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The	Challenge	of	Tackling	A	Research	Project
It’s	actually	quite	exciting.	Before	you	lies	the	opportunity	to	tackle	your	own
research	project!	You	get	to	drive	the	process	and	make	all	the	calls.	But	believe
me,	I	get	it	–	it	can	also	be	a	bit	daunting.	After	all,	you’re	not	an	expert	on
research	and	suddenly	you	are	confronted	with	a	need	to	manage	the	entire
process:	pick	a	topic,	develop	a	researchable	question,	navigate	your	way
through	ethics,	work	with	literature,	develop	a	methodological	approach,	design
methods,	construct	a	coherent	proposal,	find	respondents,	collect	data,	analyse
that	data	and	write	it	up	–	all	within	a	timeframe	that	can	seem	completely
unrealistic!

Well,	you’re	not	alone	if	you	find	yourself	asking:	How	in	the	world	am	I	going
to	manage	all	that?	Believe	it	or	not,	the	answer	is	pretty	straightforward.
Whether	you	are	tackling	a	one-semester	project	at	the	end	of	your
undergraduate	degree	or	undertaking	a	PhD,	the	answer	is	the	same.	You	do	it
one	step	at	a	time.	There	is	a	logic	and	rhythm	to	doing	research,	a	logic	and
rhythm	that	you	need	not	only	to	become	familiar	with,	but	also	to	be	able	to
apply	with	some	level	of	confidence	and	competence.

But,	yes,	it	can	be	intimidating.	Even	if	you	do	not	consciously	recognize	it,
‘doing’	research	represents	a	huge	shift	in	your	learning	journey.	Up	until	this
point,	you’ve	probably	been	limited	to	being	a	knowledge	consumer.	The
information	is	already	out	there	–	you	just	need	to	find	it,	memorize	it,	engage
with	it,	synthesize	it	and,	as	your	skills	build,	form	opinions	about	it	and	maybe
even	critique	it.	But	undertaking	research	is	a	whole	new	world.	You	move	from
being	a	knowledge	consumer	to	a	knowledge	producer,	someone	who	is	charged
with	capturing	and	reporting	on	‘truth’.	And	this	means	taking	on	a	whole	new
realm	of	responsibility	and	gaining	competence	with	a	host	of	new	skills.	This	is
the	challenge	of	‘doing’,	and	not	just	knowing	about,	research.



So	What	Is	This	Thing	Called	Research	And
Why	Do	It?
It	is	easy	to	think	you’ve	got	a	broad	grasp	of	this	concept	we	call	‘research’.
After	all,	it’s	something	you	probably	do	in	your	daily	life	on	a	regular	basis.
You	do	‘research’	when	you	are	deciding	what	car	to	buy.	You	do	‘research’	to
help	you	determine	what	university	you	should	attend.	And,	of	course,	you	do
‘research’	when	you	have	to	find	things	out	for	an	assignment.

But	there	is	a	distinct	difference	between	this	kind	of	everyday	research	and	the
construct	of	research	that	you’re	about	to	tackle.	The	author	Zora	Neale	Hurston
said:	‘Research	is	formalized	curiosity.	It	is	poking	and	prying	with	a	purpose’
(Hurston,	1942:	143).	And	this	is	certainly	one	part	of	it.	Scientific	research
demands	formalization,	systemization	and	rigorous	processes.	But	‘formalized
curiosity’	is	also	required	in	order	to	make	a	new	contribution	to	knowledge.	As
the	Oxford	English	Dictionary	(2007)	puts	it,	research	is	‘the	systematic	study	of
materials	and	sources	in	order	to	establish	facts	and	reach	new	conclusions’.	So
more	than	engaging	in	what	might	be	haphazard	processes	to	find	out	something
you	did	not	know,	‘scientific	research’	is	about	systematically	finding	out
something	not	known	in	the	wider	world.	It	is	your	opportunity	to	contribute	to	a
body	of	knowledge.

If	you	think	about	it,	that’s	actually	quite	exciting.	Through	research,	you	have
the	capability	to	uncover	or	discover	new	knowledge,	new	knowledge	that	just
might	impact	on	real	change.	After	all,	knowledge	for	knowledge’s	sake	is	a
luxury	many	argue	we	cannot	afford.	Rarely	is	research	undertaken	simply	to
satisfy	curiosity.	Much	more	often	we	are	after	knowledge	that	can	help	us	tackle
pressing	problems	and	issues,	and	help	improve	situations.



The	Need	for	Research	Knowledge
I	know	that	for	some	of	you,	the	main	driver	for	undertaking	a	research	project	is
simply	the	requirement	that	exists	within	your	degree.	But	beyond	requirements,
the	potential	to	have	your	research	make	a	contribution	to	the	betterment	of
some	situation	should	be	a	real	motivator.	As	the	physicist	Richard	Feynman
said,	‘[w]e	are	at	the	very	beginning	of	time	for	the	human	race.	It	is	not
unreasonable	that	we	grapple	with	problems	…	Our	responsibility	is	to	do	what
we	can,	learn	what	we	can,	improve	the	solutions,	and	pass	them	on’	(Feynman,
1997:	102).

Research	is	about	facilitating	situation	improvement.	It	is	about	offering	ways
forward.	And	we	need	that.	There	are	so	many	areas	where	we	can,	and	need	to,
make	a	difference.	Governments,	for	example,	are	riddled	with	problems	–	in
fact,	governments	themselves	can	be	a	problem.	The	environment	is	under	stress.
Our	planet	is	turning	into	a	giant	greenhouse,	there	is	salinity	in	the	soil,	and	we
do	not	have	enough	clean	and	safe	drinking	water	to	go	around.	In	fact,	we	can’t
find	a	way	to	distribute	money,	food	or	medicine	so	that	everyone	with	a	need
gets	a	share.	Health	care	and	education	are	far	from	adequate	and/or	equitable,
and	from	the	global	arena	to	the	local	playground	we	cannot	seem	to	overcome
racism,	sexism,	prejudice	or	discrimination.	Domestic	violence	and	child	abuse
occur	daily	in	every	corner	of	the	world,	and	child	pornography	is	a	multi-
billion-dollar	industry.

We	also	have	to	deal	with	the	threat	of	terrorism	as	well	as	our	fear	of	that	threat.
We	poison	ourselves	daily	with	toxic	chemicals	–	from	alcohol,	cigarettes,
factories	and	automobiles.	Children	are	starving	–	some	due	to	war	and	political
upheaval,	some	from	mass-media-induced	anorexia.	Meanwhile,	schools
struggle	with	violence,	drugs,	and	sexual	and	racial	tension.

And	then	there	is	the	workplace,	where	more	than	6,300	people	die	every	day
owing	to	work-related	accidents	and	disease	(International	Labour	Organization,
2016).	Meanwhile,	‘survivors’	deal	with	significant	stress	from	the	boss,	massive
bureaucratic	inefficiencies,	gross	inequities	and	the	need	to	balance	work	with	a
thousand	other	responsibilities.

So	the	stakes	are	high,	and	researchers	are	but	one	group,	among	many,
dedicated	to	situation	improvement.



The	Potential	of	Research	Knowledge
So	what	is	the	role	of	research	in	making	the	world	a	better	place?	Well,	research
is	the	process	of	gathering	data	in	order	to	answer	a	particular	question	and	this
question	will	generally	relate	to	a	need	for	knowledge	that	can	facilitate
problem-solving.

Does	this	then	make	research	the	answer	to	our	problems?	Well,	unfortunately
no	–	but	research	can	be	an	instrumental	part	of	problem	resolution.	Research
can	be	a	key	tool	in	informed	decision-making.	It	can	be	central	to	determining
what	we	should	do,	what	we	can	do,	how	we	will	do	it	and	how	well	we	have
done	it.	Research	may	not	be	the	answer	to	our	problems,	but	it	can	supply	some
of	the	data	necessary	for	us	to	begin	to	tackle	challenges	we	all	face.	Research
can	help	us:

understand	more	about	particular	issues	and	problems	–	including	all	the
complexities,	intricacies	and	implications	thereof;
find	workable	solutions	–	vision	futures,	explore	possibilities;
work	towards	that	solution	–	implement	real	change;
evaluate	success	–	find	out	if	problem-solving/change	strategies	have	been
successful;
offer	robust	recommendations	–	as	an	extension	of	findings,
recommendations	can	be	used	to	influence	practice,	programmes	and
policy.

If	you	think	about	it,	from	local	to	global	levels,	all	of	these	activities	can	be,
and	should	be,	informed	by	research.	Research	can	be	the	key	to	finding	out
more:	that	is,	uncovering	and	understanding	the	complexity	of	the	issues	that
surround	us.	It	can	also	help	us	in	our	quest	for	solutions.	It	can	be	key	to
assessing	needs,	visioning	futures,	and	finding	and	assessing	potential	answers.
It	can	also	allow	us	to	enact	and	learn	from	change	through	the	use	of	‘action
research’	strategies.	And	finally,	evaluative	research	can	be	central	to	monitoring
and	refining	our	attempts	at	problem-solving.	In	short,	research	may	not	be	the
answer	–	but	it	is	certainly	a	tool	that	can	help	us	move	forward.



I	have	a	question!



Does	my	research	really	have	the	potential	to	solve
the	world’s	problems?
It’s	about	scale.	Sure	you	might	like	to	save	the	world’s	children	from	hunger,	do	away	with	the	evils
of	terrorism	or	put	a	stop	to	religious	persecution,	but	few	of	you	will	be	in	a	position	to	fully	address
these	types	of	problems	through	research	processes.	Generally	speaking,	conducting	a	research
project	will	find	you	engaged	in	issues,	or	aspects	of	issues,	that,	while	still	important	and	significant,
are	local,	grounded	and	practical.	Even	more	so	than	projects	that	are	overly	grandiose	and
theoretical,	there	can	be	genuine	value	in	projects	that	respond	to	real	and	tangible	needs.	Your	goal
should	be	to	do	what	you	can	to	add	to	a	body	of	knowledge	and	see	if	you	can	offer	some	evidence
that	can	aid	evidence-based	decision-making	for	situation	improvement.



Delving	Into	The	‘Construct’	Of	Research
Now	that	you	have	some	sense	of	what	research	is	and	why	you	might	be
motivated	to	take	it	on,	it	is	time	to	delve	a	bit	deeper	into	the	philosophical
underpinning	of	the	research	game.

Only	a	few	decades	ago,	the	construct	of	research	was	without	too	much
contention.	Research	was	a	technical	enterprise	that	followed	the	rules	of
scientific	method.	The	object	of	scientific	inquiry	might	differ	–	i.e.	chemistry,
biology,	physics,	the	social,	etc.	–	but	research	was	united	by	common
objectives,	logic,	presuppositions	and	general	methodological	approaches.	Social
science	fell	under	the	scientific	paradigm	of	the	day	(positivism)	and	worked
within	its	assumptions.

Enter	the	latter	half	of	the	twentieth	century,	however,	and	many	of	the
assumptions	related	to	the	production	of	knowledge,	and	therefore	research,
began	to	be	questioned,	critiqued	and	even	denigrated.	The	implication	has	been
a	shift	from	sole	reliance	on	approaches	that	follow	‘positivist’	rules	of	scientific
method	reliant	on	hypothesis	testing	to	more	‘post-positivist’	approaches	that	can
be	participative,	collaborative,	inductive,	idiographic	and	exploratory.

Ontology The	study	of	what	exists,	and	how	things	that	exist	are	understood	and	categorized.
Our	personal	ontology	points	to	what	we	think	is	‘real’,	what	we	think	‘exists’,	for	example	the
nature	of	our	soul,	God,	love	and	morals.

Epistemology How	we	come	to	have	legitimate	knowledge	of	the	world;	rules	for	knowing.
Our	personal	epistemology	points	to	how	we	come	to	understand	the	world;	for	example,	how	I
came	to	believe	in	God,	how	I	came	to	understand	love	or	how	I	adopted	the	morals	I	have.



Ontology	and	Epistemology
Much	of	this	shift	can	be	understood	through	the	exploration	of	two	more	words
plenty	of	students	would	like	to	avoid.	But	here	they	are	anyway.	It	is	important
to	become	familiar	with	these	terms	since	they	help	us	understand	debates	and
diversity	related	to	the	production	of	knowledge,	and	consequently,	the	research
processes	you	are	about	to	engage	in.

All	right,	so	let’s	break	this	down.	The	main	question	addressed	by	ontology	is
‘What	types	of	things	actually	exist?’,	while	the	main	question	addressed	by
epistemology	is	‘What	are	the	rules	for	discovering	what	exists?’	Now	these	two
questions	actually	work	in	concert	and	have	a	tendency	to	lead	to	great	debate.
Because	there	are	different	rules	for	knowing	(epistemologies),	there	can	be
quite	varied	conceptions	of	what	exists	or	what	is	‘real’	(ontology).

