CHAPTER ONE

WHAT 1S QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH?

This book is about qualitative research-—what it is, and how to do
it. But before we get into qualitative research, it’s important to
define what we mean by research itself. There are many definitions
of research, but what they all have in common is the notion of
inquiring into, or investigating something in a systematic man-
ner. In everyday life we talk about “doing research” to inform
our decisions and to decide on a particular course of action. For
example, when it came time for me and my husband to buy a new
car, we consulted Consumer Reports and a number of Internet sites
that rate cars on quality, customer satisfaction, safety, and so on.
All of this “research” in addition to our experiences test-driving
several cars enabled us to make our decision.

You as a reader probably found your way to this text because
you have a more formal interest in research. Research is typically
divided into the categories of basic and applied. Basic research is
motivated by intellectual interest in a phenomenon and has as its
goal the extension of knowledge. Although basic research may
eventually inform practice, its primary purpose is to know more
about a phenomenon. Al Gore, in his award-winning movie An
Inconvenient Truth, shares quite a bit of basic research (such as
the rate at which the polar cap has been melting) as evidence of
global warming. This basic research of course has implications
for what people might do to stem global warming.

Applied research is undertaken to improve the quality of prac-
tice of a particular discipline. Applied social science researchers
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generally are interested in speaking to an audience different
from that of basic researchers. They hope their work will be used
by administrators and policymakers to improve the way things are
done. For example, an educational researcher might be inter-
ested in understanding how the federal No Child Left Behind
legislation is affecting teacher morale. The findings of this study
would then inform legislators revising the policy, and adminis-
trators and teachers whose responsibility it is to implement the
policy.

A form of applied research common to many of us in fields
of social practice is evaluation studies. The difference between
evaluation and research, which are both forms of systematic
inquiry, lies in the questions asked, not in the methods used, for
the methods in each are essentially the same. Evaluation research
collects data or evidence on the worth or value of a program, pro-
cess, or technique. Its main purpose is to establish a basis for deci-
sion making. As Patton (2002) explains, “When one examines
and judges accomplishments and effectiveness, one is engaged in
evaluation. When this examination of effectiveness is conducted
systematically and empirically through careful data collection and
thoughtful analysis, one is engaged in evaluation research” (p. 10,
emphasis in original).

One other form of applied research is what is known as action
research. Action research has as its goal to address a specific prob-
lem within a specific setting, such as a classroom, a workplace, a
program, or an organization. This kind of research often involves
the participants in the research process, thus blurring the distinc-
tion between action and research. Further, while some training
in research is helpful, action research is often conducted by “peo-
ple in the ‘real world’” who are interested in practical solutions
to problems and who are interested in social change (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2007, p. 234).

In its broadest sense, research is a systematic process by which
we know more about something than we did before engaging in
the process. We can engage in this process to contribute to the
knowledge base in a field (pure research), improve the practice
of a particular discipline (applied research), assess the value of
something (evaluation research), or address a particular, local-
ized problem (action research).
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THE NATURE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Most people know what an experiment is or what a survey is. We
might know someone in a weight loss experiment in which some
use diet alone, some use diet and exercise, and others use diet,
exercise, and an appetite suppressant. This is an experiment to
see which “treatment” results in the most weight loss. Randomly
dividing participants into three groups will test which treatment
has brought about the most improvement. Surveys are also famil-
iar to us, as when we are stopped in the shopping mall and asked
to respond to some survey questions about products we use, mov-
ies we’ve seen, and so on. Survey research describes “what is,”
that is, how variables are distributed across a population or phe-
nomenon. For example, we might be interested in who is likely
to watch which television shows, their age, race, gender, level of
education, and occupation.

There are a number of variations on these designs but basi-
cally experimental approaches try to determine the cause of
events and to predict similar events in the future. Survey or
descriptive designs are intended to systematically describe the
facts and characteristics of a given phenomenon or the relation-
ships between events and phenomena. Sometimes these designs
are grouped together and labeled “quantitative” because the
focus is on how much or how many and results are usually pre-
sented in numerical form.

