Chapter 12
Qualitative Research
(Reminder: Don’t forget to utilize the concept maps and study questions as you study this
and the other chapters.)

Qualitative research relies primarily on the collection of qualitative data (i.e., nonnumeric
data such as words and pictures).

o [ suggest that, to put things in perspective, you start by reviewing the table
showing the common differences between qualitative, quantitative, and mixed
research. That is, take a quick look at Table 2.1 on page 31 (or go to lecture two
because it is also included in the lecture).

Next, to further understand what qualitative research is all about, please carefully
examine Patton’s excellent summary of the twelve major characteristics of qualitative
research, which is shown in Table 12.1 (page 362) and below:




Twelve Major Characteristics of Qualitative Research

Design Strategies an entire culture: therefore, mindful of and
1. Naturalistic inguirv—Studying real-world attentive to system and situation dynamics.
situations as they unfold naturally; nonmanipu-
lative and noncontrolling; openness to whatever
emerges (lack of predetermined constraints on
findings).

2. Emergent design flexibility—Openness to
adapting inquiry as understanding deepens
and/or situations to change: the researcher
avoids getting locked into rigid designs that
eliminate responsiveness and pursues new paths
of discovery as they emerge.

3. Purposeful sampling—Cases for study (e.g..
people, organizations, communities, cultures,
events, critical incidences) are selected because
they are “information rich” and illuminative, that
is, they offer useful manifestations of the
phenomenon of interest: sampling, then, is aimed
at insight about the phenomenon, not empirical
generalization from a sample to a population.

Analysis Strategies

8. Unique case orientation—Assumes that each
case is special and unique: the first level of
analysis is being true to, respecting, and
capturing the details of the individual cases being
studied: cross-case analysis follows from and
depends on the quality of individual case studies.

9. Inductive analysis and creative syathesis—
Immersion in the details and specifics of the data
to discover important patterns, themes, and
interrelationships: begins by exploring, then
confirming, guided by analytical principles
rather than rules, ends with a creative synthesis.

10. Holistic perspective—The whole phenomenon
under study is understood as a complex system
that is more than the sum of its parts; focus on
complex interdependencies and system
dynamics that cannot meaningfully be reduced

Data-Collection and Fieldwork Strategies to a few discrete variables and linear, cause-
4. Qualitative data—Observations that yield effect relationships. o
detailed, thick description: inquiry in depth: 11, Context sensitivity—Places findings in a

interviews that capture direct quotations about social, historical, and temporal context: careful

people’s personal perspectives and experiences: ahout: even dLIhIDl‘IS of, lhr.:. p0€:;5|hll|ty or
case studies: careful document review. meaningfulness of generalizations across time

5. Personal experience and engagemeni—The qnd space: emphasizes instead c‘:‘"‘cml compara-
researcher has direct contact with and gets close t"“: case analyses and ::.::'(trapolanng pa'ttcn?s
to the people, situation, and phenomenon under for POSS'_[}IC transferability and adaptation in
study; the rescarcher’s personal experiences and new settings. o
insights are an important part of the inquiry and 2. Voice, perspective, and reflexivity—The
critical to understanding the phenomenon. qunlltnt!vc “"ﬂl-“f owns and is rcr‘lcclwc ahf’”t
6. Empathic neutratity and mindfulness—An her or his own voice and perspective; a credible
empathic stance in interviewing seeks vicarious voice conveys m"“‘mm'c'“y :‘md “‘“S,[WD"““"“S"
understanding without judgment (neutrality) by com Plc'tc‘ObJCC“""l-“" h":'"g "“PC"S?'bIC and pure
showing openness, sensitivity. respect, aware- subjectivity undermining credibility. the
ness, and responsiveness: in observation it researcher’s focus becomes balance—
means being fully present (mindfulness). ”"d‘f"s‘f'"d'“s and Fl:!plclll'lg lh‘c WD"IF' .
7. Dynamic systems—Attention to process: authentically in all its complexity while being
self-analytical, politically aware. and reflexive in

assumes change as ongoing whether focus is on ;
consciousness.

an individual, an organization, a community. or

Sowrce: From M. Q. Patton, Qualitative Research and Evaluation Metleds, Third Edition, pp. 40-41, copyright 2002 by Sage
Publications, Inc.

Now you should understand what qualitative research is. In the rest of the chapter, we
discuss the four major types of qualitative research:

e Phenomenology.

e Ethnography.

e Grounded theory.

e C(Case study.