Consider	the	following.	‘Empiricists’	believe	that	all	knowledge	is	limited	to
what	can	be	observed	by	the	senses	(their	epistemology).	They	therefore	have	a
difficult	time	acknowledging	anything	that	cannot	be	measured	(their	ontology).
But	there	are	other	ways	of	knowing	(competing	epistemologies)	which	lead	to
differing	conceptions	of	‘real’	(alternate	ontology).	For	example,	those	with
religious	epistemologies	based	on	faith	(rather	than	measurement)	would	say
God	is	real	even	if	you	cannot	physically	touch	Him	or	Her.	Similarly,	those	with
indigenous	ways	of	knowing	would	accept	myths	and	legends	as	truth.
Postmodernists,	however,	may	question	whether	there	is	any	way	we	can	find
‘truth’,	and	might	suggest	that	‘truth’	is	a	slippery	concept	that	is	always
political.

In	the	world	of	social	science	research,	the	tension	and	debate	between
competing	epistemologies	and	ontologies	requires	researchers	to	consider	their
own	orientation	to	knowledge	and	truth.	Even	new	researchers	need	to	consider
their	positioning.	For	example,	do	you	have	an	‘empirical’	epistemology,	which
leads	you	to	believe	that	the	only	things	we	can	know	are	external	and	physically
observable,	i.e.	that	the	truth	is	out	there?	And	as	a	researcher,	what	limits	will
this	put	on	your	research?	Or	maybe	you	have	a	more	‘postmodern’
epistemology	in	which	you	believe	that	people	play	a	large	part	in	the
‘construction’	of	knowledge,	and	truth	is	actually	ambiguous,	fluid	and	relative.
Certainly,	holding	that	belief	system	will	impact	on	how	you	go	about	‘fact



finding’.

Okay,	so	let’s	say	the	Department	of	Education	is	reviewing	its	indicators	for
educational	success	of	third-graders.	Are	you	in	the	empiricist	camp	ready	to
review	and	measure	traditional	indicators	of	mathematical	and	English	literacy?
Or	are	you	from	a	more	postmodern	camp	ready	to	delve	into	the	world	of	third-
graders	to	get	a	genuine	feel	for	experiences	of	worth,	contentment,	creativity
and	ingenuity?

Within	social	science	research,	the	debate	that	rages	between	such	differing	ways
of	knowing	is	enormous,	leading	to	an	overly	defensive,	emotive	and	often
unproductive	divide	between	empiricists	and	more	postmodern	researchers.	Both
camps	believe	they	hold	the	key	to	legitimate	knowing,	which	unfortunately
lessens	the	potential	for	them	to	work	together	down	a	path	of	holistic	knowing.



Competing	Positions
Let’s	pause	here	and	have	a	quick	look	at	some	of	the	ways	in	which	we	can
come	to	have	an	understanding	of	our	world,	and	how	a	particular	way	of
knowing	might	influence	research	processes.	Now	it	would	be	nice	if	these	terms
were	mutually	exclusive	–	but	given	their	varied	disciplinary	roots,	many
overlap,	which,	I	know,	can	be	confusing.	I	will	give	a	brief	overview	here,	but	if
you	really	want	to	get	into	the	nitty-gritty	of	each	of	these	‘isms’,	have	a	look	at
the	readings	recommended	at	the	end	of	this	chapter.

These	three	terms	present	relatively	straightforward	approaches	to	knowing	in
which	the	world	has	a	single	truth.	In	the	conduct	of	research,	they	suggest	that
what	we	can	know	comes	from	sensory	experience	best	served	through	scientific
method.	These	three	terms	arguably	represent	the	unquestioned	landscape	of
research	since	the	Enlightenment.

Realism The	view	that	the	external	world	exists	independently	of	perception.	In	other	words,
the	truth	is	out	there	whether	we	can	see	and	understand	it	or	not.

Empiricism The	view	that	all	knowledge	is	limited	to	what	can	be	observed	through	the
senses.	The	cornerstone	of	scientific	method.

Positivism The	view	that	all	true	knowledge	is	scientific,	and	is	best	pursued	by	scientific
method.

In	the	social	science	research	world,	this	approach	to	knowing	is	often	the
underlying	assumption	of	how	the	world	works,	and	what	needs	to	be	studied.
We,	as	social	scientists,	are	in	the	business	of	looking	for	evidence:	evidence	of
better	sales;	evidence	of	increased	consumption;	evidence	of	weight	loss;
evidence	of	increased	life	expectancy;	evidence	of	smoking	cessation;	evidence
of	better	test	scores.	We	measure	what	people	did,	what	people	do	and	how	often
they	do	it.	(See	realism,	empiricism	and	positivism.)

In	recent	decades,	however,	this	black	and	white	way	of	seeing	has	been	called
into	question.	Physicists	now	recognize	the	role	of	chaos	and	complexity	in	a
universe	that	we	may	never	‘capture’.	And	what	about	the	nature	of	truth	in	the
social	world?	Whose	truth	is	it	anyway?	There	are	many	‘post-positivist’
philosophers	and	researchers	alike	who	are	questioning	the	assumptions	of	these
ways	of	knowing	and	openly	critique,	oppose	and/or	reject	positivism’s	central



tenets.

This	has	led	to	acceptance	of	alternative	epistemologies	that	can	be	broadly
classed	under	the	umbrella	of	a	‘postmodern’	or	‘post-positivist’	worldview.	For
these	ways	of	knowing,	the	certainty	implied	above	is	replaced	by	an	acceptance
of	chaos,	complexity,	the	unknown,	incompleteness,	diversity,	plurality,
fragmentation	and	multiple	realities.	Ways	of	knowing	that	fall	under	this
umbrella	include	relativism,	social	constructionism	and	subjectivism.

In	social	sciences	this	means	complexity	in	research	methods	themselves.	For
example,	how	do	we	judge	the	quality	of	parenting	when	sibling	memories	and
perceptions	are	completely	at	odds	with	each	other?	What	is	the	best	approach
for	understanding	why	people	speed	even	when	we	have	objective	measures	of
risk?	People	are	complex,	their	social	systems	are	complex,	their	morals	and
values	and	where	they	come	from	are	complex.	Postmodern	researchers	try	to	be
true	to	this	complexity,	while	still	doing	‘research’.

Relativism The	view	that	there	are	no	universals,	and	that	things	like	truth,	morals	and	culture
can	only	be	understood	in	relation	to	their	own	socio-historic	context.

Social	constructionism Theories	of	knowledge	that	emphasize	that	the	world	is	constructed
by	human	beings	as	they	interact	and	engage	in	interpretation.

Subjectivism Emphasizes	the	subjective	elements	in	experience	and	accepts	that	personal
experiences	are	the	foundation	for	factual	knowledge.



I	have	a	question!



Do	I	really	need	to	engage	with	all	these	‘isms’	and
‘ologies’?
You	are	not	alone	if	you’re	asking	whether	or	not	this	is	really	necessary.	Not	surprisingly,	I	am	going
to	answer	yes.	And	here	is	why.	We	do	not	all	see	the	world	the	same	way.	In	fact,	we	may
understand	the	world	in	very	divergent	ways.	But	unless	we	are	having	that	deep	and	meaningful
philosophical	talk,	it	tends	to	go	unexplored.	And	for	the	most	part,	that’s	fine.	We	can	make	our	way
through	the	world	without	declaring	our	‘ontology’.	When	you	are	doing	research,	however,	you	are
producing	knowledge.	And	as	someone	who	is	going	to	conclude	something,	you	need	to	put	your
cards	on	the	table;	you	need	to	declare	your	positioning	in	relation	to	knowledge,	and	that	means
knowing	what	your	positioning	is	and	being	able	to	articulate	it	to	others.	So	time	to	embrace	your
‘isms’	and	‘ologies’.



Quantitative,	Qualitative	and	Mixed	Approaches
In	common	research	parlance,	we	often	refer	to	the	realist,	empirical,	‘truth	is
out	there’	approach	as	quantitative	–	an	unfortunate	label	that	confuses	the
assumptions	of	various	paradigms	with	the	practice	of	quantifying	data	through
the	use	of	numbers.	Similarly,	the	assumption	of	multiple,	constructed,
subjective	truths	and	complexity	is	aligned	with	what	is	referred	to	as	the
qualitative	–	again	an	unfortunate	term	that	also	confuses	the	assumptions	of
various	paradigms,	but	this	time	with	the	practice	of	preserving	the	spoken	word.
Quantitative	and	qualitative	are,	therefore,	often	loaded	terms	that	point	to	belief
systems	and	value	judgements.	In	other	words,	a	continuation	of	paradigm	wars.
I,	however,	am	a	strong	advocate	of	adopting	research	approaches	based	not	on
tradition,	but	on	the	goal	of	best	answering	a	well-considered	research	question.
This	may	indeed	take	researchers	down	the	path	of	mixed	methodology	–
approaches	that	draw	on	the	methods	of	both	quantitative	and	qualitative
traditions	and	demand	a	highly	reflexive	researcher	(a	much	richer	discussion	of
the	quantitative	and	qualitative	and	mixed	approaches	is	taken	up	in	Chapters	8
and	9).

Qualitative	approach An	approach	to	research	highly	reliant	on	qualitative	data	(words,
images,	experiences	and	observations	that	are	not	quantified).	Often	tied	to	a	set	of	assumptions
related	to	relativism,	social	constructionism	and	subjectivism.

Quantitative	approach An	approach	to	research	highly	reliant	on	quantified	data	(numerical
data	as	well	as	concepts	we	code	with	numbers).	Often	tied	to	a	set	of	assumptions	related	to
realism,	empiricism	and	positivism.

Mixed	approach An	approach	to	research	that	utilizes	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	data.
Both	types	of	data	are	valued	independently	of	ontological	or	epistemological	assumptions.

I	was	thinking	about	how	I	might	be	able	to	represent	in	a	visual	way	these
dichotomies	between	positivism	and	post-positivism,	and	between	the
quantitative	and	qualitative,	when	it	struck	me	that	they	are	very	reminiscent	of
the	distinction	between	the	right	and	left	brain.	As	shown	in	Figure	1.1,	the
logical	left	brain	likes	the	certainty,	objectivity	and	rules	and	processes
associated	with	positivism	and	the	‘quantitative’,	while	the	rebellious	right	gives
much	less	credence	to	structure	and	is	more	comfortable	with	the	uncertainty,
complexity	and	relativism	of	the	post-positivist,	‘qualitative’	paradigm.

So	just	maybe	these	various	ways	of	knowing	represent	more	than	simply



paradigmatic	shifts	over	time.	Perhaps	they	represent	a	more	fundamental
division	within	the	perception	of	each	individual.	We	certainly	have	the	capacity
to	see	in	more	than	one	way.	We	can	exercise	both	sides	of	the	brain.	We	can
even	work	towards	a	whole-brain,	more	integrated	approach.	And	this	is
certainly	true	of	research.	If	we	accept	that	these	two	ways	of	knowing	are	both
valuable,	and	that	they	can	and	do	coexist,	then,	within	the	research	world,	both
approaches	should	be	validated	and,	as	discussed	below,	traversed.

Figure	1.1	Left	and	right	ways	of	seeing





The	Position	of	the	Reflexive	Researcher
Undeniably,	there	is	a	divide	in	the	research	world	between	those	who	accept
chaos,	complexity,	the	unknown	and	multiple	realities,	and	those	who	do	not.
But	I	would	argue	that	this	divide	can	and	should	be	traversed.	While	many
researchers	feel	a	need	to	identify	themselves	with	a	particular	way	of	knowing
and	only	engage	in	methodological	approaches	that	sit	under	their	own
epistemology,	it’s	worth	considering	whether	divergent,	disparate	and	distinct
ways	of	knowing	can	each	offer	credible	knowledge	production.

In	fact,	I	would	argue	that	good	research	should	be	seen	as	a	thinking	person’s
game.	It	is	a	creative	and	strategic	process	that	involves	constantly	assessing,
reassessing	and	making	decisions	about	the	best	possible	means	for	obtaining
trustworthy	information,	carrying	out	appropriate	analysis	and	drawing	credible
conclusions.

Now	there	are	many	researchers	who	rely	on,	and	even	come	to	‘believe’	in,
particular	methodological	approaches.	Janesick	actually	coined	the	term
‘methodolatry’	–	a	combination	of	method	and	idolatry	that	she	defines	as	a
‘preoccupation	with	selecting	and	defending	methods	to	the	exclusion	of	the
actual	substance	of	the	story	being	told’;	she	describes	methodolatry	as	a	‘slavish
attachment	and	devotion	to	methods’	(2007:	48).



I	have	a	question!



What	is	better,	quant.	or	qual.?
Put	simply,	there	is	no	‘best	type’	of	research.	Particular	research	strategies	are	good	or	bad	to	the
exact	degree	that	they	fit	with	the	questions	at	hand.	Good	questions	need	to	be	matched	with
appropriate	procedures	of	inquiry,	and	this	is	always	driven	by	the	researcher,	not	the	methodology.
The	perspectives	you	will	adopt	and	the	methods	you	will	use	need	to	be	as	fluid,	flexible	and	eclectic
as	is	necessary	to	answer	the	questions	posed.

Box	1.1	highlights	the	advantages	of	not	being	pigeonholed.	Each	research
situation	and	research	question	is	unique,	and	assumptions	can	be	as	varied	as
the	situations.	The	trick	is	to	understand	what	assumptions	you	are	working
under	and	how	they	might	affect	your	study.

Box	1.1:	Banana	Consumption	Assumptions!