Rather than determining cause and effect, predicting, or
describing the distribution of some attribute among a popula-
tion, we might be interested in uncovering the meaning of a
phenomenon for those involved. Qualitative researchers are
interested in understanding how people interpret their experi-
ences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they
attribute to their experiences. For example, rather than finding
out how many retired folks take on part-time jobs after retire-
ment, which could be done through a survey, we might be more
interested in how people adjust to retirement, how they think
about this phase of their lives, the process they engaged in when
moving from full-time work to retirement, and so on. These
questions are about understanding their experiences and would
call for a qualitative design.
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WHERE DOES QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
COME FrROM?

Decades before what we now call “qualitative research” or “quali-
tative inquiry” became popular, anthropologists and sociologists
were asking questions about people’s lives, the social and cultural
contexts in which they lived, the ways in which they understood
their worlds, and so on. Anthropologists and sociologists went
into “the field,” whether it was a village in Africa or a city in the
United States, observed what was going on, interviewed people
in the settings, and collected and analyzed artifacts and personal
and public documents relevant to understanding what they were
studying. The written accounts of these studies were qualitative
in nature. Bogdan and Biklen (2007) point out that Chicago soci-
ologists in the 1920s and 1930s emphasized “the intersection of
social context and biography” that lies at “the roots of contempo-
rary descriptions of qualitative research as holistic” (p. 9).

In addition, especially in the life histories Chicago School soci-
ologists produced, the importance of seeing the world from the
perspective of those who were seldom listened to—the criminal,
the vagrant, the immigrant—was emphasized. While not using the
phrase, they knew they were “giving voice” to points of view of
people marginalized in the society. (p. 10)

In addition to the work of anthropologists and sociologists,
people in professional fields such as education, law, counseling,
health, and social work have often been interested in specific
cases for understanding a phenomenon. Piaget, for example,
derived his theory of cognitive development by studying his own
two children. Investigative journalism and even the humanities
and the arts have also always been interested in portraying peo-
ple’s experiences in specific social contexts.

With regard to the development of what we now call qualita-
tive research, two important mid-twentieth-century publications
contributed to its emergence. In 1967, sociologists Barney Glaser
and Anselm Strauss published the Discovery of Grounded Theory:
Strategies for Qualitative Research. Rather than testing theory, their
book made a case for building theory from inductively analyzing
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social phenomenon. This book provided both a theoretical
framework and practical strategies for doing this type of research.
This book and subsequent work by Strauss and his colleagues
continue to define and have an impact on our understanding of
qualitative research.

The second publication I would point to as important in
defining qualitative research was a monograph by Egon Guba
published in 1978 titled, Toward a Methodology of Naturalistic Inquiry
in Educational Fvaluation. A study was “naturalistic” if it took place
in a real-world setting rather than a laboratory, and whatever was
being observed and studied was allowed to happen “naturally.” In
naturalistic inquiry the investigator does not control or manipu-
late what is being studied. It is also discovery-oriented research
where the findings are not predetermined.

The late 1970s and early 1980s saw a growing number of pub-
lications contributing to the understanding of this form of inquiry
(see for example, Bogdan & Taylor, 1975; Guba & Lincoln, 1981;
Patton, 1978, 1981). Researchers in many fields outside the tra-
ditional disciplines of anthropology and sociology such as edu-
cation, health, administration, social work, and so on began to
adopt qualitative methods. Discipline-specific journals began pub-
lishing qualitative studies and several journals devoted to qualita-
tive research were established.

Today there are hundreds of books on some aspect of quali-
tative research, journals devoted to qualitative research, and
regularly held conferences on qualitative research. In fact, “an
embarrassment of choices now characterizes the field of qualita-
tive research. There have never been so many paradigms, strat-
egies of inquiry, or methods of analysis for researchers to draw
upon and utilize” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 18). Although this
is certainly good news in terms of presenting the researcher with
a rich array of choices for doing qualitative research, making
sense of all this material can be a daunting task for novice and
experienced researchers alike!

