outcomes.

Covert research

As we have discussed, one of the most important principles of research ethics 
is that of informed consent. This principle emphasizes the importance of open-
ness and transparency when conducting research, and of trying to ensure that 
respondents fully understand all elements of the research project in which they 
are involved. However, there may be circumstances or types of research during 
which it may be unnecessary to be continually reminding participants that 
what they have just said may be used as research data. Let us suppose that you 
are conducting research on the social relationships which exist in a sports club 

ducting the research, we should try to select strategies which will have a bene-
ficial effect upon people. In life history research, for instance, there may often 
be opportunities to encourage respondents to reflect upon their lives, and to 
take positive decisions about the future.

Case study 5.2

One of the issues about adopting philosophical principles such as benefi-
cence is that in order to apply them effectively, one has to be very precise 
about their use. We may feel that conducting research in order to do good to 
others is sufficiently clear, but in philosophical terms it depends on what we 
mean by ‘good’. Suppose you wish to conduct an ethnographic study of a 
cultural group who live in a fairly isolated part of Australia; you may feel that 
it will be a positive effect to help them adjust better to a modern technological 
society. However, a different perspective would be to suggest that the 
research process may erode valuable elements of their traditional culture. In 
order then to proceed with an ethnographic study in keeping with the concept 
of beneficence, you would need to carefully define the concept of benefi-
cence in this particular context. This analysis would also be an important part 
of the discussion of research ethics in your thesis.
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Having said all of this, however, one is perhaps left with the view that we 
should normally regard any form of covert research as, in principle, unethical, 
albeit with the caveat that there may be a number of situations which should be 
decided on their own merits.

of which you are a member. You make arrangements to conduct some inter-
views with key members of the club, and you anticipate that this data, when 
transcribed from recordings, will constitute the main part of the research. How-
ever, during many informal situations in the club you come across several ele-
ments of conversation and interaction which would be very useful as data. You 
also feel that it would create an unnatural situation at the club if you were fre-
quently asking people if they minded you using a brief piece of conversation as 
data. The club members already know that you are conducting research, and to 
be continually reiterating this might, you feel, create an artificial situation. In 
fact, it could be argued that this very artificiality may affect what we might 
term the social ecology of the research setting, and hence change the research 
environment.

Of course, technically speaking, if you do not fully inform respondents about 
your actions, it could be said that you are conducting research in a covert man-
ner, and hence acting unethically. There are other similar situations in which, for 
example, you might observe some aspects of human behaviour and wish to use 
it as research data, say, some illegal act. It is possible to take an absolute view 
about such situations, and decide never to use data which has been collected 
informally and covertly. On the other hand, one might adopt a more relativistic 
position in which one takes situations as they arise and tries to assume a ‘com-
mon-sense’ position, doing one’s best to resolve ethical dilemmas as they occur.

Advice for students 5.2
The process of writing a thesis could be regarded as a process of laying bare 
your entire reasoning and thought process for your research. You will be con-
fronted by many complex ethical situations and difficult decisions, where 
there do not seem to be clear-cut answers. As you write your thesis you 
should try to discuss this complexity and illuminate the decision-making pro-
cess which you have adopted. This will help create a much more sophisticated 
thesis, and demonstrate to examiners the depth of your analysis.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 anonymity
•	 beneficence
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•	 confidentiality
•	 covert research
•	 human dignity
•	 informed consent
•	 non-maleficence
•	 permissions in research
•	 role of research ethics committees





Part III

The methods of collecting 
qualitative data





Chapter

The nature of the research question

Perhaps the first essential of a good thesis is to have a clear concept in one’s 
mind of the broad purposes of the research. Much social science research has 
as its intention the making of general statements about the world which can be 
shown to be applicable in a wide range of situations. This is not easy to accom-
plish since most individual social contexts are very complex with a wide range 
of variables and factors which influence that context.

For example, we might consider a research topic such as that of social 
exclusion. You might decide to research this topic, and in particular the factors 
which cause people to feel excluded from the main opportunities and possibili-
ties in life. You may decide that this subject would be suitable for a qualitative, 
interpretive study, partly because you cannot pre-determine the factors which 
might result in social exclusion, and therefore need to collect a range of empir-
ical data in order to begin to appreciate the factors involved.

An analysis of previous research may suggest to you that factors such as 
a  lack of educational opportunities and difficulty in taking advantage of 
such  educational opportunities as were available, are factors in exclusion. 

6

Research questions and plans 
for methodology

Chapter summary
The structure of a research project includes the plans for the con-
duct of the research, the anticipated data collection methods, and 
the procedures for the data analysis. The chapter starts by consider-
ing the proposed research question, and the implications of this for 
data collection and analysis. It is important that all aspects of the 
research design fit together as a coherent whole, and this chapter 
will reflect this necessity.
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Nevertheless, other factors such as low income, inadequate housing, poor 
nutrition and lack of social opportunities, may all be elements in a highly com-
plex network of factors which are influential in creating social exclusion. You 
may also be conscious that this is unlikely to be an exclusive list of factors, and 
the advantage of an interpretive qualitative study is that it could hopefully 
reveal other factors which may illuminate the issue.

The ultimate goal of the research would be to identify the most important 
factor or factors which influence social exclusion. This would then enable pol-
icy-makers to develop strategies to ameliorate the situation.

A qualitative approach to this topic would be useful because it would open 
the possibility of identifying factors which may not be evident from an analysis 
of existing literature or previous research, or from a priori analysis. The result 
would potentially be a generalizable picture of the key factors in social exclu-
sion, along with a picture of the network of supporting factors.

The end result would be a theory, or series of interconnected statements, 
which could be applied to a wide range of social situations, and could help in 
improving opportunities for people. Theories developed through the process of 
induction do not necessarily remain unchanged for a long period. Other 
researchers continue to collect data on the theme of the theory, in order to 
establish whether the new data will be in harmony with the theory. If in fact this 
is so, then the theory is supported or validated, and continues to be accepted as 
a valid statement of relationships between the various relevant variables. If, on 
the other hand, substantial elements of the new data are not congruent with the 
original theory, then we can speak of the theory as having been falsified. The 
theory will then be adapted in the light of the new data. Subsequently other 
researchers will collect further data and compare this with the revised theory. 
The latter will then either be supported or falsified, and the cycle of validation, 
falsification or revision will continue as before.

Within a qualitative perspective then, there is no absolute and final under-
standing of the social world. Having created a theory of the way in which we 
understand a particular social issue such as exclusion, we then subject that 
theoretical model to continual tests in order to evaluate its effectiveness in 
explaining the social world. We may reach a situation in which we feel we can 
go no further in terms of validating the theory, and at that point we provision-
ally accept our theory as the best explanation of the social world which we 
have available. One of the tests to which we subject our theory is that we com-
pare it with theories which have been developed by other researchers. If we 
find a sense of congruity between our theory and those of others, then that 
gives us confidence in our understanding of the world. If, however, there are 
differences between the various theories, then we have to be prepared to adapt 
and revise our theoretical understandings. Eventually we will reach a situation 
where we feel we can go no further for the moment. This process of developing 
theory through continual revision and comparison with other understandings 
of the world is known as social constructionism or constructionism. For social 
constructionists, there exists a continual process of negotiation about the 
world which results in an ever-changing creation of social understanding. Not 
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Precision of statement of the question

The precise research questions which you have in mind are not normally artic-
ulated in the title of a thesis. The title normally states succinctly the sphere of 
the research, such as ‘social exclusion’, ‘youth unemployment’ or ‘social care’. 
It also normally states the main method of investigation such as ‘a case study 
approach’, or ‘an interpretive study of …’. It may also state the context of the 
research, such as ‘an ethnographic study of adult retraining in a former mining 
community in the north of England’. The title is really intended to provide a 
succinct guide to the subject of the thesis so that a potential reader can deter-
mine quickly whether it is relevant to their own research. It is only in the 
research aims that the researcher articulates clearly and precisely the pur-
poses of the investigation. In a qualitative study perhaps the most central aim 
will be the generation of a theory which will be subject to verification, as men-
tioned above. This intention to generate social theory could be expressed in a 
variety of ways. For example, you could write that the research aims to do the 
following:

1	 Create a theoretical understanding of the subject of social exclusion in a 
working-class industrial context.

2	 Generate a social theory which explains the problem of social exclusion in a 
working-class environment.

3	 Theorize the phenomenon of social exclusion in order to predict how it may 
best be minimized in the future.

4	 Construct a theory of social exclusion in order to generalize the findings to 
other forms of social disadvantage.

only is this process a view of the mechanism by which social theory develops, 
but it also affects the way in which we determine the themes and questions 
deemed worthy of investigating through research. In other words, the nature of 
research questions is also a social construction. We decide to investigate those 
topics which emerge from our interactions with other social actors as being 
significant.

Advice for students 6.1
When you are conducting research for a thesis, there comes a time when you 
have to draw your data analysis and theorizing to a close. This point is often 
limited by the length of the thesis in the university regulations. With qualitative 
research, there is often no clear and precise end to the research. It is import-
ant, however, that you do not simply stop the research process with no expla-
nation. It provides a much more satisfactory sense of completion for the thesis, 
to elaborate on the factors which have caused you to end the research at this 
point, and then to indicate ways in which the research could be continued.
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It is thus important to select aims which are precisely expressed, and which 
are achievable within the scope of your planned research. One aim which may 
be very important in a qualitative study is to investigate and analyse the vari-
ous factors which may influence a concept such as social exclusion. We often 
refer to such factors as ‘variables’.

The apparent variables

In qualitative research we often do not know the nature of the variables which 
affect a particular phenomenon. One of the key functions of qualitative 
research is to identify the range of variables which interact to influence the 

5	 Provide a theory of social exclusion in order to understand the origins of the 
phenomenon and how best to ameliorate it.

6	 Describe the impact which social exclusion has on the lives of young people 
in a working-class community.

There are thus many permutations of the aims of a research study. They 
should, however, be expressed with sufficient clarity that a reader of the 
thesis can appreciate from the beginning what the researcher intends to 
achieve.

Aims should also be measurable. That is, it should be evident what your 
thesis needs to achieve in order to make it clear that you have done what you 
said you would do at the beginning of the thesis.

It is also very important to bear in mind what you are expected to achieve in 
your thesis in terms of the expectations of your examiners. For example, you 
may state in one of your aims that you intend to ‘describe a phenomenon’. This 
may be acceptable as an aim for a final-year undergraduate study, or possibly 
as part of a Master’s thesis, but it is unlikely to be satisfactory for a doctoral 
thesis. In the latter case, one of the key requirements is that the thesis should 
make a significant contribution to knowledge. In order to achieve this, then an 
aim would be better expressed as ‘to analyse the concept of …’. In other words, 
‘analyse’ would be seen as a higher-order process than ‘describe’.

Advice for students 6.2
When you are planning your research aims, it is often a good idea to read 
the  assessment criteria for the level of thesis on which you are working. 
Assessment criteria for different academic levels of thesis are usually avail-
able in the university regulations. By reading these carefully and discussing 
them with your supervisor, you should be able to frame your aims in an appro-
priate way.
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topic being researched. There are many different types of variables such as 
age, postcode of residence, or height. These variables are capable of being pre-
cisely measured. On the other hand, there are variables such as motivation, 
empathy or enthusiasm which appear rather more vague, and are apparently 
much more difficult to measure. The latter variables are more typical of quali-
tative research.

During the qualitative research process, attempts are made to clarify poten-
tial variables from the wide range of data provided by respondents. Many 
potential variables may be identified, but certainly in the early stages of the 
research, it will probably be difficult to determine which might be the most 
significant. One of the principal purposes of identifying variables in qualitative 
research is to determine the meaning which might be attributed to them by the 
respondents. Researchers may also try to identify situations where, when one 
variable changes in magnitude, another variable also changes either by increas-
ing or decreasing. Such a situation is known as a correlation. It may also be 
possible to identify a situation where a change in one variable appears to 
directly result in a change in another one. Where such a relationship can be 
identified, it is termed a causal connection. Generally speaking, however, cor-
relation and causality are difficult to demonstrate definitively in qualitative 
research, because the latter tends to identify variables which are not easily 
measurable with precision.

Theoretical basis of the research

It is possible to collect a range of qualitative data, to analyse it and then draw 
legitimate and meaningful conclusions, without using theoretical concepts to 
further the process. However, it is usually considered desirable, particularly 
at postgraduate level, to collect and analyse your data using a range of theo-
retical concepts, often derived from a wide variety of previous research 
studies. The concepts employed may refer to methods of collecting data, such 
as informal interview data, or to methods of analysis, such as interpretive 
approaches.

The theoretical concepts used act as a guide for you as the researcher, and 
also as guidance for the reader or examiner of the thesis, in that the concepts 
provide a framework within which the thesis can be written and understood. 
Besides the term ‘theoretical framework’, other concepts can be used to refer to 
the framework within which a research study is constructed. Some researchers 
refer to the use of a ‘theoretical perspective’ and others to a ‘theoretical para-
digm’. These terms have in common the idea that they link together a range of 
individual concepts which can be used to understand and analyse data. It is, 
however, helpful that having chosen a specific term to use, you explain to the 
reader of your thesis the specific reasons for the selection of the term and the 
manner in which it is being used. This will minimize any potential confusion in 
the choice and use of the term.
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The more usual form of interview, however, is where the interviewer has a 
series of informal, open-ended questions which are used as prompts to initiate 
discussions on the topic of the research.

Strategies for collecting data

Qualitative research incorporates a wide range of data collection methods, all 
of which are linked by the fact that the data is in the form of words. As words 
take up much more space in comparison with numerical data, one of the key 
problems with qualitative data is to distil it into a condensed but still meaning-
ful form. Of all the varieties of qualitative data, the interview is probably the 
most common. It is also a type of data collection which exists in a number of 
different forms. Interview research can sometimes exist as a type of structured 
questionnaire where the researcher reads out a series of pre-determined ques-
tions, and either writes notes on, or records the responses. The notes are later 
presented in a more systematic form, or the recordings are transcribed. This 
technique is similar to a conventional written questionnaire where respondents 
write their responses to pre-determined questions.

Case study 6.1

Suppose you are conducting research on ‘Student perceptions of first-year 
undergraduate life’. If as researcher you are fairly confident of the kind of 
issues which you would like to investigate, then you might decide to employ 
a structured interview which combines ‘closed’ questions with the opportu-
nity for the respondent to add informal comments after each question. After 
each question you could ask the respondent ‘Do you have any comments you 
would like to make on this issue?’
  Here are several examples of ‘closed’ questions appropriate for a more 
formal interview:

•	 Are you studying all of the modules you expected to study?
•	 How many clubs or societies did you join in your first term?
•	 How many times in the first month did you see your personal tutor?
•	 Have you registered at the University Health Centre?
•	 How many lectures have you missed so far this term?

Case study 6.2

On the previous topic of investigating undergraduate life, here are some sam-
ple questions for a more informal interview, which employs open-ended ques-
tions. The respondent is provided with a topic and asked to respond generally 
to the issue. The respondent is, in a sense, much more in command of the 
interview interaction:
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In interview research there is a form of continuum from structured inter-
views where the researcher determines the main aspects of the questions and 
controls much of the facets of the discussion, to informal interviews where the 
researcher provides only brief stimuli in order to initiate open-ended discus-
sion. In general, however, the raw data during all types of interview research 
will consist of recordings of the verbal exchanges followed by the verbatim 
transcription of the recordings. Poland (1995: 293) discusses issues involved in 
accurate transcription. These transcripts are usually extremely lengthy, and 
the next stage is to read and re-read them in order to identify the principal 
threads of the discussion, and also to determine which sections should be incor-
porated into the actual thesis. This identification of key sections is an import-
ant element because it raises questions of why one section and not another has 
been selected by the interviewer. It is here that someone reading the thesis may 
raise questions of potential bias. In this context it is often a good idea for the 
researcher to write a reflexive or reflective account, which, in effect, outlines 
some features of the world-view or personal paradigm of the researcher, which 
helps to explain the significance which the researcher attaches to certain parts 
of the raw data. The relevance of reflexive accounts is discussed by Palaganas 
et al. (2017: 429).

A reflexive account is also very useful in many aspects of qualitative 
research, particularly in ethnographic studies. In any form of research where 
the researcher is in a position of proximity to a group of respondents, it is 
important to try to outline the thought process of the researcher in terms of 
giving priority to one aspect of the raw data, and not to another.

Just as it is important to try to understand potential bias in qualitative 
research, it is also essential to appreciate that respondents may not behave 
naturally when in the presence of a researcher. In other words, researchers, 
because of their very presence, may cause changes in the actions, behaviour 
and responses of the respondents. This can have an impact upon the validity of 
data, and this is an important issue throughout all forms of qualitative research. 
This phenomenon is termed reactivity, in a sense because it reflects the reac-
tion of respondents to the researcher. It is particularly notable in research 
involving participant observation. Lietz and Zayas (2010: 191) discuss the 
nature of reactivity.

In qualitative research one often hears the expression ‘field research’ or 
‘fieldwork’ used to indicate that data has been collected in a particular social 
context. However, some qualitative research is not really field research. For 
example, in oral history research, the data collected is largely based on 

•	 Did you have any concerns before arriving at university for Fresher’s 
Week?

•	 How easy was it to make friends?
•	 Did you go to many social events?
•	 Did you miss family and friends at home?
•	 What kind of help did you get from your tutor?
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interviews which may be conducted in any convenient location which is amena-
ble to the respondent. The researcher relies upon the memory of the respondent 
to provide personalized accounts of the past experiences of the person. As the 
experiences are in the past, it is by definition not possible to re-live the exact 
experiences in their true social context. Edmondson and McManus (2007: 1156) 
provide an explanation of linking theory and methodology in fieldwork.

In ethnographic or participant observation research, on the other hand, 
the data is collected in a real-life social setting, such as in an urban environ-
ment, among a group of indigenous people, or among a closed religious com-
munity.

The significant aspect of field research is that the ‘field’ or social context 
has an important bearing upon the nature of the data. For example, in a closed 
religious community, the very ‘closed’ nature of the community has an inevi-
table effect upon the social interactions of the members. These interactions 
will often be restricted to the formalized and structured exchanges within the 
community. There will also almost certainly be an impact by the members of 
the community on the type of research questions asked and the responses 
given.

It is also important in this type of research to provide a detailed account of 
the nature of the field, so that the consumer of the research can appreciate how 
the nature of the data may have been changed by the social environment. It is 
often useful to describe these influences in a reflexive account.

Condensing and analysing data

One of the great pleasures of collecting and reading qualitative data is its very 
richness, and the way in which it enables respondents to discuss some of their 
most profound feelings about complex issues. Once respondents begin to feel 
comfortable and relaxed, they often talk a great deal. This conversational data 
is initially recorded electronically and then converted into a transcript, much 
like a script for a play. The transcription is often done by the researcher alone, 
but may also be carried out by a small team of researchers. In this case, differ-
ent researchers are able to check their procedures with each other. When the 
transcription has been completed, it is also possible that it can be read by the 
respondents to enable them to verify and comment upon the content. The tran-
script carries the names of the different speakers (either actual, or more 
usually fictional) alongside their own dialogue. A relatively short period of con-
versation will normally convert into a very substantial amount of transcribed 
textual data. This quantity of data is both an advantage, but also potentially an 
inconvenience. The advantage lies in the very richness and detail of the data, 
but at the same time the researcher has the difficulty of converting this into a 
more easily understandable form.

The ultimate purpose of qualitative data and qualitative research is to distil 
the material into a form which constitutes a provisional theory. This theory has 
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the function, first, of condensing and simplifying the data, and also of express-
ing it in a more easily digestible form for future readers of the research.

The analysis of qualitative data involves a staged process of first of all iden-
tifying words, ideas and concepts which occur frequently throughout the text. 
A word which occurs commonly throughout the text may be adopted as the 
name of this group of ideas or concepts. The advantage of this strategy is that 
it provides a sense of the distribution, and therefore perhaps of the importance, 
of this idea throughout the text.

Let us imagine that you are conducting research into the various work roles 
in a university. You gather data on a wide range of academic and administrative 
roles throughout the institution. Let us suppose that you come across the term 
‘lecturer’ very frequently in the data. This is a work role which is largely a 
teaching role, although it will probably include the requirement to conduct a 
minimal amount of research and to report this research in the form of journal 
articles or conference publications. The term ‘lecturer’ would be known as a 
‘code’, and the process of identifying this code would be termed ‘coding’. Hav-
ing identified the code of lecturer you could now annotate your transcripts 
manually, or open files on a computer program for qualitative analysis.

The next stage in the analysis would be to identify a broader grouping which 
includes several codes. For example, we might think of a group which includes 
both lecturers, professors and full-time researchers. We might decide to term 
this group ‘academics’. We would describe this broader group as a ‘category’. 
Members of this category are involved in both teaching and research, although 
in different proportions. The lecturer normally does more teaching than 
research, while the professor and the researcher normally place an emphasis 
on research, with a smaller amount of teaching.

A further stage in the analysis would be to develop more general groupings 
still, known as ‘themes’. There are roles in universities which involve teaching, 
research and management. Some lecturers, for example, have to manage a par-
ticular academic course and those who teach on it. Some professors have to 
manage research teams or units. Some professors might also be Deans of Fac-
ulty, and combine research, teaching and the management of a large subject 
area. Staff involved in teaching, research and management might be known as 
‘managers’.

The development of codes, categories and themes would provide a frame-
work to enable you to analyse your data, and to ultimately develop a provi-
sional theory of work roles in a university. You would attempt, for example, to 
hypothesize connections or correlations between some of the groupings, or 
perhaps even to suggest provisional causal connections.

Approaches to preparing and presenting results

When analysing qualitative data, and presenting your results, there are a num-
ber of important factors to bear in mind. Significant among these is that you 
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should be transparent about the manner in which you have gone about analys-
ing the data. For example, if several different researchers were provided with 
the same body of data, each person might identify different codes, categories 
and themes. They may not apply the same process of reasoning to the analysis, 
and certainly might devise different names for the different analytic groups. 
Hence, in order for other researchers to understand the analytic process, and 
build upon that if necessary, they need to be able to understand the research-
er’s thought process.

As part of this explanatory process, it is also important to present exam-
ples of quotations from the data, to illustrate the way in which codes and 
other groupings were developed. An important element of the data presenta-
tion process is to condense the data in order to make it more manageable to 
read. It is therefore useful if the data quotations are not too long, and yet 
provide sufficient information to justify the development of codes and cate-
gories.

A key purpose of this process of identifying codes, categories and themes is 
to search for potential connections between different facets of the data. For 
example, in the theme of ‘managers’ mentioned above, we may want to explore 
the relationship between a lecturer who manages a course team for a Master’s 
programme, and a Dean of Faculty who manages a number of Bachelor’s and 
Master’s degrees within the same subject area. The lecturer may be responsible 
for the day-to-day organization of their course, while the Dean may focus upon 
the overall success and quality of a number of such degrees. In effect, once the 
different groupings have been identified, the next important stage is to explore 
the ways in which these groupings relate to each other.

The hypothetical relationships between codes and categories may be 
shown in a variety of ways in your article or thesis. This is one of the creative 
aspects of qualitative research, in that you can use your initiative to display 
the codes and categories in interesting and novel ways. These may involve a 
range of graphical techniques, such as flow charts, which can make it easier 
for readers to absorb the ideas of the relationships you are suggesting. Ulti-
mately you will probably wish to express your developing theory in written 
form, but the graphical techniques may enhance the understanding process 
for the reader.

As your theory develops, you will wish to test it in a range of different 
social settings, in order to explore whether the theory is, in principle, gener-
alizable. You may find that elements of your theory can be transferred to 
other contexts, while other parts of it seem only applicable to the original 
situation in which the data was collected. This is part of the gradual process 
of refining your theory, until it reaches a stage of maximal relevance to a 
range of social situations. Having examined in general terms, ways of pre-
senting the data in a research study, we will now move on to discuss in detail 
the different methods and theoretical orientations associated with the collec-
tion of data.
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Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 category
•	 causal connection
•	 code
•	 constructionism
•	 correlation
•	 falsification
•	 field research
•	 reactivity
•	 reflexive or reflective account
•	 research aims
•	 social constructionism
•	 theme
•	 theoretical framework
•	 theoretical paradigm
•	 theoretical perspective
•	 transcription
•	 variable



Chapter 7

Phenomenological research

Subjectivity

Phenomenology gains its name from being the study of ‘phenomena’ or we could 
say the study of experiences which we come across in our lives. It is a particular 
feature of the phenomenological approach that we, as researchers, give priority 
to the views, experiences, perceptions and impressions of the research partici-
pants rather than those of the researchers. It is not that we do not value our own 
ability to describe and analyse the social world, but simply that we give pre-
eminence to the viewpoints of the people who actually live the social life which 
we are investigating. Phenomenology was established as a distinct school of phi-
losophy by the German philosopher, Edmund Husserl (1859–1938). It was later 
adapted as a research technique in the social sciences by the Austrian sociolo-
gist, Alfred Schütz (1899–1959). Phenomenology has much in common with a 
number of other qualitative approaches, including symbolic interactionism. For 
further discussion of the history of phenomenology, see Sokolowski (2000: 211).

Chapter summary
This chapter examines the nature of phenomenology as the basis 
for research studies, and in particular the study of the way in which 
social actors create meaning from everyday events. The chapter 
emphasizes the way in which researchers should try to ignore their 
assumptions about the functioning of everyday life, and attempt to 
understand the perspectives of the social actors involved in the 
research context.

Advice for students 7.1
Perhaps because phenomenology started as a philosophical concept, the ter-
minology which is used can sometimes seem rather complex. Indeed, it can 
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The phenomenological perspective is one which is predominantly concerned 
with the views of who we might term the social actors involved in a particular 
social situation. The social actors are those individuals who make the situation 
what it is. In a theatrical production the actors interpret the roles from the 
drama script to create a particular view of the world. In a similar way the social 
actors in a situation interact with each other to construct a particular vision of 
the world. Phenomenological researchers are primarily interested in both this 
interactive process and also in the actors’ views of the social phenomena which 
are part of the social setting being studied.

In fact, phenomenologists do not consider a particular social setting as ‘real’ 
in the sense of being a fixed construction, but rather as an entity which is being 
continually adapted by the actors who take part in it. As an example, we could 
take the changing perceptions of the world of work. During the period of west-
ern industrialization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there 
was an assumption that the workplace was largely male-dominated, often 
because the majority of work roles involved heavy, arduous labour. Workers 
lived in close proximity to factories, and worked long hours. However, with the 
advent of the technological revolutions of the late twentieth century, service 
roles began to replace many of the roles which existed in heavy manufacturing. 
More recently still, with the focus on information technology, it was no longer 
necessary to have a fixed locus of work. People could be increasingly flexible 
in choosing a workplace. We have, therefore, moved from a single, fixed con-
cept of work to a situation of multiple roles, where people can work on their 
computers in many different locations.

The phenomenological researcher is likely to be interested in how the 
employees of today view the world of work. The workers of today have never 
experienced life in a Victorian mill, and thus can scarcely be expected to make 
a comparison with contemporary practices. Nevertheless, the contemporary 
worker may experience a series of work-related problems when sitting with a 
computer in a coffee bar. How does the remote worker cope when the com-
puter system does not function properly? Are there issues of computer security 
when working in a public location? How does the remote worker gain access to 
management support, or help with problematic decision-making?

Phenomenologists, then, apply their own consciousness to the elaboration of 
social meaning in the world which surrounds them. For many, indeed most peo-
ple, work or employment is primarily concerned with earning money. People 
work principally to earn sufficient money to feed themselves, to pay for some-
where to live, and to care for their families. In other words, people generally 
work for very pragmatic and utilitarian purposes concerned with physical 

tend to obscure the ideas inherent in the approach. In fact, as I hope this 
chapter will demonstrate, the basic concepts of phenomenology are not par-
ticularly complicated. My advice would be that when studying phenomenology 
and reading around the subject, select texts which seem straightforward to 
you, and do not make the subject any more complex than it need be.



80  Phenomenological research

survival in the world. However, many people attribute other categories of mean-
ing to employment. For some, employment is also a means of staving off isola-
tion in the world, and engaging in social intercourse and conversation. Work 
may also provide opportunities for generating a sense of self-fulfilment in the 
world; for finding feelings of purpose and creativity in a world which may other-
wise appear rather isolating and alienating. This is close to what the humanistic 
psychologist, Abraham Maslow (1908–1970) termed ‘self-actualization’.

Work may also provide opportunities for self-promotion, and for increasing 
one’s social status. Different people may place different degrees of emphasis 
upon these aspects of work, but it does seem evident that most people do apply 
their consciousness to creating a sense of meaning in relation to the world. This 
process of seeking to create meaning in the world is sometimes known as inten-
tionality. The meanings which are created by social actors are essentially sub-
jective. Each social actor applies a range of influences including environmental 
and genetic factors, in order to create a subjective understanding of the social 
world in which they find themselves. The subjectivity of participants in phe-
nomenological research is discussed by Koopman (2015: 3).

The interpretations of social actors

In the positivist tradition of research, it is normal for the researcher to be per-
ceived as separate from the research process involving the participants or 
respondents. To put this another way, the researcher is not seen as contributing 
to, or as a significant part of, the research setting. The researcher manages the 
sampling, the data collection process and the data analysis, but is not assumed 
to have any effect upon the research context.

In the phenomenological, qualitative tradition, however, the researcher is 
perceived as occupying a central role in the research. There is an assumption 
that the researcher affects the research setting through factors such as the 
selection of topics for the interview questions, and the manner in which ques-
tions are asked.

Advice for students 7.2
When conducting phenomenological research, it is a good idea to reflect upon 
ways in which you as the researcher have an effect upon the research envi-
ronment. There are many ways in which this might take place. Much depends, 
for example, upon the way in which you set up the research environment. This 
might be in a workplace, or perhaps in a domestic situation. Different environ-
ments might have an effect upon the way respondents answer questions. 
Another way in which you could affect the research environment is through 
the way in which you ask questions. Generally, the more supportive your 
manner, the more respondents will be inclined to talk and reveal their feelings 
about an issue. When you are actually writing your thesis, it would be a good 
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Imagine, for example, a research study of the nature of social care for the 
elderly in society. The researchers may be considerably younger than the 
respondents in the research study, and yet they know that they too will gradu-
ally get older, and will need the very type of care which they are researching. 
The researchers too are part of the society which needs to support, in one way 
or another, the care of the elderly. Relatives of the researchers may themselves 
be in need of care. All of these factors anchor the researchers in the project, 
and make them an essential component of the research.