I	once	had	a	student	who	wanted	to	explore	whether	recycled	‘grey’	water	could	be	used	to
irrigate	bananas.	She	did	this	in	two	phases.	The	first	phase	involved	the	formulation	of	a
hypothesis	that	stated	there	would	be	no	biophysical	differences	between	bananas	irrigated	with
town	water	and	those	irrigated	with	recycled	grey	water.	For	this	phase	of	the	study	she	(quite
appropriately)	accepted	the	positivist	assumptions,	and	conducted	her	research	according	to	the
‘rules’	of	scientific	method	–	she	was	the	consummate	lab-based	objective	scientist.

Her	second	phase	explored	whether	consumers	would	buy	bananas	irrigated	with	recycled	water
regardless	of	‘no	difference’	in	quality.	For	this	phase	of	the	study,	the	student	thoughtfully
explored	her	assumptions	and	realized	that,	in	relation	to	this	particular	question,	she	found
herself	moving	into	‘post-positivist’	territory.	She	struggled	with	her	own	subjectivity	and
realized	that	‘truth’	and	‘reality’	can	be	two	different	things	(many	consumers	who	believed
findings	of	‘no	difference’	claimed	they	still	would	not	purchase	the	bananas	irrigated	with
recycled	water).	There	was	no	defined	set	of	rules	to	best	answer	this	question,	but	her
willingness	to	‘think’	her	way	through	the	process	and	be	flexible	in	her	approach	allowed	her	to
draw	conclusions	that	were	seen	as	both	credible	and	valuable.



Methodology,	Methods	and	Tools
Once	you	have	worked	your	way	through	the	paradigm	war,	there	is	still	a	need
to	be	clear	about	constructs	that	sit	within	any	research	approach.	I’m	talking
here	about	methodologies	and	methods.	While	I	will	delve	into	the	details	of
various	approaches	throughout	the	book,	I	think	it’s	important	to	underscore	the
difference	between	methodologies	and	methods	and	how	they	are	related	to	the
design	of	a	study.	Here	are	a	few	definitions	that	should	help	differentiate	key
terms.

As	you	begin	to	develop	a	plan	for	your	research,	you	will	need	to	come	to	grips
with	elements	that	are	as	broad	as	questions	related	to	paradigm,	and	as	specific
as	questions	dealing	with	the	nuts	and	bolts	of	who,	where,	when,	how	and	what.

Now	it	is	not	uncommon	for	students	to	want	to	jump	straight	into	the	details	of
their	research	methods	without	engaging	at	the	level	of	research	methodology.
They	want	to	fast-forward	to	designing	strategies	for	data	collection	and	cannot
understand	why	it’s	important	to	grasp,	adopt	and	apply	frameworks	that	sit	at	a
higher	macro	level.

But	methodologies	are	crucial	to	the	research	process	and,	in	fact,	provide	us
with	much	more	than	just	research	strategies.	They	actually	provide	us,	as
researchers,	with	legitimization	for	knowledge	production.	They	are	our	means
of	showing	the	outside	world	that	we	are	not	just	random	people	with	an
opinion,	but	that	we	are	researchers	who	are	engaging	with	well-considered,
rigorous	processes.	The	adopting	of	various	methodological	positions	(as
discussed	in	Chapters	8	and	9)	shows	that	we	have	grappled	with	the
responsibilities	and	controversies	associated	with	the	production	of	knowledge.

Credible	research	design	therefore	requires	more	than	just	the	adoption	of	data
collection	and	data	analysis	methods.	It	requires	that	such	methods	are	nested
within	more	macro-level	frameworks,	or	methodologies,	that	work	in	concert
with	methods	to	provide	researchers	with	a	voracious	design	that	can	stand	up	to
the	highest	level	of	scrutiny.

Methodology Overarching,	macro-level	frameworks	that	offer	principles	of	reasoning
associated	with	particular	paradigmatic	assumptions	that	legitimate	various	schools	of	research.
Methodologies	provide	both	the	strategies	and	grounding	for	the	conduct	of	a	study.	Examples



here	include	scientific	method,	ethnography	and	action	research	(see	Chapters	8,	9	and	10).

Methods The	actual	micro-level	techniques	used	to	collect	and	analyse	data.	Methods	of	data
collection	include	interviewing,	surveying,	observation	and	unobtrusive	methods	(see	Chapters
12	and	13),	while	methods	of	analysis	comprise	quantitative	strategies	(i.e.	statistics)	and
qualitative	strategies	(i.e.	thematic	exploration)	(see	Chapters	14	and	15).

Tools The	devices	used	in	the	collection	of	research	data,	such	as	questionnaires,	observation
checklists	and	interview	schedules	(see	Chapters	12	and	13).

Methodological	design The	plan	for	conducting	your	research	project	that	includes	all	of	the
above.



Getting	Help	Along	The	Way
By	now	you	are	probably	getting	some	sense	of	why	research	is	often	referred	to
as	a	journey.	You	haven’t	even	finished	the	first	chapter	of	this	book,	and	already
there’s	a	whole	lot	you’ve	been	asked	to	consider.	And	that’s	before	you	even
start	thinking	about	your	own	research	project.	But	don’t	worry,	you	are	not
alone.	The	goal	of	this	book	is	to	be	your	guide.	It	is	designed	to	accompany	you
on	your	journey;	to	lay	out	the	processes	and	procedures	you	will	need	to	engage
with;	to	help	you	through	the	logic	of	research;	to	offer	guidance	on	all	the
decisions	that	are	part	and	parcel	of	conducting	a	research	project;	and	to	send
you	down	the	right	road	when	you	need	to	delve	deeper	into	relevant
methodologies	and	methods.

At	the	same	time,	it	is	important	to	know	that	this	is	not	a	‘recipe	book’.	It	does
not	lay	out	sets	of	‘steps’	that	you	blindly	follow.	Yes,	it	will	logically	work	you
through	the	processes	and	procedures,	but	this	is	a	book	that	recognizes	that
good	research	is	always	reliant	on	reflexive	researchers,	researchers	who	must
weigh	up	all	decisions	in	light	of	a	quest	for	credible	data	and	findings,	limited
by	unavoidable	practicalities.

So	whether	you	are	about	to	tackle	a	small-scale	project,	or	undertake	a	major
thesis,	this	book	is	intended	to	accompany	you	on	what	is	bound	to	be	a	journey
of	rich	discovery,	a	journey	that	will	have	you	unearth	not	only	‘findings’	related
to	your	research	question,	but	also	the	process	of	research,	as	well	as	the	thorny
challenges	associated	with	project	management.



The	Structure	of	the	Book
This	book	consists	of	16	chapters	that	will	take	you	logically	through	all	aspects
of	conducting	a	research	project	from	conception	to	dissemination.	In	other
words,	the	chapters	mirror	the	processes	necessary	for	the	conduct	of	most
research	projects.

PRELIMINARIES	–	As	well	as	introducing	the	book’s	objectives	and
offering	guidelines	for	how	to	get	the	most	out	of	the	work,	this	section	will
take	you	through	foundational	work	needed	before	embarking	on	research.

Chapter	1	introduces	you	to	some	of	the	more	fundamental	and
theoretical	aspects	of	research,	including	an	understanding	of	how
knowledge	is	understood	and	produced.	This	level	of	understanding
can	go	a	long	way	in	helping	to	ground	your	own	research	approach.
Chapter	2	is	about	practicalities.	This	chapter	acknowledges	that
undertaking	research	can	be	a	difficult	and	alienating	activity,	and
attempts	to	offer	strategies	for	staying	on	top	of	the	process.	It	covers:
what	you	need	to	know	to	start	your	research	journey;	how	to	best
navigate	the	research	process;	and	how	to	stay	on	track.
Chapter	3	takes	you	through	the	art	and	science	of	knowing	what	you
want	to	know.	It	guides	you	through	the	process	of	defining	a	feasible,
clearly	articulated	research	question	that	acts	to	direct	‘methods’.	It	is
amazing	how	much	simpler	it	is	to	adopt,	adapt	or	create	appropriate
methodological	approaches	when	you	are	absolutely	clear	about	what
it	is	you	want	to	know.
Chapter	4	covers	the	concept	of	integrity.	The	chapter	starts	with	an
exploration	of	power	and	politics	in	research	processes	before	moving
on	to	traditional	indicators	of	credibility	as	well	as	alternatives	more
appropriate	to	‘qualitative’	data.	The	chapter	then	discusses	ethical
responsibilities	and	ethics	approval	processes.

PLANNING	–	The	next	three	chapters	are	about	effective	planning.
Chapter	5	covers	research	proposals	and	the	opportunity	they	present
to	clarify	thinking,	bed	down	ideas,	articulate	thoughts	in	a	way	that
provides	a	blueprint	for	future	action	and,	most	importantly,	‘sell	your
project’.
Chapter	6	explores	the	varied	ways	in	which	literature	informs



research.	I	often	tell	students	that	before	‘doing’	research,	they	need	to
convince	me	of	three	things:	that	the	questions	they	wish	to	answer	are
worthy	of	research;	that	they	are	the	right	person	to	add	to	a	body	of
knowledge	(they	know	their	stuff);	and	that	their	methodological
approach	is	the	best	‘doable’	way	of	getting	the	answers	to	their
question.	And	to	do	this,	they	need	to	read.	This	chapter	covers	issues
related	to	sourcing,	managing	and	utilizing	the	literature	to	its	full
potential.
Chapter	7	looks	at	designing	your	study	such	that	it	grows	from
questions	rather	than	falls	from	paradigms,	and	offers	a	framework	for
delving	into	the	basic	questions	that	drive	method.

METHODOLOGY	–	The	design	of	social	science	studies	has	become
incredibly	diverse	over	the	past	30	or	so	years,	and	can	be	a	daunting	realm
of	exploration	for	those	new	to	research.	Chapters	8,	9	and	10	delve	more
specifically	into	methodologies	that	inform	research.

Chapter	8	takes	you	through	what	are	often	described	as	qualitative
and	quantitative	methods.
Chapter	9	explores	the	opportunities,	challenges	and	methods
associated	with	mixed	methodologies.
Chapter	10	explores	more	purposive	approaches	such	as	evaluative,
action-oriented	and	emancipatory	strategies.

DATA	COLLECTION	–	The	focus	of	the	next	three	chapters	is	effective
data	collection.

Chapter	11	looks	at	who	holds	the	data	you	seek,	your	‘respondents’,
and	covers	the	logistics,	challenges	and	methods	of	defining	and
selecting	samples,	key	informants	and	cases.
Chapter	12	concentrates	on	the	opportunities	and	challenges
associated	with	primary	data	collection,	such	as	surveys	and
interviews.
Chapter	13	takes	you	through	options	for	collecting	and	working	with
secondary	data	sources.

DATA	ANALYSIS	–	Next	comes	making	sense	of,	and	presenting,	your
data.

Chapter	14	takes	you	through	the	basics	of	quantitative	data
management	and	analysis,	and	covers	variable	types,	measurement
scales,	descriptive	and	inferential	statistics,	the	selection	of	statistical



tests	and	data	presentation.
Chapter	15	focuses	on	qualitative	data	and	takes	you	through	the	logic
and	methods	of	general	qualitative	analysis,	as	well	as	specific
branches	of	analysis	such	as	content,	discourse,	conversation	and
narrative	analysis,	plus	semiotics	and	hermeneutics.	The	chapter
concludes	with	examples	of	how	to	present	qualitative	data.

WRITING	UP	–	Finally,	writing	it	all	up.
Chapter	16	covers	the	ever-intimidating	writing	process	and	stresses
the	importance	of	seeing	the	write-up	as	a	‘conversation’	that	needs	to
be	mindful	of	its	audience,	have	a	logical	structure	and	communicate	a
clear	storyline.	Its	goal	is	to	offer	you	a	host	of	practical	strategies	for
getting	through	your	write-up	in	ways	that	not	only	improve	the
overall	quality	of	the	project	itself	but	also	make	the	task	much	less
daunting.



How	to	Get	the	Most	Out	of	the	Book
There	are	actually	a	few	ways	you	can	use	this	book	and	you	may	find	yourself
dipping	in	and	out	of	these	four	strategies:

1.	 Read	it	through.	You	will	become	familiar	with	the	processes	and
procedures	associated	with	research.	I,	for	one,	happen	to	think	it	is	a	pretty
good	knowledge	book.

2.	 Use	it	as	a	reference.	As	you	progress	through	your	research	project,	you
will	inevitably	need	to	look	things	up.	You	are	likely	to	find	the	answers
within	this	book’s	16	chapters.	And	if	you	can’t,	the	recommended	readings
should	give	you	some	good	leads.

3.	 Use	this	book	as	a	companion	to	your	research	processes.	This	is	where
the	book	really	comes	into	its	own.	While	each	chapter	will	introduce	you
to	a	new	area	of	content,	the	main	goal	is	to	take	you	through	the
development	processes	you	need	to	undertake	when	doing	your	own
project.	The	emphasis	is	to	arm	you	with	the	knowledge	and	skills	you	will
need	to	get	you	from	‘clueless’	to	‘completed’.	When	using	the	book	in	this
way,	a	good	approach	is	to	read	as	you	go.	I	would	recommend	starting	here
and	working	your	way	through	to	the	last	page	of	Chapter	16,	when	you
will	be	ready	to	submit	your	work.