PHILOSOPHICAL PERSPECTIVES

In the preceding section I presented a brief sketch of the emer-
gence of what we today call qualitative research. An understanding
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of the nature of this type of research can also be gained by look-
ing at its philosophical foundations. Unfortunately, there is almost
no consistency across writers in how this aspect of qualitative
research is discussed. Some talk about traditions and theoretical
underpinnings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), theoretical traditions
and orientations (Patton, 2002), theoretical paradigms (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000), worldviews (Cresswell, 2007), or epistemology and
theoretical perspectives (Crotty, 1998). In true qualitative fashion,
each writer makes sense of the underlying philosophical influences
in his or her own way. In this section I share my understanding.

First, I think it is helpful to philosophically position qualita-
tive research among other forms of research. Such a positioning
entails what one believes about the nature of reality (also called
ontology) and the nature of knowledge (epistemology). Most
texts on qualitative research address philosophical foundations of
this type of research in contrast to other types (Cresswell, 2007,
Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Patton, 2002). I have found helpful
Prasad’s (2005) discussion of interpretive, critical, and “post” (as
in postmodernism, poststructuralism, and postcolonialism) tradi-
tions and typologies proposed by Carr and Kemmis (1995) and
Lather (1992, 2006). Carr and Kemmis make distinctions among
three forms of research—positivist, interpretive, and critical. To
this typology Lather adds poststructural and postmodern.

A positivist orientation assumes that reality exists “out there”
and it is observable, stable, and measurable. Knowledge gained
through the study of this reality has been labeled “scientific” and
included the establishment of “laws.” Experimental research
assumed a positivist stance. The rigidity of this perspective has
given way to logical empiricism and postpositivism. Logical
empiricism “seeks unity in science . . . and asserts that there are
no fundamental methodological differences between natural and
social sciences” (Patton, 2002, p. 92). Postpositivism recognizes
that knowledge is “relative rather than absolute” but “it is pos-
sible, using empirical evidence, to distinguish between more and
less plausible claims” (Patton, 2002, p. 93).

Interpretive research, which is where qualitative research is
most often located, assumes that reality is socially constructed,
that is, there is no single, observable reality. Rather, there are mul-
tiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event. Researchers do
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not “find” knowledge, they construct it. Constructivism is a term
often used interchangeably with interpretivism. Cresswell (2007)
explains:

In this worldview, individuals seek understanding of the world in
which they live and work. They develop subjective meanings of
their experiences. . . . These meanings are varied and multiple,
leading the researcher to look for the complexity of views. . . .
Often these subjective meanings are negotiated socially and
historically. In other words, they are not simply imprinted on
individuals but are formed through interaction with others (hence
social constructivism) and through historical and cultural norms
that operate in individuals’ lives. (pp. 20-21)

In addition to social constructivism informing interpretive or
qualitative research, phenomenology and symbolic interaction-
ism are also important. Philosophers Edmund Husserl and Alfred
Schutz presented phenomenology early in the twentieth century as
a major orientation to social science. Patton (2002) explains that
“by phenomenology Husserl (1913) meant the study of how peo-
ple describe things and experience them through their senses. His
most basic philosophical assumption was that we can only know what
we experience by attending to perceptions and meanings” (p. 105,
emphasis in original). The experience a person has includes the
way in which the experience is interpreted. There is no “objective”
experience that stands outside its interpretation. Symbolic inter-
actionism, which is most often associated with George Herbert
Mead, also focuses on meaning and interpretation, especially that
which people create and share through their interactions. “The
importance of symbolic interactionism to qualitative inquiry is
its distinct emphasis on the importance of symbols and the inter-
pretative processes that undergird interactions as fundamental to
understanding human behavior” (Patton, 2002, p. 113).