Although the researchers may sketch out the kind of social, economic and 
ethical issues which they wish to explore, there are likely to be a number of 
situations throughout the data collection where they can direct and redirect the 
discussions. Thus, for example, if the participants are discussing the funding of 
adult social care through their own privately-held resources, the researchers 
may redirect discussion through a mention of funding via the public purse. This 
may or may not reflect the personal views of the researchers.

Setting aside everyday assumptions

One of the central aspects of the phenomenological perspective is that the 
researchers try to set on one side their own personal views, beliefs and assump-
tions concerning the issue being investigated. Phenomenologists often speak of 
‘bracketing’ assumptions on one side. This concept is discussed further in Chan 
et al. (2013: 2). The reason for this approach is that human beings tend to 
acquire a wide variety of beliefs which become so much a part of our thinking, 
that we take them for granted. We do not tend to challenge them, but take them 
for granted, as if they are irrevocably true. This may be useful in some ways, in 
everyday life, but if we are trying to make sense of society, it may indeed be a 
handicap. It can tend to block or distort our understanding of society. During 
our lives, these belief systems or world-views can become very firmly embed-
ded in our consciousness, and it is no easy job to divest ourselves of them, in 
order that we can see data and the social world around us, in a transparent, 
clear and unfettered way.

Most people subscribe to some sort of world-view, or at least they attach 
themselves to a particular vision of the world which is both life-enhancing and 
helps them to make sense of the world. Religious and political beliefs provide 
the most obvious forms of world-view, but popular music, films, theatre and 
sports can provide a range of different beliefs and ideologies.

Many of these belief systems contain implicit or explicit values and ways of 
behaving. When playing sports, for example, not only are there specific rules 

idea to include a short section on the ways in which you tried to create the 
most positive research environment, and as far as you can tell, the conse-
quences this had for the data collection process.
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The term ‘transcendental phenomenology’ is sometimes employed where the 
purpose of the research is to encourage respondents to describe the essential 
elements of the topic under study. However, it is not always easy for respondents 
to achieve this. Transcendental phenomenology is discussed further in Moerer-
Urdahl and Creswell (2004: 20). Let us suppose that we ask a small group of 
respondents to discuss their experience of having an allotment. Some may focus 
upon the social element; some may regard it as a means of maintaining personal 
fitness in the open air; some may want to grow vegetables to donate to charity; 
while others may see it as part of their commitment to a vegetarian or vegan 
philosophy of life. Almost certainly a range of different ideals and philosophies 
will emerge from interviews with allotment holders, which may well be at odds 
with the traditional conception of the allotment. Indeed, one of the main conse-
quences of phenomenology is that it enables respondents and researchers to 
offer contrary world-views to those traditionally associated with a particular 
phenomenon. It poses alternatives to the received wisdom of a research topic.

governing the sport, but there are often unwritten implicit codes of behaviour 
which govern general social interaction while the game is being played. Such 
codes of behaviour establish norms for determining what kind of actions are 
deemed to be polite, courteous and generally conducive to a pleasant experi-
ence within the particular sport. Now norms of behaviour generally have a 
positive influence because they help the playing of a sport to progress in an 
amenable way. However, if they gradually become a taken-for-granted set of 
regulations, which become rather rigid in their application, then they may have 
a more negative influence.

Phenomenology tends to challenge norms and values which have become 
rather entrenched. As a research method, phenomenology tries to explore with 
the respondents what they really feel and think about the phenomena under 
study, examining in as much detail as possible the deeper meanings and beliefs. 
In this sense, phenomenology is more concerned with an accurate description 
of people’s feelings, motivation and thought processes, rather than trying to 
explain the way cognitive processes work.

Case study 7.1

Imagine that you wanted to research the situation of people changing jobs. 
You were interested in their emotions, how they feel both on leaving their 
previous workplace, and on starting their new job. This can be a major transi-
tion in people’s lives, and you are interested in the stresses created and the 
ways in which people cope with moving into a new work environment. This 
research question would be suitable to investigate using a phenomenological 
perspective since work transition is an experience which raises deep feelings 
in many people, and a phenomenological approach would encourage respon-
dents to reveal some of these.
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The ultimate purpose of transcendental phenomenology is to try to focus 
upon the central meaning of the research question for an individual respondent. 
As the research process is repeated for other respondents, there may be similar-
ities for different people as they reveal commitments to similar basic experi-
ences. There may also be the potential for extrapolation to other contexts. For 
example, in the case of a vegan philosophy in the allotment movement, this may 
be related to other world-views such as purchasing vegetable-based products, 
and not wearing shoes and other products which are made of leather.

A number of terms are used to refer to the concept of trying to eliminate the 
assumptions which we make about the everyday world. These terms include the 
Greek-derived epoché, bracketing, suspension of judgement and phenomenologi-
cal reduction. They all share the notion of trying to remove accumulated bias, and 
to see the world in its original nature, without the subsequent accretions brought 
about through culture or social interactions. A related term is eidetic reduction, 
which seeks to emphasize the search for the essential elements of a phenomenon 
as opposed to the gradual accumulations of everyday life. According to the tenets 
of phenomenology, it is human consciousness which leads us towards the essence 
of reality, rather than the consequences of social interaction.

Exploring situations in depth

The nature of sampling in phenomenological research is very different from 
that in quantitative methods. It would not be at all unusual to have a sample size 
of one, or a slightly larger sample of up to 20 respondents. The basic issue is 
that since phenomenology is concerned with collecting data, which is as 
detailed as possible, the actual numerical size of the sample is less crucial. The 
actual sample size can be determined by the apparent requirements of the 
research and the possibility of identifying respondents who are willing to 
engage in detailed discussion and exploration of an issue.

Case study 7.2

Suppose that you decide to research the academic atmosphere, lifestyle of 
students, and the career destination of students in an art college. You are 
aware of your own preconceptions of art students existing within a very lib-
eral, creative and relaxed lifestyle. You want to set these assumptions aside, 
and to explore the reality of art school courses, and the approach of students 
to the problem of earning a living after graduation. This research question 
would probably lend itself to a phenomenological approach, given the inten-
tion of trying to bracket off previous assumptions. The research could also 
probably be conducted with a small sample of fewer than ten respondents, 
making sure that they were selected on the basis of their willingness to artic-
ulate a detailed picture of art school life.
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Of course, phenomenological research does make considerable demands 
upon the respondents. By its very nature, phenomenology is asking respon-
dents to openly discuss issues which are often rather personal and intimate. At 
the same time researchers are placing themselves in the position of encourag-
ing respondents to do this. Quite apart from ethical issues involved in this pro-
cess, it can be very difficult for respondents to discuss very personal issues. 
Although we may know internally how we feel about something, trying to 
express that in words can be very different. If someone asks us how we feel 
about being a parent, we may have some ideas about our response to this, but 
expressing these ideas in an articulate fashion may not be easy. Equally, 
because of the personal nature of some issues, participants may be selective in 
terms of the material they choose to reveal.

For this reason, accounts of phenomenological research often try to ensure 
the anonymity of respondents, typically by employing fictional names in tran-
scripts. In addition, researchers may give the transcripts of interviews to 
respondents to enable them to verify their accuracy.

In phenomenology, we can begin to see some of the distinct advantages of 
qualitative methods in contrast to quantitative approaches. It is very difficult 
in the positivist tradition to gain an appreciation of meaning and experience 
within human consciousness. Positivist techniques have a tendency to be too 
superficial to accumulate data which is deeply insightful and profound. How-
ever, on the other hand, it has to be said that data gathered from a phenome-
nological approach is rather difficult to apply to other contexts. There are 
possibilities to generalize from phenomenological data to other contexts, 
particularly if data is available from multiple sources, and can be triangu-
lated.

Description and explanation

It is probably sufficiently complex for respondents to describe an aspect of 
their lives, without at the same time trying to explain how the situation has 
come about. In the case of being a parent, for example, we may be able to 
describe a situation where we have a serious difference of opinion with one of 
our children, but trying to explain the nuances of how this argument came 
about is a very different issue. For example, one of the typical sources of con-
flict between parents and teenagers is that parents usually want their children 
to become established in a conventional career. Children, on the other hand, 
want to take a gap year, go hitch-hiking and travelling, or take up an unusual 
occupation which does not have any particular career prospects. There must 
be innumerable parents and their offspring who discuss these issues intermina-
bly. A phenomenologist would be interested in discussing with parents or chil-
dren the way in which they look at this issue. On the other hand, it may be 
difficult to explore the reasons for their holding the views which they do, as 
there is no intention within phenomenology to test hypotheses.
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Phenomenologists seek to describe the world from the perspective of the 
people living their lives within it. In the example above, they would want to 
produce an accurate description of the way parents tend to react when their 
teenage children inform them that they intend to spend the next nine months 
trekking around some distant part of the planet. Equally, they would want to 
describe the kind of justification used by teenagers when they argue for spend-
ing time travelling before they commit to a particular career.

It is also interesting that so many parents and children are confronted by 
these issues. Phenomenologists are interested in the way it comes to pass that 
these kinds of issues are so widespread within families, and produce the same 
kind of conflictual situations. It seems as if many of the same kind of attitudes, 
values, aspirations and hopes of young people and of their parents are widely 
distributed, irrespective almost of culture and society. Phenomenologists are 
interested in exploring these shared meanings and interpretations.

Individual perspectives on social situations

The main purpose of phenomenological research is to try to reveal the way 
individuals perceive society, by encouraging them to generate detailed 
accounts of the world around them. Sometimes these accounts are of interest 
in themselves, since they generate unanticipated interpretations of what phe-
nomenologists sometimes refer to as the life-world, or their experience of the 
world as they live it. On other occasions, it is interesting to note the apparent 
similarities between the different accounts of people, and the way in which 
there tends to develop shared understandings of the social world. It seems as if, 
during the process of inter-subjective communication, people can develop 
shared understandings of the world which act as a means of social cohesion. 
The notion of the life-world is discussed in Honer and Hitzler (2015: 545).

Phenomenology emphasizes the way in which research respondents describe 
their lives and the particular significant moments in it. Some events or periods 
will almost certainly be more important for the respondent than others, and 
consequently the meaning for respondents will be more significant. We might 
consider the case of students receiving criticism from tutors for their college 
work, or of students receiving praise for their work. The researcher would ask 
respondents to describe their feelings in these circumstances, and perhaps 
compare the feelings of one student with those of another. This is one of the 
positive results of phenomenological research. It enables the researcher to 
examine the responses of people to similar situations, and therefore to enable 
respondents to perhaps adjust their behaviour and make it more relevant to 
situations as they occur.

One of the great strengths and values of phenomenology is that it enables us 
to gain an understanding of a life event, even though we may not have actually 
experienced that event ourselves. The life event may be, for example, a serious 
accident, an illness requiring major clinical intervention, or the death of a close 
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relative. It is true that our understanding relies upon an account spoken by 
someone else, but nevertheless if the research is done thoroughly, then it pro-
vides us with an idea of the significance of the event for the respondent con-
cerned. Phenomenological research enables us to begin to appreciate how 
others view the world around them, and how they find a sense of meaning in 
that world. This is not only of purely intellectual interest, but it provides us with 
a basis for helping fellow human beings in similar situations in the future.

There is also an aspect to phenomenology which is potentially radical, and 
can help us alter the way we, as a society, can respond to situations. Once we 
have a better understanding of the life experiences of our fellow human beings, 
we can adjust our responses to their situation. Society can be more effective in 
the help it provides for people, and may not simply continue with the accepted 
policies and strategies. The decision-makers of society can adjust their 
responses to difficult situations, and hopefully provide improved responses.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 bracketing
•	 eidetic reduction
•	 epoché

•	 life-world
•	 phenomenological reduction
•	 phenomenology
•	 social actor
•	 social cohesion
•	 social meaning
•	 transcendental phenomenology



Chapter

Organization of the interview: including single and 
group interviews

The organization of an interview may appear to be deceptively simple. It may 
seem to be just a matter of sitting down with someone and asking a few ques-
tions. In fact, in order to collect valid research data in a manner which is accept-
able to respondents requires a good deal of careful planning. There are also a 
good many ethical issues which arise in interview research.

Once you have selected the subject of your research, and decided that in 
principle you would like to employ the interview method, then you will need to 
turn your attention to the question of selecting respondents or interviewees. 
From the very start, it is worth giving as much thought as possible to the 
research from the interviewee’s point of view. When you first approach potential 
interviewees, there will probably be many questions which will occur to them.

First of all, they will probably want to understand the nature of the 
research, and feel confident that they are able to answer any questions put to 

8

Interview research

Chapter summary
The use of interviews is probably the commonest method employed 
in qualitative research. However, interview’s apparent simplicity and 
straightforwardness belie the subtleties of its use. This chapter 
explores the many nuances of the use of interviews. It examines the 
different ways in which interviews can be structured, and the variety 
of methods for designing questions. The issue of the validity of 
interview data is discussed, along with the question of potential bias 
in the interviewer. The chapter also discusses the practical arrange-
ments of the interview, particularly so that the interviewee can feel 
relaxed, and able to provide valid and reliable data.
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them. You will therefore have to give some thought to explaining your research 
in a clear and straightforward manner. They will also want information on 
practical matters, such as the location and time of the interview, and whether 
it will fit in with their other commitments. As the interviewees start to think 
more about the implications of taking part, they may start to ask themselves 
more complex questions. Will the interview include any personal questions? If 
I don’t want to answer a question, will that be acceptable? If I start to feel 
nervous, can I end the interview? Will my answers to questions be recorded or 
written down? If so, will they be passed on to other people? Will my identity 
be kept anonymous? These are all valid matters of concern to potential inter-
viewees, and we will take up these issues as the chapter progresses. Further 
discussion of the issue of identifying interviewees can be found in Seidman 
(2019: 45).

Interviewees may also want to know whether they will be interviewed on 
their own, or as part of a group. This is an issue which you will probably con-
sider as part of your research design. A series of one-to-one interviews is very 
useful for comparing the responses of different interviewees with regard to the 
same research question. Sometimes, however, it is useful to conduct interviews 
with a small group of respondents, called a focus group. In this way discussions 
can take place simultaneously between respondents, and the interactions can 
be very useful in terms of illuminating research issues.

Let us now consider some of the potential interviewee concerns mentioned 
above. Depending upon the research topic, it is possible that an interview may 
include some personal themes. For example, in a research study of the stan-
dards of care in a hospital, respondents may be asked about their own experi-
ences of health care. Nevertheless, respondents should be reassured that there 
is no compulsion to answer any questions which they feel are too personal. If 
respondents feel that they do not want to answer a question, then they should 
be encouraged to say so, and this wish will be respected. Indeed, respondents 
may begin to feel that the entire interview is becoming too intrusive. If that is 
the case, then they should be aware that they have an absolute right to end the 
interview. Respondents may have a lot of concerns about the recording of the 
interview, whether this is done electronically or simply by taking notes. They 
may have concerns that their views will be recorded for posterity, and could be 
passed on to others at any time in the future. It should be explained to them that 
the sole purpose of keeping a record of interviews is to provide accurate 
research data. Once the research has been completed, then the recording or 
notes will be destroyed. However, it should be explained to respondents that 
the account of the research, whether that be a thesis or a journal article, will 
contain quotations and extracts from the interview. The reason for this is to 
justify arguments, and generally to provide evidence for the conclusions drawn 
from the research.

Clearly, a range of people will have access to the data extracts in a thesis or 
article, but the important issue is really that every attempt will be made to 
ensure the anonymity of the interviewees. This can be done by allocating fic-
tional names to the data extracts, or simply not using any names.
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A practical issue here is that all of these reassurances may have to be given 
to each interviewee prior to each interview. This can be very laborious and it 
may be that the advice given is sometimes not totally consistent. This is where 
it can be useful to prepare a written summary of both the nature of the research 
and of the organizational proceedings for the interview. This can then be given 
to all potential interviewees with the aim of trying to ensure that they all receive 
the same information. In terms of the research, it will probably be a good idea 
to explain why you are approaching the potential respondents. For example, 
they may have something in their background which is relevant to the research, 
or they may have previously expressed an interest in the research. Interview-
ees will probably want to know how the research will help people. This may 
well enhance their motivation to provide data for the research.

In terms of the organization of the interviews, respondents will need infor-
mation on practical matters such as the names of contact persons managing 
the research; phone numbers, postal and email addresses; and maps of the insti-
tution in which the interviews will take place. They will also need to know the 
planned dates and time slots for proposed interviews. Some interview research 
provides the opportunity for interviewees to read the transcripts, and to cor-
rect them if they feel that they are not a faithful record of what they said. If this 
is to take place, then the procedures should be outlined and agreed by those 
concerned. Further discussion of the transcription of interview data is avail-
able in McLellan et al. (2003: 65).

The setting of the interview

A research interview is a sensitive and sophisticated interaction between two 
people, in the case of a one-to-one interview. In the case of a group interview or 
focus group, the interactions become no less complex, simply because there 
are a number of people involved (see Nyumba et al., 2018: 21, for further discus-
sion of focus groups). The apparently smallest of factors can sometimes have a 
major effect upon the interview, and perhaps distort the nature of the data 
provided. Many research interviews in the social sciences take place on univer-
sity premises, and the formality of such settings may have an effect upon the 
way the interviewee perceives the social setting. It should be added briefly 
here that ethnographic or field interviews often take place in the actual social 
setting for the research, and there are some special considerations to be borne 
in mind here. More will be said about ethnographic interviews in Chapter 9.

It is important to bear in mind that when interviews are conducted in a for-
mal setting, every effort should be made to create a relaxing environment for 
the interviewee. A room should be reserved, ideally with a glass panel in the 
door in order not to create a ‘closed’ atmosphere. If the interview is being 
recorded, then the recording system should be explained to the interviewee. It 
should also be explained that the interviewee can turn off the recorder if at any 
time they feel they do not want their comments to be recorded. This provides 
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the respondent with a feeling of control over the proceedings. Before the real 
interview commences, it may be a good idea for the researcher and interviewee 
to have an informal discussion, in order to help them both feel relaxed. A 
research interview is not something which should be rushed. One of the 
strengths of the process is that the respondents should feel able to take their 
time, and reflect carefully upon the issues raised.

It is worth remembering that research interviews can often give the impres-
sion of a power differential between the interviewer and the interviewee. The 
interviewer may represent a sense of authority and knowledge to the inter-
viewee, which may intimidate the latter to some extent. Interviewers may be 
advised to wear informal, casual dress, for example, and to adopt any strat-
egy in the layout of the interview room which makes the respondent feel at 
ease. From the beginning of the interview the interviewer should try to create 
an atmosphere of listening, rather than continually asking penetrating ques-
tions. As a researcher it is worth always remembering that it is the opinions, 
feelings and impressions of the interviewee in which you are interested that 
are important.

It is probably in a traditional one-to-one interview that you can best under-
stand the perspectives of the respondent, but there are other ways in which 
research interviews can be arranged. Focus groups in which a number of 
respondents are asked to discuss an issue, perhaps prompted by a researcher, 
can be a useful means of initiating discussion. The interaction between respon-
dents can encourage members of the group to formulate ideas on an issue.

Interviews can also be arranged so that they take place remotely. The inter-
view can take place by telephone, or by a visual connection on the internet. 
These methods have a number of logistical advantages, notably in terms of 
avoiding travelling time. The respondent can also be interviewed in their own 
familiar setting, which may make them feel rather more confident in terms of 
the process. It may be argued, on the other hand, that something is lost in these 
arrangements, in terms of the closeness of the interaction between interviewer 
and interviewee. A further variant in the interview process is that it takes place 
in real time through email. Questions are put to the respondent by email and the 
latter then types a reply. This process may be rather slow and artificial, but it 
may be deemed an advantage that the exchanges exist in written form from the 
beginning, and no transcription is needed. Whatever structural methods are 
arranged for the interview, the interviewer should try as far as possible to be 
accepting of the viewpoints of the respondent, even if they do not concur with 
their own perspective. If the interviewer gives any impression of rejecting the 
views of the respondent, then this can have an adverse effect upon the willing-
ness of the respondent to continue to offer their views. The interviewer should 
truly adopt the role of a facilitator, gently encouraging the respondent to pro-
vide their viewpoints on an issue. It is also helpful if the environment chosen 
for the interview is not one which is liable to interruptions or disturbances, and 
is relatively private.

Interviewees are generally very interested in what initiated the research 
project in which they might come to be involved. This is particularly so if the 
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The more supportive and encouraging the introduction, then the more likely 
that the respondents will provide useful, detailed data, and that the research 
project as a whole will be a success. It is also very important though that the 
interview is ended on a positive note, and that the interviewee leaves the room 
feeling that they have enjoyed the process, and that what they have said will be 
useful for the project.

research has a philanthropic element, and should in principle bring about a 
clear improvement in the quality of human life. If the research project is clearly 
designed to help other people, then this can be very motivating for the inter-
viewees.

One final consideration for the interview is the way in which the interview 
should be started, and the way in which it should be concluded. The manner in 
which these two functions are achieved is important in terms of encouraging 
the respondent to feel positive about the research.

Advice for students 8.1
The following is an example of how as a researcher you might go about intro-
ducing the interview process:

Hello. My name is ... and I am a lecturer here in this department. I would like 
to say how much we appreciate your coming this morning, and helping us 
with our research. We are trying to improve our facilities and approaches to 
teaching mature students in higher education. All of the people being inter-
viewed this morning are either retired or approaching retirement in a few 
years, and are interested in doing a higher education course as part of their 
retirement activities. As I said in my letter, we would like to record the inter-
view, but I must stress that you do not have to respond to a question if you 
feel it is too intrusive. The questions I am going to ask are really very 
straightforward and designed to enable you to talk about your feelings about 
higher education, and why you would like to pursue education at this stage 
in your life. May I stress that if at any stage in the interview, you would like 
to take a rest, then just switch off the recorder using this button here.
  Is that all right? Do you have any questions before we start?

Advice for students 8.2
The following is an example of how you might go about concluding the inter-
view, and leaving the interviewee with a positive feeling about the research.

Well, thank you very much for taking part in this interview. I hope you have 
enjoyed it and perhaps found it useful. You certainly gave me some very 
interesting replies, and this should help our research project a lot.
  Let me just reassure you that your real name will not be used in any 
research report, although we will use extracts from what you have said. 
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Structured, semi-structured and unstructured 
interviews

Interviews are often categorized as being one of three types: structured, 
semi-structured or unstructured. This is a convenient convention and I will 
adhere to it in this chapter, although it is probably more accurate to think of 
interview types as existing in a range from very formal and structured to 
extremely informal and unstructured, with a wide number of variations in 
between.

It is worth also considering that there are important philosophical features 
of each of the types of interview. The structured interview tends to rest upon 
the assumption that the interviewer is able to define the key issues of the 
research topic, and to frame appropriate questions for the interviewee. It is 
further assumed that these questions will tend to be closed questions which 
have a response capable of being articulated in a brief, clear manner.

At the other extreme are the unstructured interviews. These assume that 
neither the interviewer nor the interviewee has a comprehensive appreciation 
of the research issue, and that the interview process should involve more of a 
joint exploration and examination of the research questions. Questions will 
reflect this exploratory function and tend to be open questions, leaving the 
opportunity for genuine exploration and compromise.

Between these two extremes exist a wide range of variations, combining 
some of the features of structured and some of the features of unstructured 
interviews.

Whichever method is adopted, interviewers generally use notes of some 
kind to support them during the interview. These notes may include examples 
of questions to be asked or simply brief summaries of themes to be explored. 
These notes are generally known as an interview schedule. In the case of a 
structured interview the schedule is usually a formal document. It may start 
with a summary of the research, and of the interview process. It will often be 
followed by a list of the questions to be asked. Incorporated in this list may be 
a series of response boxes which the interviewer can use to code the responses 
from the respondent. There will probably finally be some assurances about 
anonymity and confidentiality, and an opportunity for the interviewee to ask 
any questions which have occurred to them during the interview.

It is an important feature of such interview schedules that the questions are 
asked in the same order and in the same way, to all respondents. It is equally 

There should not be any way in which what you have said can be traced 
back to you. So, we hope this research will encourage more mature stu-
dents to study at the university. If you would like to receive a copy of the 
final research report, I would be delighted to send you a copy.
  Finally, if you have any questions about the research, I would be very 
happy to try to answer them.
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Advantages and disadvantages of interviews

The interview is an extremely popular method of collecting data, although, as 
with all research methods, there are some disadvantages. The following discus-
sion relates primarily to semi-structured and unstructured interviews as these 
are the types most closely connected with qualitative approaches. Let us con-
sider the advantages of interviews first of all.

Most of the people who have experienced the research interview process 
seem to have enjoyed it by and large. For the interviewee, there is the opportu-
nity to express their opinions about an issue, and to articulate their viewpoints, 
while the interviewer can learn about the views of others. This exchange of 
views and opinions encourages the production of well-informed and well-
considered data, which can be the basis for a sound research report.

important that the text about the research project should be read out in the same 
manner to all interviewees. If respondents do not understand a question, then 
they should not generally be permitted to seek clarification, as this would proba-
bly introduce an element of individuality and variation to the interview. There is 
a good deal of similarity between a questionnaire and an interview schedule 
which is highly structured. However, the schedule can be adapted and varying 
degrees of informal discussion introduced to create a semi-structured interview.

At the other extreme is the unstructured interview. For this type of interview 
the schedule may only consist of a brief series of research themes or topics, 
which act as prompts for the interviewer. The latter will generally adapt the 
order in which these are discussed, depending upon the course of the conversa-
tion. Equally, the way in which the interview develops may depend upon the 
interests and inclinations of the interviewee.

The unstructured interview is arguably the most closely related philosophi-
cally to the principles of qualitative, interpretive research. It tends to avoid the 
idea of external researchers who impose their concept of the world upon the 
data collection process. Rather, the unstructured interview encourages a feel-
ing of equality between interviewer and interviewee. They both contribute 
ideas to the discussion, and work on combining their world-views in analysing 
the research question in hand.

Case study 8.1

If you are conducting research on an issue which is fundamentally ethical in 
nature, then the unstructured interview can be a very suitable means of col-
lecting data. Such research issues might be the maintenance of discipline in 
schools, or the best strategies for rehabilitating prisoners. Giving the inter-
viewee a lot of freedom to explore an issue such as these enables them to 
range far and wide in terms of analysing moral complexities. They may also 
raise issues which you as the researcher had not previously considered.
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The interview process is also very flexible. If either party to the interview 
is not certain about what the other person has said, then they can ask for clar-
ification. If the terminology being used seems too obscure or complex, then it 
can be simplified. In short, there is a great deal of flexibility in the interview 
process, to help both interviewer and respondent to get the most out of the 
process.

The fact that interviewer and interviewee are both facing each other enables 
additional non-verbal data to be collected. This includes such aspects as facial 
expressions, mannerisms and body posture. All of these may provide indica-
tions of feelings and attitudes.

Although it can be time-consuming to identify a sample of potential inter-
viewees, once people have agreed to take part, there is usually only a relatively 
small number of people who do not come for their interview appointment. 
There is also the opportunity to adapt the time of the interview to the conve-
nience of respondents.

During the interview there are a number of opportunities for obtaining more 
precise data. If a response appears to be rather vague, then the interviewer can 
ask more penetrating questions in order to try to get to the heart of an issue. If 
the interviewer wants to check the veracity of a response, then the same ques-
tion can be asked later during the interview in a slightly different way. Alterna-
tively, if the interviewee is willing, a repeat interview can be held at a later 
date. Further discussion of the advantages of interview research can be seen in 
Alshenqeeti (2014: 40).

Despite the many advantages of interviewee research, there can also be 
some disadvantages. A fairly obvious disadvantage of interview research is 
that it can take up a lot of time. There may be travelling involved to reach a 
respondent’s home or place of work; and in order to do justice to the actual 
interview, it should be conducted at a calm, relaxed pace. It is possible that bias 
can develop during the interviews, with the interviewers permitting their own 
feelings and views to be embedded in the questions. Equally, the interviewees 
may find that they inadvertently or even deliberately give responses which 
they believe may be acceptable to the interviewers. Finally, there is also a dan-
ger that discussing some issues may prove to be rather delicate or contentious 
for either the interviewer or interviewee, or both.

Designing questions to employ

During a research interview, one of the interviewer’s main responsibilities is to 
guide the developing dialogue in order that the respondent provides as much 
interesting and informative data as possible. In order to achieve this, there are 
a number of general strategies which can be adopted, quite apart from the fea-
tures of the actual conversation.

As a general rule, you should try to ask questions which encourage the 
respondent to talk a great deal. The converse of this is also true, that you should 
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try to avoid questions which can be answered with a one-word answer. Thus, 
‘Did you enjoy the film last night?’ encourages a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response. On the 
other hand, the question ‘Could you describe the main features of the plot in the 
film last night?’ encourages a much more discursive answer.

Sometimes there are periods of silence during an interview. This is not nec-
essarily a problem. If you pause in the flow of questions, this may give thinking 
time to the respondent who may then be able to resume the interview by pro-
viding further responses to a question. There are other useful ways of encour-
aging the respondent to maintain the conversation. If you keep eye contact 
with the interviewee, it gives the impression of being interested in what is being 
said. Also, it is helpful to assume an ‘open’, friendly expression as this encour-
ages responses from the interviewee. It is also worth remembering that the 
whole purpose of the interpretive interview is to encourage the respondent to 
articulate the main features of their own world-view. Every question should try 
to reveal as much as possible of the perspective of the respondent on the key 
research issues. To this end, it is important that you try to avoid, as much as 
possible, introducing your own viewpoints into the conversation. The more you 
talk about yourself and your own opinions, the more these are likely to influ-
ence the way in which the respondent replies to questions.

Research interviewers often draw a distinction between ‘closed’ and ‘open’ 
questions. Closed questions tend to focus upon a restricted element of a 
research issue, and encourage the response to consist either of a single word or 
only several words. For example, ‘Who wrote the best-selling psychology text 
book …?’, or ‘What was her main research interest?’ The problem with these 
sorts of questions is that they do not encourage the interviewee to adopt an 
expansive approach and to talk freely about their own viewpoints.