4.	 Use	the	companion	website.	The	companion	website	is	located	at
https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e.	It	has	lots	of	helpful	information,
including	videos,	blogs,	guides,	PowerPoints,	checklists,	examples	and
templates.	And	be	sure	to	look	for	the	icon	throughout	the	text.	This	will
point	you	to	materials	referenced	in	the	book	that	are	waiting	for	you
online.

Chapter	summary

Research	is	the	process	of	developing	new	knowledge	by	gathering	data	that	answers	a
particular	question.	It	is	your	opportunity	to	contribute	to	a	body	of	knowledge	and
perhaps	even	influence	change.	It	can	also	be	a	key	tool	in	informed	decision-making.	It
can	be	central	to	determining	what	we	should	do,	what	we	can	do,	how	we	will	do	it	and
how	well	we	have	done	it.
Scientific	research	was	born	of	‘positivism’	and	adopted	the	assumptions	of	that
paradigm.	These	assumptions	include:	a	knowable	and	predictable	world;	empirical	and

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


reductionist	research;	objective	and	expert	researchers;	hypothesis-driven	methods;	and
statistically	significant,	quantitative	findings.
Over	the	past	decades,	the	assumptions	of	positivism	have	been	brought	into	question.
Post-positivist	researchers	acknowledge:	a	world	that	is	ambiguous	and	variable;	research
that	can	be	intuitive	and	holistic;	researchers	who	can	be	subjective	and	collaborative;
methods	that	can	be	inductive	and	exploratory;	and	findings	that	can	be	idiographic	and
qualitative.
Rather	than	positioning	the	researcher	according	to	paradigmatic	assumptions,	the
reflexive	researcher	can	consider	whether	it	is	possible	to	explore	the	assumptions	of
various	paradigms	as	they	relate	to	particular	research	questions.
While	undertaking	a	research	project	can	be	somewhat	intimidating,	using	this	book	as	a
guide	to	your	journey	will	help	you	best	navigate	all	the	ins	and	outs	of	the	research
process.



Further	Reading
There	are	some	heavy	theoretical	concepts	in	this	chapter	that	you	may	want	to
explore	in	a	bit	more	depth.	Here	are	some	accessible	leads.



Empiricism
Carey,	S.	S.	(2011)	A	Beginner’s	Guide	to	Scientific	Method.	Belmont,	CA:
Wadsworth.

While	strongly	rooted	in	the	belief	that	scientific	method	is	‘the	way’,	this	is
nonetheless	a	good	introduction	to	both	‘what	is’	and	‘how	to	do’	scientific
method.

Robinson,	D.	(2013)	Introducing	Empiricism:	A	Graphic	Guide.	New	York:
Totem	Books.

Good	critical	introduction	to	what	we	experience	and	if/how	we	can	trust	it.
Engaging	graphics	in	this	book	make	it	more	accessible.



Epistemology
Audi,	R.	(2010)	Epistemology:	A	Contemporary	Introduction	to	the	Theory	of
Knowledge,	3rd	Edition.	London:	Routledge.

Good	comprehensive	introduction	that	explains	key	concepts	–	and	has	a
particular	emphasis	on	epistemology	in	research.	Great	list	of	annotated	sources.

Martin,	R.	(2010)	Epistemology:	A	Beginner’s	Guide.	London:	Oneworld
Publications.

I	like	this	beginner’s	guide.	It	is	designed	to	make	you	think	about	what
knowledge	is,	how	to	obtain	it	and	whether	we	can	trust	it.	Very	accessible.



Ontology
Conee,	E.	and	Sider,	T.	(2015)	Riddles	of	Existence:	A	Guided	Tour	of
Metaphysics,	2nd	Edition.	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press.

While	highly	philosophical,	this	book	actually	makes	ontology	somewhat
accessible.	The	challenge	of	thinking	through	what	exists	is	a	worthwhile
exercise	for	any	researcher.

Jacquette,	D.	(2003)	Ontology.	Montreal:	McGill-Queen’s	University	Press.

Also	highly	philosophical,	but	an	accessible	introduction	to	concepts	such	as
being,	existence	and	logic.



Paradigm
Wallerstein,	I.	(2001)	Unthinking	Social	Science:	The	Limits	of	Nineteenth-
Century	Paradigms.	Philadelphia:	Temple	University	Press.

Personally,	I	like	any	book	designed	to	make	you	see	and	reconsider
preconceived	notions.	This	book	is	a	classic	designed	to	shake	up	the
assumptions	that	have	ruled	science.	A	great	critical	read.



Positivism
Schick,	T.	(ed.)	(1999)	Readings	in	the	Philosophy	of	Science:	From	Positivism
to	Postmodernism.	New	York:	McGraw-Hill.

This	is	an	anthology	that	takes	you	through	the	movement	from	positivism	to	the
postmodern.	An	interesting	look	at	the	development	of	a	new	paradigm.

Steinmetz,	G.	(ed.)	(2005)	The	Politics	of	Method	in	the	Human	Sciences:
Positivism	and	Its	Epistemological	Others	(Politics,	History,	and	Culture).
Durham,	NC:	Duke	University	Press.

Good	comparative	read.	Varieties	of	positivism	and	alternative	ways	of	seeing
are	explored	by	their	assumptions	and	applications.



Realism
Chakravartty,	A.	(2010)	A	Metaphysics	for	Scientific	Realism:	Knowing	the
Unobservable.	Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press.

A	nice	look	at	how	realism	has	evolved	in	the	social	sciences,	culminating	in	an
argument	for	scientific	realism	underpinning	scientific	knowledge.

Rescher,	N.	(2005)	Reason	and	Reality:	Realism	and	Idealism	in	Pragmatic
Perspective.	Lanham,	MD:	Rowman	&	Littlefield.

This	read	is	actually	a	treatise	arguing	that	rational	inquiry	and	effective
communication	are	best	served	by	realist	approaches.



Relativism
Boghossian,	P.	A.	(2007)	Fear	of	Knowledge:	Against	Relativism	and
Constructivism.	Oxford:	Clarendon	Press.

Relativism	can	be	seen	as	a	threatening	enemy	…	and	the	goal	of	this	book	is	to
take	the	enemy	down.	This	is	a	great	read	if	you	want	to	understand	the
arguments	against	relativism	(and	constructivism)	as	well	as	the	passion
paradigm	wars	can	evoke.

Gellner,	E.	(1987)	Relativism	and	the	Social	Sciences.	Cambridge:	Cambridge
University	Press.

A	nice	set	of	essays	that	explore	the	challenges	of	a	cultural	realist	approach	to
knowing	in	both	the	natural	and	human	sciences.



Social	constructionism
Berger,	P.	L.	and	Luckman,	T.	(1967)	The	Social	Construction	of	Reality:	A
Treatise	in	the	Sociology	of	Knowledge.	New	York:	Anchor.

This	is	a	classic	work	that	challenges	the	proposition	that	there	is	a	single	truth
‘out	there’.	It	argues	that	we	can	only	understand	the	world	by	understating	those
who	seek	to	know	it.	Beyond	this,	these	seekers	of	knowledge	are	also	the
creators	of	it.

Burr,	V.	(2015)	Social	Constructionism,	3rd	Edition.	New	York:	Psychology
Press.

A	good	introduction	–	sympathetic	yet	critical.	I	like	the	use	of	examples	to
explain	and	articulate	key	concepts.



Subjectivism
Letherby,	G.,	Scott,	J.	and	Williams,	M.	(2012)	Objectivity	and	Subjectivity	in
Social	Research.	London:	Sage	Publications.

I	like	the	practical	approach	taken	in	this	book	and	the	resistance	to
dichotomizing	objectivity	and	subjectivity.	A	nice	look	at	how	they	work	in
concert.

Double,	R.	(2006).	Metaethical	Subjectivism.	Aldershot:	Ashgate	Publishing.

This	book	argues	the	strengths	of	subjectivism	–	the	power	of	accepting	that
truth	is	dependent	on	the	attitudes	or	conventions	of	observers.	An	accessible
work.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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The	secret	of	getting	ahead	is	getting	started.

Mark	Twain



Learning	objectives

Getting	started
To	appreciate	the	personal	and	professional	development	associated	with	research

Navigating	the	process
To	understand	the	value	of	becoming	familiar	with	the	requirements	of	your
university/discipline/programme
To	understand	the	importance	of	acquiring	the	right	resources,	equipment,	supervision
and	literature
To	develop	skills	in	workload	management

Staying	on	course
To	develop	strategies	for	finding	balance	and	overcoming	challenges



Getting	Started
You	know	what	would	make	Mark	Twain’s	advice	even	more	valuable?	If	we
knew	the	best	way	to	make	a	start.	Most	students	getting	ready	to	tackle	a
research	project	have	little	idea	of	how	to	make	a	start	or	what	they	need	to	get
them	on	their	way.

Well,	one	thing	is	for	sure,	research	does	not	just	happen.	Researching	is	a
process	that	demands	planning,	forethought,	commitment	and	persistence.	In
fact,	research	is	more	of	a	journey	than	a	task;	and,	like	any	journey,	it	needs	to
be	managed,	navigated	and	negotiated	from	early	conception	to	final	destination.
Now	it	is	not	unusual	for	students	to	question	their	ability	to	successfully
navigate	this	journey.	After	all,	researching	is	a	skill	that	is	only	just	beginning
to	develop,	so	the	thought	of	embarking	on	it	can	be	quite	daunting.	Some	jump
in	without	a	strategic	plan,	while	others	wallow	too	long	in	the	planning	stages.
Some	will	make	a	good	start,	but	get	lost	or	lose	motivation	along	the	way.	As
you	begin	to	contemplate	the	task	ahead,	it’s	worth	keeping	in	mind	that
completing	a	research	project	in	good	time	is	much	more	than	a	test	of	your
intellectual	ability;	it	is	also	a	test	of	your	persistence	and	tenacity.

As	you	travel	on	your	journey,	you	are	likely	to	find	that	your	quest	to	produce
new	knowledge	will	be	a	learning	experience	far	richer	than	you	might	have	ever
expected.	Conducting	a	research	project	allows	you	to:

Capitalize	on	existing	skills	–	you	bring	with	you	a	host	of	skills.	A	research
project	will	allow	you	to	inventory	your	own	skills	and	apply	them	to	the
challenge	of	conducting	a	research	project.
Engage	in	‘problem-based	learning’	–	the	thinking	behind	problem-based
learning	is	that	the	best	starting	point	for	learning	is	working	through	a
problem	that	needs	to	be	solved	in	a	hands-on	fashion.	The	learning	here	is
‘double	loop’.	Not	only	do	you	learn	about	a	problem	you	are	exploring,
but	you	also	learn	how	to	tackle	that	problem,	hopefully	in	a	manner	that
will	allow	you	to	transfer	problem-solving	skills	to	a	variety	of	new
challenges.	The	nature	of	conducting	research	(and	stumbling	a	bit	along
the	way)	embeds	problem-based	learning	into	the	research	process.
Engage	in	‘action	learning’	–	Kolb	(1984)	stressed	the	importance	of	the
creation	of	knowledge	through	‘transformation	of	experience’.	He



suggested	that	experiential	or	action	learning	is	dependent	on	cycles	that
include	(1)	engagement	in	real	experiences	(concrete	experimentation)	that
need	to	be	followed	by	(2)	thoughtful	review	and	consideration	(reflexive
observation)	as	well	as	(3)	broader	theorizing	(abstract	conceptualization)
and	(4)	attempts	to	improve	action	(active	experimentation).	Such	processes
are	embedded	in	various	aspects	of	conducting	research.	To	‘do’	research	is
to	engage	in	cycles	of	action	learning.
Enhance	communication	skills	–	Gathering	credible	data	is	not	a	task	for	the
shy	or	faint-hearted.	It	is	a	process	that	is	highly	dependent	on	your	ability
to	communicate	with	others.	Whether	it	is	the	challenge	of	gaining	access,
conducting	interviews	or	engaging	in	participant	observation	–	boosting
your	communication	skills	is	often	a	side	benefit	of	doing	research.
Develop	research	skills	–	Even	though	I	write	research	methods	texts,	I’ll
still	tell	you	there	is	only	so	much	you	can	learn	from	‘reading’	about	the
conduct	of	research	–	the	real	learning	comes	from	the	‘doing’.	Without	a
doubt,	it	is	reflectively	conducting	research	that	will	teach	you	how	to	do	it.
Produce	new	knowledge	–	You	will	find	out	something.	You	will	hopefully
get	an	answer	to	your	research	question.	You	will	have	produced	new
knowledge	that	will	add	to	a	body	of	knowledge.
Engage	in,	or	facilitate,	evidence-based	decision-making	–	It	is	a	really
good	feeling	to	know	that	common-sense,	practical	decisions	are	being
influenced	by	data	you	generate.	If	well	managed	from	conception	through
to	dissemination,	your	research	project	might	just	have	the	ability	to
influence	change.
Offer	a	pathway	for	gaining	academic	qualifications	or	getting	a	raise	–
Perhaps	these	goals	are	not	as	noble	as	the	learning	objectives	above,	but
let’s	face	it,	this	kind	of	stuff	is	often	important	to	us.