Critical research goes beyond uncovering the interpreta-
tion of people’s understandings of their world. Critical research
has its roots in several traditions and currently encompasses a
variety of approaches. Early influences include Marx’s analysis
of socioeconomic conditions and class structures, Habermas’s
notions of technical, practical, and emancipatory knowledge,
and Freire’s transformative and emancipatory education. Today,
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critical research draws from feminist theory, critical race theory,
postcolonial theory, queer theory, critical ethnography, and so
on. In critical inquiry the goal is to critique and challenge, to
transform and empower. Crotty (1998, p. 113) writes that “Itis a
contrast between a research that seeks merely to understand and
research that challenges . . . between a research that reads the
situation in terms of interaction and community and a research
that reads it in terms of conflict and oppression . . . between a
research that accepts the status quo and a research that seeks
to bring about change.” Those who engage in critical research
frame their research questions in terms of power—who has it,
how it’s negotiated, what structures in society reinforce the cur-
rent distribution of power, and so on.

A fourth orientation in Lather’s (1992, 2006) framework is
post-structural or postmodernism. Research from a postmodern
perspective is quite different from the previous three forms dis-
cussed; nevertheless it is influencing our thinking about interpre-
tive qualitative research and also critical research. A postmodern
world is one where the rationality, scientific method, and cer-
tainties of the modern world no longer hold. According to post-
modernists, explanations for the way things are in the world are
nothing but myths or grand narratives. There is no single “truth”
with a capital “T”; rather there are multiple “truths.” Postmodern-
ists celebrate diversity among people, ideas, and institutions. By
accepting the diversity and plurality of the world, no one element
is privileged or more powerful than another. Congruent with this
perspective, postmodern research is highly experimental, playful,
and creative, and no two postmodern studies look alike. This per-
spective is sometimes combined with feminist, critical theory, and
queer approaches.

I summarize these four perspectives in Table 1.1. Across the top
are the four perspectives discussed above—positivist/postpositivist,
interpretive, critical, and postmodern/poststructural. Each perspec-
tive is viewed in terms of the purpose of research from this perspective,
types of research found within each, and how each perspective views
reality. This summary table is not meant to be interpreted as a rigid
differentiation of these perspectives, and in fact there is overlap in
actual research as critical ethnography and poststructual feminist
theory suggest. Lather (2006) has her students “play” with these
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TABLE 1.I. EPISTEMOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES.

Positivist/ Interpretive/ Postmodern/
Postpositivist ~ Constructivist Critical Poststructural
Purpose Predict, Describe, Change, Deconstruct,
control, understand, emancipate, problematize,
generalize interpret empower question,
interrupt
Types  Experimental, Phenomenology, Neo-Marxist, Postcolonial,
survey, quasi- ethnography, feminist, poststructural,
experimental hermeneutic,  participatory postmodern,
grounded action research  queer theory
theory, (PAR),
naturalistic/ critical race
qualitative theory, critical
ethnography
Reality  Objective, Multiple Multiple Questions
external, out realities, realities, situated assumption that
there context-bound  in political, there is a place
social, cultural ~ where reality
contexts resides; “Is there a
(one reality is there there?”
privileged)

categories, asking “’if this research paradigm were a personality dis-
order . .. or asport. .. or a drink” (p. 36). For example, a public
event for each of these paradigms would be a marching band or
classical ballet, which is precise and rule-dominated for positivist; a
community picnic, which is cooperative, interactive, and humanis-
tic for interpretive; a March of Dimes telethon for critical because
of its concern with marginal groups; and a circus, amusement parKk,
or carnival for postmodern because of its multiplicity of perspec-
tives and stimuli and no single reference point.

Differences among these four philosophical orientations
as they would play out in a research study can be illustrated by
showing how investigators from different perspectives might go
about conducting research on the topic of high school dropout,
or as it is sometimes referred to, noncompletion. From a posi-
tivist/postpositivist perspective you might begin by hypothesizing
that students drop out of high school because of low self-esteem.
You could then design an intervention program to raise the



12 QuaLITATIVE RESEARCH

self-esteem of students at risk. You set up an experiment con-
trolling for as many variables as possible, and then measure the
results.

The same topic from an interpretive or qualitative perspective
would not test theory, set up an experiment, or measure anything.
Rather, you might be interested in understanding the experience
of dropping out from the perspective of the noncompleters them-
selves, or you might be interested in discovering which factors dif-
ferentiate dropouts from those who may have been at risk but who
nevertheless completed high school. You will need to interview
students, perhaps observe them in or out of school, and review
documents such as counselors’ reports and personal diaries.