Open questions, on the other hand, encourage respondents to reflect more 
upon their own ideas and to speak in a more discursive manner. A more open 
question would be ‘Why do you feel that this particular psychologist was awarded 
the prize?’ Even if the respondent does not speak for very long, a question formu-
lation such as this offers the opportunity to ask further probing questions.

It is sometimes tempting to ask questions which contain within them a sug-
gestion for a response. An example of such a leading question would be ‘Do you 
think that the first article she published had an effect on the award of the prize?’ 
These questions should be avoided because they may tend to reflect the inter-
viewer’s perspective and not that of the respondent.

At the beginning of the interview, it is a sensible strategy not to begin imme-
diately with questions on the technical aspects of the interview. It is perhaps 
wisest to ask one or two general questions, perhaps commenting on the 
weather, or on a television programme. This will help the respondent to feel 
relaxed and better able to comment on the main interview questions. Another 
related issue is to try to avoid complex technical vocabulary when asking ques-
tions. Wherever possible, try to adopt the language register normally used by 
the respondent. In this case there are less likely to be misunderstandings caused 
by language, vocabulary or sentence structure. In short, there is a lot to be said 
for asking questions clearly and simply and using straightforward language.
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Validity and reliability of interview data

In all kinds of research, whether quantitative or qualitative, we want to have 
confidence in the data we are collecting, and also in the conclusions which we 
draw from that data. There are two basic measures which are used to hopefully 
reassure us about what we might loosely term the accuracy of our data. These 
two measures are termed validity and reliability.

Validity is a measure of the extent to which our data collection instrument 
actually does measure what we hope and believe it is measuring. For example, 
we might ask our respondent, ‘Do you get a sense of fulfilment from your pres-
ent job?’ The interviewee may answer ‘yes’ to this question because they do 
actually get a sense of satisfaction and reward from their job. In that case we 
can say that the question and the data we obtain have a high level of validity.

On the other hand, the respondents may also answer ‘yes’, but for different 
reasons. They may wish to present a positive image of themselves, and may 
therefore give an untruthful answer. In this case the data would have low valid-
ity. Now you may say that it is going to be very difficult to know whether our 
data is or is not valid. However, there are some strategies we can employ which 
give us clues about the validity of our data. Later on in the interview, we could 
ask a different version of the above question. Instead of asking whether the 
respondent gets a sense of fulfilment, we could ask ‘Apart from a salary, what 
do you feel you gain from your job?’ If the respondent talks about fulfilment, or 
a similar concept, then we may feel that this has corroborated the first ‘yes’ 
response, and confirmed the validity of the initial data. Another strategy 
involves asking the same question, but using a very different method. For 
example, you could ask a version of the question, but this time include it in a 
questionnaire. Again, if you got a similar response, you might feel that there 
was some validity in the original data. This approach could be described as 
methodological triangulation. Further discussion of validity can be found in 
Kuzmanić (2009: 43).

Case study 8.2

Let us suppose that you want to research some aspects of the lifestyle of 
young people involved in the drug culture. First of all, it may be difficult, but 
not impossible, to contact potential respondents who are willing to be inter-
viewed. Assuming that you can contact a potential sample, you would have to 
be aware that there would be possible problems with the validity of the data. 
As the respondents are possibly involved in illegal activity, they may be less 
than honest in their responses, in order to protect themselves. However, it is 
possible that you could adopt strategies to check the validity of their 
responses. As part of the interview, you could ask them why they had agreed 
to take part in the interviews. If they appeared to have a legitimate reason, 
then this might shed some light on the veracity of their other replies.
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The other main measure of the accuracy of data is known as reliability. Let 
us suppose that you interview a person and get a certain response. If you were 
to repeat the interview with the same person and question, a few weeks later, 
you would hope to receive the same response. If you did, then you could say 
that your data had a high level of reliability. In a perfect world, data should be 
both valid and reliable. However, there may be perfectly good reasons why a 
person’s response changes over a period of time. One fairly obvious reason is 
that people change their minds over an issue. We know, for example, that a few 
weeks before a political election, people may decide to vote for one candidate, 
but when it comes to the actual election may vote for someone else. Neverthe-
less, reliability is a useful measure of the extent to which we can trust an inter-
view response.

Potential bias

The one-to-one interview is a very personal event, in which there is ample 
opportunity for either party to unduly influence the other. The interviewer, for 
example, may ask questions in such a way that the response of the interviewee 
is affected. Equally, the interviewee may be affected by the interview situation 
in such a way that their responses are affected, particularly, for example, in 
terms of giving a response which is acceptable to the interviewer. These kinds 
of effects can give rise to bias in the interview, and hence undermine both the 
validity and reliability of the data.

It is probably true of many research interviews that when analysing the data, 
the interviewers use their own judgement to decide which aspects of the total 
data should be included in the final data analysis. This almost inevitably intro-
duces some degree of bias to the analysis. Action can, however, be taken to limit 
these effects by asking other researchers to assist with the data analysis. Another 
way in which bias can be introduced by interviewers is when they ask closed 
questions. Under these circumstances it is relatively easy for respondents to pro-
vide the response which they feel is wanted by the interviewer. On the other 
hand, if the interviewer asks open questions, inviting a long and discursive 
response, then it is much more difficult for the respondent to construct a response 
which they feel would be acceptable to the interviewer. Interviewees may some-
times seek the approval of the interviewer by responding in a way which they 
feel would be acceptable. With closed questions where the respondent only has 
to answer yes or no, then it may be easier to deceive the interviewer. On the 
other hand, with open questions where the respondents have to provide more 
detailed, considered responses, this becomes more difficult.

It can sometimes happen that the interviewer and interviewee possess par-
allel world-views, and they may to some extent reinforce each other’s opinion, 
leading to a measure of bias in responses. It can also happen that interviewer 
and interviewee both harbour a wish to be liked by the other member of the 
interview process, and that this affects the way in which they act and respond 
during the interaction. This again can introduce a degree of bias.
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In a perfect world of course, a research interview would be a balanced and 
rational exchange. However, the issues mentioned above show that an element 
of bias can easily creep into the process. In general, one of the best ways of 
limiting the effects of bias is to involve other people in the interview process, for 
example, as observers, or as assistants in the analytic process. When partici-
pants know this is happening, it can often have the effect of limiting bias effects.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 bias
•	 closed question
•	 focus group
•	 interview schedule
•	 open question
•	 reliability of interviews
•	 remote interview
•	 semi-structured interview
•	 structured interview
•	 unstructured interview
•	 validity of interviews



Chapter 9

Ethnography and anthropology

Anthropology is the study of other societies with a particular focus on such 
aspects as culture, social systems, family life and religious beliefs. Early 
anthropologists in the nineteenth century were often concerned with the collec-
tion of artefacts as exemplars of culture and society. There was, however, a 
developing awareness that in order to truly understand a different society, one 
needed to spend a sustained period of time living in that society. This viewpoint 
was particularly illustrated by the anthropologists Bronislaw Malinowski 
(1884–1942) and Margaret Mead (1901–78) during their fieldwork in the south-
ern Pacific.

Anthropologists gradually realized that in order to fully appreciate the 
nature of a society, one needed to immerse oneself completely in the daily life 
of the societal members and to try to appreciate the significance of their social 
customs. Ideally, it would also be necessary to learn sufficient of the language 
in order to be able to participate in rituals and ask sufficient questions in order 

Ethnographic research

Chapter summary
This chapter examines the nature of ethnographic research, and its 
development from earlier anthropological studies. It explores the 
purpose of ethnography in terms of obtaining a deep understanding 
of the culture of a research setting, and in so doing retaining the 
perspective of the respondents rather than of the researcher. The 
chapter examines, in particular, the different ways in which data 
may be collected and recorded. It also considers the important 
ethical questions of gaining access to the field, in a way which 
preserves a sensitivity towards, and empathy for, the respondents. 
The chapter also explores the different strategies which may be 
used by the researchers to embed themselves in the research 
environment.



100  Ethnographic research

to grasp the meaning of local culture and practices. It is also probably true to 
say that the starting point for much of early anthropology was an ethnocentric 
perspective. This tended to involve an assumption that Western European cul-
ture was markedly superior to that of other societies. Further discussions on 
ethnocentrism are available in Hammond and Axelrod (2006: 927). As anthro-
pological studies continued, however, including particularly fieldwork investi-
gations, researchers began to develop an awareness of the relevance of 
comparative studies. Anthropologists became aware that it could be useful to 
compare their own culture with those of distant societies, particularly in rela-
tion to such aspects as social habits, lifestyle, morality and ethics, family life 
and marriage. From the notion of comparative social studies came the rela-
tively radical idea of cultural relativism. This raised the question of whether 
one could assume that the customs of one society were superior to those of 
another society, or merely perhaps more relevant to the social environment of 
the culture in which they originated. In short, as we move into the twentieth 
century, there was an evolving viewpoint that it could be beneficial to be open-
minded about other cultures, with a view to considering their relevance to what 
had previously been considered as the dominant cultures of the world. Ethno-
graphic accounts of other societies thus became a very useful and important 
source of data for reflecting on our own western society. An analysis of the 
development of ethnography can be found in Ladner (2016: 15).

The further development which gradually took place in the twentieth cen-
tury was that the creation of ethnographies or ethnographic accounts as a 
research method could be applied not only to distant societies, but to minority 
cultures within our own society. Hence sociologists realized that it was infor-
mative to collect ethnographic data on, for example, a school, a prison, or other 
institutions. Not only did such ethnographic studies of institutions provide 
insights into our own society on a broader level, but it was also possible to con-
struct ethnographic accounts of micro elements of our own culture, such as 
groups of teenagers, football supporters or factory workers. Such studies pro-
vided social scientists with useful insight into the way in which social groups 
interacted within our own society. Not only did such ethnographies reveal a lot 
about the way in which contemporary society functioned, but also helped 
social and political planners propose ideas for the development of society. 
Hence ethnography is not only a very flexible method of investigating different 
facets of society, but it is also useful for developing strategies for the improve-
ment of society.

It is also worth noting that the period immediately following the Second 
World War was a time of quite considerable mass movement of peoples, and of 
the dislocation of social structures. In the case of Britain, the war had resulted 
in significant labour shortages, and attempts were made to rectify these 
through the recruitment of people from the countries of the Commonwealth. 
This was a period of major economic migration which brought about social 
change in Britain on a very large scale. Communities with a wide range of dif-
ferent cultures and religions began to establish themselves in Britain, notably 
from the Caribbean and the Indian sub-continent. There was considerable 
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One of the principal ways of mitigating the potential effects of intrusion into 
a social group is for the researcher to develop contacts with the group in a very 
gradual way. It is unreasonable to expect the members of a group will admit a 
stranger into their midst, and immediately start revealing intimate aspects of 

interest in conducting ethnographic research which helped people to under-
stand the customs and religions of these migrant groups. In the long run, this 
work may have done much to enhance inter-ethnic relations in the United King-
dom, and to support a broader tolerance between different social groups.

Reasons for adopting an ethnographic approach

The term ‘ethnography’ is sometimes used to describe the account of a society, 
social group or culture which results from the process of ethnographic research. 
An ethnography is thus the descriptive and analytic account which is the ulti-
mate product of this type of investigation. One of the main reasons for using an 
ethnographic approach is therefore where there appears to be a need for a 
holistic account which links together many of the features of life in the social 
group in question. Ethnographies are typified by a variety of features. They 
present a very detailed portrait of a social group and the people who live within 
its confines. They employ an extremely wide range of data, which is integrated 
into a cohesive account of the culture of the group being investigated. While the 
ethnography seeks to present in great detail the cultural life of the society, it 
also seeks to respect the privacy, integrity and traditional lifestyle of the group. 
This is an important ethical consideration which often entails adopting a cau-
tious and delicate approach to the collection and interpretation of data. Eth-
nographers have to be continually aware that ethnographic research can have 
unintended consequences on the group being investigated, and that this impact 
may not always be totally beneficial.

Advice for students 9.1
When you are writing up your postgraduate thesis, there are certain conven-
tions with which you will need to comply. You will receive advice on these from 
your supervisor, and you can also consult previous theses. These conven-
tions tend to have arisen within the context of a positivist tradition. However, 
qualitative and ethnographic theses are in the process of developing new 
conventions. Ethnographic theses can sometimes appear to be much more 
like ‘telling a research story’ than a formal research report. You may like to 
consult former ethnographic theses, and to develop an appreciation of the 
variety of thesis structures available, before selecting a structure for yourself. 
It is probably wise to select a suitable thesis structure and then emulate this. 
At least then you will be able to argue that you have emulated the pattern of 
a previous, successful thesis.



102  Ethnographic research

their lives to them. As researchers, we should expect an ethnographic study to 
take a long time, and for contact with the social members to take place gradu-
ally. As the members of the social group begin to embrace the presence of the 
researcher, they normally reveal more and more about their lifestyle, customs 
and values. This is to the advantage of the researcher, but also helps to build 
confidence in the social members.

One of the significant reasons for employing an ethnographic perspective is 
that the approach uses a wide range of different types of data. This data can 
include observations, field notes, audio and video recordings, artefacts and 
photographs. The data can also be collected by using different methods such as 
participant observation and interviews. Therefore, when conducting research, 
the ethnographer can often make use of the widest and sometimes most unusual 
of data to gradually construct a picture of the social context.

The viewpoint of the subject

One of the most important facets of ethnography is that it emphasizes the inter-
pretation and world-view of the subjects of the study. The researcher is trying 
above all else to understand the world from the point of view of the social 
actor. In a study of football supporters, for example, the ethnographic approach 
would try to reveal and understand the significance of the chanting, of the 
sometimes violent behaviour, of the confrontational approach with opposition 
supporters, and of the sense of dedication felt by many supporters. The 
research would try to reveal what it feels like to actually be a football sup-
porter, rather than to take for granted the assumptions of the researcher. For 
example, even though the popular image of football supporters is that they 
participate sometimes in confrontational behaviour, this may not be the per-
ception of the actual supporters.

To take another fictional example, let us consider the nature of an ethno-
graphic study of holiday makers in Spain. The study would not try to reveal the 
perceptions and impressions of the researchers, but rather try to understand 
the world-view of those people who choose a beach holiday in Spain. The 
researchers are trying to understand the reasons for people selecting Spain for 
a holiday; the aspects of their own culture which the holiday makers hope to 
find in Spain; and the aspects of Spanish culture which attract them. In short, 
one of the challenges of ethnography is for the researchers to learn to discard 
their own assumptions and prejudices, and to encourage the research subjects 
to articulate their own views on an issue.

Insider research and auto-ethnography

The aim of a great deal of ethnography is for the researcher to be accepted 
within the social group being researched. The aim is that the researcher 
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becomes so much an element of the researched group that this gives a legiti-
macy to the data, and the respondents become very accepting of the researcher. 
This level of acceptance can be achieved in a variety of ways, notably by 
spending a great deal of time with the respondents and gradually gaining their 
confidence. It is often the case, however, that the researcher and respondents 
share some element of their lives, or have certain characteristics in common, 
such that the researcher is accepted within the social group being studied.

An example of this type of situation is the general category of work-based 
research. This is where someone works in an organization, and for various rea-
sons decides to conduct some research on a situation within that organization. 
Many teachers who are pursuing higher degrees decide to conduct research 
within the school, college or university in which they teach. They may study a 
variety of themes including, for example, social relations in the staffroom, staff 
hierarchies and management, the role of the headteacher, teaching styles, cur-
riculum issues and the ethics of teaching situations. These are just a few exam-
ples of the kinds of themes which can be addressed by a teacher-researcher. By 
being an insider, a de facto member of the group being investigated, the teacher-
researcher can understand many of the subtleties of the social interactions tak-
ing place. This gives teacher-researchers a methodological advantage when 
compared with external researchers who have little idea of how the relation-
ships function in a school community. Teacher-researchers often know how to 
collect data in unusual settings, and how to locate key informants. On the other 
hand, it can often be difficult for colleagues of the researcher to appreciate that 
they have two different roles. On the one hand, they are a normal member of 
staff, but, on the other, they have this separate role which involves observing 
their colleagues and pupils, and writing about them. This can sometimes lead to 
tensions. For example, during discussions in the staffroom, colleagues may 
wonder whether the researcher is adopting the role of data gatherer, or is sim-
ply being a normal colleague.

A related problem is that the insider researcher in a situation is already 
familiar with many of the features and circumstances which are particular to 
that social context. They may be familiar with the idiosyncracies of a specific 
pupil or teacher, or they may take for granted the particular ways of organiza-
tion and functioning which are typical of that school. Because they take so 
much for granted, they may not be able to objectively view the characteristics 
of the school, and this may limit their role as a researcher. On the other hand, 
an outsider researcher, who moves into the research field, may view everything 
as ‘strange’ and therefore produce a more objective ethnographic account.

The insider knowledge of some teacher-researchers may mean that they 
predetermine the themes to be researched, and even the questions to be asked. 
This is in many ways antithetical to the process of ethnographic research which 
normally seeks to expose and examine the participants’ view of the world, 
rather than that of the researcher. There are also occasions where the 
researcher does not ask very searching questions because they appreciate that 
it will ultimately be necessary for them to leave their researcher role behind, 
and to return to being a normal member of staff. The result may be that the 
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Auto-ethnography is not concerned with scientific analysis, nor with the 
testing of theories. In an inductive way, the process may generate social the-
ory, but the method produces types of subjective accounts rather than any pre-
cise causal relationships. Neither does auto-ethnography regard the researcher 
as separate from the external sample. The process does not conceive of the 
researcher as an external entity collecting data from others in an impartial and 
objective manner. Rather it is a question of trying to understand the features of 
the interactive world which exists between the researcher and the surrounding 
cultural world.

Auto-ethnography is a suitable research approach for a situation in which 
the researcher has undertaken a particular experience and wishes to understand 

ethnographic account produced is not as analytic as that produced by an out-
sider researcher.

A particular variety of ethnography is where the researcher turns the 
investigative spotlight on themselves. Instead of ‘researching’ a group of 
respondents, the researchers investigate themselves and their relationship with 
the surrounding culture. This process is usually termed auto-ethnography, with 
the prefix ‘auto’ referring to a study of the self. In this kind of study, the 
researcher adopts a self-reflective stance, considering the connection of their 
own situation with the philosophical, educational, social, religious and artistic 
features of society at large. A discussion of auto-ethnography is contained in 
Anderson (2006: 375).

This is clearly not an easy goal to achieve. Researchers cannot rely upon 
forms of enquiry which try to replicate a type of scientific objectivity. There is 
almost inevitably a strong thread of subjectivity in this type of research. For 
example, a researcher may be very interested in music, and want to research 
the spiritual and psychological effects of listening to music. The researcher 
may want to consider the effects on themselves, and also on a sample of other 
people who are equally interested in listening to music. The researcher will 
need to reflect upon their own mental state in an attempt to appreciate the 
impact of music on the mind and state of well-being. The researcher will be able 
to employ interviews or life history techniques in order to collect data from 
members of the external sample, but this will not be possible with self-reflection. 
The process of auto-ethnography is inevitably subjective, attempting to record 
changes in the mental states of the researcher but with all the limitations that 
this imposes.

Case study 9.1

If you were interested in researching the situation of postgraduate students 
who were working in short-term, part-time jobs in order to pay living expenses, 
then this might be a suitable subject for an auto-ethnography. If you too were 
living this form of lifestyle, then you would be able to reflect on your own 
situation and relate this to the situation of fellow students in your sample.
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that experience through the perceptions of others. Such experiences may 
include having attended a particular type of school, having played a particular 
sport, having travelled to a particular country or having experienced a partic-
ular form of disability. One can also imagine the positive features of this type 
of research in that it may well illuminate some features of an experience which 
may normally remain hidden from those who have not experienced it. In that 
context, it is worth noting that auto-ethnography does not accept the conven-
tional approaches to research, but provides a very different research strategy 
which can be used to address issues which are less susceptible to conventional 
approaches.

Participant observation in ethnography

Some researchers strive to be intimately involved in the social relations of the 
group being studied as part of an ethnography. As such, the researchers are 
aspiring to be full participants in the group, and to be regarded as participant 
observers. This attempt to be a fully participant observer does, however, raise 
questions as to whether the researcher is regarded as primarily a group mem-
ber or as primarily a researcher. There is also the issue of whether the group as 
a whole fully understands the role of a field researcher. It might also be argued 
that in order to be an ethnographer, one has, to a certain extent, to be a partic-
ipant; and that the very act of being a participant alters to some extent the 
social ecology of the group. On the other hand, some argue that it is possible to 
be a non-participant observer. Such a researcher would stand back from the 
group and attempt to record the social interactions without actually trying to 
be a group member. Again, some may argue that sustaining a clear distinction 
between researcher and group members is not actually possible, because the 
very act of observation involves at least some degree of participation.

It could be argued that in ethnography there is no absolute distinction 
between participant and non-participant observation. Some might argue that 
the two terms are in effect two extremes between which exist a variety of dif-
ferent shades of approach.

If you wish to conduct ethnographic research as a complete observer, it does 
raise the question of the kind of strategy you will use to be accepted by the 
group. It will be easier if you possess a legitimate reason to be accepted as part 
of the group, but if not, you will need to develop a strategy in order to be 
accepted. In some cases, this may create very difficult ethical situations. For 
example, if you wanted to conduct an ethnography of a gang of young people 
who were sometimes involved in illegal activity, you would probably not wish 
to engage in such activity in order to be accepted. In such cases, for both ethi-
cal and legal reasons, a form of non-participant observation might be more 
appropriate.

In some cases where researchers aspire to be fully absorbed into the 
research group, there is the danger that they abandon some features of their 
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own culture, world-view and moral framework in order to be accepted into 
the research group. Researchers need to be aware of the possibility of this 
occurring and to decide in advance the limits to which they are prepared to be 
involved.

Sensitivity and access to ‘the field’

In ethnographic research we tend to refer to ‘the field’ as being the social con-
text in which the respondents operate on a daily basis. As with all social situa-
tions, the people who normally live their lives within it can tend to be defensive 
and protective about that situation. They may be suspicious of people they per-
ceive as intruders. Even more so, they may appoint, formally or informally, 
people with the specific role of governing entry to the social context or ‘field’. 
In both research terms and in everyday language, such a person is often known 
as a gatekeeper.

When researchers are planning their research strategy, it is important that 
they identify the relevant gatekeepers and obtain permission to ‘enter the field’. 
It is worth remembering that in a sense, an ethnographer is an intruder, and 
may disrupt or have a generally negative effect upon the field. It is not in your 
interests as a researcher to disturb the social ecology of the field. You need, 
therefore, to be sensitive to the social balance of the field, and to try to main-
tain the inter-personal equilibrium.

Research fields exist in many different forms. In a high school, one can 
imagine a particular class and its base room as a research field. The students 
will almost certainly be protective of what they regard as their social space. If 
you as researcher wished to enter their space, then in practical terms you would 
need the tacit approval of the students. Another example of a research field 
would be a public park. Although at first sight this may not appear to be a 
research or social ‘field’, in effect, many different forms of interaction would 
typically take place there. Groups of students may meet for cricket matches; 
parents may play with their children; personal trainers may exercise with their 
clients; volunteer gardeners may plant saplings; and ornithologists may spot 
birds. One of the interesting aspects of ethnography is that the apparently most 
ordinary of activities can yield interesting social interactions, all leading to a 
vibrant social community. Ethnography often identifies unusual events within 
apparently normal circumstances.

One of the problems with collecting ethnographic data in a public place is 
the issue of whether it is legitimate to photograph people clandestinely. Photo-
graphic data is an important element in ethnographic accounts, and yet it can 
seem ethically questionable to collect such data without informing the subjects 
of the photographs. This is even more so when children are involved. This 
raises the question of whether permission should be obtained, and also at what 
age young people should be considered capable of giving their permission, in a 
legal sense or otherwise.
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However, it is worth noting that the very profusion of ethnographic data on 
a specific topic may in itself pose a difficulty. As a researcher you will need to 
be very selective in the material which you choose to analyse in order to inves-
tigate a specific topic. On the other hand, there is an advantage in that the 
remaining data may be used to analyse other issues, some of which you per-
haps did not envisage when you started your research. Ethnography also has 
the capacity to use data such as archival material which was not originally 
amassed in order to be employed for this type of research purpose. Such archi-
val data has the advantage of not having any effect upon the social group being 
researched. In other words, there is an absence of reactivity.

Finally, if a researcher simply walks up to someone and asks them to take 
part in providing research data, the question arises whether this is an intrusion, 
and is putting people under a form of stress. We may consider that people have 
a right to relax in their local environment without being intruded upon to pro-
vide data in order to help someone with their thesis.

Data collection

One of the most stimulating aspects of ethnography for the student or researcher 
is the wide variety of types of data which are available for a thesis. These range 
from documents, interview records, films, photographs, diagrams, maps, arte-
facts, cultural objects, music and observational notes. It should also be noted 
that quantitative data can usefully be added to an ethnographic study, for exam-
ple, to illustrate the range of sampling used. This varied data provides an oppor-
tunity to check the validity of the data you have collected. For example, if you 
have made a number of detailed observations, and formed conclusions about an 
issue, you may be able to verify or consolidate these opinions by collecting fur-
ther data in the form of, say, interviews. This triangulation of data is made pos-
sible by the richness and variation in the ethnographic data. Equally, you may 
analyse documentary data and cross-check this against film and photographic 
material. Not only does this strategy provide a validity check, but it may suggest 
further methodological strategies for investigating your research topic.

Advice for students 9.2
When you are designing the research for your postgraduate thesis, it is 
important that the methodology is appropriate for the research question. If 
you formulate research questions which can be addressed through an ethno-
graphic analysis, the wide scope of data types in an ethnographic study has 
the potential to give you a number of advantages. Multiple types of data are 
available to you; some of the data can be easy to collect; and the richness of 
the data can make for an interesting thesis.
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Exploring cultures and social practices

The investigation of cultures, whether or not we are part of them, and the 
description and analysis of social customs within those cultures, are at the 
heart of the ethnographic process. Although this can be achieved to some 
extent by the researcher acting as an external observer, the process is gener-
ally more effective in a situation where the researcher is part of the social 
group and can describe the social customs as an internal member. It is worth 
remembering that in the earlier days of anthropology the research process 
tended to focus upon small communities and societies in places fairly distant 
from Europe, often in the Far East. In the mid-twentieth century, however, 
attention gradually moved to European cultures and societies, and the manner 
in which they functioned.

Where the researcher acts as an internal member of the group, this is usually 
known as an ‘emic’ approach and seeks to convey the social world from the 
perspective of a social participant. Emic approaches to social research, and to 
ethnography in particular, are predominantly qualitative in nature, and seek to 
adopt and articulate a member’s perspective upon the social world. The alter-
native approach is termed the ‘etic’ approach, and attempts to analyse the 
social culture from the perspective of an impartial, external observer. Such 
research is normally more quantitative in nature, and seeks to test social theory 
by analysing data within a more traditional, scientific perspective.

Whatever the particular orientation of the research, one of the indicators of 
a sound ethnographic study is that the account possesses what is often termed 
ecological validity. The latter is the situation in which the results from the eth-
nographic study are similar to the results obtained from studies of comparable 
situations in the wider world. For further information on ecological validity, 
see Schmuckler (2001: 421).

Other terms which are used in the context of studying cultures and social 
practices are nomothetic methods and idiographic methods. Nomothetic meth-
ods and etic approaches are closely related, signifying research involving an 
external researcher who typically collects quantitative data and uses it to test 
theoretical positions. On the other hand, idiographic methods or emic 
approaches tend to be adopted for research which is conducted internally to a 
social group, and which focuses largely upon qualitative methods.

Critical ethnography

For some people, the richness of the description of culture and social groups 
provided by ethnography furnishes only a partial picture of the social world. 
They argue that all social groups, whether large or small, exist in complex rela-
tionships with the remainder of society, and in order to truly understand the 
social world, one needs to examine and analyse these relationships. Moreover, 
these societal relationships reflect many aspects of the interconnections in 
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A further function of critical ethnography is that it brings to the forefront 
types of knowledge, ways of understanding, styles of learning and forms of cur-
riculum which are not necessarily part of mainstream, conventional learning. 
Readers of ethnographic accounts are encouraged to see these non-conven-
tional types of knowledge as equally valid as traditional knowledge. In the orig-
inal types of anthropological enquiry, respondents tended to view the social 
customs of distant communities as inferior to those of Europe. However, there 
was a gradual transition which gave more and more substance to less conven-
tional practices. Finally, there developed a more relativistic approach which 
saw social perspectives in general, not as superior or inferior, one to another, 
but merely as different. This relativistic model was then transferred to ethno-
graphic studies of, say, different social class groups in a European context.

society such as the differences of power and influence, the effects of race and 
gender on society, and the inequalities in terms of social opportunity which 
affect people’s lives. These factors cause some to argue that ethnographies 
should seek to expose these factors in society, and even more so should seek to 
change them for the better, in order to try to create a fairer and more just soci-
ety. This capacity to act as a change agent, some would argue, is fundamental 
to the role of the ethnographer. They also point out that within all social groups, 
including those studied for ethnographic purposes, exist a range of moral, 
political and economic values which may not be overtly discussed, but which 
nevertheless have an influence upon society. It is, some would argue, an 
important element of the role of the ethnographer to expose and analyse such 
value systems. Perspectives such as these which seek to explore and transform 
society, rather than to produce a more neutral description, are known as criti-
cal ethnography. For further discussion, see Bransford (2006: 177).

This form of ethnography attempts to draw the attention of participants to 
the types of power which are prevalent in their social milieu, and to both chal-
lenge this themselves, and also to encourage participants to challenge it. Par-
ticipants do not necessarily appreciate that they are subject to the influences of 
power, and critical ethnography can help them understand some aspects of the 
exercise of power.