Navigating	the	Process
Research	is	a	process	that	simultaneously	demands	imagination,	creativity,
discipline	and	structure,	and	needs	to	be	navigated	strategically	from	start	to
finish.	So,	right	from	the	start,	it	is	worth	considering	a	number	of	practicalities
related	to	the	process.	In	order	to	hit	the	ground	running	it	is	a	good	idea	to:
familiarize	yourself	with	your	institution/programme’s	resources	and
requirements;	get	appropriately	set	up;	negotiate	the	advisory	process;	and
manage	your	workload	in	ways	that	will	see	you	complete	on	time	and	still
manage	to	maintain	a	life!



Understanding	Your	Programme
In	order	to	move	strategically	through	the	research	process,	you	need	to	become
familiar	with	the	requirements	and	resources	of	your	university.	If	you	do	not,
you	might	just	end	up	wasting	a	lot	of	time	undertaking	and	producing	research
that	falls	outside	set	guidelines	and/or	not	taking	full	advantage	of	the	resources
available	to	you.

Requirements
One	of	the	greatest	frustrations	for	students	and	lecturers	alike	is	when	good
work	does	not	meet	set	requirements.	The	best	way	to	ensure	that	university
protocols	are	met	is	to	find	out	what	they	are	early	on,	and	to	keep	them	in	mind
throughout	the	research	project.	Common	research	requirements	include:

Meeting	deadlines	–	Perhaps	one	of	the	biggest	hurdles	you	will	face,	but
extremely	important	to	manage.	Late	submissions	might	not	be	accepted,	or
may	be	subject	to	penalties.	It	is	well	worth	knowing	your	deadlines	and
familiarizing	yourself	with	policies	for	late	submission	and	extensions
before	you	even	start	the	journey.
Staying	within	word	limits	–	Word	limits	vary	with	level	of	study,	discipline
and	university.	But	whatever	the	limit	is,	it	is	generally	expected	that	it	will
take	close	to	this	to	produce	a	quality	research	paper/thesis.	As	a	lecturer,
seeing	a	very	‘thin’	paper	is	almost	(but	not	quite)	as	disappointing	as
seeing	one	you	will	have	to	get	home	with	a	trolley.	Try	not	to	go	too	far
under	or	over	the	prescribed	word	count.	Some	lecturers/institutions	can	be
quite	strict	with	works	that	fall	outside	set	limits.
Gaining	ethics	approval	–	This	is	essential	for	most	research	that	involves
human	(or	animal)	participants,	and	is	discussed	fully	in	the	next	chapter.
Each	university	will	have	its	own	requirements,	committees	and	deadlines
for	gaining	such	approval.
Progress	reports/seminars	–	For	longer	projects,	universities	often	require
reports	to	be	submitted	by	students,	supervisors	or	both,	on	an	annual	or
biannual	basis.	Students	might	also	be	expected	to	present	in	regularly
scheduled	seminars.
An	examination	process	–	This	too	varies	by	level	of	study	and	university.
Some	research	write-ups	will	be	given	a	grade	or	level,	while	others	are



simply	deemed	satisfactory/unsatisfactory.	For	higher	degrees,	the
examination	process	often	involves	external	examiners	that	the	student	may
or	may	not	have	a	say	in	determining.	It	may	also	involve	an	oral	defence	of
the	work.	It	is	highly	advisable	to	discuss	the	issue	of
examination/examiners	with	your	supervisor	quite	early	in	the	process.
There	can	be	great	benefit	in	knowing	what	to	expect.
Originality	and	avoidance	of	plagiarism	–	Virtually	all	universities	have
clear	policies	on	originality	and	plagiarism.	Familiarizing	yourself	with
what	constitutes	plagiarism	can	help	you	avoid	some	deadly	grey	areas.

Resources
When	it	comes	to	resources,	many	students	do	not	bother	to	ask,	therefore	they
do	not	receive.	Finding	out	what	your	university/programme	offers	research
students	should	be	high	on	the	list	of	initial	priorities.	As	highlighted	in	Box	2.1,
nothing	is	more	frustrating	than	finding	out	about	an	excellent	service	or	facility
just	a	bit	too	late.

Box	2.1:	Damn!	I	Wish	I	Knew	That	Six	Months	Ago



Scenario	1
‘$1,300!	You	got	$1,300	for	your	field	trip?	How	in	the	world	did	you	get	that?’

‘All	research	students	are	entitled	to	$2,500	a	year	to	help	cover	costs;	you	just	have	to	put	in	a
form.’

‘You’re	kidding	me.	How	come	I	wasn’t	told?’



Scenario	2
‘Hey,	how	did	you	get	an	access	number	for	the	photocopier?’

‘Debbie	in	the	main	office.	The	school	provides	them	for	all	research	students.’

‘Aw,	that’s	just	great.	Do	you	know	how	much	I	have	spent	on	photocopying	over	the	past	six
months?!’



Scenario	3
‘So	where	are	you	headed?’

‘Can	you	believe	I	have	to	go	halfway	across	town	to	Nelson	Library	to	pick	up	a	book?	They
don’t	have	it	on	this	campus.’

‘Oh	…	Why	didn’t	you	do	an	inter-campus	loan	on	the	Internet?	They	send	it	right	to	you.’

‘You	are	joking	…	since	when?’

Some	of	the	resources	you	may	want	to	check	on	are:

Accommodation	–	Is	dedicated	or	shared	office	space	available?
Equipment	–	Will	you	have	access	to	telephone,	computer,	printer	and/or
photocopier?
Software	–	What	software	is	supported	by	the	university?	Is	it	willing	to
acquire	any	software	you	might	need?
Funds	–	Is	there	any	money	available	to	help	with	costs	such	as	university
fees,	books,	photocopying,	postage,	consumables	(paper,	ink	cartridges,
recording	media),	travel	costs	(site	visits,	conference	attendance)	and
equipment	(recorder,	transcription	machine,	PC,	laptop,	software,	etc.)?
Library	facilities	–	What	databases	are	available?	Is	there	a	system	of	inter-
library	loans?	Will	you	have	Internet	access?
Workshops	–	Does	the	university	offer	any	methods	workshops	or	writing
circles?
Methods	assistance	–	Is	there	any	assistance	available	for	questionnaire
design,	transcription,	data	entry?	Is	statistics	advice	available?
Writing	assistance	–	Is	there	anyone	who	can	help	you	put	together	a
proposal,	or	structure	a	final	draft?	Is	there	anyone	to	help	with	editing?



Getting	Set	Up
Researching	is	an	activity	that	requires	more	independence	and	autonomy	than
most	types	of	learning	you	are	likely	to	have	attempted,	and	requires	that	you
spend	a	fair	amount	of	time	reading	or	working	at	a	computer.	Getting	set	up
therefore	requires	access	to	a	quiet	place	to	work,	a	good	reliable	computer	and
proficiency	in	the	use	of	that	computer	and	its	software:

The	study/office	–	Having	a	comfortable	place	to	lock	yourself	away	is
essential.	Researching	can	be	an	alienating	activity	and	creating	or	finding	a
space	where	you	can	work	comfortably	is	well	worth	the	effort.
The	computer	–	It	is	not	possible	to	do	research	without	an	up-to-date	word-
processing	program	and	reliable	Internet	access.	You	may	also	need	to	run
statistical	and/or	qualitative	data	management	programs	that	can	be
demanding	on	the	system.	It	is	well	worth	investing	in	a	computer	that	can
meet	not	only	your	current	needs,	but	also	needs	that	might	arise	with	use
as	the	research	process	gets	underway.
Proficiency	–	With	the	computer/Internet	age	well	upon	us,	most	of	you	will
have	pretty	good	skills	when	it	comes	to	basic	word	processing	and	Internet
searching.	Nonetheless,	a	bit	of	upskilling	won’t	go	amiss.	Whether	it	be
managing	large	documents,	working	with	graphics,	advanced	searching	or
just	working	on	your	touch	typing,	there	is	a	lot	to	be	gained	from	feeling
competent	in	these	areas.



Getting	the	Right	Advice
Doing	a	research	project	usually	involves	working	with	the	guidance	and	support
of	a	mentor	or	supervisor.	For	many	this	is	a	new	and	somewhat	daunting
experience.	Now	I	would	like	to	be	able	to	say	that	this	experience	will	be	highly
rewarding	–	and	more	often	than	not	it	is.	But	at	times	it	can	be	tumultuous,
frustrating,	aggravating	and	just	plain	unsatisfactory.	Supervisors	can	be	busy,
dismissive,	muddled	and	sometimes	even	arrogant.	So	it	is	extremely	important
to	negotiate	expectations	right	from	the	outset	and	work	towards	open,	clear	and
comfortable	communication.

If	you	are	new	to	supervisory	relationships,	you	may	not	be	aware	of	just	how
varied	they	can	be.	Some	relationships	are	based	on	student	autonomy	and
independence,	while	others	are	much	more	collaborative	and	dependent.	The
only	way	to	know	where	you	stand	is	to	negotiate	both	student	and	supervisor
expectations.	Keep	in	mind	that	if	you	do	not	do	this	early,	you	may	be	setting
yourself	up	for	a	tremendous	amount	of	frustration	and	angst.	Box	2.2	highlights
some	of	the	expectations	you	may	want	to	openly	negotiate	with	your	supervisor.

Box	2.2:	Negotiating	Expectations

Expectations	that	need	to	be	clarified	in	student–supervisor	relationships	include:



Autonomy
Who	is	responsible	for	orienting	the	student	to	university	resources/requirements?
Who	sets	the	timelines?
How	much	advice/direction	can/will	the	supervisor	provide	on	the	selection	of	topic,
question,	methodological	and	theoretical	frameworks?
Will	the	student	be	expected	to	submit	all	drafts	for	review/comment?
Do	all	new	directions	need	to	be	cleared	with	the	supervisor?
Will	writing/editing	assistance	be	provided	by	the	supervisor?
Who	makes	the	final	decision	on	acceptability?



The	Programme
How	regularly	will	you	meet?
What	is	the	expected	turnaround	time	for	getting	and	responding	to	feedback?
Are	seminar	presentations	required?



The	Nature	of	the	Relationship
Will	the	relationship	be	purely	professional	or	professional/personal?
Will	emotional	support	be	provided?
Is	open	and	frank	discussion	on	progress	expected/welcomed?

Your	supervisor–student	relationship	is	likely	to	be	closer	than	any	other
relationship	previously	experienced	with	an	academic.	One	reason	this	can	be	a
bit	nerve	racking	is	that	it	is	a	relationship	of	very	unequal	power.	On	one	side
you	have	the	professor	and	expert,	while	on	the	other	you	have	the	student	and
novice.	Yes,	the	goal	should	be	mentoring,	growth	and	mutual	respect	and	this	is
usually	the	case.	But,	as	highlighted	in	Box	2.3,	it	is	a	relationship	that	can	easily
leave	students	feeling	patronized	or	even	a	bit	intimidated.

Box	2.3:	The	Power	of	the	Red	Pen	–	Kate’s	Story

When	I	switched	universities,	I	was	assigned	to	a	supervisor	who	had	just	received	her	PhD	and
had	research	interests	similar	to	my	own.	We	met	a	few	times,	and	I	can’t	say	it	went	very	well.
While	her	PhD	was	in	an	area	similar	to	mine,	our	approaches	seemed	worlds	apart,	and	I	got
the	distinct	feeling	that	she	thought	my	approach	was	not	just	different,	but	wrong.	No	one
wants	to	be	‘judged’,	so	it	was	with	much	trepidation	that	I	handed	her	an	early	chapter	of	my
thesis.	I	hated	the	thought	of	her	passing	judgement	as	she	read,	and	dreaded	receiving	her
feedback.

I	got	the	chapter	back	a	few	weeks	later	and	it	was	even	worse	than	I	thought.	The	paper	was
literally	covered	in	red	ink.	Angry,	vile,	‘I	have	power	over	you’,	‘You	are	wrong’	red	ink.	Well
I	went	from	feeling	apprehensive	to	angry.	There	was	no	need	to	exercise	that	type	of	power	trip
on	me.	I	did	not	need	hypercritical	judgement,	what	I	needed	was	support,	guidance,	advice	and
perspective.	In	the	end,	what	I	actually	needed	was	a	new	supervisor.

This	does	not	mean	that	you	and	your	supervisor	need	to	be	on	the	same
‘wavelength’.	A	lot	can	be	learned	from	a	supervisor	whose	style	pushes	your
boundaries	and	helps	you	grow	in	ways	you	might	not	have	even	considered.
The	thesis	acknowledgement	below	sums	this	up	quite	well:

My	thanks	to	Dr	Sherman	who	was	a	great	supervisor	for	the	way	my	mind
works.	And	my	thanks	to	Dr	Hakim	who	was	an	equally	great	supervisor
for	the	way	it	doesn’t.



In	sum,	I	would	recommend	three	strategies	for	facilitating	a	positive
supervisor–student	relationship.	First,	know	what	your	supervisor	expects	of	you
and	what	you	can	expect	from	your	supervisor	right	from	the	start	of	your
relationship.	Second,	be	open	–	do	not	bottle	up	concerns	and	frustration.	Share
them	with	your	supervisor	in	as	non-threatening	a	way	as	possible	as	soon	as
issues	arise.	Third,	if	you	cannot	see	a	way	to	make	the	relationship	work,	talk	to
someone	about	it:	a	course	coordinator,	the	research	office,	an	academic	you
trust.	Not	every	relationship	may	be	destined	for	success,	but	working	towards
this	is	the	goal.	It’s	important	to	remember	that	if	you	can	develop	a	healthy
rapport	with	your	supervisor,	you	will	make	your	journey	that	much	easier.