From a critical research perspective, you would be interested
in how the social institution of school is structured such that the
interests of some members and classes of society are preserved and
perpetuated at the expense of others. You would investigate the
way in which schools are structured, the mechanisms (for example,
attendance, tests, grade levels) that reproduce certain patterns of
response, and so on. You might also design and carry out the study
in collaboration with high school noncompleters themselves. This
collective investigation and analysis of the underlying socioeco-
nomic, political, and cultural causes of the problem is designed to
result in collective action to address the problem (if, indeed, non-
completion is identified as the problem by students themselves).

Finally, a postmodern or poststructural inquiry would ques-
tion and “disrupt” the dichotomies (for example completer-
noncompleter, successful-unsuccessful, graduate-dropout) inherent
in the research problem. The “findings” of this postmodern study
might be presented in the form of narratives, field notes, and cre-
ative formats such as drama and poetry. It would be important
to present multiple perspectives, multiple voices, and multiple
interpretations of what it means to be a high school dropout.

It should be pointed out that these four orientations to
research might intersect in various studies. For example, one
could engage in a postmodern feminist investigation as Lather
and Smithies (1997) did with their study of women living with
HIV/AIDS, or a critical ethnography as in Krenske and McKay’s
(2000) study of the gendered structures of power in the culture
of a heavy metal music club.



WHAT 1s QUALITATIVE RESEARCH? 13

Getting started on a research project begins with examining
your own orientation to basic tenets about the nature of reality,
the purpose of doing research, and the type of knowledge to be
produced through your efforts. Which orientation is the best fit
with your views? Which is the best fit for answering the question
you have in mind?

DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS OF
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Given all of the philosophical, disciplinary, and historical influ-
ences on what has emerged as qualitative research, it’s no won-
der that the term defies a simple definition. There has even been
some debate as to the best term to use—naturalistic, interpre-
tive, or qualitative. Preissle (2006) recognizes the shortcomings
of using qualitative but concludes that “the label has worked”
because “it is vague, broad and inclusive enough to cover the
variety of research practices that scholars have been developing.
Thus we have journals and handbooks . . . that identify them-
selves as qualitative venues while other journals and handbooks
have titles such as ethnography or interviewing that represent
particular facets of qualitative practice” (p. 690).

Most writers advance definitions that reflect the complexity
of the method. Denzin and Lincoln (2005), for example, begin
their paragraph-long definition by saying “qualitative research is
a situated activity that locates the observer in the world” (p. 3).
After several sentences on the practice of qualitative research,
they conclude with “qualitative researchers study things in their
natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phe-
nomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (p. 3).
A more concise though several years older definition that I par-
ticularly like is by Van Maanen (1979): Qualitative research is “an
umbrella term covering an array of interpretive techniques which
seek to describe, decode, translate, and otherwise come to terms
with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less nat-
urally occurring phenomena in the social world” (p. 520). Basi-
cally, qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the
meaning people have constructed, that is, how people make sense of
their world and the experiences they have in the world.
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A definition of something as complex as qualitative research
is not much more than a beginning to understanding what this
type of research is all about. Another strategy is to delineate its
major characteristics. As might be expected, different writers have
emphasized different characteristics, although there is certainly
some overlap. The following four characteristics are identified by
most as key to understanding the nature of qualitative research: the
focus is on process, understanding, and meaning; the researcher is
the primary instrument of data collection and analysis; the process
is inductive; and the product is richly descriptive.