Case study 9.2

If you would like to conduct ethnographic research of a part of a large busi-
ness organization, then the research participants may be aware of the exer-
cise of power and authority within their organization, but they may not fully 
appreciate how that power is created and employed. They may not fully 
appreciate the ways in which authority is exercised behind the scenes. This 
would be a suitable subject for a critical ethnography study, although depend-
ing upon whether you were a participant or non-participant observer, the 
study would require considerably delicate handling.
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Critical ethnography can therefore act as an agent of change, particularly in 
the context of those who exist at the limits of conventional society. By drawing 
attention to life at the margins of society, critical ethnography can draw the 
attention of governments and other agencies to those excluded from opportu-
nities in the wider society.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 anthropology
•	 auto-ethnography
•	 critical ethnography
•	 cultural relativism
•	 ecological validity
•	 emic
•	 ethnocentrism
•	 ethnography
•	 etic
•	 gatekeeper
•	 holism
•	 idiographic
•	 nomothetic
•	 participant observation
•	 self-reflection
•	 teacher-researcher
•	 the field
•	 validity check



Chapter

The interviewee-centred approach

Of all the data collection methods used in qualitative research, the interview is 
probably the most popular. This is particularly so in the case of life history and 
oral history research, but also in a slightly different way in autobiographical 
research. Life history research is very much concerned with the creation of an 
account of the life of an individual person, and of linking this life study with an 
exploration of the connections between the individual studied and the social 
context of the world during the development of this life. Typically, the 
researcher conducts a series of interviews with the person whose life is being 
studied, establishing first of all the course of the person’s life, followed by an 
appreciation of the connections between the person and the way in which the 
social world evolved around the person. The creation of the life history of a 
person is thus a complex undertaking which demands an understanding, on the 
part of the researcher, of a number of different disciplines such as politics, 
the arts, economics and history. This multi-disciplinary approach enables the 
researcher to produce a complex account which links together the full range of 
societal developments which have taken place during the person’s life. Further 
details of life history research can be found in Lewis (2008: 560).

10

Life history, oral history and 
autobiographical research

Chapter summary
This chapter will explore the way in which different types of personal 
accounts can be employed as research data. The data may consist 
of previously written accounts such as autobiographies or diaries, or 
it may comprise data which has been specifically collected through 
interviews or recordings. The chapter concludes with an analysis of 
the extent to which personalized accounts can be used to generalize 
to broader contexts.
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Finally, autobiographical research involves the preparation of the life 
account of someone, written by themselves, but frequently enhanced by the 
addition of material provided by others. This additional material may very 
often be obtained by the use of interviews, and may provide material which 
may be triangulated with the account of the principal respondent, thus increas-
ing the validity of the account.

The purpose of the interviewer or researcher in a life history study is to 
encourage the interviewee to identify the significant moments in their own 
lives, and to relate these to the wider society. The researcher should reflect 
upon the idea that all human beings exist in a wider society, which continu-
ally exerts an influence upon us. The researcher should encourage the inter-
viewee to recount their own story, and in so doing to select the events, 
moments and circumstances which are especially significant in forming that 
story. If possible, the researcher should ask the interviewee to analyse and 
reflect upon the reasons for a particular event becoming especially important 
in their own lives.

On the other hand, oral history may be seen as a type of life history, but on 
a more limited scale. Oral history still uses interviews, but it tends to concen-
trate on the respondent’s account of a key event, which the respondent experi-
enced during their lifetime. History is very often defined and described by those 
who have the influence to produce a definitive account of events. Oral history, 
on the other hand, provides the opportunity for the respondent to generate 
their own account of the circumstances of events. The respondents are typi-
cally interviewed about events at which they were present, and invited to pro-
vide their own interpretation of the event. This may be used as a comparison 
with the ‘official’ account provided by the more influential people who were 
present. A discussion of the use of oral history interviews is provided in Yow 
(2015: 10).

Case study 10.1

Let us suppose that as a researcher you wished to document the experiences 
of people who were in their teenage years during the late 1960s. This was the 
period of the so-called 1960s counter-culture. In the popular imagination this 
period was associated with rock music, drug-taking, non-conformity, chal-
lenges to the political status quo and rebellion in particular against the Viet-
nam War. However, you are particularly interested in whether this received 
wisdom about the period applied to the majority of young people and, if not, 
to examine alternative perceptions of the time. In the sense that this research 
idea sets out to examine a specific historical period, the term oral history 
could legitimately be applied to this research.
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The reasons for selecting a particular event as significant may be various. 
Sometimes people have experienced very traumatic events in their lives and 
yet managed to overcome them and build a new life. The interviewee may look 
back on a period in their lives which represents a lifestyle or social existence 
which has largely disappeared, and seems worthy of being documented. On 
other occasions, the interviewee may reflect upon events which illustrate the 
exercise of power in their lives, in a way which has now disappeared. For 
example, in the past, where social class was a much more significant feature of 
society, members of the upper classes could exercise authority in a way which 
is scarcely seen today.

With regard to the use of interviews in oral history studies, countless num-
bers of people through the ages have been unable to record their views, atti-
tudes and opinions, simply because they had no influence in society. One of 
the great strengths of the oral history interview is that it now enables people 
who are disenfranchised to have a say about events they have witnessed in 
their lives. Aspects of the development of oral history are discussed in Webster 
(2016: 256).

The great strength of such accounts is that they record the values and opin-
ions of those who had, through no fault of their own, existed on the margins of 
power and influence in society. People who lead relatively straightforward and 
conventional lives were able to write extraordinary accounts of events in the 
past. This was an activity in which the individual, who until now had been 
excluded from history, could now contribute accounts which were as signifi-
cant as those of the professional scholar.

Of course, as with all forms of data collection, the interview has its potential 
failings. Some events may be so traumatic for the interviewee that they simply 
feel unable to recount them. One thinks perhaps of periods of great suffering. 
For some interviewees there will be events which it is simply too difficult or too 
stressful to recount. Sometimes events are so complex and so traumatic that we 
put them to the back of our consciousness and cannot bring ourselves to 
explain them. For other events our memories are unable to give an account of 
them simply because they occurred too long ago, or because at the time we 
could not make sense of them, and still find it difficult to develop a rational 
account of the circumstances.

The essence of the interview in life history and oral history is that it involves 
the interviewee in selecting the most relevant and salient facets of their lives 
and developing these into a form of story. There are difficult choices to be 
made here, but ones which provide an account of the significance and impor-
tance of particular events in people’s lives.

The nature of the interview is that this process is extremely time-consuming, 
if done properly. It demands periods of intense reflection designed to under-
stand the significance of some events in one’s life, and the lack of significance 
of others. Above all, though, the significance of the interview method is that it 
provides a medium through which we can begin to appreciate the way in which 
we attach meaning to the events of human existence.
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Oral history can provide a counterpoint to the normally accepted view of 
the past. It provides a perspective in which there exist multiple viewpoints con-
cerning previous times. The traditional view based upon documentary evi-
dence may be partially true, but it can be contrasted with a more subjective 
view which is represented by individual understanding.

One may argue that there is no absolute truth in any form of historical 
research. According to this viewpoint, all historical data, whether conventional 
or from oral historical sources, should be subjected to careful analysis designed 
to test its truth and validity.

In oral history one is faced with the contrast between the validity of an oral 
account based upon evidence in the form of spoken words, and a traditional 
account which is in written form. There is also the issue of the intervention of 
the interviewer, whose questions may direct the conversation and oral evi-
dence in a particular direction.

Individual views of historical events

The traditional view of historical accounts was that they were substantiated 
by empirical evidence based upon documents and careful objective analysis. 
However, such evidence has the important flaw that it has survived at least 
partly because it derived from people who had the authority to ensure its very 
survival. There is thus an argument for the view that historical evidence and 
analysis are by their nature largely subjective. Certainly, this is the view lev-
elled at oral, historical evidence, and used to claim that oral history may 
exhibit bias. The argument for oral history, however, is that although it is sub-
jective, it does recount the lived experience of historical events. People who 
live through a period of war, for example, may each experience very different 
events. Some may experience violent conflict, while others may never see any 
deaths. Each person’s account will be valid and accurate within its own terms, 
although clearly one might argue that the recounted experience is fundamen-
tally subjective.

Advice for students 10.1
Should you decide to conduct a research project using an oral history 
approach, it is important to try to justify in advance your methodological deci-
sions. For example, when you have written your thesis and are awaiting the 
viva voce examination, you should try to anticipate the more sceptical ques-
tions which the examiners may ask. They may argue, for example, that every-
one’s historical account of an event will be different, and how can you justify 
one personal account as being more valid than another? One possible defence 
against this argument is to accept that in a sense it is true, but that does not 
negate the value of personal accounts. Each account sheds a separate light 
upon the nature of events in the past, and is thus valid within its own terms.
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An important aspect of oral history is that it may offer a form of healing 
for the interviewee. The latter may have lived through extremely difficult 
events, and the opportunity to talk about them in a non-threatening environ-
ment may offer a therapeutic experience. It may help people to understand 
and to come to terms with what happened to them in very difficult circum-
stances. In retrospect, oral history also offers the opportunity to challenge a 
political hegemony, and to take it to task for its treatment of opposition 
groups. Admittedly, this may have taken place in the past, but oral history 
does permit people to claim justice in the present for the inadmissible 
behaviour of previous times.

In relation to this, it is interesting to reflect upon the way in which oral 
history can help to negate the perpetuation of stereotypes. One thinks, for 
example, of the persecution of the Jews during the Second World War. In an 
age where some people are seeking to deny the Holocaust, it is a salutary 
reminder for the few remaining Holocaust survivors to provide oral accounts 
of what happened in the concentration camps. This analysis of issues of 
such delicacy is one of the great strengths of oral history. In addition, oral 
history helps to complete spaces in the conventional accounts of historical 
events.

It is also a major function of oral history to ensure that the culture and lan-
guage of a society are maintained for future students. The same applies to the 
maintenance of colloquial language and of community dialects. Overall, oral 
history helps people to interact with their own lives, and to appreciate the 
course of their existence.

Recording social movements

Although social movements have existed in the past, they have become a signif-
icant feature of contemporary society largely through the expansion of the 
means of mass communication. This has notably occurred since the end of the 
Second World War. As the name suggests, the purpose of a social movement is 
for a group of people to work together to achieve a specific social change, or 
alternatively to challenge a proposed social development. As examples of 
social movements designed to move society in a particular direction, we might 
consider the environmental or Green movement and the peace movement. 
These illustrate some of the key features of social movements. Such a move-
ment can incorporate both formally constituted organizations, and also rather 
informal groupings of activists. There is a view that it is possible to re-create 
society along different lines, for the betterment of that society. The movement 
also typically represents a set of norms and values to which members of the 
movement are supposed to adhere, either formally or informally. Social move-
ments are typically concerned with moral or religious issues, or those which 
could be described as ‘political’.
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There usually exists a specific social aim such as, for example, a change in 
the way society generates electric power, in order to avoid the use of fossil 
fuels. Movements of this type usually involve a range of social action, such as 
political campaigns and demonstrations. Fundamental to social movements is 
the belief among adherents that it is possible through committed collective 
action, to bring about social transformation.

Social movements are of interest in terms of the transformation of society 
because they indicate how people can come together to achieve a particular 
social end. It is, therefore, interesting in relation to oral history that we can 
record and document the way in which the collectivity manages to initiate 
change in society. Types of social action change from movement to movement, 
and at different periods in history. Some social movements attempt to achieve 
change through rational argument and consensus, while others employ forms 
of direct action. One of the strengths of oral history is that as a process it can 
reflect the ways in which individual social actors participate in the forms of 
community action needed to bring about change.

The use of multiple types of data

The three methodological techniques which are the subject of this chapter are 
well known, first, for their use of in-depth qualitative data, and, second, for the 
sheer variety of the data types employed. Early social science studies tended to 
employ quantitative methodologies within a positivist paradigm, but the first 
half of the twentieth century saw the rapid development of qualitative methods 
in sociology, and in particular the use of life history techniques. At the forefront 
of this initiative was the School of Sociology at the University of Chicago. The 
reason for Chicago being at the epicentre of this development was that it was 
uniquely placed in terms of its development as a city. In the mid-nineteenth 
century, it had a population of only about 10,000, but this rapidly expanded 
during the next few decades. Chicago underwent enormous industrial expan-
sion and required large numbers of workers to service this expansion. Moreover, 

Case study 10.2

Let us suppose that you wish to investigate the proposed government expan-
sion of the transport infrastructure, such as new airport runways, new motor-
ways and new rail lines, and the consequences of these developments for the 
environment. In particular, you want to examine the functioning of social 
movements which set out to oppose and disrupt such developments. You 
could legitimately develop this research under the ambit of an environ-
ment-oriented social movement. However, in order to give your research suf-
ficient theoretical orientation, you would need to compare your selected 
movement with other comparable movements.
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the majority of this workforce came from immigrant families eager to escape 
pogroms, persecution, racism and violence in Europe.

These immigrant groups travelled to Chicago where they found a city full 
of opportunity, yet a complex synthesis of cultures, languages and ethnic 
groups. One of the consequences of this diversity was that it stimulated the 
study of cultural groups in Chicago among the sociology academics of the 
city. The School of Sociology was not large yet its staff produced a dispropor-
tionate number of influential studies. Many of the European migrants who 
came to the United States came from poor rural communities, and needed to 
adapt to the complex urban society of Chicago. There was a great deal of 
social deprivation in Chicago, with immigrants working long hours in unsta-
ble work environments, and often living in insanitary and inadequate accom-
modation. The researchers of the School of Sociology for the most part 
concentrated their research on such themes as juvenile delinquency, poor 
living conditions and dysfunctional family life. Arguably the most celebrated 
study to emerge from Chicago was by Thomas, Znaniecki and Zaretsky (lat-
est edition 1996) and entitled The Polish Peasant in Europe and America. 
This examined the way in which Polish immigrants tried to adjust to life in an 
alien urban environment. The research for the book used a wide variety of 
data, including letters, autobiographical accounts, official documents and 
newspaper articles. The result was a comprehensive picture of a major tran-
sition in the lives of European migrants – a study which acted as a template 
for many future sociological studies.

Informed consent in personal account research

Personal account research is research which involves data provided by an indi-
vidual concerning an event or events which occurred in their life. In some 
cases, such as autobiographical research, the process involves the subject of 
the research engaging in personal reflections upon their own life. There may 
not typically be a researcher who prompts the respondent with open-ended 
questions. In a sense, the respondent or subject of the research is their own 
researcher.

On the other hand, oral history and life history enquiries may very often 
involve a researcher who, perhaps in a relatively general manner, directs the 
research. The researcher may prompt the respondent with open-ended ques-
tions and encourage them to reflect upon their personal experiences within the 
themes of the research.

In the case of autobiographical research, respondents are talking primarily 
about themselves and hence have control over what they wish to discuss and 
how they wish to comment upon issues. To that extent, informed consent issues 
do not arise in the normal way since the subject is in control of the research. 
However, autobiographical research may at times involve commenting upon 
other people who have been involved in events on which the respondent is 
reflecting. If the respondent intends to include accounts of colleagues or friends 
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in the autobiography, then there would appear to be an ethical obligation to 
consult those people about what might be said about them. In other words, in 
terms of informed consent, they should be consulted concerning the purpose of 
the research, the extent of the accounts which describe their work in the auto-
biography, and, importantly, they should have an opportunity to read the final 
account and to correct any inaccuracies or misinterpretations of their contribu-
tion to events. The latter issue is particularly important because the autobiog-
rapher may have had lapses of memory, or suffered from inaccuracies of 
interpretation. In the event of disagreements between the autobiographer and 
people who are discussed in the accounts, then there would need to be a nego-
tiation concerning the account which was to be accepted as accurate.

In the case of oral history or life history accounts, there is a greater proba-
bility that an external researcher will initiate the research and act as an infor-
mal interviewer with an interview schedule. In such cases it becomes the 
responsibility of the interviewer to obtain fully informed consent from the 
interviewee or respondent with regard to the research programme. Apart from 
the normal aspects of informed consent practice, there are specific features 
which are relevant to oral history and life history research. This type of 
research may often involve discussing sensitive aspects of one’s life, personal 
crises, intimate relationships or close family matters. If you as the researcher 
and interviewer have these intentions with regard to the research, then there is 
a strong moral obligation upon you to inform the respondent from the begin-
ning that you intend to explore these topics and would like the respondent’s 
agreement. The respondent should also have the opportunity to read the final 
account and make alterations where necessary. In particular, the key purpose 
of this type of research is to explore and analyse the way in which social mean-
ings and understandings are revealed by the research, and the interviewee 
should be given a final opportunity to check whether the meaning revealed by 
the final text is accurate.

Open-ended questioning

In areas such as life history research where the researcher is asking questions 
of a respondent in order to compose an account of features of their life, there 
are two broad questioning strategies. Closed questions involve a precise ques-
tion to which there is normally only a short response, e.g., ‘Do you enjoy the 
process of collecting data best, or of analysing it?’ On the other hand, open-
ended questions invite the respondent to reflect upon an issue, and give a 
broader, more considered response. For life history research, most researchers 
prefer to use open-ended questions. For example, in the question, ‘When did 
you first become interested in sociological research?’, there is an opportunity 
for the respondent to reflect upon a particular stage in their life.

There are usually many different ways in which a respondent can answer an 
open question. This is a potential advantage in that it provides an opportunity 
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for the respondent to reflect carefully, and then to articulate their genuine emo-
tions and attitudes. Closed questions generally do not stimulate a discussion 
about our more intimate emotions and feelings. Open questions, however, can 
often provide revealing information on the way in which the respondent devel-
oped their world-view.

Open-ended questions encourage a dialogue between researcher and respon-
dent. Hence the researcher has the opportunity to ask the respondent to go into 
further detail about their responses. The fact that there are no precise answers 
to an open-ended question can encourage respondents to be rather more forth-
coming in providing data. They may be willing to articulate their reasoning 
process in forming conclusions about periods in their life. In terms of collecting 
data, the researcher may have little optimism with regard to collecting insight-
ful data, yet the use of open-ended questions may stimulate the respondent to 
develop ideas which appear radical and unusual. The discussions which result 
from open-ended questions also enable you as the researcher to ask further 
questions for clarification, and this use of questioning probes can help with 
elucidation of the research question.

Despite the advantages of open-ended questions, it is in principle much eas-
ier to analyse closed questions. Since the latter often rely upon responses in the 
form of only several alternatives, then these are relatively easily susceptible to 
quantitative, statistical analysis. However, such an analysis does not reveal the 
sophistication of information provided by open-ended questions.

Life writing

One of the undoubted difficulties for the research student in using qualitative 
methods is the enormous variety of terms which are employed, and the way in 
which these tend to overlap. As a student writing a research proposal or prepar-
ing a thesis, there can be a lot of uncertainty concerning the most appropriate 
term to use to describe your research. Arguably the best strategy is to select a 
term which has been used previously for the type of work you are doing. At 
least then you can argue that you are following in a certain tradition. Second, 
to reinforce your choice, you can define the term you have chosen, in order to 
be as clear as possible about the reasons for its use. It may be, of course, that 
different writers would place a slightly different emphasis on a particular term 
or concept, but the main issue is that within the context of your thesis, it is clear 
how you are using the term.

The concept of life writing is an increasingly used term both in everyday 
and academic circles. It is a very general term which encompasses a large vari-
ety of concepts and practices, all connected with the production of different 
forms of personal accounts in a written form. For a further discussion of life 
writing, see Keen (2016: 10).

Life histories with an emphasis on researched accounts of people’s lives; oral 
histories which emphasize the production of alternative accounts of events 
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which impacted on the lives of individuals; and autobiographies which summa-
rize people’s lives through personal reflective accounts, are all embraced under 
this broad term of life writing.

There are many other terms which are included under the broad scope of life 
writing. These include social commentary, journalism, essays, letters, diaries, 
travelogues, email exchanges, magazine articles, memoirs, blogs, reminis-
cences, eye-witness accounts and anthropological accounts. Very often a piece 
of writing does not fall neatly into just one of these categories. To take but one 
example, John Steinbeck’s book, Travels with Charley: In Search of America, 
recounts the Nobel literature laureate’s journey in 1960 around the United 
States in order to re-familiarize himself with the country which had been cen-
tral to many of his novels (see Steinbeck, 1980). The book is partly travelogue, 
partly social commentary and partly reminiscences. Any analysis of the book 
in a thesis would need to adopt a particular line of discussion, relating this to a 
broader social or literary context.

An important element of life writing is that it can enhance the quality of life 
of the person who either produces the account, or the person who acts as the 
interviewer or ‘researcher’, and also those who listen to or read the life writing 
account. It can give people a more optimistic view of themselves and of others; 
it can help them understand the past and the place of their family in past events; 
and through an understanding of the lives of parents and grandparents, it can 
give people a more sensitive and empathetic appreciation of the present.

The use of diaries

Diaries are an increasingly popular source of qualitative data, and of personal 
reflective accounts on the world. Diaries, however, can take many forms, each 
with its own potential as research data.

Perhaps the simplest form of diary is where it is used to systematically 
record events, in order that the diarist does not lose track of the dates and times 
of occurrences. Such a record of events is not necessarily useful research data 
in itself, but it can be linked to more detailed methods of collecting data, such 
as interviews or observational data. On the other hand, records of events can 
be very useful data in situations where you want to note, say, the frequency of 
repetition of a situation. In health research, for example, it may be necessary 
and indeed valuable data to record the frequency of occurrence of symptoms 
of a condition. This can only be achieved effectively by means of a systematic 
record of events. The diary can also be used in similar contexts to record quan-
titative data such as body temperature.

One of the advantages of diaries is that it is often easier for people to write 
about their intimate feelings, than it is to be interviewed about them. Much 
depends in this situation whether the diary is only intended for the use of the 
diarist, or is being written with the intention of it being exposed in the public 
domain as research data.
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One of the issues which faces researchers who hope to employ diaries as 
research data, is the strategy by which they can encourage respondents to keep 
diaries. Sometimes diaries are used as part of student assessment in higher 
education. Students may be encouraged to keep diaries during periods of prac-
tical placements. In such a case the requirement to keep a diary is part of the 
agreed assessment process. In other cases, the arrangements for keeping a 
diary would need to be agreed with the respondents or diarists in advance. See 
Välimäki et al. (2007: 71), for a discussion of the use of diary data.

The keeping of diaries inevitably involves decision-making and selectivity 
on the part of the diarist. Certain events may be included, and others excluded, 
from the diary. Some events may be recorded in revealing detail, while others 
may be described in rather circumspect language. In terms of research ethics, 
the researcher would need to describe in advance the style of the records 
required, and the respondent would need to agree to this requirement.

One advantage of the use of diaries is that the writing of such accounts can 
help the psychological welfare of the individual diarist. Whether or not such 
diaries are used as sociological data, the very act of writing them can be helpful 
to the diarist.

It sometimes happens that a researcher is aware that certain potential 
respondents have kept diaries, and they would like to avail themselves of this 
valuable research data. In that case complex ethical issues arise, with the 
researcher having an obligation in terms of informed consent to explain pre-
cisely to the respondents how their diaries would be used as data.

Finally, it is worth noting that the rapidly developing trend of social net-
working has raised many ethical issues about data recorded electronically. It 
has become very common for people to make available many aspects of their 
private lives on social media. The potential use of such material requires an 
extremely careful consideration of ethical issues and permissions, from the 
originators of the data.

Generalization to wider contexts

One of the main questions concerning qualitative research in general, and per-
sonal accounts in particular, is whether it is possible or indeed desirable to 

Advice for students 10.2
One use of diaries in a research context is to maintain your own personal 
diary as you progress through your research. This is not intended necessarily 
to be included in the thesis, but primarily to help your thought process as you 
plan your research. While you are carrying out your research you will probably 
have many occasional thoughts about how to proceed with, say, data collec-
tion, and if you keep a daily record of these ideas, it could be of great use in 
later presenting your thoughts as a systematic account in your thesis.
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generalize research findings to a broader population. In the case of quantitative 
research, it is generally considered that generalization is an important aspect 
of the methodological procedure. In fact, the sampling procedures of quantita-
tive research are so designed as to make it reasonably possible to generalize 
results from the study sample to the whole population.

In the case of qualitative research, some take the view that the debate about 
generalization is unnecessary. They argue that in the case of personal accounts, 
the data obtained is so rich and detailed that it represents self-standing insights 
into the research question. It does not, they would argue, require further vali-
dation by seeking to relate it to other similar contexts.

However, there are others who feel it is necessary to try to relate the research 
findings to a wider population. Imagine, for example, a life history study of the 
work of a headteacher of a large, inner city comprehensive school. When the 
data has been collected and analysed, one might raise the question as to whether 
the conclusions apply only to the headteacher who provided the data. Perhaps 
one might say, the conclusions are irrelevant to other headteachers. Perhaps 
their professional lives are totally different from that of the single respondent. 
Perhaps the life of the respondent is conditioned solely by the specific social 
context of that particular school. One strategy to explore whether generaliza-
tion is a valid procedure is to ask a sample of headteachers from similar schools 
whether the account of the life history appears to be relevant to their situation. 
If so, then one may assume that the initial research is, in principle, generalizable.

A related technique would be to select a sample of headteachers, and then to 
construct a variety of other data collection tools, based upon the results from 
the original life history research. The data collection instrument could be, for 
example, several different types of questionnaire. If there was a degree of con-
gruity between the life history results and the questionnaire results, then one 
might be justified in thinking that generalization was possible.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 autobiography
•	 generalization
•	 life history
•	 life writing
•	 multi-disciplinary approach
•	 open-ended questions
•	 oral history
•	 personal account research



Chapter 11

Symbolic interactionism and 
participant observation

Meaning and social interaction

Symbolic interactionism is a theoretical perspective which seeks to under-
stand the way in which human beings make sense of the world and interact 
with each other. It was developed first in the United States and associated with 
the philosopher, George Herbert Mead (1863–1931). As it seeks to explore the 
complexities of human interaction, it employs primarily qualitative methods of 
enquiry. For further discussion on the work of Mead, see Stryker (2008: 16). 
Symbolic interactionism has gradually become one of the most influential and 
widely used approaches in the social sciences.

The perspective of interactionism, as its name suggests, focuses upon the 
way in which the personality of a human being develops and evolves through 
relationships with other people. There are, of course, other perspectives which 
seek to explain the nature of human psychology. Some seek to explain human 
behaviour as a function of genetic inheritance, while others focus upon the 
influence of large-scale social forces, such as economics, power and class. 
However, interactionism tends to concentrate upon the smaller-scale social 
influences which evolve from the way in which human beings mutually affect 
each other in their day-to-day lives. As an illustration, let us take an everyday 

Chapter summary
This chapter explores the perspective of symbolic interactionism and 
the use, in particular, of participant observation to analyse the way 
in which social actors make sense of the world around them. There 
is an analysis of the ways in which actors construct the social world 
and interpret the social roles of those around them. Finally, the way 
in which people attribute meaning to the created environment around 
them is explored.
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example of someone owning a car. Let us assume that this is a fast sports car. 
At the same time let us imagine that the owner bought the car primarily because 
it seemed like a good bargain, and also that he thought it would be comfortable 
for his commute to work. He was not at all interested in the fashion element of 
the car, or in the impression which it might give to his friends and acquain-
tances.

Other people, however, tended to be very impressed by the car. They 
assumed that it was very expensive and that the owner must be well-off in 
order to afford it. They also thought it enhanced the status of the owner to have 
such a car. However, when they started to talk to the owner about the sports 
car, they gradually began to realize that it had not been as expensive as they 
had originally thought. They still thought that it was a very stylish car, but were 
no longer quite as impressed with the owner’s affluence.

As his neighbours got to know the owner better, they realized that he was 
very proficient at car mechanics and had been able to carry out some renova-
tion work on the car. His skill had enabled him to purchase a cheaper car, and 
then to improve its performance himself. The owner still accumulated status in 
the eyes of his neighbours but for other than the original financial reasons. In 
this brief example, we thus see an interaction between people, during which 
people’s opinions of each other change, depending upon a variety of factors. 
The perceptions of the other alter, as a function of the dynamic relationship 
between them.

In this simple example we can see that the meaning associated with an 
object, in this case a sports car, changes as the individuals concerned in the 
interaction adapt their opinions of the car and of its owner. There exists a con-
tinual, organic process of defining the relationship between the car owner and 
his friends and neighbours. Through their interactions, the people involved in 
this process define and redefine their perceptions of the car and of its relation-
ship to its owner.

Although the car is simply an object constructed of inanimate materials, 
such as metal, rubber and plastic, it has the capacity to create in human beings 
a sense of meaning. Not only that but this sense of meaning does not stay con-
stant, but is changed and adapted as the human actors in the situation interact 
with each other. Each actor has the capacity to influence, amend and recon-
struct the sense of meaning created by the car.

Therefore, according to interactionists, the meanings of a particular social 
situation are not given or defined in the abstract, but are created by human 
beings. Moreover, the sense of meaning also provides a sense of morality in 
society. For example, some people might have initially been impressed by the 
ability of the owner to purchase such an apparently expensive car. However, 
as time progressed, they began to realize that the owner had carried out a lot 
of the work himself, and they were subsequently impressed by his skill, hard 
work and application of knowledge. They perhaps saw this as more admirable 
than merely spending a lot of money to buy something you wanted. In other 
words, the process of human interaction had generated a set of meanings 
which placed a high ethical value on such qualities as hard work and attention 
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to detail. The interactional process had thus created ethical principles, which, 
besides being relevant in this particular context, had the potential to be applied 
to other social contexts. Social meaning thus had the possibility of becoming 
generalizable.

Creation of the social world

In the previous section we have examined only a single small example of the 
creation and redefinition of social meaning. However, if we consider this pro-
cess existing on a macro scale, between many human beings, then we get an 
impression of the strength of the process. By imagining this process of the cre-
ation of meaning taking place on a very wide scale, we can begin to envisage 
how individuals start to define a social role for themselves, and to try to rein-
force that role through their actions and utterances. They try to consolidate 
their social role by means of the things they say to others, and by the impres-
sions they seek to create.

The clothes which people wear are an example of this. On one level, clothes 
may be worn for solely functional reasons such as to cover our bodies, and to 
keep ourselves warm in winter, cool in summer and dry when it rains. On the 
other hand, clothes may be what is often referred to as a ‘fashion statement’. 
They may be chosen and worn in order to say something to the world concern-
ing our view of ourselves. We may wear the latest style of jeans to show that we 
have an artistic frame of mind, or that we are very up to date with contempo-
rary style. In so doing we are giving signals to other people concerning our 
self-image, and implicitly inviting them to make contact with us, as someone 
with a certain fashionable approach to life.

In a variant of this, we may frequently wear sports clothes around town 
when we are not going to be involved in any sports activities. We may do this 
because we want to reinforce our self-perceived role as an athletic, sports-
loving person who is habitually involved in physical activities. Again we are 
making a statement about ourselves, and simultaneously inviting others with 
similar interests to join in our social circle. In this example, sports clothes are 
not simply sports clothes. They are an external manifestation of our self-image, 
and of the ways in which we hope to interact with the world.