To get things started, note the key characteristics (i.e., purpose, origin, data-collection
methods, data analysis, and report focus) of these four approaches as shown in Table 12.2
on page 363 and below:

Dimension

Research
purpose

Disciplinary
origin

Primary
data-
collection
method

Data
analysis
approach

Narrative
report focus

Characteristics of Four Qualitative Research Approaches

Phenomenology

To describe one or more
individuals™ experiences
of a phenomenon (e.g..
the experience of the
death of a loved one).

Philosophy.

In-depth interviews
withup to 10-15
people.

List significant state-
ments. determine mean-
ing of statements, and
identify the essence of
the phenomenon.

Rich description of the
essential or invariant
structures (i.e.. the
common characteristics,
oressences) of the
experience.

Qualitative Research Approach

Ethnography

To describe the
cultural charac-
teristics of a

group of people
and to describe
cultural scenes.

Anthropology.

Participant ob-
servation over
an extended pe-
riod of time
(e.g.. one month
to a year). Inter-
views with
informants.

Holistic descrip-
tion and search
for cultural
themes in data.

Rich description
of context and
cultural themes.

Phenomenology

Case Study

To describe one or
more cases in-depth
and address the re-
search questions
and issues.

Multidisciplinary
roots, including
business, law, social
sciences, medicine.,
and education.

Multiple methods
are used (e.g., inter-
views, observations,
documents).

Holistic description
and search for
themes shedding
light on the case.
May also include
cross-case analysis.

Rich description of
the context and op-
eration of the case or
cases. Discussion of
themes, 1ssues, and
implications.

Grounded Theory

To inductively gen-
erate a grounded
theory describing
and explaining a
phenomenon.

Sociology.

Interviews with
20-30 people. Ob-
servations are also
frequently used.

Begin with open
coding, then axial
coding. and end
with selective
coding.

Description of
topic and people
being studied. End
with a presentation
of the grounded
theory. May also
list propositions.

The first major approach to qualitative research is phenomenology (i.e., the descriptive

study of how individuals experience a phenomenon).

e Here is the foundational question in phenomenology: What is the meaning,
structure, and essence of the lived experience of this phenomenon by an
individual or by many individuals?

e The researcher tries to gain access to individuals' life-worlds, which is their world

of experience; it is where consciousness exists.



e Conducting in-depth interviews is a common method for gaining access to
individuals' life- worlds.

e The researcher, next, searches for the invariant structures of individuals'
experiences (also called the essences of their experience).

e Phenomenological researchers often search for commonalities across individuals
(rather than only focusing on what is unique to a single individual). For example,
what are the essences of peoples' experience of the death of a loved one? Here is
another example: What are the essences of peoples' experiences of an uncaring
nurse?

e After analyzing your phenomenological research data, you should write a report
that provides rich description and a "vicarious experience" of being there for the
reader of the report. Shown next are two good examples. See if you get the feeling
the patients had when they described caring and noncaring nurses.

e Here is a description of a caring nurse (from Exhibit 12.2) based on a
phenomenological research study: In a caring interaction, the nurse’s existential
presence is perceived by the client as more than just a physical presence. There is
the aspect of the nurse giving of oneself to the client. This giving of oneself may
be in response to the client’s request, but it is more often a voluntary effort and is
unsolicited by the client. The nurse’s willingness to give of oneself is primarily
perceived by the client as an attitude and behavior of sitting down and really
listening and responding to the unique concerns of the individual as a person of
value. The relaxation, comfort, and security that the client expresses both
physically and mentally are an immediate and direct result of the client’s stated
and unstated needs being heard and responded to by the nurse (From Creswell,
1998, p.289).

e From the same study of nurses, a description also was provided of a noncaring
nurse. Here it is: The nurse’s presence with the client is perceived by the client as
a minimal presence of the nurse being physically present only. The nurse is
viewed as being there only because it is a job and not to assist the client or answer
his or her needs. Any response by the nurse is done with a minimal amount of
energy expenditure and bound by the rules. The client perceives the nurse who
does not respond to this request for assistance as being noncaring. Therefore, an
interaction that never happened is labeled as a noncaring interaction. The nurse is
too busy and hurried to spend time with the client and therefore does not sit down
and really listen to the client’s individual concerns. The client is further devalued
as a unique person because he or she is scolded, treated as a child, or treated as a
nonhuman being or an object. Because of the devaluing and lack of concern, the
client’s needs are not met and the client has negative feelings, that is, frustrated,
scared, depressed, angry, afraid, and upset (From Creswell, 1998, p.289).