Focus ON MEANING AND UNDERSTANDING

Drawing from the philosophies of constructionism, phenom-
enology, and symbolic interactionism, qualitative researchers
are interested in how people interpret their experiences, how
they construct their worlds, what meaning they attribute to their
experiences. The overall purposes of qualitative research are to
achieve an understanding of how people make sense out of their
lives, delineate the process (rather than the outcome or product)
of meaning-making, and describe how people interpret what they
experience. Patton (1985) explains:

[Qualitative research] is an effort to understand situations in

their uniqueness as part of a particular context and the interac-
tions there. This understanding is an end in itself, so that it is not
attempting to predict what may happen in the future necessarily,
but to understand the nature of that setting—what it means for par-
ticipants to be in that setting, what their lives are like, what’s going
on for them, what their meanings are, what the world looks like in
that particular setting—and in the analysis to be able to communi-
cate that faithfully to others who are interested in that setting. . . .
The analysis strives for depth of understanding. (p. 1)

The key concern is understanding the phenomenon of inter-
est from the participants’ perspectives, not the researcher’s. This
is sometimes referred to as the emic or insider’s perspective, ver-
sus the etic or outsider’s view. An entertaining example of the
difference in the two perspectives can be found in Bohannan’s
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classic, Shakespeare in the Bush (1992). As she tells the story of
Hamlet to elders in a West African village, they instruct her on
the “true meaning” of the drama, based on their beliefs and cul-
tural values.

RESEARCHER AS PRIMARY INSTRUMENT

A second characteristic of all forms of qualitative research is that
the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analy-
sis. Since understanding is the goal of this research, the human
instrument, which is able to be immediately responsive and adap-
tive, would seem to be the ideal means of collecting and analyz-
ing data. Other advantages are that the researcher can expand
his or her understanding through nonverbal as well as verbal
communication, process information (data) immediately, clarify
and summarize material, check with respondents for accuracy of
interpretation, and explore unusual or unanticipated responses.
However, the human instrument has shortcomings and biases
that might have an impact on the study. Rather than trying to
eliminate these biases or “subjectivities,” it is important to iden-
tify them and monitor them as to how they may be shaping the
collection and interpretation of data. Peshkin (1988, p. 18) goes
so far as to make the case that one’s subjectivities “can be seen as
virtuous, for it is the basis of researchers making a distinctive con-
tribution, one that results from the unique configuration of their
personal qualities joined to the data they have collected.”

AN INDUCTIVE PROCESS

Often qualitative researchers undertake a qualitative study
because there is a lack of theory or an existing theory fails to ade-
quately explain a phenomenon. Therefore, another important
characteristic of qualitative research is that the process is induc-
tive; that is, researchers gather data to build concepts, hypothe-
ses, or theories rather than deductively testing hypotheses as in
positivist research. Qualitative researchers build toward theory
from observations and intuitive understandings gleaned from
being in the field. Bits and pieces of information from interviews,
observations, or documents are combined and ordered into
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larger themes as the researcher works from the particular to the
general. Typically, findings inductively derived from the data in
a qualitative study are in the form of themes, categories, typolo-
gies, concepts, tentative hypotheses, and even theory about a par-
ticular aspect of practice.

This is not to say that the qualitative researcher has a blank
mind bereft of any thoughts about the phenomenon under
study. All investigations are informed by some discipline-specific
theoretical framework that enables us to focus our inquiry and
interpret the data. However, this framework is not tested deduc-
tively as it might be in an experiment; rather, the framework is
informed by what we inductively learn in the field (for more on
the role of the theoretical framework, see Chapter Four).

RicH DESCRIPTION

Finally, the product of a qualitative inquiry is richly descriptive.
Words and pictures rather than numbers are used to convey
what the researcher has learned about a phenomenon. There
are likely to be descriptions of the context, the participants
involved, and the activities of interest. In addition, data in the
form of quotes from documents, field notes, and participant
interviews, excerpts from videotapes, electronic communication,
or a combination of these are always included in support of the
findings of the study. These quotes and excerpts contribute to
the descriptive nature of qualitative research.

OTHER CHARACTERISTICS AND COMPETENCIES

In addition to the characteristics common to all types of quali-
tative research, several others are more or less common to most
forms of qualitative research. Ideally, for example, the design of
a qualitative study is emergent and flexible, responsive to changing
conditions of the study in progress. This is not always the case,
however, as thesis and dissertation committees, funding agencies,
and human subjects review boards often require the design of the
study to be specified ahead of time. Sample selection in qualitative
research is usually (but not always) nonrandom, purposeful, and
small, as opposed to larger, more random sampling in quantitative
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research. Finally the investigator in qualitative research often
spends a substantial amount of time in the natural setting (the
“field”) of the study, often in intense contact with participants.