In both of these examples, individuals are setting out to create their own 
social world which links them not only with like-minded people in their imme-
diate environment, but also potentially with others across their own country, or 
even internationally. This creation of a social environment can be very power-
ful in the world of marketing, for instance, where certain implicit values or 
images can be employed to sell products. Also, in the world of social media, 
where many thousands of individuals follow a particular person as a brand, the 
creation of an image may become a powerful commercial statement.

We can perhaps see here that the same feature of the social environment can 
be given different significance depending upon the interpretation of the people 
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involved. It is perhaps a truism that not everyone looks at the world in the same 
way. A paintbrush, for example, is one of the main tools of the trade of a painter 
and decorator, but it may also be used by a fine artist to paint landscapes and 
portraits. The brush may be the same or similar, but it may be used for a differ-
ent purpose.

The social world is thus far-reaching and highly complex. It is composed of 
a wide range of individual ‘selves’, each of which consists of a number of con-
structs which the social actor seeks to substantiate through interactions with 
others. Social actor ‘A’ tries to support the truth claims which he makes, while 
social actors ‘B’, ‘C’ and ‘D’ test out their perceptions of ‘A’, in order to check 
whether those perceptions are congruent with the way in which ‘A’ sees him-
self. Actor ‘B’ then proceeds to say something of his social world, and ‘A’, ‘C’ 
and ‘D’ articulate their vision of the veracity or otherwise of A’s interpretation 
of the world. Of course, these processes do not take place in a linear way, but a 
range of people are simultaneously testing and trying out their self-concepts on 
others.

Symbols and role-making

The examples discussed so far of objects which may be thought of, at least 
partly, as social constructs, are often termed ‘symbols’ within the perspective 
of symbolic interactionism. The most common symbols, and the ones which are 
fundamental to human interaction, are words and language. For example, you 
have only to travel to a country where you have no knowledge at all of the 
language to realize how immediately this limits human communication and 
interaction. If we are hungry and want to buy, say, four small cakes, we are 
reduced to pointing at a cake, and holding up four fingers. This gesture becomes 
a symbol for wanting to buy something. If we are wanting to travel across a 
large foreign city, we show the taxi driver a piece of paper with our destination 
address written on it. In this case, the marks written on the paper are symbols 
for a destination. We are relying on the ability of someone we do not know to 
make symbolic marks which will be significant to the taxi driver. Also, in a 
country where we cannot speak the language, we have to rely a lot on our 
facial expressions to show how we feel about something. Suppose we go into a 
book shop to buy a magazine. We look at it and decide whether we want to buy 
it. If we do want it, we nod our head and offer money; but if we do not want it, 
we shake our head. Nodding and shaking are symbols for whether or not we 
want something. If we want to show politeness to somebody, we usually smile 
when we are trying to communicate.

Sometimes we are able to use our own language even if the actual words are 
not understood. For example, on a busy street we see someone about to cross 
the road. However, we also see a lorry approaching at high speed. In this emer-
gency we shout out a warning in our own language. The pedestrian hears us 
and recognizes the sense of urgency in our voice. The pedestrian does not 



Symbolic interactionism and participant observation  127

understand the actual words we use, but does realize immediately that we are 
warning them. In this case, it is the tone of our voice which is the symbol.

Hence these gestures and expressions all act as symbols for communication. 
In conjunction with language, they enable us to interact with other people and 
to give expression to our feelings about the world around us. We can, for exam-
ple, express our feelings about ethical and political issues, and obtain feedback 
from our peers which demonstrate their feelings about the same issues. In this 
way, we can gradually define a role for ourselves in relation to such issues. Our 
peers begin to understand our position in relation to certain social issues, and 
recognize the role which we have decided to adopt.

Social interaction and interpretation

For symbolic interactionists, one of the most important of human qualities is 
the ability, and indeed wish, to attach meanings to things that we see in every-
day life. For example, if you visit an art gallery, you will not only see people 
looking at the paintings and sculptures, but they may also be standing in pairs 
and small groups discussing what they think of the paintings. In order to do 
this, they have to look carefully at the paintings, and then try to analyse and 
interpret what the painting means to them. They will then be in a position to 
interact with others to discuss the meaning of the painting.

If we listen to such discussions, however, we will probably notice that not all 
the visitors to the gallery will agree with each other about the meanings to 
attach to the paintings. The visitors will form their own opinions, and as they 
exchange their views, we can see the informative nature of social interaction. 
The views and analyses of individuals are exchanged and combined, with the 
result that people gain an enhanced perception of a work of art. This process 
demonstrates the way in which social existence can improve the quality of 
understanding of social actors, and help them augment the sophistication of 
the meanings which they possess.

Symbolic interaction is the study of how people interpret the world, create 
sense out of it, understand it and restructure it in their minds. Having done this, it 
is the study of how they transmit their sense of meaning to other people and hence 
initiate an exchange of views which helps both parties to have fresh insights.

There is an almost infinite number of examples of this process taking place 
in everyday life. For example, imagine a crowd of supporters at a soccer match. 
One supporter shouts out a critical comment at a player, and almost immedi-
ately another supporter shouts out a complimentary remark. After a few fur-
ther exchanges, the two supporters begin to see the players’ performance from 
the other’s point of view.

In another example, a few friends gather at a bar for a drink, and one person 
complains that the beer is not sufficiently cold. A discussion ensues during 
which the friends evaluate the beer, and compare it with beers available at 
other bars. There is no final conclusion, but they each get to voice their opinion.
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Whether you are conducting a study of a remote ethnic group or culture, or 
studying a nearby social group, a fundamental assumption of participant 
observation is that you will collect data from that group in its normal, natural 
context. Suppose that you wanted to conduct a study of a group of young men 
who habitually meet up at an ‘outdoor gym’ in a park, where they train on a 
variety of pull-up bars and other body-building equipment. You could try to 
interview them, and you would probably get some useful data; but to really 
appreciate their lifestyle and the factors which motivated them, you would 
almost certainly need to join in their activities and become accepted as a mem-
ber of the group. You would need to train with them and discuss, for example, 
the reasons for their joining this informal group.

In such situations there may or may not be a clear consensus, but the social 
actors at least gain practice in constructing a social environment which makes 
sense to them. They practise tolerance in understanding the views of others; 
they learn how to combine different points of view; and how to articulate their 
own viewpoint even when it is opposed to the views of others.

Participant observation

If you wish to use symbolic interactionism as the theoretical perspective for 
your research thesis, then the assumption is that you will employ some form of 
qualitative approach for collecting your data. The reason for this is that if you 
wish to explore the way in which a person tries to make sense of the world, and 
to attach meaning to the events and circumstances with which they are con-
fronted, then you need to examine their thought processes in terms of a verbal 
explanation. In addition, besides the use of qualitative methods, it is likely that 
you will use some form of participant observation. The essential reason for 
this is that in order to analyse the way a person constructs their social world, 
you will need to get to know them well, and to immerse yourself in their thought 
processes. The relationship between qualitative research and interactionism is 
further discussed in Kotarba (2014: 415).

Advice for students 11.1
If you intend to define your research as a ‘participant observation study’, 
then it is important that from the outset you decide the extent to which you 
intend to be a true participant. Having decided upon the social group you are 
hoping to study, you need to form a judgement about the extent to which you 
will be accepted by the research group. It would be difficult and frustrating for 
you, if you discover rather belatedly that the group is unwilling to be open with 
you and to accept you into their more intimate discussions.
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The individual self

Participant observation seeks to gather data which indicates how a person 
constructs a set of meanings about their own life and the world in which they 
live. These meanings do not arise by accident, or in an ad hoc manner. They are 
the result of an effort on the part of social actors to make sense of the world, 
and to understand their own place in it. The role of participant observation is 
that through a careful empirical approach, you as the researcher can identify 
some of the social meanings.

Participant observation sets out to understand a social group on a number of 
different levels, whether you are researching an ethnic group living in a remote 
area, or a cultural group which is close to where you as the researcher live. Unless 
you are receiving research funding to conduct anthropological research in a dis-
tant area, the likelihood is that your research will be conducted on a social group 
which exists in relatively close proximity. Let us imagine that you want to inves-
tigate a group of teenagers who have recently left school, but are unemployed 
and have not established so far any career ambitions. You will probably be inter-
ested in gathering data on such issues as the kind of language they use and the 
way they communicate; their social life, including the places where they meet; 
their values, including what they think about current social and political issues; 
and their relationships with their family and friends. However, only by gaining the 
acceptance and trust of the group will you be able to gather data of a sufficient 
depth and sophistication to enable you to begin to understand their social lives.

Case study 11.1

To take a related example, suppose that you wished to research the culture of 
a jogging club in a park. It is difficult to imagine that simply trying to collect data 
before the start of a regular ‘fun run’ would be an effective research method. 
You would probably need to take up jogging yourself and get to know a number 
of different participants. Only in this way would you develop a sufficiently close 
relationship to understand the significance of running in the lives of the partic-
ipants. This could then become a viable participant observation study.

Advice for students 11.2
There are complex ethical issues inherent in participant observation research. 
Once you have made initial contact with the research group, it is important, in 
terms of informed consent, that you are honest about your intentions. Before 
consulting the group, you will need to decide whether you hope to use any-
thing which is said as potential data, or whether you are only interested in 
certain types of discourse. The members of the research group will then need 
to be asked whether they are happy with the proposed arrangements.
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Definition of the social environment

According to symbolic interactionists, symbols are fundamental to the social 
environment. The symbols can be linguistic in nature; they may be objects; or 
they may be signs, gestures or aesthetic creations, to name but a few. They 
become symbolic because social actors assign them a significant meaning. A 
screwdriver is a mechanical tool if you are using it to unscrew a door handle in 
order to repair it. However, it becomes a craft tool if you are using it to scrape 
a design on pottery; and it becomes a gardening implement if you are using it 
to make holes in the soil to plant seedlings. As you explain to another person 
how you would use the screwdriver, you are saying something about your 
interests and activities, and how you occupy your spare time. As you talk to 
another person about the way you use a screwdriver, you begin to exchange 
views on pastimes and hobbies, and develop a rapport with each other. You are 
beginning to create a social environment.

One of the most important results of people establishing a sense of meaning 
concerning the world is that this continual social interaction creates a social 
world which has a sense of structure. The continual discussion and affirmation 
between individuals help to create a sense of social stability and cohesion. 
Symbolic interactionism tends to emphasize the role which the individual plays 
in this process. This perspective sees the influence of the individual as para-
mount in creating this sense of social cohesion. Some sociologists place an 
emphasis upon the larger, macro social forces in the process of establishing 
social stability. For example, it can be argued that when people perceive them-
selves as belonging to the same social class, they look to other social class mem-
bers for confirmation of their role in society. Such social solidarity in class 
provides a range of meanings which helps people to make sense of their lives.

However, symbolic interactionism places a strong emphasis upon the small 
-scale, micro processes whereby the individual negotiates a sense of shared 
meaning with other social actors. It is this development of shared meaning 
which participant observation attempts to reveal.

Case study 11.2

Let us suppose that you are interested in researching the process whereby 
undergraduates studying English start to determine a career path for them-
selves once they graduate. You wonder whether this would be a suitable topic 
for a participant observation study in terms of gaining access to the group. 
Assuming you can contact a suitable group of students, one strategy would 
be to justify the research study in terms of its potential for helping future 
groups of undergraduates studying English. Potentially this might be a strong 
encouragement for students to take part.
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Symbolic interactionism developed to some extent from the philosophy of 
pragmatism. That is, human beings learn to adapt their response to their envi-
ronment. They change their reaction to the objects, words and gestures they 
encounter, in order to create the optimum environment. Individuals thus have 
the capacity to structure society, acting both on their own, and also with recip-
rocal interactions with the people who they encounter.

Linguistic symbols possess different meanings depending upon the context. 
So, if someone asks a person, ‘Do you fancy a trip to Paris?’, the symbolic 
meaning depends a great deal upon the relative ages of the two people; whether 
they came from a similar social group; their existing relationship; and their 
gender and ethnic group. The meaning of this utterance may also depend upon 
the facial expression of the person who asked the question. This expression 
may also act as a symbol during inter-personal discussion.

People acting on their environment

Although, as we have discussed, people can treat objects as symbols, they may 
also interact with an object on a superficial level, or as an example of straight-
forward reality. So, a diary can be a systematic log of events, meetings and 
encounters, listing the times and dates when they took place. Alternatively, a 
diary could be a sophisticated, analytic autobiography which discusses events 
in detail, and relates them to other circumstances which arose contemporane-
ously. Symbolic interactionists would probably argue, however, that in general 
social actors wish to impose themselves on their world; to add something to the 
world as they found it; and to create a new environment which reflected ele-
ments of their vision of the world. For them, social reality is not a rigid entity, 
but flexible, malleable and capable of being moulded and adapted. Interaction-
ists highlight the flexible nature of this reality, and the human desire to adapt it 
to their own world-view. Researchers who want to reveal something of this 
process often adopt participant observation as a means of exploring and ana-
lysing this on-going reconstruction of the social environment.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 participant observation
•	 pragmatism
•	 social actor
•	 social meaning
•	 social solidarity
•	 symbolic interactionism
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Case study research

Characteristics of case studies

A case study is a detailed research study of a single person or social context. 
The case study researcher might employ a variety of different methods for col-
lecting the data. What distinguishes the case study, however, is that the object 
of the study will generally be a single person, or a single social entity such as a 
social club, school classroom or committee at work. These examples are just 
by way of illustration. Where the object of a case study involves a group of 
people, those people will usually be connected in some way. For example, you 
might decide to research the social context of staff meetings in a high school. 
Although there might typically be 40 or 50 teachers in the staff meeting, they 
are all linked as a single entity by the fact that they teach in the same school. It 
would, therefore, be legitimate to use the staff meeting as the object of a case 
study. On the other hand, you could use the headteacher of the school as the 
object of a case study. For the sake of clarification, there now follow some 
examples of the types of subject which could be used as a case study:

•	 members of a sports club, such as a golf club or tennis club;
•	 a public library;
•	 a football match;

Chapter summary
This chapter examines the selection of cases as a subject for 
research, and the process whereby more general conclusions can 
potentially be inferred from a single case. There is also an analysis 
of the different categories of situation and of social groups which 
can be considered as potential cases for research. The triangulation 
process whereby data obtained from different methodologies can be 
compared in order to generalize results is also discussed.
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The types of data used in a case study can be very varied indeed. Although 
case studies tend to be principally associated with qualitative methods, it is 
also acceptable to include some quantitative data where this is relevant. For 
example, to take a topic from the previous list such as a public library, you 
might need to include data on the number of books, journals and computers in 
the library; the average number of users; and the number of staff and volun-
teers. In this way, you could provide an idea of the broad scale of the library.

The term ‘case study’ is thus used generally to describe the overall structure 
of a piece of research and the nature of the sample, rather than the particular 
theoretical perspective. As it typically uses qualitative methods and approaches, 
the data can include, for example, documents, interview transcripts and dia-
ries. The way in which these are analysed will depend upon the theoretical 
perspective which you decide to adopt as part of the case study. The relative 
advantages of qualitative and quantitative approaches are discussed in Han-
cock and Algozzine (2017: 8).

One feature of a case study is that the research is generally holistic in nature. 
That is, you will not normally identify isolated facets of the case, and treat them 
independently, but you will try to investigate the ways in which these different 
elements fit together as a cohesive whole, and influence each other. As an illus-
tration, let us take the example of a research study of a place of religious worship, 

•	 a place of religious worship;
•	 behind the scenes at a supermarket.

Although these social contexts have a varying number of people involved, the 
individuals are all linked by a shared activity, such as borrowing books from a 
library, or watching a sporting event.

It is worth noting that a case study is not, strictly speaking, an example of a 
research methodology or of a research perspective. It does not possess neces-
sarily a specific theoretical orientation. It is more typically designated by the 
unitary structure of the sample. In terms of data collection strategy, the case 
study is more often exemplified by a qualitative approach. The reason for this 
is that a case study sets out to provide a very detailed picture of aspects of the 
‘case’, and this can best be provided usually in terms of qualitative data.

Advice for students 12.1
When you are designing the structure and data collection method for your 
thesis, and you decide to describe it as a case study, it will usually be a good 
idea to combine it with a particular theoretical orientation. For example, you 
might describe your thesis as a phenomenological case study. The term 
‘case study’ would designate the general structure and design of the thesis, 
while the term ‘phenomenological’ would indicate the theoretical principles 
and data analysis procedures.
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such as a church or temple. You will possibly start your research by making 
contact with someone who is in a position of authority and responsibility in the 
church. They will be able to authorize your presence, and justify your attendance 
at different activities within the religious community. They will also be able to 
explain to you the ways in which you should conduct yourself, in order to be 
accepted by the ordinary members of the church. This may lead you on to an 
awareness of the different religious rituals of the church. Members of religious 
organizations are often very happy to explain their belief systems to outsiders, 
and to help them understand the way in which rituals reinforce those beliefs.

Most religions have some form of holy book which provides a statement of 
the key beliefs and doctrines of the church. Such scriptural texts act as a point 
of reference for the community. They are consulted in the case of disputes on 
doctrinal matters, and provide a sense of cohesion for the church. You will prob-
ably be provided with a copy of these scriptures, and the church members may 
appreciate the fact that you are interested in reading and studying the scrip-
tures. The church may have a single deity to whom prayers are offered, and who 
acts as the cohesive element of the religious belief system. There will also exist 
a centralized building – a church, temple or meeting hall – which acts as the 
repository for religious objects and scriptures, and as a place of prayer and 
worship. This is just to mention some of the features of the church community.

In terms of writing a case study of the church, it will probably emerge from 
your research that each of the elements mentioned above has an effect upon 
other aspects of the belief system. Hence, the concept of the deity affects the 
content of the scriptural texts; the scriptures themselves may define the rituals 
of the community; the rituals develop a sense of cohesion within the church, 
and so on. Each aspect of the church tends to have an effect upon every other 
aspect. When writing a case study, therefore, it is usually important to treat the 
case as a unified whole, and to explore the ways in which different elements of 
the case influence each other.

Exploration of research questions

When you are selecting a topic for a case study, it is important that the chosen 
case is circumscribed in some way. If the case consists of a person, or a group 
of people, then the case has fairly clear limits. However, even then, it will prob-
ably be necessary to specify which aspects of the lives of the individuals you 
intend to include in the case study. For example, if your case consists of the 
professional life of a newly qualified doctor, then the fact that they play regu-
larly at a tennis club may not be relevant to the research study.

Advice for students 12.2
If you intend to research and write a case study on an individual person or 
group of people, it is important from an ethical viewpoint that you explain in 
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Hence, while it is important to have some idea of the potential scope of a 
research study, it is also necessary not to exclude the possibility of new areas of 
research. For example, in the case of researching the life of a newly qualified 
doctor, you will probably want to produce a descriptive account of their profes-
sional life, but also you may wish to explore the ways in which they go about 
resolving a situation which is beyond the scope of their experience and knowl-
edge. In other words, one of the main functions of a case study is to explore the 
parameters of a research area in order to delineate more precisely the kind of 
research questions which might be suitable for further investigation.

Historically, this tended to be the way in which case studies were employed 
in different subject areas. In medical science, for example, a patient with a 
range of unusual symptoms would be made the subject of a case study, in order 
partly to explore how best to investigate these symptoms in the future. In social 
work, the life of a particular client might be explored in order to investigate 
how they best might be helped. Also, in educational policy where a new learn-
ing initiative is being tried out, a case study approach might be used to explore 
the apparent advantages and disadvantages of the new system.

Issues of sample size and generalization

Generally speaking, a case study is considered to be a single example of a 
research topic, with clearly specified boundaries. However, it is sometimes 
thought useful to investigate several examples of a research issue, which 
together constitute a multiple case study. This can have the added benefit of 
making it more possible to draw general conclusions from the research and to 
extend these conclusions to other instances of the research topic.

The principle of collecting data from one context, and then feeling sufficient 
confidence in extending your conclusions to other related contexts, is a funda-
mental feature of research. Such generalization is more typically associated 
with quantitative methods, while it is normally assumed that there are consid-
erable problems in using the same strategy with case studies because of the 
small sample size.

It can be argued that a significant use of case studies is to conduct prelimi-
nary research, as a precursor to more thorough statistical work. However, 
there are grounds on which we may justify extrapolating findings from a very 
small sample of case studies to a much wider research population. Suppose 

advance to the person the nature of the themes you wish to explore. In this 
case, the respondent is likely to be more relaxed about the data collection 
process, and able to some extent to plan in advance what they wish to say. It 
is an issue of informed consent that the respondent should fully understand 
the nature of the research study in which they are becoming involved. It is 
also important that in your actual thesis, you explain how you gave the 
respondent advance notice about the research.
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that we are researching as a case study a new form of experiential learning in 
schools. When we have collected our data, and formulated tentative conclu-
sions, we pass these to teachers who have employed a similar method in their 
schools, and ask them if the account of the case study research sounds plausi-
ble. An affirmative response would give us at least some confidence in general-
izing our results to contexts which had not been directly used as part of the 
research project. Generalization in case studies is discussed further in Thomas 
(2016: 4).

Selecting samples

The fact that case studies normally involve the use of unitary or at least 
very small research samples, makes it particularly important to give careful 
thought to the selection of a research sample. There are various grounds upon 
which a selection of a case study can be made. Some of these have a higher 
degree of subjectivity than others. One of the most subjective criteria is where 
a particular case initiates a great deal of interest in the researcher. Suppose 
that you decide to conduct a case study of the life of a teacher in a high school, 
and for your ‘case’ you select a sports teacher. If the reason for this is that you 
had a passion for sports when you were at school yourself, then your choice 
clearly reflects an individual interest. Although there is clearly a strong sub-
jective element to this choice, the fact that you have both an interest in, and 
knowledge of the context, helps with understanding many elements of the 
case study.

A knowledge of the context of a case study can be both an advantage and a 
disadvantage. If you intended to research a case study of someone who was 
brought up in your locality, and then went on to become a celebrity in their 
field, then your knowledge of the background in which they were reared would 
probably be an advantage. On the other hand, it is possible to argue that when 
the researcher is very familiar with the context of the case study, it can be an 
obstacle to perceiving some of the more complex features of the case.

Case study 12.1

In a situation where you choose a particular case study, either because you 
are interested in the theme of the case, or because you possess a degree of 
knowledge of the context, it is important to think of the most appropriate 
justification for your choice. You will then need to articulate this in your the-
sis. In the above case where you are writing about someone from your area 
who became a celebrity, you could justify the choice of case by pointing out 
that you personally attended the same primary school, were taught by at 
least some of the same teachers, and hence could provide a good deal of rich 
and detailed data.
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Another basis for selecting a case study is to choose an individual or issue 
which in some way lies outside the mainstream of related cases. Thus, if you 
were carrying out a case study of an architect, you might decide, if you had the 
opportunity, to research the professional life of an architect who had designed 
very unusual buildings. The reason for doing this might be that such a study 
would highlight aspects of the creativity inherent in the role of architects, and 
enable you to collect more insightful data.

Finally, you might have the opportunity to collect data from a person, or in 
relation to an issue, where the case study could be defined as a ‘key case’. This 
is analogous in many ways to the situation of a key respondent in interview or 
ethnographic research. The issue is that a key case is a person or situation 
which in some way or another reflects important concerns in connection with 
a research topic. A key case thus enables the researcher to collect unusual, 
important or very rich data in relation to an issue. Aspects of the nature of a 
case are discussed in Stake (1995: 2).

Triangulating data with other approaches

One of the difficulties with case study research is the relative lack of validity 
resulting in part from a small sample. If you are in a situation where you are 
collecting data from a single respondent, then there are many reasons the 
respondent may use as a justification for replying to your questions. The 
respondent may be somewhat in awe of your status as a researcher, and may 
therefore try to provide impressive data, which does not reflect the truth of the 
situation as much as it might do. The respondent may enjoy being interviewed 
and may extend the data-collection process unnecessarily; or the respondent 
may feel that being involved in the research provides them with a certain amount 
of status, and therefore they exaggerate their responses somewhat.

One way to challenge the potential reduction in validity of case study data 
is to employ other data collection approaches with the same respondents. If the 
results are relatively similar, then one can have some confidence in the validity 
of the original data. Such methodological triangulation provides a means of 
verifying the validity of data, and to some extent checking that the researcher 
of the case study is measuring what they think they are measuring.

Design of the research process

When we speak of the design of a piece of research, we are thinking about the 
totality of the research process. We are considering the title and aims of the 
research; the previous work which has been done on the subject, particularly 
if  it has been documented in academic journal articles; and the process of 
data  collection and analysis, including the overall theoretical perspective or 
paradigm.
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If we decide that we are going to conduct some research inspired by an eth-
nographic perspective, or by a phenomenological approach, then it is fairly 
clear to the reader how we intend to proceed with the research. With a case 
study, however, the situation is not as clear. Certainly, we can write aims which 
clearly define the purpose of the research, and we can also investigate research 
which has been carried out previously. However, for case studies there is noth-
ing defined in terms of the methodology to be adopted. The only general 
assumption is that most case studies typically employ qualitative methods, 
although, where appropriate, a degree of quantitative methods can also be 
employed. Apart from this, you would be able to employ a variety of different 
methods for data collection and analysis. It would be desirable, however, if 
there was a degree of congruity between the methods employed, as this would 
help you to justify the broad approach you were adopting.

When you design and then write your thesis, it is important that when your 
examiners read the finished product, they can recognize a strong level of coher-
ence within it. In other words, there are clear aims at the beginning of the the-
sis, which lead on logically to a particular system of data collection and 
analysis, and end with a set of precise and clear conclusions.

Disadvantages of small group or case study research

Case study research tends to be quite popular with students, perhaps because 
it can appear to be straightforward and uncomplicated. On the face of it, the 
researcher appears to have a lot of freedom in selecting a sample, and also in 
analysing the data. There is, however, a potential difficulty here in that, partic-
ularly if you are a doctoral student, you need to ensure that you have reached 
the required academic standard. In effect, this means that your study has made 
an original contribution to the state of knowledge in your field, and has reached 
the scholarly level normally considered appropriate for doctoral research.

The apparently straightforward nature of small group and case study 
research can lead to a temptation to write in a descriptive manner, without any 
substantial degree of analysis.

Case study 12.2

Let us imagine that you decide to conduct some research in the teacher-
researcher tradition, and to write a case study of an inner city high school. 
This would be a perfectly suitable topic for a case study, but for a postgraduate 
thesis you would need to avoid writing in a purely descriptive manner. Simply 
writing about the levels of academic achievement would not be appropriate. 
You would need to analyse the possible relationship between academic 
achievement of pupils, and, say, employment patterns of parents, or the 
motivation shown by the latter towards academic success.
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Moreover, the attempt to analyse the factors involved in a case study offers 
better opportunities to generalize from your study to other comparable situa-
tions, and to generate potential social theory.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 case study
•	 generalization
•	 holism
•	 key case
•	 multiple case study
•	 theoretical orientation
•	 triangulation



Chapter

Action as a knowledge-creating process

Action research is an approach associated in particular with Kurt Lewin (1890–
1947). Lewin was a psychologist who was born in what is present-day Poland, 
and who migrated to the United States in the 1930s. He formulated a particular 
approach to research which was very practical, and was designed to change 
and improve society. It has been especially used in the fields of education, and 
in social and community work. Lewin’s conception of action research involved 
a series of logical steps designed to improve a specific problematic area of 
society, through a process of planned action. Hence the term ‘action research’.

The first stage in the process is to identify a problematic issue or question, 
which is potentially capable of being improved. It also helps if this issue is 
widely acknowledged and understood in the organization in which it takes 
place or exists. If this is the case, then people who are aware of the issue can 
help with the data collection inherent in the process. An example of a potential 
issue for an action research investigation would be the following.

Imagine that in a workplace or organization, there has been a problem with 
developing a policy for working at home under certain circumstances. At the 
moment there seems to be a good deal of ambiguity caused by employees not 
being clear about when permission is required, and when they may decide for 
themselves when it is appropriate to work at home. This has become a problem 
because it has created a sense of uncertainty among the workforce.

13

Action research

Chapter summary
This chapter discusses the implementation of action research as a 
means of improving a social situation or work-based context. In 
particular, it explores the involvement of social actors in the actual 
research process. The chapter also examines the cyclical process 
involving the reflection on the research process and the creation of 
knowledge.
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This is a suitable issue for investigation by action research for a number of 
reasons. First, it is a work-based, practical problem which affects a large num-
ber of people. These people could in principle assist in the collection of data. 
For example, they could reflect upon the advantages and disadvantages of 
home working, in comparison with spending a whole day in the office. The data 
which they provide could help in the formulation of a research plan for the 
collection of further data. One of the features of action research is that people 
who are affected by the research issue often help with the collection of data. 
This helps to create a democratic approach to the research process. The 
research by participants also helps to define the research problem in a more 
precise way. The research plan enables the researchers to conduct the first 
tangible process of data collection with a view to amending the institutional 
process for home working. This might involve, for example, the completion at 
the beginning of the working week of a proforma predicting when the employee 
will work at home during that week, and when they will be in the office. The 
proforma will need to be signed by the employee’s line manager. This process 
will then be evaluated, and decisions taken as to its advantages and shortcom-
ings. Depending upon this evaluation, a revised plan will be formulated, per-
haps asking the employee to add further details to the proforma, such as what 
goals it is anticipated that employees will achieve in the period at home and 
also in the office.

Further data will then be collected in order to evaluate and analyse the new 
proforma. This plan will be evaluated and subsequently a third amended plan 
will be developed. This sequence of events summarizes the basic structure and 
purpose of action research. It is, in short, a research process which sets out to 
improve a particular social issue or work-located problem, by dramatically col-
lecting data in order to initiate social change.

Action research is very much based upon the collection of empirical data, 
and the subsequent adaptation of the research question. The ‘action’ of action 
research rests on the collection of data to both define the research question, 
and then to formulate a research strategy to improve the situation. This process 
has the effect of amassing knowledge and understanding of an issue through a 
cycle of continuous reflection and revision of data collected on an issue.

The democratic tradition of action research is very important. In the past, 
research studies have often been controlled by professional researchers who 
took all the key decisions in relation to the design, planning and data collection. 
Action research, on the other hand, sets out to involve as many people as pos-
sible in research planning, so that there exists a process of genuine experiential 
learning.