Using	Literature
One	of	the	biggest	challenges	in	starting	a	research	project	is	feeling
overwhelmed	by	the	task	of	narrowing	into	your	research	topic	and	eventual
question.	My	advice	here	is	to	turn	to	the	literature,	and	turn	to	it	quite	early.
Yes,	talk	to	your	supervisor,	but	also	become	independently	knowledgeable,	and
maybe	even	an	expert,	in	your	topic.

Do	the	background	reading,	do	the	contextual	reading,	do	the	academic	reading.
Understand	the	pressing	issues,	understand	the	political	agendas,	understand	the
gaps	in	knowledge.	If	you	have	your	head	around	all	this,	imagine	how	much
less	daunting	it	will	be	to	engage	in	a	fruitful	conversation	about	the	direction	of
your	research!

So,	for	example,	say	you	were	interested	in	health	promotion;	in	particular,	you
are	interested	in	obesity	in	youth,	but	you	are	having	a	difficult	time	focusing	in
more	than	this.	Read!	Read	the	background	statistics	on	obesity	and	youth	–	in
your	area,	your	state,	your	country,	internationally.	Read	the	media	coverage	–
local	and	beyond.	Read	about	what	the	local/state	health	promotion	units	are
doing.	Read	through	journal	articles	that	cover	past	research	on	youth	obesity.
Gather	it	all	in.	It	is	needed	to	help	you	focus.	It	is	needed	to	help	you	articulate
that	research	question.

Now	there’s	no	shortage	of	literature	available	to	the	budding	researcher.	An
array	of	library	databases	allows	you	to	explore	almost	any	topic.	And,	of
course,	an	amazing	amount	of	research	literature	is	now	accessible	on	the
Internet	using	commonly	available	search	engines.	In	fact,	with	search	engine
Google	now	offering	Google	Scholar	(scholar.google.com),	you	can	search	for
abstracts,	peer-reviewed	articles,	books,	theses	and	technical	reports	across	a
variety	of	disciplines.

Even	if	you	haven’t	done	this	type	of	literature	search	before,	your	day-to-day
Internet	searching	already	has	you	fairly	skilled	up	in	this	area.	And	as	you
become	familiar	with	your	university’s	databases	and	begin	to	think	more	and
more	strategically	about	how	you	can	expand	and	limit	your	searches,
appropriate	literature	will	only	be	a	few	clicks	away.	I	will	leave	it	here	for	now,
but	you	can	turn	to	Chapter	6	for	a	more	step-by-step	guide	to	searching	and
finding	relevant	literature.



Managing	the	Workload
One	word	that	I	stress	in	all	student	research	projects,	regardless	of	level	or
discipline,	is	‘doability’.	Is	it	doable?	Well,	assessing	doability	involves	more
than	just	looking	at	the	quality	of	the	research	design.	It	also	involves	looking	at
the	full	gamut	of	pressures	and	responsibilities	that	you	as	an	individual	need	to
manage.	Realistically	assessing	and	managing	your	workload	is	essential.	If	you
don’t,	time	will	simply	slip	away.

There	are	no	set	rules	for	time	management.	You	might	be	a	night	owl,	an	early
bird,	someone	who	can	multi-task,	someone	who	can	only	tackle	one	task	at	a
time,	someone	who	feels	anxious	without	a	defined	schedule	or	someone	who	is
more	spontaneous.	Recognizing	your	own	approach,	working	with	its	strengths,
and	addressing	its	shortcomings	will	be	important	to	timely	completion.	If	you
can	work	your	own	style	into	a	plan,	it	can	help	you	manage	what	is	likely	to	end
up	a	very	complex	and,	at	times,	seemingly	unending	task.

One	useful	tool	is	a	Gantt	chart.	As	shown	in	Table	2.1,	a	Gantt	chart	can	be
used	to	map	out	a	project	from	start	to	finish.	Now	keep	in	mind	that	researching
is	often	a	fluid	and	flexible	exercise	likely	to	incorporate	the	unexpected,	and



your	chart	will	invariably	need	to	shift	in	order	to	reflect	the	dynamic	nature	of
your	project.	However,	having	a	document	that	can	be	negotiated	and	modified
is	more	likely	to	keep	you	true	to	deadlines	than	not	having	one	at	all.

For	some,	the	discipline	it	takes	to	stick	to	a	Gantt	chart	comes	naturally.	These
amazing	individuals	are	able	to	get	up	at	a	specified	time,	work	diligently	to	a
plan,	and	take	only	minimal	food	and	toilet	breaks.	And	they	manage	to	do	this
five	days	a	week.	For	us	ordinary	humans,	however,	the	procrastination	skills	we
have	developed	over	many	years	of	formal	schooling	are	much	too	sophisticated
to	see	us	succumb	to	that	level	of	discipline.	Instead,	we	wait	for	inspiration.
Which	is	fine	if	inspiration	strikes	with	enough	frequency	and	regularity	–	but
what	if	it	doesn’t?	Well	then,	you	may	have	to	‘trick’	yourself	into	some	sort	of
pseudo-inspirational	state.	Some	things	you	might	want	to	try	are:

Working	on/reading	over	your	research	journal	–	An	invaluable	tool	for	any
researcher	is	a	good	journal	that	can	capture	creative	inspiration	and	help
you	manage	the	process.	Your	journal	might	include	observations,	notes	on
method	and	theory,	lists	of	relevant	contacts,	notes/reminders	to	yourself
and	any	other	ideas,	doodles,	concept	maps,	etc.	that	come	to	mind.	Adding
to	your	journal,	or	simply	reading	it	over,	may	get	the	creative	juices
flowing.
Forcing	yourself	to	get	on	the	computer	–	Engaging	in	some	menial	task
can	be	a	catalyst	for	doing	richer	work.	Try	starting	with	relatively	mindless
editorial	work,	data	cleaning	or	referencing,	and	then	try	to	move	to
whatever	you	are	procrastinating	over.	If	you	don’t	approach	the	computer
at	all,	then	nothing	gets	done.	But	if	you	sit	down	to	a	task,	not	only	is	the
task	accomplished,	but	the	real	work	might	get	going	as	well.
Writing	a	letter	to	a	real	or	fictional	friend	–	If	you	are	feeling	stuck,	try
writing	an	informal	letter	that	tells	‘whoever’	what	you	are	trying	to	do.
Freeing	yourself	from	academic	writing	can	often	help	liberate	ideas.
Go	for	a	walk	–	Sometimes	a	good	head-clearing	walk	can	be	a	trigger	for	a
flood	of	fresh	ideas.	Having	a	small	audio	recorder	handy	(which	if	kept	by
the	bed	can	also	capture	early	morning	inspiration)	can	capture	those
thoughts	you	are	bound	to	forget.



Staying	on	Course

Patience	and	tenacity	are	worth	more	than	twice	their	weight	of	cleverness.

Thomas	Henry	Huxley

I	don’t	think	I’ve	been	involved	in	the	supervision	of	one	student	who	has	not
agonized	over	the	research	journey.	For	most,	their	research	project	is	likely	to
be	the	biggest	academic	project	ever	undertaken.	Knowing	a	field,	being
responsible	for	the	production	of	‘new	knowledge’,	designing	methods,
collecting	and	analysing	data,	and	writing	it	all	up	can	be	an	intimidating
challenge	–	particularly	for	those	whose	roles	and	responsibilities	in	the	real
world	extend	beyond	those	of	student.	But	rest	assured,	feelings	of	frustration,
confusion	and	even	incompetence	are	both	commonplace	and	surmountable.
Being	able	to	find	a	balance	and	deal	with	a	crisis	are	part	and	parcel	of
researching.



Finding	a	Balance
Student,	employee,	parent,	child,	partner	–	no	student	is	a	student	alone.	We	all
have	a	variety	of	roles	to	play.	Yet	sometimes	those	around	us,	ourselves
included,	forget	that	we	need	to	manage	and	balance	all	of	these	simultaneously,
even	if	they	are	sometimes	incompatible.	Balance	is	essential.	No	one	can	reach
or	work	to	their	potential	if	they	are	neglecting	important	areas	of	their	life.

So	how	do	you	find	balance	when	you	know	you	need	to	focus	on	your	studies,
yet	you	are	feeling	pressure	at	work,	and	you	realize	that	you	must	reprioritize
family?	Well,	as	highlighted	in	Box	2.4,	whether	at	work,	home	or	university,
being	honest	and	open	about	your	needs	is	a	good	start.	That,	combined	with	the
ability	to	say	‘no’,	can	go	a	long	way	in	staying	on	top	of	it:

At	work	–	Try	taking	the	time	to	discuss	the	demands	of	study	with	your
managers.	Hopefully,	they	will	be	supportive.	If	not,	at	least	you	know
where	you	stand.	If	your	research	is	work-related,	it	may	be	possible	to
negotiate	time	and	resources	for	your	project,	particularly	if	you	explain	the
significance	and	potential	benefits	of	your	research	to	the	workplace.
At	home	–	Having	the	support	of	family	is	essential,	not	only	for	the
practical	support	that	can	come	from	assistance	with	domestic	duties,	child
care,	etc.,	but	also	for	the	emotional	support	that	can	be	quite	crucial	during
the	process.	Unfortunately,	some	partners	can	be	threatened	by,	or	envious
of,	your	achievements.	Working	through	this	dilemma,	or	again	at	least
knowing	where	you	stand,	can	put	you	in	a	stronger	position	of	power.
At	university	–	I	think	the	best	advice	is	to	be	professional,	but	put	your
concerns	on	the	table	for	legitimization.	Being	open	and	honest	with	your
supervisor	is	crucial	to	your	ability	to	set	realistic	and,	most	importantly,
achievable	goals.

Box	2.4:	No	Time	for	Guilt!	Dakota’s	Story

I	spent	much	of	my	time	doing	my	master’s	degree	thinking	about	what	I	wasn’t	doing.	When	I
was	studying,	I	often	wasted	hours	daydreaming	about	being	with	friends,	family,	going	out.	I
was	quite	good	at	making	myself	miserable	and	unproductive.	When	I	was	with	friends	and
family,	things	weren’t	necessarily	better.	I	spent	a	fair	portion	of	that	time	feeling	guilty	about
the	work	I	knew	was	waiting	for	me.

I	decided	to	start	my	PhD	when	my	youngest	daughter	turned	one,	so	I	knew	I	had	to	get	my	act



together.	I	now	had	two	small	children	at	home,	and	I	could	not	afford	to	waste	time	agonizing
over	what	I	thought	I	should	be	doing.	So	I	made	a	conscious	decision	to	‘give	up	guilt’.	I	put
the	kids	in	high-quality	part-time	day	care,	and	simply	let	it	go.	And	you	know	what?	It	worked.
When	the	kids	were	in	care	I	simply	focused	on	my	work	and	did	not	allow	myself	the	luxury	of
worrying	about	them.	When	I	was	with	the	family,	however,	I	was	really	with	the	family.	I	was
fully	there	and	simply	enjoyed.	In	the	end,	I	finished	my	thesis	on	time.	I	have	come	to	realize
that	there	is	simply	no	productivity	in	angst	and	guilt.



Dealing	with	Challenges
You	know	what?	It	would	actually	be	unrealistic	to	undertake	a	major	research
project	without	expecting	it	to	intersect	with	some	sort	of	challenge	–	our	lives
are	full	of	them.	It	is	easy	to	find	it	becoming	too	much,	to	start	doubting
yourself,	or	doubting	what	you’re	doing.	For	example,	you	may	experience
periods	of	waning	motivation.	It	can	be	difficult	to	stay	motivated	for	an
extended	period	of	time.	What	starts	as	an	exciting	and	interesting	project	can
sometimes	end	up	being	one	you	just	want	to	finish.	Developing	a	supportive
research	culture	can	go	a	long	way	in	keeping	up	motivation.	Whether	it	be	an
attentive/sympathetic	ear	at	home,	interested	work	colleagues,	a	peer	support
network	or	a	relevant	Internet	chat	group,	engaging	with	others	can	help	keep
your	interest	up.	It	might	also	be	worth	reminding	yourself	to	‘enjoy	the	process’
and	that	‘the	finish	line	will	appear’.

Another	common	challenge	is	a	lack	of	confidence.	There	are	a	lot	of	people
who	start	their	‘research’	careers	at	the	end	of	very	successful	‘learning’	careers.
These	are	people	who	are	used	to	competence	and	success.	Well,	research
students	generally	set	their	own	agenda,	work	independently	and	attempt	to	work
to	their	potential;	and	herein	lies	the	problem.	Working	to	your	potential	pushes
at	your	own	personal	limits,	often	in	ways	prior	learning	has	not.	Feeling	like	an
impostor,	thinking	that	it	is	beyond	your	capabilities	and	believing	that	your
work	is	not	good	enough	are,	believe	it	or	not,	fears	widely	shared.	Getting	a
more	objective	sense	of	how	you	are	going	can	help	put	things	in	perspective.	If
you	talk	to	your	supervisor	and	your	peers,	you	will	often	find	that	others	have
more	faith	in	you	than	you	have	in	yourself.	I	often	tell	students	who	are	facing	a
crisis	of	confidence	that	they	are	in	the	midst	of	a	learning	process;	skills	and
confidence	will	grow	with	time.