Ethnography
The second major approach to qualitative research is ethnography (i.e., the discovery and
description of the culture of a group of people).
e Here is the foundational question in ethnography: What are the cultural
characteristics of this group of people or of this cultural scene?



e Because ethnography originates in the discipline of Anthropology, the concept of
culture is of central importance.

e Culture is the system of shared beliefs, values, practices, language, norms,
rituals, and material things that group members use to understand their world.

e One can study micro cultures (e.g., such as the culture in a classroom) as well as
macro cultures (e.g., such as the United States of America culture).

There are two additional or specialized types of ethnography.
1. Ethnology (the comparative study of cultural groups).
2. Ethnohistory (the study of the cultural past of a group of people). An ethnohistory
is often done in the early stages of a standard ethnography in order to get a sense
of the group's cultural history.

Here are some more concepts that are commonly used by ethnographers:

e FEthnocentrism (i.e., judging others based on your cultural standards). You must
avoid this problem if you are to be a successful ethnographer!

e Emic perspective (i.e., the insider's perspective) and emic terms (i.e., specialized
words used by people in a group).

e Etic perspective (i.e., the external, social scientific view) and etic terms (i.e.,
outsider's words or specialized words used by social scientists).

¢ Going native (i.e., identifying so completely with the group being studied that you
are unable to be objective).

e Holism (i.e., the idea that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts; it involves
describing the group as a whole unit, in addition to its parts and their
interrelationships).

The final ethnography (i.e., the report) should provide a rich and holistic description of
the culture of the group under study.

Case Study Research
The third major approach to qualitative research is case study research (i.e., the detailed
account and analysis of one or more cases).
e Here is the foundational question in case study research: What are the
characteristics of this single case or of these comparison cases?
e A case is a bounded system (e.g., a person, a group, an activity, a process).

Because the roots of case study are interdisciplinary, many different concepts and
theories can be used to describe and explain the case.

Robert Stake classifies case study research into three types:
1. Intrinsic case study (where the interest is only in understanding the particulars of
the case).
2. Instrumental case study (where the interest is in understanding something more
general than the case).




3. Collective case study (where interest is in studying and comparing multiple cases
in a single research study).

Multiple methods of data collection are often used in case study research (e.g.,
interviews, observation, documents, questionnaires).

The case study final report should provide a rich (i.e., vivid and detailed) and holistic
(i.e., describes the whole and its parts) description of the case and its context.

Grounded Theory
The fourth major approach to qualitative research is grounded theory (i.e., the
development of inductive, "bottom-up," theory that is "grounded" directly in the
empirical data).

e Here is the foundational question in grounded theory: What theory or explanation
emerges from an analysis of the data collected about this phenomenon?

e Itisusually used to generate theory (remember from earlier chapters that theories
tell you "How" and "Why" something operates as it does; theories provide
explanations).

e Grounded theory can also be used to test or elaborate upon previously grounded
theories, as long as the approach continues to be one of constantly grounding any
changes in the new data.

Four important characteristics of a grounded theory are
e Fit (i.e., Does the theory correspond to real-world data?),
e Understanding (i.e., Is the theory clear and understandable?),
e Generality (i.e., Is the theory abstract enough to move beyond the specifics in the
original research study?),
e Control (i.e., Can the theory be applied to produce real-world results?).

Data collection and analysis continue throughout the study.

When collecting and analyzing the researcher needs theoretical sensitivity (i.e., being
sensitive about what data are important in developing the grounded theory).

Data analysis often follows three steps:
1. Open coding (i.e., reading transcripts line-by- line and identifying and coding the
concepts found in the data).
2. Axial coding (i.e., organizing the concepts and making them more abstract).
3. Selective coding (i.e., focusing on the main ideas, developing the story, and
finalizing the grounded theory).

The grounded theory process is "complete" when theoretical saturation occurs (i.e., when
no new concepts are emerging from the data and the theory is well validated).

The final report should include a detailed and clear description of the grounded theory.



Final note: The chapter includes many examples of each of the four types of qualitative
research to help in your understanding (i.e., phenomenology, ethnography, case study,
and grounded theory). In addition, reading new examples in the published literature will
help to further your understanding of these four important approaches to qualitative
research.