In the case of the study of home working, as many employees as possible 
can contribute to the developing policy, and thus feel truly involved in the 
research process. A corollary of this is that they do not tend to feel that they are 
being manipulated by their work organization, but are genuinely party to the 
decisions being taken. The knowledge that is generated in action research is 
thus more frequently shared knowledge, to which many employees have con-
tributed.
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Participatory action research

Participatory action research is a type of action research which places great 
emphasis upon the concept of ‘participation’. In this context, participation refers 

It is worth noting that the action research method is sometimes presented as 
a cyclic or spiral sequence of events. However, this is better not understood as 
a rigid process, but rather as a process consisting of several principles. These 
are, in general:

1	 the identification of a research question;
2	 the clarification of the latter through collection of data;
3	 planning and execution of action to improve the situation;
4	 analysis of the situation; creation of a revised plan;
5	 then further action to test this plan.

The result should be gradually improving research knowledge, and the enhance-
ment of the original research question.

Ultimately, action research concerns the process of the creation, and on the 
other hand, the sharing, of social knowledge and understanding.

Advice for students 13.1
If you intend to conduct a research study employing an action research per-
spective, then it would be desirable to select an issue which is capable of 
significant social change. By the end of your research, you will hope to demon-
strate that your research has brought about change which is capable of help-
ing other people. You should also select an issue which involves a number of 
other people, in order that you can potentially enlist their help in collecting 
data and increasing the democratic elements of your research. It would in 
addition be desirable if your research issue was a practical, work-based issue, 
in order that there could be positive benefits for a variety of people.

Case study 13.1

An example of a study which could potentially use an action research approach 
is as follows. Imagine the case in a sixth-form college where the teacher of 
English Literature uses student focus groups as a method of learning about a 
novel, rather than giving lectures on the book. The approach could be some-
what problematic because of the need to ensure that the students perform 
well in their final assessments. An action research approach could explore the 
extent to which the focus group is a valid and practicable method of learning.
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There are connections between this approach and the work of the Brazilian 
educator and activist Paulo Freire (1921–1997). He devoted much of his life to 
trying to improve literacy levels among the poor and impoverished peoples of 
South America. Freire was particularly concerned that the people he was try-
ing to help should be as involved as possible in their own self-improvement. He 
felt that through this type of participation, there would be a better opportunity 
for them to regain a sense of their self-worth. Discussion of his work in raising 
literacy levels of the poor can be found in Freire (2007).

One of Freire’s key concepts was that of critical pedagogy. The term ‘criti-
cal’ points to the realization that teaching, in whatever context, is rarely, if 
ever, an impartial and value-free activity. It is fairly clear that when teaching 
politics or religion, it is very difficult to dissociate what one is teaching from a 
particular ideology or world-view. In other discipline areas the teacher has to 

to the collaboration between the lead researcher of an investigation, and the 
many people who are either affected by, or involved in, the main question which 
is the subject of the study. In this variant of action research, the main researcher 
and the potentially large number of participants work together in a democratic 
manner to improve a social situation. In this type of research, the emphasis is 
less on finding the solution to a problem, or on developing a hypothesis or the-
ory. The emphasis is much more upon improving a situation, or developing 
strategies which can help the participants (see MacDonald, 2012: 36).

The second word, ‘action’, in participatory action research points to the 
repeated efforts on the part of the researchers to adapt and improve the 
research context. This is seldom a single process which produces the required 
changes, but a gradual sequence of events designed to produce positive devel-
opments in the situation. By amending things little by little, there is also the 
possibility of the researchers being able to reflect upon the subject of the 
research, and to develop more and more improvements.

The third word, ‘research’, at the end of the term suggests a slightly different 
approach to research than in the positivist perspective, for example. There is 
no intent to develop a hypothesis which can be tested. The approach is designed 
to reflect upon ways of improving a research situation. In fact, the advocates 
of action research try to develop groups of individuals who can work together 
as research teams.

Advice for students 13.2
If you would like to develop a research study using the perspective of partici-
patory action research, then it would be desirable to identify a research topic 
where the social issue in question involves a reasonably large number of 
people who are affected by the issue. In this case you should be able to enlist 
the help of a substantial number of people with aspects of data collection and 
analysis. In your thesis, you will be able to argue that your study is genuinely 
participative.



144  Action research

make decisions about the curriculum, about which teaching materials are seen 
as acceptable, and perhaps about forms of assessment. The teacher may delib-
erately or inadvertently transmit value judgements, historical perspectives, or 
interpretations of scientific theories such as evolution. According to Freire, 
knowledge of the world is seldom independent of its context.

For Freire, one of the key facets of traditional education was that it involved 
the ‘banking’ of information and knowledge (see Rhoads et al., 2013: 97). The 
pupil or student was seen as a recipient of knowledge. They were expected to 
absorb the knowledge ‘deposited’ in them by their teachers and lecturers. 
Implicit in this model was the view that the educationalist determines what is to 
be considered as valid or worthwhile knowledge, and passes this on to the stu-
dent. The students, for their part, must then learn how to utilize and manipulate 
that knowledge. Significantly, the students have little or no say in the types of 
knowledge which are selected to be transmitted to them. There is thus little 
concept of participation here between the educator and the student. For Freire, 
what was required was a philosophy of education in which the students shared 
in the decisions about the type of knowledge which they received. In this model 
of education, the students worked in collaboration with their teachers, sharing 
with them their ideas about what could be perceived as a valid curriculum. 
Hence, there should be, according to Freire, no distinctions of power between 
teachers and students.

A key concept for Freire was that of critical consciousness or conscientiza-
tion. He hoped that the poorer members of society would be able gradually to 
develop the awareness which accompanied conscientization, in order that they 
could become aware of the contradictions which permeated society, and more-
over to act in order to minimize this unfairness. Finally let it be said that the 
central function of both participatory action research and of conscientization 
is for poorer people to be able to understand the nature of society in order that 
they can better change the world in which they live.

Social action

One of the key characteristics of action research is that it involves a process of 
trying to solve or improve actual problems in the real world. In other words, it 
is not a research activity which is concerned with laboratory problems, or even 
with resolving social situations which are merely of academic interest. It is a 
research activity which seeks to address practical problems which are of sig-
nificance to organizations, to ordinary working people, or to social or commu-
nity situations. A problem may develop in an industrial organization which is 
dysfunctional to the operation of the company. An action research process 
may be used in order to try to resolve the issue. In another potential example, a 
group of manual workers may have some difficulty in changing careers when 
their jobs are threatened, because they find themselves unable to adapt to the 
world of information technology. A group of recently retired people may find it 
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difficult to adapt to a world without work. Again, action research may find 
ways of helping with these social and community problems.

These kinds of situations are ‘real’ because they affect the lives of ordinary 
people who live their lives in social situations and among communities of peo-
ple. The individuals who carry out action research are sometimes academic in 
background and training, but may also be people who approach the world from 
a particular viewpoint or ideology, and wish to change the world in a particular 
direction. Equally, they may be members of social or community groups who 
are eager to improve the circumstances in which these groups operate.

Sometimes, action research is employed as a technique for preliminary 
research, in order to develop a strategy for a more detailed, later study. In all 
cases, however, a common theme running through the practice of action 
research is that the key researcher does not exercise exclusive control over the 
design or implementation of the research study. The researcher works with the 
people who are affected by the situation of the theme of the study, in order to 
produce a collective and socially-orientated solution to the research problem.

The purpose of this collaborative venture between key researchers and the 
individuals who work or live within the context of the research situation being 
studied is the assertion that the research participants will learn more about the 
research context through a shared research venture which is inclusive of all 
people working on the research topic. This joint approach to learning is a cen-
tral aspect of action research, and reflects the down-to-earth issues of the indi-
viduals involved. The central social concern of action research may be summed 
up as the activity of studying scientifically a social system, and then attempt-
ing to amend it to the requirements of all those concerned.

Positive change

The idea of change is absolutely central to action research. Much social science 
research is focused upon the notion of the acquisition of knowledge about soci-
ety. Action research, however, has a very practical dimension. Certainly, action 
research is concerned with generating a wider understanding of a social issue, 
but the key idea of the approach is then to change and improve the particular 
social question. There is also the appreciation that it may not be possible to initi-
ate an improvement in a situation by means of a single intervention. The initial 
change may not yield a significant improvement, and it may be necessary to 
address the problems once more with the research situation. This process of con-
tinual adaptation, reflection upon the revised issue, and then further change, 
may continue for some time before there is a tangible improvement in the system.

It can be argued then that practical work by research participants upon the 
issue under investigation may result in the acquisition of further knowledge. 
Furthermore, this additional knowledge may then have an effect upon practi-
cal work on the research issue. This cyclical element is a central feature of 
action research.
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Reflective practice

Reflective practice is a technique for analysing our surroundings, our work-
place or our place of study in order to either extend our knowledge and under-
standing, or to try to change and improve aspects of it. Reflective practice is an 
inherent feature of action research, and has been used particularly in educa-
tional research. The starting point is to evaluate our present ways of working, 
and to consider whether they seem appropriate or functional. A teacher, for 
example, might reflect on the way homework is given to pupils, and may decide 
that there are ways in which the system could be improved. Alternatively, a 
teacher of religious studies might reflect upon the way in which different belief 
systems are introduced to pupils. When teaching Hinduism, for example, a 
teacher may reflect upon the way in which the many different deities of the 
religion are introduced to pupils. If pupils are brought up in a monotheistic 
context, it may be difficult for them to appreciate how a religion may have 
many different representations of the Divine.

The purpose of reflective practice then is to consider how well the current 
method of teaching is functioning, and whether there are areas in which 
improvements can be made. During the reflective process the teacher should 
consider such issues as whether the approach to teaching manages to achieve 
its aims; whether the teaching appears to be functional for the pupils; whether 
it is possible to adapt the teaching; and also how the pupils could be involved in 
potentially changing and improving the teaching.

Using reflective practice to determine an area which could in theory be 
amended is only the first stage of the change process. We have then to determine 
a mechanism by which the change could be brought about, and subsequently it 
will be necessary to collect data in order to assess whether the change has brought 
about benefits in the teaching. In other words, a new period of reflective practice 
will need to be initiated in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the change pro-
cess. If there is not sufficient evidence that the change process has resulted in 
significant benefits, then the process of reflective practice will need to be repeated.

One of the major features of reflective practice as part of an action research 
programme in education, is that it can have the effect of significantly empower-
ing the teacher. In other words, the teacher does not simply assume a role of 
transmitting a pre-designed curriculum using standard forms of pedagogy. The 

Case study 13.2

The long-standing tradition in secondary schools of ‘physical education’ has 
been one of competitive sports and games lessons. Gradually, however, 
there has been a transition, at least partially, to focus on non-competitive 
activities, whose purpose is physical fitness as a virtue in its own right, rather 
than competitive activities. The investigation of such a trend would potentially 
be suitable for action research, as it could address the issue of the varied 
needs and interests of different pupils.



Action research  147

teacher in fact develops new forms of knowledge, and new ways of transmitting 
that knowledge. This enhances the professionalism of the teacher, and helps them 
to develop new strategies to enhance the learning experiences of their pupils.

One of the great strengths of reflective practice is that it enables teachers to 
work with their pupils in developing new forms of relevant knowledge, which 
can help to diversify the curriculum and make it more relevant to the needs of 
pupils. This process can act as a significant motivator for pupils, in that it 
broadens what is taught, and provides a tangible link between the more theo-
retical elements of the school curriculum and the less formal knowledge which 
exists in everyday life outside the school.

The learning cycle

Action research and reflective practice are linked together in a number of dif-
ferent ways with the ideas of learning from experience, and of initiating change 
in society. The concept of learning by experience, or experiential learning, has 
become an important theoretical perspective within many aspects of educa-
tion, notably adult education. The process of experiential learning is often por-
trayed as a series of stages, or as a cyclical process. For this reason, the term 
‘experiential learning cycle’ is often employed.

A typical learning cycle has four stages. In order for effective learning to 
take place, there is often the assumption that the learner will complete all of the 
four stages in sequence. A typical learning cycle commences with observations 
of the world around us, which usually note some inadequacies or dysfunctions 
in the social context. These inadequacies typically have an adverse effect upon 
the social setting, and the learner tries to think of ways in which the shortcom-
ings could be improved. This stage of the process often concerns planning, 
whereby the learner tries to design ways in which they could learn more about 
the procedure, and also change some of the methods for the better.

The second stage of the learning cycle is typically one in which the learner 
develops strategies in order to improve the situation which has initially been 
observed. Such strategies may involve, say, techniques to try to solve a practi-
cal problem, or a new way of approaching a difficult situation. Having devel-
oped new techniques for trying to resolve the initial problem situation, the 
learner next starts to collect data in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
new strategies. Finally, the learner moves to a period of reflection on the situa-
tion. During this stage of the cycle the learner tries to form a judgement as to 
whether the initial problem has been resolved, or whether further action may 
be required. If the situation appears to have improved to the satisfaction of 
those involved, then the learning cycle has been completed, at least for the 
moment, and no further action is required. On the other hand, if the original 
problem seems to some extent to remain, then the learning cycle may be 
repeated. The learner or researcher develops a new plan of action, and subse-
quently collects data in order to judge its effectiveness. After a period of 
reflection, the researcher then tries to judge whether the learning cycle has been 
effective for the moment, or whether further stages of the cycle are required.
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One of the important points about an experiential learning cycle is that the 
learner or researcher can commence their investigation at any of the points in 
the cycle. For example, one could start at the reflection phase, and then pro-
ceed to the planning stage, in order to develop strategies for investigating the 
research context. It is not the purpose of an action research cycle or of a learn-
ing cycle, to develop testable hypotheses, but rather to investigate a social con-
text, and to develop strategies for improving or changing that context. However, 
it is often a side-effect of a learning cycle that hypotheses are developed which 
could be tested. There are a number of different learning cycles which have 
been developed, although the differences between them are often not great. 
One of the best known is Kolb’s learning cycle (Kolb, 1983).

The first stage in Kolb’s process is that of having a particular social experi-
ence. This may involve reading about an issue, or studying a particular topic. It 
may involve discussion or interaction with other human beings; or it may 
involve travelling and gaining experience of other cultures. This is just a few of 
the wide range of possibilities. It is likely that while gaining these experiences, 
that the learner will identify an issue which merits further research or study. In 
the next stage of experiential learning the learner will reflect upon the area or 
issue identified in the first stage of the cycle. During this reflective process, the 
learner will begin to think more precisely about the selected issue, and start to 
develop more theoretical concepts. These concepts will then be used to develop 
theories and hypotheses which can be used to analyse new situations. Hence 
we return to the original stage of investigating new experiences.

The purpose of this experiential learning cycle is to try to analyse one of the 
ways in which we go about making sense of the world around us. Different 
formulations of this type of learning suggest ways in which human learners 
and researchers systematically approach the process of learning.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 action research
•	 banking
•	 conscientization
•	 critical consciousness
•	 critical pedagogy
•	 experiential learning cycle
•	 participatory action research
•	 reflective practice



Chapter 14

Feminist research

Definitions of feminist research

Feminist research is a perspective in social science research which seeks to 
address the male domination of social research, while at the same time con-
fronting a range of issues such as the oppression of women in a variety of 
fields, the inequalities suffered by women, and the variety of underpaid or 
unpaid care and voluntary work carried out by women. The feminist perspec-
tive on research also seeks to illuminate the emphasis placed on the lives of 
men, and the way in which male perspectives tend to influence the types of 
issues which are selected as the subjects of social research investigations. Fem-
inism seeks to address the biases and assumptions derived from a patriarchal 
society. Discussion of the nature of feminism in the context of research is avail-
able in Aranda (2018: 2).

One of the commonest ways in which men dominate the field of social 
research is the fact that they define the kinds of topics which could be seen as 
appropriate for research. Subjects for research, which are very important to 
women, and which could potentially reveal important details concerning their 

Chapter summary
This chapter explores the nature of feminist research from a variety 
of perspectives. An analysis is presented of the types of research 
subjects which are of particular relevance to women, and also of the 
way in which research can reveal some of the processes in society 
which oppress women. Feminist research is also essentially ‘critical’ 
in the sense that it explores the power structures of social situa-
tions, often resulting in the disempowerment of women. In addition, 
the chapter will examine the processes of research and data collec-
tion, which should be selected in ways which help both female 
respondents and researchers to analyse the research field from a 
female perspective.
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lives and struggles, may not be considered appropriate research topics. For 
example, women have often been viewed historically as having the central role 
in the family in terms of child care and in relation to supporting elderly rela-
tives. This has often posed almost insurmountable difficulties for them in terms 
of having the time and energy to develop a career. When problems have 
occurred in the home, there has been the assumption, particularly among male 
members of the family, that grandmothers, mothers and daughters will resolve 
the issues. Not only has this been the case in the past, but it is still largely true 
to this day. Men do not tend to view this situation as affecting the potential of 
women to become established in careers, and hence would be less likely to 
advocate it as the subject for research projects. This is an androcentric or 
male-dominated perspective on the world, because it emphasizes men’s preoc-
cupations as wage-earners and decision-makers in the family, at the expense of 
the contribution which women make in these fields. There is a great deal of 
potential research to be done here on the nature of women’s lives, and upon the 
effects of traditional perceptions of the roles of women on their career aspira-
tions and development. It is very important, for example, that when research 
submissions are being considered, that topics such as the lives of women, 
whether historically or in the contemporary world, are given the importance 
they deserve. Discussion of the historical development of feminist thought can 
be found in Dyer (2016: 11).

It can be argued that men should become more aware of such issues in 
research, and view them as examples of the oppression of women. It is import-
ant that men learn to reflect on such questions, and to appreciate the social 
mechanisms by which gender inequality manifests itself. This process, by 
which women come to take the greater share of responsibility for the social 
care of the extended family, is also a reflection of the distribution of power in 
society. While men are able to exercise exclusive decision-making functions in 
the family, to the detriment of women, then there will be a disproportionate 
allocation of power. There is a great deal of potential here for research into the 
selective distribution of power, and the effects which this has in terms of creat-
ing gender inequalities. The ways in which the economic oppression of women 
can lead to the unequal exercise of power in the family and other social con-
texts demand much wider research, and are an example of the kind of contri-
bution which can be made by feminist researchers.

In order to explore more thoroughly the social lives of women, and the con-
sequences of these for women’s careers and life opportunities, it is important to 
note that qualitative methods are likely to be the most effective strategies. If we 
are going to understand and document the lives of women, both in a historical 
sense and in terms of the contemporary pressures upon women, then we need 
detailed accounts of the struggles of women to lead independent and autono-
mous lives. These are only likely to be obtained through such approaches as 
life history and autobiographical research (see Chapter 10).

It is possible to argue that quantitative methods also have a place in femi-
nist research. For example, if we wish to discuss such themes as the gender 
pay gap, and the difficulties experienced by women in becoming established 
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in the job market, then a quantitative assessment of the scale of the situation 
can be very useful. If we are able to collect data on the number of women, for 
example, who hold university professorships in comparison with the number 
of men who hold such positions, then this can be a very useful starting point 
in judging the scale of the inequalities between the sexes. However, if we 
are  to fully appreciate the mechanisms by which men come to dominate a 
particular field, then we are likely to need detailed personal accounts, which 
tell the story of women’s lives in a particular social context. Although in gen-
eral terms there are no a priori reasons why feminist research should 
prioritize particular forms of data collection and analysis, it is probably true 
to say that qualitative methods have proved the most popular among feminist 
researchers.

Feminist research seeks to expose the ways in which men look at the world, 
and consequently how this viewpoint can have an adverse effect on the lives of 
women; it seeks to explore how the attitudes of patriarchy can result in a world 
which is unequal from a gendered point of view; and it also tries to document 
the different ways in which women seek to counteract the consequences of 
male hegemony and domination.

It is important to note that feminist research is not simply about document-
ing some of the features of gender inequalities, or even of trying to explain the 
ways in which these phenomena arise, but of taking a more radical and critical 
stance in terms of combatting inequalities. To that extent, feminist research has 
much in common with action research, in that it is profoundly concerned with 
social change, with removing the causes of inequality, and striving for a more 
just world. Feminist research is a policy for social transformation, and hence is 
a strategy for critically examining society, for striving for political change in its 
broadest sense, and for removing gender stereotypes from both our thought 
processes and our patterns of discourse. The issue of the political nature of 
feminist research is discussed in Letherby (2003: 4).

It can be argued that feminist research is firmly ideological in that it oper-
ates from the unshakeable conviction of the domination of society by men. 
Feminist research seeks to highlight the ways in which men exercise power and 
control over the sexual behaviour of women, and also over the ways in which 
women take decisions concerning reproduction. Feminism and feminist 
research are deeply concerned with fighting against the exploitation of women, 
and with mounting campaigns of support for women whenever they are in sit-
uations which are incompatible with social justice. Research into the position 
of women is also concerned with related issues such as racism, and in particu-
lar the concerns of women of colour.

In terms of social change, one of the main concerns of feminist research is 
not simply to critique the values and attitudes of men with regard to the posi-
tion of women, but to change men’s values. In order to achieve this, feminist 
research aspires to encourage men to be self-reflective, and to continually 
examine their attitudes towards women. From this perspective, men need to 
embrace feminist values, with a view to transforming the relationships between 
the genders, and working to create a more egalitarian society.
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Traditional male roles in research

Feminists in general, and feminist researchers in particular, have done a great 
deal to highlight the imbalances and inequalities of the way in which research 
operates in universities and in commercial and industrial research organiza-
tions. They have pointed out the disproportionately low number of women 
engaged in research in science, engineering and technological fields in general. 
This has led to fewer women holding professorships in these fields, fewer 
women gaining major international prizes for research achievements, and 
fewer women being noted as leading authority figures in these fields.

One of the most important factors here may be that boys and men tend to 
gravitate towards disciplines which are founded upon quantitative analysis. 
For example, an interest in cars, mechanics, telecommunications or space 
travel, is based upon numerical measurement. Quantitative measurement is 
associated with precision, with accuracy and with the social status which is 
associated with science. The long-term consequence of this is that men are able 
to exert influence in society, through their expertise in numerical analysis. 
When government or society in general needs to propose arguments for a par-
ticular line of action, they will often seek to justify their opinion by pointing out 
the support their judgement has received from the world of science. This in turn 
leads to a patriarchal society where men occupy positions of authority, and are 
usually the ones to be consulted when a technical opinion is required.

There is something about the nature of quantitative analysis which conveys 
feelings of precision, authority and accuracy. This is perhaps one of the rea-
sons for the use of statistics when it is necessary to articulate complex issues 
to the general public. Statistics are widely employed in explaining opinion 
polls, electoral results, actuarial and economic judgements, and medical find-
ings. Much of the interpretation of such statistical data often appears to be a 
male preserve, with male presenters in the media interpreting tabular and 
graphical data. Men tend to be associated with such forms of analysis, and 
acquire the respect and authority which accompany such roles.

There is a sense of accuracy and finality which tends to accompany the 
explanation of phenomena through the medium of statistics. When someone 
asserts, for instance, that there has been an increase in a particular phenome-
non of 6.34 per cent, this tends to inculcate a feeling of accuracy and precision. 
When the use of such measurement is associated with men, rather than women, 
then this has an impact upon the way in which men are perceived in society as 
authority figures. The use of such statistics tends to create the impression that 
measurements of this kind are not susceptible to being challenged, and repre-
sent a final judgement on the issue in question. All of this tends to reinforce the 
position of men as authority figures, and the creation of a patriarchal society.

One can think of other examples of the same phenomenon such as the anal-
ysis carried out by actuaries in the field of insurance. This kind of analysis is 
quantitative and statistical in nature, and is largely the preserve of men. Since 
actuarial analysis is at the heart of the calculation of premiums and hence the 
income of insurance companies, it conveys a great deal of power and authority. 
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Those involved in it acquire a good deal of influence within the company. In a 
similar way large-scale infrastructure projects, such as new motorways, rail-
way lines, bridges and buildings depend upon quantitative analysis and numer-
ical calculations in order to prepare for the actual construction. Such projects 
are important from both a practical and political viewpoint, and are also again 
largely a male province. Those who are able to plan and carry out such large-
scale projects acquire a good deal of influence and authority.

Through this background in mathematics, engineering and the physical sci-
ences, men have tended to acquire a dominant role where quantitative skills are 
needed. Women, on the other hand, although tending to be under-represented in 
scientific disciplines, often prefer to use the ‘softer’ approaches of qualitative 
research rather than statistical approaches. There are, of course, no hard and 
fast rules here, since there are many leading scientists who are female, and 
many men who are interested in the use of qualitative approaches. On the 
whole, though, men do tend to dominate in quantitative areas of research which 
some would regard as of higher status.

Feminist research as a change process

Feminist research has a major aspect in common with action research, and that 
is the fact that it is very much concerned with social change. Feminists do not 
simply want to identify areas of inequality in relation to gender, they also want 
to transform the situation. They regard society as essentially patriarchal, as 
being fundamentally biased against women, and in need of a root and branch 
transformation. Many of the issues confronting women exist on a global scale, 
and it is gradually being recognized that widespread political action is required 
in order to rectify the scale of the inequalities and abuses against women. Per-
spectives on feminist research and the possibility of social change are dis-
cussed in Gottfried (1996).

Advice for students 14.1
One of the cornerstones of social science research is that it seeks to investi-
gate a topic in an objective, dispassionate and impartial way. Research seeks 
to eliminate traces of bias and ideological thought from the collection and 
analysis of the data, and from the way in which conclusions are drawn. This 
commitment to objectivity can be particularly difficult in areas such as reli-
gious studies, politics, and moral and ethical issues. The reason for this diffi-
culty is that researchers may well have committed themselves to a particular 
belief system or ideology before they embark on their research in the same 
field. Thus, researchers may be committed Marxists, and then plan to con-
duct research for a doctorate on the impact of Marxist thought in a developing 
country. Another example may be researchers who, in terms of religion, are 
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Some of these issues concern the rights of women in relation to reproduc-
tion, and include, for example, the rights of having access to contraceptives 
and to abortion. What some may regard as fundamental rights for women have 
been the subject of protracted political battles, for example, those supported 
by politicians such as Simone Veil (1927–2017) for legislative change in France 
in relation to abortion and contraception. Further details of the life of Simone 
Veil can be found in Veil (2009).

The value of social research in areas such as this is that it helps to document 
the kinds of inequalities which exist in society, when otherwise they could eas-
ily be overlooked, or treated in a trivial way. Research helps to document the 
scale of social issues, and subsequently to identify new areas of inequality 
which require further research. Many of the issues facing women today include 
social customs and patterns of behaviour which involve large-scale violence 
against women. Research is needed in order to document hidden practices 
which are offensive and cruel by any standards, and yet are the subject of 
attempted justifications on the grounds of their being part of historical social 
customs. Female genital mutilation is a case in point. Research is required first 
of all to bring the practice into the public domain, in order that society in gen-
eral can begin to appreciate the suffering associated with it. Moreover, research 
is needed to document the scale of the practice. Since female genital mutilation 
is a largely secretive process, without systematic research, it may be difficult 
to collect data on the extent of the issue. Psychological research is also required 
on the pain and suffering, both physical and mental, which results from the 
procedure. In order to combat the practice and to challenge the assumption 
that it is necessary in society, research is required to understand the ways in 
which the custom is integrated into society. It is normally very difficult to chal-
lenge a practice such as this, without the support of systematic research data, 
which can illuminate a custom which would otherwise be hidden from society, 
and obscured within the scope of so-called cultural practices.

Buddhists, and plan to conduct research on conflict in a country where one of 
the major political groups is affiliated to Buddhism.
  Finally, to take the example of feminist research, there are no doubt a great 
many committed feminists who plan a research project using a feminist meth-
odology. The difficulty is that if you are in this position, then you do not want 
to appear overtly biased and doctrinaire. One way to counter the situation is 
to make a statement near the beginning of the thesis, making it clear that, 
although you are a committed feminist, you have tried throughout the thesis 
to present a range of viewpoints in order to minimize the possibility of bias.

Advice for students 14.2
When planning a research study on an aspect of the treatment of women 
which is regarded as acceptable in one culture, but completely unacceptable 
in another, it may be necessary to raise the issue of cultural relativism. This 



Feminist research  155

There are many other practices which involve violence towards women, and 
where the objective and rational approach of research can help to challenge them. 
Domestic violence towards women is also a largely hidden phenomenon in much 
the same way as female genital mutilation. Research data can do a great deal to 
challenge such behaviour patterns. The Me Too movement has done a great deal 
to highlight the abuse suffered by women working, for example, in the film and 
television industries. In such cases the accounts of women concerning this abuse 
are often greatly strengthened by the use of research data. In many parts of the 
world, rape and other acts of violence against women are widespread, and need 
to be challenged. Statistical data on the frequency of such events is often very 
helpful in mounting a challenge, and in asserting the need for change in society.

Selection of topics for feminist research

The most effective subjects for feminist research are typically those where the 
collection of data can reveal patterns of behaviour or experience which expose 
features of social life which have previously not been understood. Quantitative 
research can reveal patterns in society which otherwise would have been diffi-
cult to expose. Qualitative research, on the other hand, can document life expe-
riences which reveal something of the lives of ordinary women. The great 
strength of research is that it generates a body of data which can be used to 
challenge even the most well-established cultural norms and values.

Topics for feminist research can be considered in broadly two categories. 
First of all, there are research studies which attempt to describe features of the 
lives of women. The most telling subjects for research are often those which 
manage to reveal facets of women’s lives which have in the past only received 
scant attention. In particular, this is the case for topics which reveal features of 
the oppression of women.

raises the complex philosophical question of whether there are cultural prac-
tices which are wrong in an absolute sense, on all occasions and at all 
moments in history, or whether cultural practices are right or wrong only 
within their own cultural contexts. Hence a social practice may be considered 
morally acceptable in a distant part of the world, but not in western Europe. 
This raises the question of whether Eurocentric values should be considered 
as the criteria by which judgements should be made. Even if you feel as a 
student that the moral standards of the West are more valid than those of 
some other cultures, it is probably desirable to discuss this issue of moral 
and cultural relativism, in the interests of rationality and objectivity.