At	times	you	might	also	feel	lost.	And	this	can	happen	even	within	the
parameters	of	a	shorter	project.	Research	often	starts	with	broad-ranging
exploration	that	can	take	you	down	many	tangents.	The	upside	is	that	this
exploration	will	undeniably	increase	your	learning	and	often	lead	to	new
insights.	The	downside,	however,	is	that	you	risk	feeling	lost.	It	is	pretty	easy	to
be	blown	off	course	and	feel	like	you	have	no	idea	where	you	are	going.	Finding
direction	can	come	from	reflecting	on	what	it	is	that	you	really	want	to	know,
having	open	and	candid	discussions	with	your	supervisor,	and	in	the	end



remembering	that	the	answers	may	not	simply	appear.	You	may	need	to	make
some	hard	decisions	about	the	direction	you	will	take.

Becoming	disorganized	can	also	get	the	better	of	you;	and	it’s	too	easy	to	say,
‘You	need	to	be	organized’.	You	probably	knew	that	before	you	got	that	out-of-
control	feeling.	The	need	for	self-discipline	may	be	obvious,	but	the	ability	to
exercise	it	is	much	harder.	If	physical	disorganization	is	your	downfall,	take	a
week	or	two	off	from	‘doing’	research	and	just	clean	up	your	work	space	and
organize	yourself.	If,	however,	disorganization	is	more	in	your	mind	and	you	feel
as	though	you	cannot	think	straight,	you	can	(1)	try	the	above	–	an	organized
desk	and	office	can	pave	the	way	for	an	organized	mind	–	or	(2)	get	away	from	it
all.	Sometimes	a	good	weekend	away	is	all	you	need	to	refresh	the	mental
batteries.

Finally,	your	research	project	may	intersect	with	some	level	of	personal	crisis.	It
was	John	Lennon	who	said	‘Life	is	what	happens	while	you’re	busy	making
other	plans’.	It	would	be	nice	if	the	world	stopped	while	you	got	on	with	your
research,	but	that	simply	doesn’t	happen.	Whether	it’s	finances,	partners,	parents,
children,	work,	in	fact	any	variety	of	drama,	the	research	process	necessarily
coincides	with	life’s	inevitable	ups	and	downs.	Reach	out	to	your	support
network	and	speak	openly	with	your	supervisor.	My	experience	is	that	people	are
generally	supportive.	Perhaps	most	important	of	all,	don’t	put	too	much	pressure
on	yourself.	Get	support	and	then	make	a	guilt-free	decision	to	press	on,	take	it
slower	or	have	a	hiatus	until	the	crisis	subsides.

What	is	important	is	to	know	that	you’re	not	alone.	As	shown	in	Box	2.5,
knowing	what	to	expect,	knowing	how	others	cope	and	developing	and	using	a
support	system	can	help	you	through	inevitable	rough	patches.

Box	2.5:	Doing	It	with	Ease	and	Grace!

I	think	there	are	several	reasons	why	I	was	able	to	manage	my	research	project	from	start	to
finish	without	too	much	stress.	For	one,	I	was	organized.	I	set	myself	timelines	that	were
realistic	–	including	balance	and	making	sure	that	my	plan	did	not	involve	taking	me	away	for
all	my	other	commitments.	And	I	made	sure	that	my	supervisor	thought	my	plan	was
achievable.	So	not	only	did	I	honestly	assess	my	own	work–life	challenges,	I	also	had	an	expert
honestly	assess	the	research	end	of	things.

Photo	2.1	Meme!	Image	©	2007	Laney	Griner



Another	factor	was	trying	to	remember	that	stress	does	pass.	When	I	did	feel	a	bit	overwhelmed,
I	did	my	best	to	breathe	through	it	and	know	it	would	pass.	I	also	quickly	sought	reassurance
and	support	at	these	times	and	did	not	let	myself	feel	lost	for	too	long.	I’m	not	sure	why	people
don’t	do	that	more	–	a	lot	of	my	peers	seemed	to	wallow	in	their	stress	rather	than	face	it.

So	that’s	my	advice.	Know	where	you	want	to	go,	make	sure	your	supervisor	thinks	your
approach	is	achievable,	be	organized	and	get	support	when	you	need	it.	I	don’t	think	it	is	as	hard
as	some	people	build	it	up	in	their	minds.	It	is	doable.



I	have	a	question!



My	project	is	pretty	small-scale,	it’s	not	a	PhD	or
anything.	Do	all	these	challenges	and	strategies
apply	to	me?
Absolutely.	Here	is	the	thing	about	research.	Regardless	of	whether	it	is	a	PhD,	master’s,	honours	or	a
research	component	within	a	capstone	unit,	most	students	are	navigating	uncharted	waters	and	feeling
a	lot	of	time	pressure.	Your	project	scope	tends	to	be	just	a	little	too	big	for	your	time-frame;	and	it	is
easy	to	feel	out	of	your	depth.	Knowing	what	to	expect	and	having	strategies	to	call	on	can	certainly
facilitate	the	journey,	regardless	of	scope.

Chapter	summary

Research	is	a	process	that	needs	to	be	actively	managed.	Being	strategic	in	your
preliminary	planning,	being	organized	and	prepared,	and	creating	the	mental	space
necessary	for	research	are	important	parts	of	the	process.
In	order	to	produce	research	that	falls	within	university	guidelines,	you	will	need	to
familiarize	yourself	with	your	institution’s	requirements.	This	will	allow	you	to	access	all
resources	and	navigate	a	path	through	the	research	process.
Getting	the	right	advice	can	be	a	challenge.	Working	towards	good	communication	and
clear	expectations	with	your	supervisor	is	essential.	Also	be	ready	to	engage	with
literature	early	on	so	you	can	be	on	top	of	your	topic.
Conducting	research	can	throw	up	some	real	challenges.	Using	Gantt	charts	and	working
with	both	discipline	and	inspiration	can	help	you	manage	workload	and	timelines,	but	it	is
also	important	to	remember	how	important	balance	is	to	well-being.
The	research	process	is	rarely	an	easy	and	straightforward	journey.	It	often	involves
challenges	associated	with	confidence	and	motivation,	and	coincides	with	life’s	ups	and
downs.	Knowing	that	you	are	not	alone	and	that	there	is	support	can	help	get	you	through.



Further	Reading
There	are	quite	a	few	research	project	survival	guides	out	there.	The	following
might	be	worth	a	look.

Cryer,	P.	(2006)	The	Research	Student’s	Guide	to	Success.	Buckingham:	Open
University	Press.

I	find	this	book	quite	practical.	This	first	half	is	like	an	expanded	version	of	this
chapter,	while	the	second	half	is	about	how	to	complete,	disseminate	and
eventually	get	a	job.

Hall,	G.	and	Longman,	J.	(2016)	The	Postgraduate’s	Companion.	London:
Sage.

Some	good	information	here	on	topics	such	as	what	a	research	degree	involves;
selecting	the	right	university;	getting	in;	and	getting	funding.	It	also	takes	you
through	the	thesis	process	and	what	you	can	expect	when	you	complete.	Quite	a
comprehensive	guide.

Phelps,	R.,	Fisher,	K.	and	Ellis,	A.	H.	(2007)	Organizing	and	Managing	Your
Research:	A	Practical	Guide	for	Postgraduates.	London:	Sage.

I	like	this	guide	for	its	focus	on	tips	and	strategies	from	experienced	researchers.
It	also	offers	some	practical	examples	to	help	ground	the	advice.

Rudestam,	K.	E.	and	Newton,	R.	R.	(2014)	Surviving	Your	Dissertation:	A
Comprehensive	Guide	to	Content	and	Process,	4th	Edition.	London:	Sage.

Rather	than	focus	solely	on	process,	this	guide	takes	readers	through	the
research-oriented	steps	in	producing	a	thesis.	While	not	as	comprehensive	as	a
methods	book,	this	book	does	give	terrific	guidance	through	the	methods
process.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

The	importance	of	good	questions
To	understand	why	the	articulation	of	a	research	question	is	so	crucial
To	be	able	to	use	a	research	question	to	define	an	investigation	and	provide	direction

The	preliminaries:	defining	your	topic
To	understand	the	value	of	creativity	and	inspiration	in	defining	a	topic
To	understand	how	literature	can	be	used	to	narrow	into	topic
To	be	mindful	of	the	practicalities	that	can	set	parameters	for	research

From	interesting	topics	to	researchable	questions
To	be	able	to	engage	in	a	process	that	moves	topics	to	researchable	questions
To	understand	the	iterative	nature	of	question	development
To	understand	how	and	when	hypotheses	are	appropriate	for	research

Characteristics	of	good	questions
To	be	able	to	assess	the	efficacy	and	researchability	of	potential	research	questions



The	Importance	of	Good	Questions

The	scientific	mind	does	not	so	much	provide	the	right	answers	as	ask	the
right	questions.

Claude	Lévi-Strauss

You’re	ready.	You	have	got	yourself	set	up	and	have	a	pretty	good	idea	of	what
you	are	in	for.	You	even	have	a	few	research	ideas.	Next	step?	To	develop	and
articulate	a	clear	research	question.

Now	you	may	be	thinking,	‘I	have	a	pretty	good	idea	about	what	I	want	to
research.	Is	working	on	my	actual	question	so	important?’	Well,	the	answer	is	an
unequivocal	‘yes’.	There	are	a	lot	of	students	who	want	to	jump	right	into	their
research	project	without	taking	the	time	to	really	think	through	and	develop	their
research	question.	Some	have	ideas	about	their	topic,	but	they	are	not	clear	on
the	aspects	they	want	to	explore.	Others	will	have	their	ideas	pretty	much
narrowed	down,	but	have	not	clearly	articulated	this	in	a	researchable	question.

I	have	to	say	that	I	am	a	real	stickler	for	good	research	questions.	I	believe	they
are	absolutely	fundamental	to	good	research;	and	your	ability	to	articulate	one	is
essential.	After	all,	how	will	you	know	when	you	have	found	the	answer	to	your
question,	if	you	can’t	say	what	your	question	is?

Remember:	research	is	a	decision-making	journey.	The	process,	in	fact,	demands
that	you	constantly	engage	in	decision-making	that	is	logical,	consistent	and
coherent.	And	what	do	you	think	is	the	benchmark	for	logical,	consistent	and
coherent	decision-making?	It’s	that	the	choices	you	make	take	you	one	step
closer	to	being	able	to	answer	your	research	question	credibly.	So	without	clear
articulation	of	your	question	you	are	really	travelling	blind.

Research	questions	are	essential	because	they:

Define	an	investigation	–	A	well-articulated	research	question	can	provide
both	you	and	your	eventual	readers	with	information	about	your	project.	It
can:	define	the	topic	–	youth	suicide,	environmental	degradation,



secularization,	etc.;	define	the	nature	of	the	research	endeavour	–	to
discover,	explore,	explain,	describe	or	compare;	define	the	questions	you
are	interested	in	–	what,	where,	how,	when,	why;	define	your	constructs	and
variables	–	income,	age,	education,	gender,	self-esteem,	pollution,	etc.;	and
indicate	whether	you	foresee	a	relationship	between	variables	–	impacts,
increases,	decreases,	relationships,	correlations,	causes,	etc.
Set	boundaries	–	Along	your	research	journey	you	are	likely	to	find
yourself	facing	plenty	of	tangents,	detours	and	diversions,	and	a	well-
defined	question	can	help	you	set	boundaries.	When	faced	with	an
interesting	tangent,	ask	yourself:	‘What	does	this	have	to	do	with	my
question?’	I	would	suggest	that	there	are	three	potential	answers:	(1)
actually	very	little	–	I	will	have	to	leave	it	and	maybe	pick	it	up	in	my	next
project;	(2)	actually	it	is	quite	relevant	–	if	you	think	about	it,	it	really	does
relate	to	…	(this	can	be	exciting	and	add	new	dimensions	to	your	work);
and	(3)	well,	nothing	really,	but	I	actually	think	this	is	at	the	heart	of	what	I
want	to	know	–	perhaps	I	need	to	rethink	my	question.
Provide	direction	–	A	well-defined,	well-articulated	research	question	will
act	as	a	blueprint	for	your	project.	It	will	point	you	towards	the	theory	you
need	to	explore;	the	literature	you	need	to	review;	the	data	you	need	to
gather;	and	the	methods	you	need	to	call	on.	In	fact,	I	would	suggest	that	it
is	nearly	impossible	to	define	a	clear	methodology	for	an	ill-defined
research	question.	If	you	do	not	know	what	you	want	to	know,	you	will	not
be	in	a	position	to	know	how	to	find	it	out.
Act	as	a	frame	of	reference	for	assessing	your	work	–	Not	only	does	your
question	provide	continuity	and	set	the	agenda	for	your	entire	study,	but	it
also	acts	as	a	benchmark	for	assessing	decision-making.	The	criteria	for	all
decisions	related	to	your	project	will	be	whether	or	not	choices	lead	you
closer	to	credible	answers	to	your	research	question.