Given the nature and characteristics of qualitative research,
the following competencies are desirable:

® A questioning stance with regard to your work and life context. Quali-
tative research is a means of answering questions so you must
first look with a questioning eye to what is happening in your
life. Why are things the way they are?

* High tolerance for ambiguity. The design of a qualitative study is
flexible, relevant variables are not known ahead of time, find-
ings are inductively derived in the data analysis process, and so
on. Thus one has to be comfortable with the ebb and flow of a
qualitative investigation and trust in the process.

® Being a careful observer. Conducting observations is a systematic
process, not a casual occurrence; you can increase your skill in
observing through practice.

® Asking good questions. Interviewing is often the primary data
collection strategy in qualitative studies. Getting good data in
an interview is dependent on your asking well-chosen open-
ended questions that can be followed up with probes and
requests for more detail.

e Thinking inductively. Data analysis requires the ability to think
inductively, moving from specific raw data to abstract catego-
ries and concepts.

*  Comfort with writing. Since findings are presented in words, not
numbers as in quantitative research, a report of a qualitative
study requires more writing. The final product is typically lon-
ger than a quantitative write-up.

Chapters in this book are designed to help develop these compe-
tencies. Chapter Four, for example, discusses how to raise ques-
tions that are appropriate for a qualitative study. Chapters on
interviewing, observations, data analysis, and writing up qualita-
tive research speak directly to the other competencies.

By way of a summary for this chapter, Table 1.2 displays a
comparison of characteristics of qualitative research with the
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TABLE1.2. CHARACTERISTICS OF QUALITATIVE AND (QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH.

Point of
Comparison Qualitative Research Quantitative Research
Focus of Quality (nature, Quantity (how much, how
research essence) many)
Philosophical ~Phenomenology, Positivism, logical
roots symbolic interactionism, empiricism, realism
constructivism
Associated Fieldwork, Experimental, empirical,
phrases ethnographic, statistical
naturalistic, grounded,
constructivist
Goal of Understanding, Prediction, control,
investigation description, discovery,  description, confirmation,
meaning, hypothesis hypothesis testing
generating
Design Flexible, evolving, Predetermined, structured
characteristics emergent
Sample Small, nonrandom, Large, random,
purposeful, theoretical —representative
Data Researcher as primary  Inanimate instruments
collection instrument, interviews,  (scales, tests, surveys,

Primary mode
of analysis

Findings

observations, documents

Inductive, constant
comparative method

Comprehensive, holistic,
expansive, richly
descriptive

questionnaires, computers)

Deductive, statistical

Precise, numerical

more familiar quantitative approach. Such a comparison helps
illuminate some of the basic differences between the two types of
research. However, as many experienced researchers can attest,
this table sets up a somewhat artificial dichotomy between the
two types; it should be viewed as an aid to understanding differ-
ences, not as a set of hard-and-fast rules governing each type of
research. In the actual conduct of research, differences on several
points of comparison are far less rigid than the table suggests.
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SUMMARY

Qualitative research is a type of research that encompasses a
number of philosophical orientations and approaches. The ante-
cedents to what we call qualitative research today can be traced
back to anthropology, sociology, and various applied fields of
study such as journalism, education, social work, medicine, and
law. The 1960s and 1970s saw a number of publications focus-
ing on the methodology itself such that by the last decades of
the twentieth century qualitative research was established as a
research methodology in its own right.

In this chapter I contrasted positivist/postpositivist (quantita-
tive), interpretive (qualitative), critical, and postmodern approaches
to research. I also briefly discussed the philosophies that most
inform qualitative research, including constructivism, phenomenol-
ogy, and symbolic interactionism. What all of these philosophies
have in common is an emphasis on experience, understanding,
and meaning-making, all characteristics of qualitative inquiry. In
the final section of the chapter I defined qualitative research and
delineate its major characteristics—the focus is on understanding
the meaning of experience, the researcher is the primary instru-
ment in data collection and analysis, the process is inductive, and
rich description characterizes the end product.