Case study 14.1

We live in a world where one of its most distinctive features is the migration 
of peoples, often from the developing world to the industrialized world. This 
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The second category of research studies are those which attempt to explain 
the elements of causation in relation to topics from the first category. As an 
example, we could consider the relative position of men and women in the deci-
sion-making process in large institutions. Many of the key decisions in institu-
tions are taken in committees and meetings of various kinds. There are a 
number of reasons for this, arguably one of the major factors being the need for 
collaborative decision-making which tends to strengthen the role of everyone 
involved in the process. For any given institution it would be interesting to col-
lect data, for example, on the way women perceive the decision-making pro-
cess in committees. Do they feel that men dominate the discussions? Do women 
feel that the decision-making processes are the province of men; and do women 
feel that groups of men operate as cliques to promote their personal views of 
the way in which decisions should be taken?

As a result of research into the feelings of women about the operation of 
committees, there are a number of areas of potential research into the mecha-
nisms of decision-making. One area of possible research is the proportion of 
women who are appointed as chairs of various committees. The chair of a com-
mittee can exercise influence over the drawing up of the agenda, and the order 
in which topics may be discussed. Importantly, the chairperson can determine 
which topics will be discussed, and which questions will be ignored. The chair 
can also be very influential in supporting the appointment of ex officio mem-
bers of a committee. There is also the very important matter of the number of 
women who are appointed to key committees and who therefore have the 
opportunity to participate in key decision-making.

An important area for research is the way in which people are appointed to 
committees. This can have an important effect upon the proportion of women 
who become members of committees. When a vacancy occurs, it can often be 
the case that senior figures on the committee nominate or invite someone 
known to them to join the group. This can be a way in which elite groups 
become self-perpetuating. If the elite groups are dominated by men, then this 
can be a way in which men rather than women predominate. There is a lot of 
research needed to explore the ways in which male elite groupings acquire 
power in institutions, at the expense of women. More descriptive data is 
required in terms of the numbers of women working in high status positions in 
institutions. However, more research is also required in order to explore the 
actual social mechanisms by which women may become excluded from posi-
tions of power.

often creates particular problems for women. Sometimes, it is the young men 
of a community who embark on a journey of migration, and women remain 
behind with young children. On other occasions women and children set out 
on an often extremely perilous journey. In either situation, there are aspects 
of the migratory process which affect women in particular. This could provide 
an opportunity for research within a feminist perspective.
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Feminist research as challenging oppression and 
increasing empowerment

Generally speaking, the term oppression is employed to describe situations in 
which a social group is excluded from the provisions of mainstream society, 
and hence disadvantaged to a great extent. There are many examples of 
oppression in developing countries where indigenous or tribal groups may 
have their traditional lands exploited for the economic advantage of the indus-
trialized world. One thinks here of the indigenous peoples of the Amazon basin, 
or of the traditional inhabitants of the Australian sub-continent. The oppression 
here is often one of economic oppression involving the exploitation of natural 
resources, and hence the impoverishment of tribal peoples. There is also the 
phenomenon of cultural oppression where the belief systems, philosophies, 
artistic practices and history of indigenous peoples are rejected as inferior or 
inconsequential, particularly in comparison with the culture of technologically 
advanced countries. Very often these forms of oppression proceed hand in 
hand with malnutrition, the spread of disease and other health problems. Worse 
still are those forms of oppression where politically or economically dominant 
groups in society set out to deliberately destroy an indigenous people, resulting 
in genocide.

Other forms of oppression include those situations where an entire sector 
of global society is disadvantaged. This can happen where a racial or ethnic 
group is disenfranchised, whether members of them live in developing coun-
tries, or in industrially more advanced countries. This is also the case with the 
oppression of women, where there are so many examples of the negative 
treatment of women in all kinds of contexts. In war zones all round the world 
women and girls are imprisoned, assaulted and raped, and treated generally 
as the proceeds of armed conflict. In many countries girls are excluded from 
the benefits of education, and cannot gain access to worthwhile careers. The 
life trajectory of many girls involves early marriage, giving birth to a large 
number of children, and physically hard agricultural work. In addition, many 
girls world-wide are reared in cultures which impose marriage upon them at a 

Case study 14.2

One of the features of the professional lives of men is that they typically have 
a range of social networks in which their work and social lives overlap. Argu-
ably these networks help them with many aspects of their employment. It can 
be argued that women do not have access to the same types of networks, 
and that this disadvantages them in their professional lives. Research stud-
ies on the effect of social networks for the employment lives of women could 
be useful from a feminist perspective.
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very young age, thus depriving them of part of their childhood, and also of 
years when they could be undergoing education and training with a view to 
embarking upon a career. Cultural factors and traditions can impose a terrible 
and indeed terrifying burden upon many girls, notably in cases such as genital 
mutilation.

Female oppression generally includes all situations and practices which 
result in women possessing fewer opportunities than men, and being judged 
adversely in comparison with men. In our education system, the curriculum 
may favour boys rather than girls, particularly in terms of the subjects studied, 
and also in the way students’ work is assessed. Sometimes group discussions in 
the classroom are used as one aspect of assessment. In cases such as this, boys 
may well dominate the discussion and hence be awarded higher grades than 
the girls. This may lead to a lack of motivation on the part of girls, and self-
imposed limits being placed on the subjects which they study.

There are a number of issues which relate to inequality of opportunity for 
women, and where these issues continue to be prominent in the news. The issue 
of equal pay for women has been one of contention for a number of years. Man-
agers of large organizations will often try to avoid disclosure of the salaries of 
their staff, in order to prevent comparisons being made. In addition, they will 
sometimes claim that the jobs done by women are of less importance or are less 
complex than the jobs done by men, in order to justify paying women lower 
salaries. Apart from the issue of equal pay, there is also the question of women 
having fewer opportunities for career enhancement than men. This can partly 
result in the average pay of women in a sector or industry being considerably 
lower than that of men. Although there are a number of cases where women 
have gained or been promoted to senior positions in organizations, it remains 
the case that, on average, women have more limited opportunities than men. 
They tend to carry out more unskilled or less-skilled duties; their opinions on 
work issues do not tend to be asked; and they have fewer opportunities for 
personal, work-based development. All of these questions constitute types of 
oppression because they increase inequalities between men and women, and 
further the gap in earnings potential between the genders, to the considerable 
detriment of women.

One of the principal contributions which feminist research can make to the 
position and status of women is to increase their ability to challenge the status 
quo with regard to the power of men, and to enable women to take control of 
their own lives. When social research can describe and explain the nature of 
oppression, it provides the opportunity for women to challenge these processes 
and hence to find ways to overcome them. In most historical periods, men have 
been the dominant gender, exercising political and economic power, which has 
subverted the potential of women to influence the world in which they live. 
Throughout history women have struggled to be in a position to control their 
own lives, to exercise power and influence on an equal level to men, and to be 
able to take decisions in order to improve the life chances of their families. To 
be in such a position is often known as empowerment, or the ability to gain and 
exercise power over one’s own life.
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Empowerment can be achieved in a variety of ways. In some cases, charis-
matic women are able to challenge the male hierarchy, and bring about social 
change through the sheer force of their personality. In many cases, though, the 
most significant challenge to oppression is brought about through social pro-
test, where a groundswell of public opinion challenges existing customs and 
processes. Such protest movements were influential in achieving women’s suf-
frage, and in creating an environment in which women could participate fully 
in the democratic political process. Political empowerment has been one of the 
main factors in enabling women to control their own lives. However, despite all 
of the rhetoric concerning the empowerment of women, society has not 
achieved gender equality in such important areas as the number of female 
Members of Parliament, or the number of female chief executives of large cor-
porations.

Feminist research as focusing on the position 
of women

Arguably, one of the most important examples of feminist research conducted 
since the Second World War was that by a psychology graduate of Smith Col-
lege, an all-women’s college in the United States. The research was carried out 
by Betty Friedan (1921–2006), a gifted scholar and journalist with socialist 
inclinations. She completed her undergraduate course in 1942, and subse-
quently worked primarily as a journalist. Interestingly, it was as a journalist 
that she gained direct experience of the way in which professional women 
could be treated in the period immediately after the war. She was working for 
a trades union publication when she became pregnant for the second time, and 
was subsequently sacked from her job. Some 15 years after she graduated, it 
was suggested to her that she conduct a questionnaire survey of graduates of 
Smith College to investigate the way in which young women had adjusted to 
their subsequent lives. Betty Friedan was particularly interested in the way that 
university graduates had adjusted to the life of a mother and of a housewife, 
and in the proportion of such young women who had managed to combine the 
demands of a professional career with their role as a housewife.

In fact, the research suggested that there was a high level of unhappiness and 
frustration among these young women. According to the stereotypical role of 
young women during this period, they were expected to get married, have chil-
dren and subsequently devote themselves to supporting their husbands in their 
career. It was not considered appropriate for young women to have a profes-
sional career, and to combine this with being a housewife. The majority of young 
women in the survey tended to comply with the stereotype of being a mother 
and home-maker, and relinquishing the possibility of developing a career. 
According to the survey, many of the women in the sample felt unfulfilled and 
clinically depressed at the way in which their lives had evolved. Many of their 
contemporaries supported the functionalist analysis whereby women were 
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perceived as carrying out the duty of looking after their husbands, who were 
seen as occupying the wage-earning role. The women in the sample, however, 
rejected this analysis, and felt that it was just as important for wives to have a 
career as for their husbands.

The results of Betty Friedan’s research were subsequently published in a 
book entitled The Feminine Mystique (Friedan, 2010). It became a best-seller 
and one of the key texts of the developing feminist movement. It struck a chord 
with many of the women of the immediate post-war generation. Americans at 
that time appeared to have a very desirable lifestyle. It was for many a life of 
affluence and materialism, yet at the same time it did not necessarily fulfil the 
deeper needs of people. The work of Betty Friedan demonstrated that social 
research, and in particular feminist research, could reveal and articulate the 
problems of women’s lives, and the kinds of stereotypical assumptions which 
were all too often made about women.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 androcentric
•	 authority figure
•	 domination
•	 empowerment
•	 feminist research
•	 gender inequality
•	 hegemony
•	 oppression
•	 patriarchy
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Chapter 15

Types of data to be analysed

Field notes

Field notes are typically brief summary comments which describe the essence 
of a situation which you are in the process of observing. Having said this, in 
reality, field notes come in many different shapes and sizes. It is probably 
worth briefly describing the sheer variety of writing which could legitimately 
be considered as field notes. To start with, field notes can be extremely terse, 
with the intention of providing skeleton notes which can be expanded upon 
later in the research process. Their purpose is to describe the basic features of 
the situation in which you find yourself as a qualitative researcher. Some 
researchers prefer to write longer versions of field notes, which try to describe 
in more detail some aspects of the research context.

Field notes can be collected in many different ways. The traditional way of 
course is with pen and small notebook. The things you jot down can be ampli-
fied with small sketches which can indicate the general spatial outline of the 
observational context. These traditional approaches can be extended by the 
use of mobile phone technology to record short pieces of text, brief films, pho-
tos and the interactions between people. It is also worth remembering that field 
notes can include recordings of direct quotes, which can be very useful as data 
later in your thesis. When you are making your field notes, it is a good idea to 
try to impose some sort of structure upon the notes. You might be looking for 
common themes and concepts as you develop the structure and interaction 

Chapter summary
This chapter will discuss the range of data which is typically gener-
ated from qualitative research studies. It will examine each of the 
types of data, and explore ways in which the data can be catego-
rized. The way in which different forms of data can be triangulated, 
in order to reveal further insights, will also be discussed.
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In the early stage of taking field notes, there is probably a tendency to col-
lect observational and descriptive data. This kind of data may be fairly easy to 
collect in that it may consist of such features as which respondents are engaged 
in conversation; the subject matter of those conversations; other kinds of social 
interactions; and descriptions of the social contexts such as the dwellings in 
which people live and the type of work in which they are engaged. As your 
research proceeds, however, you will almost certainly wish to move beyond 
straightforward description, towards a deeper understanding of the social 
interactions which are taking place. This more sophisticated appreciation will 
be reflected in your field notes. You will probably wish, for example, to try to 
understand the way in which a description of social interactions can potentially 
lead to an appreciation of the feeling and emotions harboured by respondents. 
As your understanding of the research context is enhanced, you will probably 
try to understand more about the psychological interaction between respon-
dents, and this will be reflected in gradually more reflective and analytical 
note-taking. You will gradually develop an increasing ability to hypothesize 
about the kind of relationships which exist between respondents.

Your notes will probably become gradually more and more analytical, as you 
start to probe into possible reasons why social interactions take place in the 
way which they did. Importantly, you will probably start to become much more 
self-reflective in your notes, as you try to understand more about the way in 
which you have reacted to the research context. It is worth remembering that 
you as the researcher and observer are very much a part of the research con-
text, and that your interactions with the respondents are an important element 
in the understanding which you develop concerning the research questions.

One of the advantages of field notes as research data is that they enable you 
to record subtly changing features of the research context. As interactions 

among the respondents. You may find that categories and concepts begin to 
emerge from your data, and also that such categories relate to some of the 
questions with which you started your research.

One aspect of field notes which can easily be forgotten is that researchers 
and respondents can work together to develop potentially very useful research 
ideas. You may, therefore, invite respondents to read your field notes, and to 
comment upon the way in which the notes reflect their view of reality.

Advice for students 15.1
One distinct advantage of involving the opinions and judgements of partici-
pants in the research process is that it moves away from the situation of the 
researcher controlling the research process. The idea of the researcher and 
the respondents working together on a research project is in keeping with the 
spirit of qualitative research. It can also be used as a process for improving 
the validity of the data by cross-checking statements and observations.
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between research respondents change with the prevailing circumstances, the 
emotional quality of the research situation also changes. As you begin to under-
stand some of the reasons for these changes, you will start to have a more 
sophisticated grasp of your research.

It is also worth reminding ourselves of some of the ethical issues with which 
we should be concerned when taking research notes. As part of the principle of 
informed consent, research participants should appreciate the nature of your 
research and should clearly give their permission for you to take research 
notes. In this way there will be little chance of ambiguity when you are seen to 
be taking notes or making recordings. It will be clear that you are conducting 
research.

One final function of field notes which it is worth mentioning is that they 
provide an aide-mémoire for further research: journal articles which you need 
to read and types of data which it may be necessary to collect. In short, they 
enable you to write memos to yourself, as reminders of future courses of action.

Diaries

The use of diaries as a source of qualitative data is a flexible and very practical 
technique. The essential idea of the use of diaries is to select a sample of respon-
dents who are willing to maintain a personal diary on a pre-arranged subject 
and within certain agreed parameters. The sample may range in size from a 
single person to 50 or more respondents. The researcher will usually provide 
guidance notes or instructions on the maintenance of the diaries. These may 
range from giving the respondents complete autonomy in terms of the struc-
ture of the diary and with regard to the style of writing, to fairly precise guid-
ance with respect to the questions to be addressed and the manner in which 
comments would be written. In the case of a highly structured diary, the 
researcher would probably define the time in each day when a diary entry 
would be made, and the approximate length of each entry. The traditional tech-
nique of maintaining a diary would involve a notebook and pencil, but modern 
technology has supplemented this with a variety of electronic techniques. 
Smartphones enable the basic text to be supplemented with photographs, cop-
ies of documents, audio and video recordings, and many other features.

Diary research is essentially a longitudinal study which investigates changes 
in a research context over time, or which explores the creation of new codes and 
concepts which emerge from the developing diary accounts. Diary research 
attempts to study transformations in the social setting of the research, and to 
examine the way in which the research issues develop over a period of time. One 
of the great advantages of diary research is that the respondents are able to 
continue working on their diaries without any particular intervention from 
the researcher. Once the latter has arranged the procedures and ensured that the 
participants understand the guidance which they have been given, then the 
researcher can await the submission of the data, and proceed with the analysis. 



166  Types of data to be analysed

There are a number of other significant advantages to diary research. It can 
be a very useful method for collecting data on issues which are very delicate, 
and upon which respondents may normally be very reluctant to pronounce. If, 
as a researcher, we ask respondents to discuss personal matters, they may be 
extremely reluctant and may feel embarrassed to do this. On the other hand, 
respondents may feel that the writing of a diary does not really involve the 
same kind of interaction with a third party. Although they realize that ulti-
mately their diary will be read by the researcher, the act of writing the diary 
may seem more personal and confidential, and hence the respondents may be 
more willing to discuss personal matters. From an ethical point of view, how-
ever, since respondents may be writing about personal issues, it is important 
that they appreciate fully the way in which their data will be used.

Research diaries also enable you to collect data simultaneously from a wide 
variety of different social contexts by asking respondents to initiate data col-
lection at certain specific times of the day. For example, you might wish to 
investigate whether respondents are feeling generally optimistic or pessimistic 
at certain times, and as far as they can tell, why this is so. The fact that the data 
is being collected simultaneously, yet in different locations, may generate a 
variety of interesting responses.

Diaries generate data which has a strong sense of immediacy, and which has 
a naturalism reflecting the world as it existed at the moment in which the data 
was collected. Data from diaries reflects the world as perceived by the respon-
dent at the time during which the diary was completed. The use of diaries can 
be very convenient for the researcher since they can in effect collect data from 
a wide variety of contexts, notably in whichever situation the respondent hap-
pens to be. Normally, because of the physical distance between the respondent 
and the researcher, the latter is not in a position to influence the data collection 
process, and therefore the objectivity of the data may well be increased.

There are, however, several potential disadvantages to the use of diaries in 
research. As the respondents are rarely subject to immediate supervision, they 
may develop the habit of completing their diary some time after the events 

From the researcher’s point of view, diary research is very time-effective, with 
the major investment in time being during the initial organization of the research 
project. The development of diary research is discussed in Hyers (2018: 2).

Case study 15.1

We begin to see the full value of diary research in situations where the respon-
dents are scattered over a fairly wide geographical area. This might be in a 
case such as a study of college principals. Once the instructions for maintain-
ing the diaries have been sent out to participants, the researcher can await the 
submission of diaries. If the researcher has any queries about a particular 
diary, then these can easily be taken up with the relevant respondent.
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which are being recorded. If respondents make their diary entries in this way, 
then there may be concerns about the effects of inadequate memory. Finally, in 
some cases, respondents may find it disconcerting to write about issues which 
recreate unhappy memories, particularly when they know that the researcher 
will read these accounts. If the researcher is aware that this kind of issue may 
arise, then it may be advisable to discuss it with the respondent, and develop a 
strategy which may minimize any difficulties for the respondent.

Biographical accounts

A biography is an account of the life of a person written by the researcher 
rather than by the person themselves. Biographies, however, are not simply a 
list of key dates in someone’s life, with an account of notable events and 
achievements. A biography links the main facts of the life of someone with the 
social trends of the period, the main political events and other principal charac-
ters of the time, and examines the reasons for thinking of the person concerned 
as significant. An autobiography, on the other hand, is written by the person 
themselves, and inevitably presents a more subjective image of the life of a 
person. One of the main advantages of an autobiography is that the subject of 
the writing has detailed access to the key events of their own life. They can 
write about events with subjectivity and authority, simply because they were 
party to those events. On the other hand, it may be more difficult to set the 
person’s life in context, because they are in a sense, too close to these events, 
and are unable to stand back and examine the social context dispassionately.

Biographies are usually written about the life of someone who has occupied 
a role of some significance in the world. They do not necessarily have to be well 
known. They could have worked in a particular field, and had a significant role 
to play in that field, without in fact being particularly well known outside their 
specialism.

It is important, however, that a biography does more than simply tell a 
chronological story of the life of a person. It should place that life within the 
main events of the period. These may be political events, social events, social or 
military conflicts, social change, and transformations in industrial and economic 
practices. As a researcher, considering embarking on a biographical account, 
this is where you would need to conduct wide-ranging research in order to 
understand the developments in the period. For example, if you were consider-
ing researching the everyday life of an individual soldier in the First World War, 
you would need to research the politics of the period, and how this affected 
decisions on the battlefield; you would need to be familiar with the kind of food 
supplied to troops, the weapons used, and the kind of medical supplies available. 
This is just to mention a few aspects of the background information required.

It is also worth being clear about the reasons for selecting this particular 
soldier, and importantly the nature of the data you have available. It is easy to 
think of potentially interesting research studies, but unless you possess a 
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The question of data is very important with biographical accounts. If the sub-
ject of the research is still alive, then you will hopefully have the benefit of their 
support with the research. If they will help by giving of their time with inter-
views, then you will have the opportunity to gather significant primary data. The 
subject may also provide you with a variety of data such as letters, photographs, 
artefacts, manuscripts and contact details for people they have known, and who 
may well be willing to provide further personal information. In the case of some-
one who is fairly well known, there may also be a significant amount of informa-
tion in books, journals and other publications. This can be cross-referenced with 
other data. The meticulous checking and verification of data are an important 
element of the writing of a research biography.

Interview transcripts

When starting to design a research study based on the use of interviews, one of 
the important early decisions to be taken is the size of the sample, and the people 
who are to be included in the sample. It is also necessary to carefully consider 
the justification of the inclusion of the future interviewees. This justification will 
need to be discussed and defended in the thesis. Even though you may take a 
great deal of care in the selection of interviewees, it is very difficult to predict 
the nature and the amount of data which each interviewee may provide for the 
study. Some interviewees may be by nature loquacious, and may provide very 
large quantities of data. Others, however, may be fairly reluctant to go into great 

significant quantity of useful data, then it will be very difficult to write a mean-
ingful research study. However, suppose that you have access to a large num-
ber of previously unknown letters written by this soldier to his loved ones in 
England, then this may open up a number of research possibilities. You may, for 
example, have sufficient data to be able to write a study of the amount of infor-
mation concerning the battlefield which reached England via soldiers’ letters.

Advice for students 15.2
It is very often the case that researchers think that the best way to proceed 
with a research study is to first identify a topic or subject for the research, 
and subsequently to start looking for data. There does appear to be a certain 
logic to this approach, but clearly if very little data on a subject proves to be 
available, then it will be very difficult indeed to conduct the research. The 
alternative approach is to seek out a range of potential data on a theme, and 
then try to evaluate in your own mind how this data might support a particular 
research study. This second strategy has at least the benefit of practicability. 
The final subject may not be ideally the one which you would choose, but 
there is every likelihood that you will be able to complete your study.
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detail about the research subject at hand. Some interviewees may have a pro-
found interest in the research topic, and this may motivate them to make a lot of 
comments about the research subject. Others, however, may have relatively lit-
tle interest and may keep their comments to a minimum.

At the end of the data collection phase, you will probably find that you have 
large amounts of recordings concerning your research. Before you can continue 
with the research analysis, you will need to label your interview recordings. In 
order to preserve the anonymity of the respondents, it is probably better not to 
employ the real names of the respondents. You should normally use fictional 
names for each respondent, and adhere to names which reflect the actual gender 
and cultural background of people. The next stage is to produce written tran-
scripts from the audio recordings. One thing is likely to emerge during this stage 
of the process: you will almost certainly produce far more written transcripts 
than you imagined. There is also the question of how much proportionately you 
will include from each interview respondent. For example, suppose that inter-
viewee A generates ten pages of transcripts, while interviewee B only generates 
half a page of transcripts. The question arises whether in the final thesis you will 
include 20 times more quotations from interviewee A as from interviewee B.

The other issue is whether the longer transcripts from interviewee A contain 
as much material of substance as the shorter transcripts from interviewee B. It 
may be, for example, that the data from A consists of relatively bland material, 
without a great deal of substance; whereas the material from B is succinct and 
clear, even though it is slightly brief. All of these issues have to be taken into 
account, as you are preparing your typed transcripts.

There are several other issues to be taken into account concerning the actual 
transcription process. One is the question of who will carry out the actual tran-
scription process. One thing is certain; it can be a very time-consuming process. 
As the researcher, you could conduct the transcription yourself. An advantage 
of this is that you start to familiarize yourself with the data from an early stage, 
and in effect begin aspects of the analytic process. The other alternative, how-
ever, is to obtain help with the process. This may entail getting help from a 
friend or colleague, or indeed employing someone else.

Another aspect of the transcription process is the manner in which aspects 
of the spoken language of the interview are reflected in the written text of the 
transcript. For example, the interviewee may from time to time emphasize cer-
tain words or expressions, and this emphasis may have a very significant effect 
upon the meaning of the discourse. It is important that this emphasis is indi-
cated in the transcript, and that there is a consistency with which such empha-
ses are indicated. In other words, there needs to be a code or some form of 
diacritical mark which indicates the emphasis. This may be as simple as under-
lining all emphasized words or phrases, or perhaps transcribing them in bold. 
Another example might be when the interviewee employs the use of pauses. 
This could be indicated by a series of dashes or dots, each dash representing, 
say, 1 second of pause. It is not possible to represent the complexity of spoken 
language in written text, but by coding certain linguistic features, one can 
reproduce some of the nuances of meaning.
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The next stage in the analytic process is to examine all of the transcripts, to 
read them very carefully, and to highlight or otherwise identify the key quota-
tions which you feel will help to gradually construct an understanding of the 
research question. Let us suppose that you have interviewed a sample of school-
teachers about what they regard as the most important issues in their job. As you 
read the first transcript, you realize that there is considerable emphasis upon the 
maintenance of discipline in the classroom. This seems to be the most important 
issue for the teacher. As you proceed to read more transcripts from other teach-
ers, the same issue keeps arising. In this case, you feel more and more confident 
in placing this issue at the centre of your developing understanding. As you con-
tinue with your reading and analysis, a range of other issues arise, and you need 
to decide which themes may be part of your developing theory.

Once you have decided upon the main themes which emerge from your anal-
ysis of the transcripts, there are still key decisions to be taken in the ongoing 
analysis. One of the most important is the selection of parts of the transcript to 
be included in your thesis. There will simply be far too much transcript data to 
include everything in your thesis, and hence you will need to make a selection. 
Importantly, however, you will also need to explain in your thesis the rationale 
for making this selection. In short, you should always try to justify each meth-
odological decision which you make.

Official documents

As a category, official documents include a very wide range of written mate-
rial, the majority of which was probably not written to be used as research 
data. In the contemporary academic world, when we adopt a particular 
research methodology and plan carefully a strategy for collecting data, we try 
to embed a large number of safeguards in our procedures, in order to eliminate 
bias in the final data which we collect. However, these safeguards do not nec-
essarily exist with official documents which may have been created for a diver-
sity of reasons other than scholarship or academic enquiry.

Official documents may include draft or actual legislation; records of legal 
procedures; results of judicial enquiries; birth and death certificates; inheri-
tance of titles; deeds of ownership; wills and testaments; records of purchases 
and sale; records of land or property sales; records of battles and conflicts; 
academic records; wealth and taxation records; insurance records; census and 
population records; records of large business corporations, government and 
branches of government, and academic institutions; and records of media insti-
tutions. This list is far from being exhaustive.

Case study 15.2

So complex are some of these documents that it may be quite difficult to 
analyse them in such a way that one can form judgements about them. These 
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One of the problems which exists with such documents is that it may not be 
possible to gain access to them easily. Large business corporations, for exam-
ple, may have a wide range of documents, in both paper and electronic copies, 
but may not wish to release them to public scrutiny, perhaps because they 
reveal sensitive information about company profits, or because they contain 
personal information about clients. In addition, companies and organizations 
often reveal in their documents strategies for carrying out policy decisions, and 
the moral grounds upon which they take their decisions. In the contemporary 
world, ethical decision-making in business is a major issue, and yet ethical 
issues are not always clear-cut. Some organizations may prefer not to become 
too enmeshed in debate about these complex issues.

Official documents are also very important to the extent that they may 
reveal a certain amount of bias in the way in which they are written and pro-
duced. Central to this issue is the question of the person who wrote or prepared 
the document, and the reasons for so doing. Not all documents may be biased, 
of course, but one has to be circumspect in considering this possibility, and in 
evaluating the approach of the document writer, particularly if their identity is 
known.

The objectivity of documents is an important issue if they are being used as 
research data. It might not be unreasonable to suppose that if, say, a government 
employee produces a document such as an official report, it will be written at 
least partially with a view in mind to the attitude of the leading members of the 
government. When such documents are being interpreted as potential research 
data, it is important that they are read from the point of view of potential bias.

An important advantage of official documents, however, is the fact that as 
data, they remain constant, irrespective of the people who are inspecting them. 
If you imagine an interview recording, and ask several different people to tran-
scribe it, then you would almost certainly obtain several slightly different ver-
sions of the transcript. With official documents, there is, however, only a single 
version of a particular document, although it is true to say that individual 
researchers may interpret it in different ways.

Emails and text messages

One of the main advantages of the use of emails and other forms of electronic 
messages in research is one of the organization of the research process, and the 

documents may be very useful in biographical research, but you will probably 
need to combine the data from a number of different documents in order to 
collate a reasonable amount of data. Overall, documents can be very useful 
as data sources, since they are not altered over time through the intervention 
of different researchers. Nevertheless, there are a number of questions 
which can be asked about them, not least of which is the issue of how these 
particular ones have survived, and not other documents.
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speed and efficiency with which respondents can be contacted. In the early 
stages of setting up a research study, one of the first issues is the establishment 
of a sample. If you have access to the names of a group of people and their 
email addresses, then it would be relatively easy to contact them all, with an 
explanation of the research project, and asking them if they are willing to par-
ticipate. You would of course need to comply with the normally accepted stan-
dards of informed consent, and also inform people of an estimate of the work 
and time involved for a participant. Not all of the potential participants would 
normally be likely to agree to take part, but with a certain amount of good 
fortune you should be able to enlist the help of sufficient people to form an 
acceptable sample. If you have access to a circulation list for a particular pro-
fession, such as education, you may be able to distribute your request to rele-
vant professionals. For example, if your research involved the teaching of 
science in high schools, you might be able to obtain the communication details 
of a large number of science teachers. In this case, the science teachers might 
consider that it was in their professional interest to take part in the research, 
and so would agree to be a member of the sample.

Once you have the documents about the research ready for circulation, it 
should be a fairly rapid process to start collecting data. There are also some 
practical advantages to collecting data in this way. If a respondent or respon-
dents have some misunderstandings or queries about the research instructions, 
then they can contact the researcher directly for guidance. This can save a lot 
of time for the researcher, and also avoid research data being submitted in the 
wrong format.

A major advantage of email data is that the latter is already in typed format 
and hence there is no transcription required from audio recording to text for-
mat. In addition, when respondents furnish data in email format, they can spend 
a good deal of time considering their responses, and making certain that they 
say exactly what they want to say.

Photographs

Photographic data is a very immediate and vivid form of data. By this, I mean 
that photographs can highlight evidence which is not easy to describe with 
other forms of data. Imagine a research study in which the style of dress of 
participants is an important factor. This would not be easy to describe in writ-
ten language, yet a few relevant photographs could quickly and easily portray 
the style of clothing worn.

It is very often the case, however, that photographs are used in a research 
study in combination with other forms of data. Photographs on their own may 
simply not provide sufficient data, and there may be gaps left in the informa-
tion provided with the photograph. For example, in the case of historical pho-
tos, we may not have the basic information such as the identity of the 
photographer, the reasons for taking the photograph, the location of the photo, 
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and the identities of the people in the photo. There is also the question of 
whether the photo was artificially designed, and did not therefore represent a 
real-life interaction between people.

If the photo is artificially structured, then there is the question of whether a 
certain amount of bias has crept into the image. For example, the photo may 
suggest certain levels of interaction between individuals which are not actu-
ally present in everyday life. A possible remedy for the existence of a certain 
degree of bias is to encourage participants to take some photographs them-
selves. This could go some way to removing potential bias on the part of the 
researcher.

One of the major issues with the taking of photographs for research pur-
poses is that of ethical principles. For example, you may decide that for your 
research you would like to take some photographs of urban landscapes. 
Almost inevitably you would include some images of other people within the 
townscape. You will probably not know the identity of the people, and nor will 
they know you. In addition, even if they see you taking photographs, they will 
probably not associate it with a research project. If you wanted to try to obtain 
the permission and informed consent of the people who might possibly be 
included in the photographs, then this might be unrealistic, given that the peo-
ple are probably moving around fairly rapidly in the area. The essential ques-
tion is whether it is ethical to use photographs you have taken of people, 
without their being aware that their photo images are being used for research 
purposes. In a perfect world, the people involved would give their informed 
consent to their images being used. However, in this context it may be difficult 
to achieve this, and hence a different form of ethical justification may be nec-
essary. When the photographs are being taken, if the emphasis appears to be 
on the built environment rather than people, and the latter tend not to be in the 
foreground of the photo, then you could argue that the use of photographs in 
ethically acceptable. Again, as we have discussed on a number of occasions, 
the main requirement for your thesis is that you explain the ethical grounds on 
which you have tried to conduct the research, and carefully articulate the 
basis of your justification.

Audio and video recordings

We have examined in some detail the issues involved in the use of audio record-
ings, particularly in the context of interview research. Video recordings com-
bine some elements of the use of audio data, with the use of still photographs. 
Video recordings still need to be transcribed into written data, in order that 
they can be employed in your thesis. The audio element can be transcribed into 
textual data, while you can add notes and comments based on the video ele-
ments of the data. For example, you may be able to comment on mannerisms 
and gestures which appear on the video film, and which shed light on the inter-
pretation of the textual material.



174  Types of data to be analysed

There are various adaptations of video recordings which are often used in 
conjunction with other types of qualitative data. The term ‘videography’ is 
often used in parallel with ethnography, to indicate qualitative data which is 
collected in the form of videos in a naturalistic, ethnographic setting. Some-
times in this type of research, the participants are encouraged to use the video 
camera themselves, in order to encourage them to film the aspects of the social 
setting which they themselves consider significant. This is to encourage the 
participants to adopt a more proactive role in the research, and not to leave the 
key decisions to the researcher.

Triangulation of data

When you use a single form of qualitative methodology to investigate a 
research topic, or a single form of data collection, there is always the possibil-
ity that a certain element of bias may affect the results. One of the commonest 
ways of trying to avoid this is to use two different methods to investigate the 
same research issue. You can then compare the results for consistency. If the 
two methods or data collection approaches provide fairly similar results, then 
this will create a certain amount of confidence in the data. Triangulation as a 
method adopts its approach from techniques in surveying. If you know the 
distance between two points, and the angles they make with a third point, you 
can use the simple geometry of a triangle to calculate the distance of that 
third point.

The principle of triangulation is helpful, because for any given qualitative 
research investigation, it is often possible to think of two data collection 
approaches which in principle would be appropriate. For example, in a study of 
the pressures on a group of psychiatric nurses, it would be possible to employ, 
say, informal interviews or the use of diaries. Both methods could in principle 
yield interesting results, which could be compared with a view to establishing 
the validity of both types of data.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 artefacts
•	 autobiographies
•	 biographies
•	 diaries
•	 field notes
•	 objectivity
•	 official documents



Types of data to be analysed  175

•	 photographs as research
•	 subjectivity
•	 transcripts
•	 triangulation



Chapter 16

Grounded theory

Social constructivism and theory generation

At the heart of qualitative research is the concept of the way in which new 
knowledge and understanding are generated. The basic premise of the qualita-
tive approach to research is that knowledge is created through the process of 
reaction and interaction between people. In everyday life, people test out their 
thoughts and ideas on each other, proposing their different notions of the 
world. Sometimes their ideas are accepted and sometimes they are rejected, 
but the overall idea of social constructivism is that there is an interplay 
between individual people, which results in the acceptance of new ideas.

As the term ‘social constructivism’ suggests, new ideas, concepts and ways 
of understanding are pieced together in the form of new hypotheses and theo-
ries through a process of mutual exploration between people. New ways of 
looking at the world are literally built up and constructed through the process 
of people exploring the world together. This process is fundamentally social, in 
that it depends upon people discussing new ideas and possibilities about the 
world and coming to a consensus about a new world-view.

Chapter summary
The chapter will start with an analysis of the process of inductive 
theory generation, comparing this with the process of theory testing. 
The creation of theory through induction will be analysed in terms of 
it being a valid scientific process. There will be an examination of the 
generation of concepts through the actual process of data analysis, 
and the gradual building of theory. In addition, the sampling of data 
will be discussed in relation to the gradual emergence of a theory. 
Where relevant, reference will be made to computer-assisted analysis 
packages in order to shed light on ways in which such software can 
speed up and enhance the data analysis process.
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Suppose, for example, that you are researching the most appropriate man-
agement style for a contemporary manufacturing business. In the spirit of qual-
itative enquiry, and social constructivism, you would not try to test a specific 
hypothesis, but would explore the opinions and judgements of people working 
in the business. This would not only involve discussions and interviews with 
senior managers, but also with employees on the shop floor. The purpose of the 
research, within a social constructivist perspective, would be to collect data 
which reflected the wide range of opinions on appropriate management styles, 
and then to carefully distil an approach which seemed to reflect a consensus 
from the different range of views in the company.

The approach of social constructivism is thus one of participation, where each 
of the social actors is not only able to contribute to the data collection and analy-
sis, but actually encouraged to do so. Social constructivism thus tends to open up 
research as an activity. Generally, it does not separate out the research process 
into researchers and data providers. Everyone is seen as having a distinctive per-
spective and contribution to make to the whole of the research enterprise. Thus, 
in the exploration of management styles, although shop floor workers may not, 
on paper, be considered experts on management, they are in fact at the receiving 
end of whatever approach to management prevails at the time in that organiza-
tion. Shop floor workers are ideally placed to make judgements about whether a 
particular approach to managing personnel, or the production process, is gener-
ally supportive of sound staff relations or enhanced productivity.

The approach of social constructivism in research is thus not to predeter-
mine who might have special insights into a particular phenomenon, but to be 
open-minded about who might help to create a new approach which ultimately 
could generate a new theory about the most helpful way to manage employees. 
From the point of view of constructivism, if we wish to understand the pro-
cesses of personnel management, we should not restrict ourselves to reading 
the large set texts, which articulate the best-known theories of management. 
These may well be a useful starting point for our research investigations, but 
constructivism considers the central approach of research to involve the col-
lection of a range of data and the subsequent analysis of this material in order 
to develop new systematic insights, which could form the basis of new social 
theory. For social constructivists, the expansion of knowledge and understand-
ing is not viewed as a process of simply adding to existing insights, but rather 
as the creation of new forms of looking at the world. Constructivism is seen as 
a dynamic process, which furthers the development of new social theory and 
systematic understandings of the world.

When we are carrying out research, it is worth remembering that within a 
qualitative framework, both researchers and respondents approach the pro-
cess of research in their own individual way. If we imagine two researchers 
each conducting their research using the same research design, we could not 
expect them to collect the same type of data, nor to analyse the data in pre-
cisely the same way. This would be the case even if they both used the same 
respondents, and carried out their research in the same social environment. 
The fundamental reason for this discrepancy is that the two researchers would 
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have inevitably been reared in different environments and would have had dif-
ferent educational experiences in their lives. These fundamental differences 
would have meant that they asked questions in a slightly different way in inter-
views, and also interpreted data in a different way during analysis.

Similar differences would also have occurred if the same researcher col-
lected data from two separate groups of respondents. Even if the respondent 
groups were matched as far as possible in terms of their background and atti-
tudes, and were asked the same questions in as far as possible the same way, 
we could not reasonably expect the same kind of responses. In other words, 
research is not a predictable process. No matter how one tries to introduce a 
degree of certainty or comparability into research, unpredictable events will 
occur, created by the social backgrounds of those involved in the process. 
Moreover, the theories which we develop from the qualitative research process, 
do not depend exclusively upon the research design which we use, but also 
upon the complexities of the life experiences of researcher and respondents.

Grounded theory as science

The philosophical approach of constructivism is thus at the heart of the way in 
which we interpret qualitative data. At first sight it may seem as if the pro-
cesses of analysing quantitative and qualitative data are very different. Quanti-
tative methods involve the collection of numerical data which is used to test 
hypotheses with a view to articulating general statements, laws or theories. 
These can then be used to attempt to predict future events. Qualitative research 
may appear to be very different in that it employs verbal data, which, of neces-
sity, has to be treated in a different manner to statistical, mathematical meth-
ods. Nevertheless, there are similarities between the two broad approaches, 
and both may in certain respects be seen as applying the same key scientific 
principles. Both qualitative and quantitative research involve the systematic, 
planned collection of data; the analysis of the data according to accepted prin-
ciples; the aim of producing general statements about the world; the attempt to 
validate those statements, and the continual willingness to subject those state-
ments to revision where they appear to require it.

There are, however, despite the adherence of both approaches to broad sci-
entific principles, rather different questions of emphasis. Whereas quantitative 
research emphasizes the testing of hypotheses, qualitative research is con-
cerned with the generation of theory from the data. This approach to qualita-
tive research was particularly articulated by Glaser and Strauss (1967), who 
employed the term ‘grounded theory’ to describe the process of developing 
social theory from the data which had been collected. The approach was termed 
grounded theory because the theory which was developed was essentially 
based on, or grounded in, the data which had been collected. The argument that 
grounded theory is fundamentally scientific is enhanced by the strategy of 
seeking structures and organization in the data which is collected. The grounded 
theory process starts by the general collection of data on a topic which attracts 
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the researcher. As more data is collected, the researcher seeks to identify 
sequences and relationships in the material collected. These sequences influ-
ence the future patterns of data collection, not only to provide more detail on 
existing data structures, but also to suggest new areas of investigation. The 
overall process of data collection and analysis thus develops a type of logic 
which has many features of the scientific process.

Gradually, the sequences and inter-relationships of the data begin to develop 
into a theory, or clear, succinct statement of the connections between the data. 
Such a theory, if clearly grounded in the data, should begin to have a predictive 
capacity. That is, one should gradually begin by being able to predict and esti-
mate the way in which existing data and the developing theory can make an 
estimate of the way in which future data can function. It should be remembered 
that no social science theory can ever be considered certain of predicting the 
future, and if it fails to do so, then the theory will need to be re-tested and re-
applied to a fresh body of data.

A theory is generally accepted as revealing ‘truth’ as long as it is compatible 
with the data which is emerging. However, if it fails to accurately predict the 
future, then it is regarded as having been falsified, and will need to be amended 
until it more accurately fits the data.

An inductive approach to empirical analysis

One of the central problems of philosophy, and thus of research in general, is 
the question of how we can be certain that something is ‘true’. Generally speak-
ing, we accept the veracity of data in research when it accords with the evi-
dence of our senses, such as our sense of hearing, sight or touch. For example, 
if someone describes a vehicle as a ‘car’, we would accept this description if the 
vehicle complies with the criteria we normally associate with a car. A two-
wheeled vehicle would not normally meet such criteria, and hence we would 
not accept its inclusion in the category of a ‘car’. What we have done here is to 
apply the evidence of our senses, in this case the evidence of sight, to establish 
whether an object falls into a particular category.

Advice for students 16.1
We often think of research as a process which contributes to human knowl-
edge and understanding. When we use language such as this, it can be very 
tempting to think of research as adding to our ideas of truth. However, when 
you are writing your dissertation, it is preferable to be cautious when speak-
ing about the concept ‘truth’. Rather than writing that ‘this theory contributes 
to our understanding of truth’, it would be more philosophically accurate to 
suggest that ‘this theory helps us to work towards a potentially more accurate 
understanding of truth’. The difference is nuanced, but nevertheless tangible.
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This kind of data, gathered through our senses, is known as empirical data. 
Some philosophers and researchers regard empirical data as the sole source of 
evidential justification about the world. Such people are usually termed empir-
icists.

In the above case of the car, what has happened logically is that we have in 
our minds a set of criteria which define when an object of transport can legiti-
mately be described as a car. We then apply those criteria to new objects in 
order to determine whether they too can be described as cars. For example, 
we use our sense of hearing to establish that a vehicle has an engine. We use 
our sense of sight to establish that a vehicle has wheels and tyres; and we use our 
sense of touch to establish that the engine generates heat when it has been 
running for some time. All of this empirical data contributes to the assertion 
that this vehicle can probably be considered to be a car.

As part of this discussion, it is worth reflecting on the origin of the criteria 
which we employ to determine whether an object is a car. Empiricists would 
argue that we are normally confronted by a number of examples of objects 
which people clearly describe as cars. We then perform a kind of analytic pro-
cess to try to determine the features such objects have in common. As a result 
of this empirical analysis, we develop, in effect, a set of tests which we can 
apply to determine the truth or otherwise of an object actually being a car.

In the case of a qualitative research study, suppose we interview a sample of 
art students, asking them to discuss what they consider to be their most import-
ant problem in their development as artists. To varying degrees, they all claim 
that their biggest problem is their ability to develop a unique style of painting 
which is immediately identifiable by other artists and the public. You continue 
by interviewing other students and exploring this theme in various ways. Some 
students show you examples of their paintings, pointing out ways in which they 
have tried to develop a unique style. Eventually you are able to articulate a gen-
eral statement about the training of art students which encompasses the idea of 
developing a unique style. The basis of this analysis is essentially empirical 
since it depends on listening to the accounts of art students and also looking 
at their creative works, while at the same time listening to their explanations of 
their creative activity. This process is described in philosophical terms as one 
of inductive reasoning. It considers a range of empirical data and distils the 
essence of that data into a general theory about the topic in question. Such a 
theory can never reflect ‘truth’ in a certain way. The theory is merely accepted as 
true as long as it appears to explain new data as the latter emerges. If the theory 
does not appear to explain new data, then it will need to be amended in order to 
do so. This process of inductive reasoning is at the heart of grounded theorizing.

Avoiding concepts before the research

We tend to think of qualitative research as involving the sorting and analysis of 
concepts and data, in order to gradually develop a theory. To do this effectively, 
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one has to start with an idea of the principal topic of the research. One cannot 
really start the data collection process in a total vacuum, collecting whatever 
data come to mind. The initial research process has to start somewhere. How-
ever, it is important to make a distinction between this process, and that of 
traditional deductive science. The latter case involves the testing of either a 
hypothesis or a theory in order to assess its validity, or we might say ‘truth’. In 
qualitative or inductive theorizing, however, we have nothing to test at the 
beginning. All we possess is a research idea, and a gradually expanding portfo-
lio of data and concepts which we intend to employ to develop a theory. If we 
are to adhere to the key principles of grounded theory, it is important that we 
do not anticipate the key facets of the research from the beginning. We must 
stick to the principle of developing our categories and concepts by means of a 
continual process of creative analysis. The categories which will ultimately 
emerge from the data are thus forged from the empirical data.

It is important, however, that in grounded theory we do not pre-judge the 
concepts and categories which we will find in the data. Qualitative data is volu-
minous in nature, and needs to be sorted into categories which make sense 
within this large scope of material. It is important to have at least some idea of 
the research questions which command your attention, since if this is not the 
case, then it will be very difficult to construct grounded theories. There is, how-
ever, a key distinction between trying to test precise concepts within a hypoth-
esis, as in deductive methods, and constructing theories and hypotheses by 
means of an analytic process.

Grounded theorizing has become very popular as an analytic method, but 
there remain one or two potential drawbacks with the approach. If you are 
conducting grounded theory analysis on your own, there is always the danger 
of bias occurring during the theorizing process. It is usually wise to enlist the 
help of one or two other analysts who can provide counterbalancing idea, and 
perhaps improve the objectivity of the analysis. Linked to the question of 
potential bias is that of generalization. One of the long-standing issues of induc-
tive methodologies are the problems which arise from the use of small samples. 
The principal difficulty is that it remains problematic to apply conclusions 
drawn from a small sample to a wider context. However, by applying similar 
grounded theory analyses in a different but related situation, it is possible to 
form a judgement as to whether a theory grounded in data from one context 
can reasonably be applied to another situation.

Theoretical sampling

In quantitative research, the normal procedure with sampling is to reflect care-
fully upon the planned research design, and then to develop a sampling strat-
egy. This will usually be connected with the overall plan for the methodology, 
and also with the nature of the research topic. Hence, in a study of teenage 
gangs, there may well be a sample which is derived from a ‘snowball’ strategy. 
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Some members of gangs may not wish to be associated with the activities of 
gangs and may therefore be reluctant to be a respondent for the research. On 
the other hand, one gang member, who is happy to participate, may be able to 
suggest another member who is willing to take part. The entire sampling strat-
egy may thus proceed in this way.

In qualitative research, however, the sampling process tends to be much more 
randomized and dependent upon the nature of the gradual evolution of the 
research. For example, in the case mentioned earlier of art students developing 
a distinctive personal style, sampling may well proceed in the following manner. 
Several students in the initial sample may well indicate the difficulty they found 
in developing a personal style. Perhaps one or two students indicated how they 
selected several well-known artists with a distinctive style, in order to try to 
develop their own approach to painting. This might lead the researcher to seek 
out several students who could discuss the influence on them of a particular 
artist. This further may lead to the identification of other students who had been 
influenced by the same artist. One student pointed out that informal comments 
from fellow students were often influential in helping them adapt and individu-
alize their style. In other words, as the researcher gradually developed a theory 
of individual style in painting, this leads to further ideas for sampling and select-
ing individual respondents. This approach to sampling is termed theoretical 
sampling and is often associated with grounded theory. As the ideas for the 
theory gradually evolve, these ideas stimulate further strategies for sampling. 
This process continues until there is a lack of further ideas for sampling. The 
provisional theory will then be tested against new data in order to ascertain 
whether or not it appears to explain that data. If not, then the theory will need to 
be subject to further revisions. Coyne (1997: 624) and Draucker et al. (2007: 
1138) provide further discussion of the nature of theoretical sampling.

Grouping and categorizing of data

Qualitative methods generate a voluminous amount of data. Whether we think 
of interview research, the use of personal diaries, or biographical research, 
such methods normally produce a rich and extensive body of data. The main 
purpose of grounded theory however, is to convert this large body of data into 
a theory which has a number of important functions.

Philosophically speaking, such a theory is described as ‘grounded’ because 
it emerges from this extensive data. It does not, for example, typically reflect 
the views of the researcher, except perhaps tangentially in the way in which the 
researcher develops the method for the construction of the theory. A grounded 
theory has a number of key purposes. It takes the original body of data, and 
distils from it the essential characteristics which can help people understand 
the topic. The central features of the data help the researcher to predict how 
future data could be understood and interpreted. The theory should also be 
helpful in understanding future data, and linking with theories in related fields 
in order to build up an understanding of the broad field.
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Let us consider, as an example, the study skills required by a new, first-year 
undergraduate at university. You have collected a lot of interview data and are 
beginning to identify categories from the data. The first category concerns estab-
lishing good working relationships with tutors in order that the undergraduate 
can have a good understanding of what is expected of them. We might term this 
first category ‘tutor relationship’. This category may include such elements as the 
student appreciating how to prepare for tutorials; how to structure essays; how 
to reference academic sources accurately and how to present logical arguments. 
This strategy of identifying initial categories is often known as open coding.

At this stage, the researcher has no particular preconceptions about the likely 
nature of the developing categories but allows themself to be influenced only by 
the evolving analysis of the data. As the researcher continues reading the data, 
it will be possible to identify further categories. One such category might relate 
to the ability to plan and design a small-scale research study. This category 
might be termed ‘research planning’. Gradually the number of categories will 
increase in range and depth, and as the reading of the data continues, it should 
be possible to include new data and examples in the categories which have been 
identified. Sometimes there will not be a relevant category within which to 
include some new data, and in this case a new category will have to be created. 
The open coding process continues by continually comparing the new data 
which is read with the categories which have previously been delineated. This 
procedure is termed the constant comparative method. During this process, the 
researcher makes notes or memos which suggest ways in which the categories 
are beginning to reflect the complexity of the process by which undergraduates 
and tutors are beginning to interact and are slowly developing a relationship 
structured around the intellectual growth and understanding of the undergrad-
uate. Eventually there will reach a point where as much data as possible has 

The process of extracting from the data, the key ideas, themes or concepts, is 
known as coding. Different researchers may well carry out the coding process in 
their own individual way, and may not necessarily generate precisely the same 
key ideas. However, the coding process starts by the researcher identifying a 
concept or idea from the data, and giving this concept a name. Such concepts 
are often termed categories. Such categories are normally given a relevant 
name, which helps the researcher to remember the broad nature of the category.

Advice for students 16.2
As you start the process of coding your data and developing categories, it is 
important to document the analytic process accurately. As you identify new 
categories, it is important to select relevant names for the new categories, 
and to be clear yourself why you have allocated certain pieces of data to that 
category. The reasoning for the latter process should be documented, and 
subsequently summarized in your dissertation. This ensures that the analytic 
process for your research is transparent and clear to the reader.
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You may begin to consider that one important feature of academic writing is 
the ability to identify previous academic work which has been completed in a 
particular area, and then to build your own writing upon that previous work. 
You might decide to term this idea, ‘academic cohesion’ and to regard it as a 
subset of the category ‘tutor relationship’.

In other words, in reality, the process of categorization may continue for the 
duration of the theory formation, and may involve dividing categories or merg-
ing smaller categories. However, in order to begin to create a theory there has 
to be an increased emphasis upon trying to understand the ways in which the 
categories affect each other. This process of trying to appreciate the relation-
ships between categories is sometimes termed axial coding. For example, you 
may begin to feel that some categories are foundational or fundamental to the 
developing theory, because from them stem the remainder of the categories. 
You may feel that, for example, ‘tutor relationship’ is one such category. As you 
begin to consider the total theory and its development, you may begin to form 
the idea of a hierarchy of categories, with several fundamental categories 
influencing smaller, more specific coded groups.

Although the notion of causality is normally associated with quantitative 
research, it may also be useful in a qualitative study to try to determine if one 
category has an influence on the development of other categories. For exam-
ple, a category concerned with reading academic journal articles and under-
standing their structure, may have an effect upon the ability of the 
undergraduate to plan and conduct research studies. When the relationships 
between categories have been provisionally established, then the next stage of 
this coding process is to prepare flow charts or algorithms which show, in a 
graphical manner, the relationships between categories. The flow chart also 
shows in graphical order the sequence in which categories have an influence 
upon each other.

In the final stage of the coding process, the researcher produces a clear 
account of the mechanism of the flow chart diagram, and the number of under-

been fitted into existing categories, and equally it does not seem feasible to cre-
ate any new categories. At this stage there may well be some redundant data 
which it is not possible to relate to the existing research problem, and at this 
point this stage of coding analysis can be thought of as completed.

Case study 16.1

Although it is convenient to try to subdivide the process of data analysis and 
of category creation into discrete stages, it is important not to be too rigid 
about this. As soon as you think that you might have completed the process 
of category formation, you realize that further development or analysis might 
be needed. In fact, with any qualitative analysis study, it is important to 
retain a certain degree of flexibility.
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graduates who appear to use it. The account should explain the sequence in 
which the categories affect each other, and the manner in which they reflect 
the structure of the overall explanation. The provisional theory which has been 
developed consists of both the flow chart and also of the written explanation, 
which elucidates the functioning of the theory.

The final stage of coding is to submit the provisional theory to a testing 
phase to see if its explanatory mechanisms function well with a new sample of 
respondents. The researcher selects a new body of respondents who are asked 
similar questions to the first sample. The data is analysed using the same cate-
gories as in the existing flow chart. If the flow chart appears to explain the data 
from the second sample, then the theory is accepted as provisionally valid. If 
the theory does not appear to have an explanatory function with the new data, 
then it is rejected for the time being, until it can be revised in the light of the 
second sample of data.

When you are analysing qualitative data, the sheer volume of data involved 
can be a significant problem. It is sometimes difficult to decide which pieces of 
data are the most significant. Equally, you may find that you have to attach 
many pieces of data to the same category, making it very difficult to identify 
individual fragments of data. For these kinds of reason there has been a lot of 
development in recent years of software packages aimed at analysing qualita-
tive data. These packages are generally known under the collective name of: 
‘computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)’. As with all 
research-focused data analysis software, they provide great assistance with the 
mechanical aspects of the research process, but it is important to remember that 
in the final analysis it is the researcher who provides the instructions in relation 
to the software. Ultimately it is the researcher who reads the data, and allocates 
segments of it to different categories. The researcher can identify categories in 
advance of the coding process, or alternatively can develop categories while the 
coding is proceeding. Strictly speaking, however, the latter strategy is more in 
harmony with the philosophy of qualitative methods. There are many different 
types of software available for qualitative analysis, but in general they employ 
the same types of function. In exploring a large amount of data, they will gener-
ally save you a considerable amount of time with activities such as coding. The 
consistency obtained when using computers is also a help with increasing the 
validity of the analysis. The flexibility of the use of computers encourages a 
deep analysis of data, and an emphasis upon its richness. Computer packages 
can be very useful in enabling the researcher to quickly and efficiently access 
data segments filed under categories. They also enable the presentation of cate-
gories in innovative forms, such as coding algorithms.

Nevertheless, there are some disadvantages in the use of software. First, 
software packages may need an investment of time in order for the researcher 
to become familiar with their use. The packages are also developing their own 
terminology, with, for example, the term ‘node’ being employed as a synonym 
for coding category. Overall, CAQDAS packages have improved the capacity of 
the researcher to analyse non-numerical data, and to investigate connections 
between categories and nodes. However, it is important to remember that at the 
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end of the day, the data analysis is still conducted by the researcher, and not by 
the computer software.

Ecological validity

One of the potential problems with grounded theory studies, and with the theo-
ries which emerge from such studies, is that they may not relate very closely to 
everyday life or to real, practical situations. Where this occurs, the lack of 
applicability to the real world is referred to as an absence of ecological valid-
ity. Let us consider why this situation may develop.

In some social science research, it may not always be possible to gather data 
from actual, real-life situations. This may be particularly true of situations involv-
ing the professional training of people for different occupations. For example, 
teacher-training students practise teaching in a classroom where the usual 
teacher sits to offer help and advice. Trainee social workers may participate in 
artificially constructed case conference situations in order to examine issues 
involved when the problems of clients are being discussed; and medical profes-
sionals may practise their skills under the close supervision of experienced col-
leagues. However, these situations, while possessing some of the features of the 
real world, do not completely reflect reality. Research data provided by such 
simulated situations may not reflect, for example, the pressures and tensions of 
the real world. When data is collected in such contexts, there is the danger that it 
may have limited ecological validity; or in other words may not reflect real-life 
situations as closely as it might. It is important to be aware of this possibility and 
if necessary to evaluate it in any discussion of the validity of the research. Fur-
ther discussion on ecological validity is available in Schmuckler (2001: 420).

Conclusion

I hope this book has been of use to you in planning your research study, whether 
you are coming towards the end of your first degree or are working on your 
postgraduate dissertation. One of the main qualities which examiners look for 
in a dissertation is that it should be written and structured in a logical, planned 
way. Arguably the best way to do this is to start with a clearly expressed 
research question, and then to articulate the most appropriate way of investi-
gating that topic. You should do your best to explain the reasons for selecting 
your particular methodology, and set these down in a logical, precise order. If 
you follow this strategy from the beginning, it is likely to create a good impres-
sion in the mind of the examiner. However, it is also very important that your 
choice of methodology is one with which you have a degree of competence. 
There is little or nothing to be gained by selecting a methodology which you do 
not fully understand.
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Qualitative data and research do, however, have many advantages for the 
student researcher. If you have to write a long dissertation or research study, 
then one of the eternal problems is to make sure that you have sufficient data. 
You may be committed to writing a certain number of words, and if this is the 
case, then you will probably not have a problem if you are using qualitative 
data. In the case of quantitative data, however, there may be a problem. As you 
analyse questionnaires, the data often condenses into a few key numerical 
results, which although they may be interesting, may not generate sufficient 
volume of discussion for your dissertation.

Qualitative data provides you with a wealth of quotations which can be use-
ful for analysis, and even a small number of respondents can often generate 
enough data for a long dissertation. Neither does the data collection phase of 
the research take a long time.

Finally, may I wish you well with your research. I am sure you will find your 
qualitative study interesting to carry out, and that the data you collect will pro-
vide you with useful insights into your research topic.

Qualitative methods have become very popular in recent years, partly 
because they probably appear to require relatively little technical skill in com-
parison perhaps with the statistical complexities of quantitative analysis. How-
ever, in some ways, this difference in complexity can be deceptive.

Case study 16.2

Qualitative methods such as interviews are very complex in their own way, for 
example, in terms of the nomenclature used. When writing about a qualitative 
study, it is important to employ the correct terminology, to evaluate the diffi-
culties of using small samples, and to make it clear why you have selected 
certain sections of data, and not others.

Learning content

In this chapter you should have become familiar with the following ideas:

•	 computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)
•	 ecological validity
•	 empiricists
•	 grounded theory
•	 social constructivism
•	 theoretical sampling
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their thesis. 
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• An accessible guide to the  
 use of qualitative methods  
 in social science research

• Provides a foundation from  
 which students can progress  
 to further investigations

• Comprehensively covers each  
 of the main data collection  
 methods
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