Now	I	don’t	want	to	make	it	sound	like	research	questions	are	reductionist
devices	that	take	all	exploration,	creativity	and	fluidity	out	of	the	research
process.	Not	at	all.	Research	questions	themselves	can	be	designed	so	that	they
are	open	and	exploratory.	As	well,	research	questions	can,	and	often	do,	change,
shift	and	evolve	during	the	early	stages	of	a	project.	This	is	as	it	should	be,	since
your	engagement	in	the	literature	evolves	both	your	knowledge	and	thinking.
Yes,	research	questions	define	an	investigation	and	provide	direction,	but	it	is	up
to	the	researcher	to	define	and	redefine	questions	so	that	they	can	most
appropriately	accomplish	these	tasks.



The	Preliminaries:	Defining	Your	Topic
All	this	talk	about	the	importance	of	research	questions	is	fine,	but	what	if
you’re	not	even	sure	what	interests	to	pursue?	Well,	you	are	not	alone.	Yes,	there
are	plenty	of	students	who	are	quite	clear	about	what	they	want	to	research,	but
there	are	also	a	lot	who	really	struggle	with	the	idea	of	generating	a	research
topic.	In	fact,	many	feel	that	coming	up	with	something	worthy	of	research	is
beyond	them.

So	how	do	you	focus	in	on	a	topic?	Well,	as	highlighted	below	and	in	Box	3.1,
you	work	on	generating	ideas	by	homing	in	on	your	curiosity	and	creativity;
looking	for	inspiration;	and	exploring	your	options	with	an	eye	towards
practicalities.	It	is	the	first	step	in	moving	from	real	challenges	and	opportunities
to	research	questions.



Curiosity	and	Creativity

Discovery	consists	in	seeing	what	everyone	else	has	seen,	and	thinking
what	no	one	else	has	thought.

Albert	Szent-Györgyi

Ideas	for	research	are	generated	any	time	curiosity	or	passion	is	aroused.	Every
day	we	are	surrounded	by	events,	situations	and	interactions	that	make	us
wonder,	stop	and	think,	or	bring	joy,	frustration,	relief	or	anger	bubbling	to	the
surface.	This	is	the	rich	and	fertile	ground	from	which	research	ideas	are	born.
Think	about	what	stirs	you,	what	you	argue	about	with	your	friends,	family	and
peers,	and	what	issues	are	topical	in	the	world,	at	home	or	in	your	workplace.
You	will	soon	find	that	research	topics	abound.	If	you	can	learn	to	catch	yourself
thinking,	‘Gee,	I	wonder	…’,	you	will	have	an	unending	supply	of	ideas.

An	option	worth	trying	here	is	a	concept	map.	Mapping	allows	you	the	freedom
to	think	laterally	as	well	as	linearly.	It	uses	free	association	to	encourage	the
mind	to	jump	from	one	idea	to	another,	thereby	enhancing	creative	processes.
Concept	mapping	can	facilitate	brainstorming,	drawing	out	connections	and
building	themes;	and	can	also	be	a	great	tool	for	overcoming	writer’s	block.
Figure	3.1	shows	a	simple	concept	map	used	to	draw	out	potential	research
topics.

Figure	3.1	Concept	map	of	potential	research	topics





Turning	to	Literature
The	importance	of	reading	for	research	cannot	be	overemphasized.	Never	do	we
know	everything	about	our	topic,	and	rarely	do	we	know	enough.	Getting	abreast
of	the	background,	context,	controversies,	academic	debates	and	political
agendas	surrounding	your	area	of	interest	is	time	well	spent.	It	will	certainly	help
you	identify	research	interests	and	research	needs.	You	may	find	yourself	drawn
to	the	exploration	of	an	important	aspect	of	a	problem	that	has	been	ignored	in
the	literature.	You	may	want	to	question	some	of	the	assumptions	that	underpin
common	understandings.	You	may	decide	to	add	to	a	raging	debate	with	an
innovative	approach.	You	may	want	to	take	up	an	opportunity	to	gather
definitive	data	evidence	for	much	needed	evidence-based	decision-making.	You
may	want	to	take	up	the	challenge	of	answering	further	questions	posed	at	the
end	of	a	research	paper.

In	addition	to	topical	literature,	you	might	also	develop	questions	through	your
engagement	with	theory.	This	happens	when	you	are	reading	‘theory’	and	it
suddenly	resonates.	You	think	‘aha’,	maybe	that	is	why	a	particular	situation	is
the	way	it	is,	or	perhaps	that	is	why	they	do	what	they	do.	A	student	of	mine	had
such	a	moment	when	he	read	a	work	by	Althusser	highlighting	the	role	that
institutions	such	as	the	family,	schools	and	the	Church	have	in	embedding
government	ideology	into	individual	consciousness.	The	student	began	to	view
the	role	of	the	Church	in	a	new	light	and	decided	to	investigate	if	and	how	the
Irish	Catholic	Church	operates	as	an	arm	of	the	government	in	the	socialization
of	its	citizens.

An	early	literature	task	is	the	preliminary	literature	review	(see	Chapter	6).	This
is	an	attempt	to	become	aware	of	scope	of	research	that	has	been	conducted	in
your	area.	By	understanding	what	has	been	researched,	what	has	not	been
researched,	the	methods	employed	and	the	efficacy	of	those	methods/projects,
you	can	begin	to	understand	the	need	for	and	scope	of	potential	projects	in	your
space.	An	early	literature	review	is	an	excellent	way	to	begin	to	narrow	into	your
research.



Looking	for	Inspiration
Another	approach	for	narrowing	in	on	your	topic	(see	Box	3.1)	is	to	be	highly
attuned	to	the	world	around	you.	Inspiration	might	be	drawn	from:

Personal	insights	and	experiences	–	Everyone	has	experience	and	insight
they	can	draw	on.	Take	the	workplace,	for	example.	Just	about	anyone	who
has	ever	had	a	job	will	tell	you	that	workplaces	are	rife	with	problems:	red
tape,	inefficiencies,	ineptitude,	incompetence,	decision-makers	not	in	touch
with	the	coal-face,	corruption,	profit	before	service,	morale	and	motivation.
Your	own	frustrations	are	often	tied	to	the	frustrations	of	many	–	and	if	they
can	also	be	tied	to	the	goals,	aims,	objectives	and	vision	of	the	organization,
community	or	institution	in	which	they	sit,	then	there	is	a	good	chance
those	very	frustrations	will	have	‘research’	potential.
An	observation	–	It	can	be	quite	hard	to	see	what	surrounds	us,	so	viewing
the	world	through	fresh	eyes	can	provide	powerful	research	insights.	This
happened	to	a	student	of	mine	who	was	on	a	train	when	he	suddenly
became	fascinated	by	the	unwritten	rules	of	personal	space.	He	found
himself	intrigued	by	the	rules	that	governed	who	sat	where,	how	close	they
sat,	who	moved	away	from	whom	and	under	what	circumstances.	He
watched	with	fascination	as	people	jockeyed	for	seats	as	the	number	of
carriage	occupants	changed	with	each	stop,	and	decided	that	he	wanted	to
study	the	rules	that	govern	such	behaviour.
Contemporary/timely	issues	–	Sometimes	an	old	topic	can	take	on	fresh	life.
A	topic	might	suddenly	become	an	agenda	at	the	workplace,	or	may	even
become	the	focus	of	global	attention.	The	Western	world’s	interest	in,
fascination	with	and	judgement	of	Islamic	faith	is	a	case	in	point.	‘Angles’
become	easy	to	find	and	questions	such	as	‘How	are	the	media	covering	the
topic?’,	‘What	are	the	policy,	practice	and	rhetoric	of	government?’	and
‘What	impact	is	this	having	on	schoolyard	racism?’	become	quite	easy	to
generate.
Identifying	stakeholder	needs	–	Stakeholder	needs	can	be	extremely	broad
and	can	range	from	the	need	for	an	equitable	health-care	system,	to	a	need
for	remediation	of	blue-green	algae	blooms	in	the	local	catchment,	to	a
need	to	motivate	students	to	stay	in	school.	Identifying	needs	can	come
from	following	media	coverage,	reading	letters	to	the	editor	or	listening	to
stakeholders	at	various	forums	including	town	council	meetings,	workplace



meetings	or	any	other	place	where	stakeholders	may	gather	to	express	their
concerns.

Box	3.1:	Selecting	Issues	Suitable	for	Research

Below	is	a	list	of	research	topics	some	of	my	students	are	working	on	and	how/why	these	issues
were	selected.

The	impact	of	the	accessibility	of	pornography	on	the	sexual	expectation	of	teens	–
Selected	by	a	high	school	counsellor	concerned	over	what	he	sees	as	a	worrying	trend.
The	inclusion	of	climate	change	risk	as	a	factor	in	fire	management	planning	–	Selected
by	a	manager	in	the	New	South	Wales	Rural	Fire	Service	who	recognized	the	need	for
currency	in	planning	processes.
A	large	percentage	of	non-recyclable	materials	in	household	recycle	bins	–	Selected	by	a
frustrated	council	officer	in	charge	of	waste	management	who	was	undertaking	a	higher
degree.
Decision-making	in	a	health	promotion	centre	without	any	evidence	base	–	Selected	by
the	new	centre	director	who	was	unsure	how	to	prioritize	issues.
Violence	towards	nursing	staff	in	emergency	wards	–	Selected	by	a	former	nurse
undertaking	an	occupational	health	and	safety	postgraduate	degree	after	being	forced	into
a	career	change	by	a	patient	attack.
Bastardization	and	ritual	hazing	at	university	–	Selected	by	a	student	who	went	through
such	practices	in	her	first	year	at	university.
Subcontractors	in	the	construction	industry	with	poor	safety	records	–	Selected	by	an
occupational	health	and	safety	student	because	of	current	media	coverage	related	to	the
topic.
Underutilization	of	experiential	learning	in	the	classroom	–	Selected	by	an	education
student	through	the	literature	she	came	across	in	the	course	of	her	degree.
The	motivations	of	individuals	adopting	strategies	to	mitigate	climate	change	–	Selected
by	a	student	fascinated	by	apathy	in	spite	of	individuals’	knowledge	of	a	threat.
Disregard	of	fire	alarms	in	Hong	Kong	high-rises	–	Selected	by	a	fire	safety	officer
undertaking	a	higher	degree,	who	was	in	charge	of	an	investigation	where	seven	people
died	because	they	ignored	an	alarm.



I	have	a	question!



Do	I	have	unlimited	scope	in	choosing	my	research
topic?
In	a	word.	No.	As	limiting	as	it	may	seem,	all	budding	topics	need	to	be	checked	against
practicalities.	No	matter	how	interesting	a	topic	appears,	in	the	end	your	project	must	be	‘doable’.	At
the	stage	of	topic	definition	‘doability’	includes:	(1)	Appropriateness	–	some	ideas	are	simply	not
relevant	to	the	degree	you	are	undertaking.	Even	if	a	topic	has	potential,	it	may	be	at	odds	with	your
academic	programme.	If	this	is	the	case,	it	is	a	signal	to	sit	down	and	really	think	about	your	research,
academic	and	career	goals	…	and	seek	alignment.	(2)	Supervision	–	not	many	students	manage	to
negotiate	a	major	research	project	without	a	great	deal	of	supervisory	support.	Finding	out	whether
appropriate	supervision	for	your	topic	is	available	before	you	lock	yourself	into	a	project	is	well
advised.	(3)	Funding	body/employer	requirements	–	if	a	funding	body	or	employer	has	sponsored	you
to	conduct	research	in	a	particular	area,	you	may	not	be	able	to	shift	topics.	Keep	in	mind,	however,
that	even	within	a	defined	project,	there	can	be	scope	to	concentrate	on	particular	aspects	or	bring	a
fresh	perspective	to	an	issue.	Open	negotiation	and	even	a	‘sales	pitch’	covering	the	relevance	and
possible	benefits	of	your	proposed	research	can	give	you	more	creative	potential.



From	Interesting	Topics	to	Researchable
Questions
Hopefully,	you	now	recognize	the	importance	of	developing	a	clear	research
question	and	have	an	interesting	topic	in	mind.	It’s	time	to	begin	narrowing	in	on
your	question.



Narrowing	in
While	expansive	questions	can	be	the	focus	of	good	research,	ambiguity	can
arise	when	questions	are	broad	and	unwieldy.	Being	bounded	and	precise	makes
the	research	task	easier	to	accomplish.	If	you	are	worried	about	being	too
limited,	keep	in	mind	that	each	question	can	be	likened	to	a	window	that	can	be
used	to	explore	rich	theory	and	depth	in	understanding.	‘Focused’	is	not	a
synonym	for	‘superficial’.	There	are	two	strategies	I	recommend	for	narrowing
in.	The	first	is	to	revisit	your	concept	map,	while	the	second	is	to	work	through
the	four-step	question	generation	process	outlined	below.

Figure	3.2	Mapping	your	questions

The	Concept	Map	Revisited
Just	as	a	concept	map	can	be	used	to	brainstorm	research	topics,	it	can	also	be
used	for	question	clarification.	The	map	in	Figure	3.2	explores	‘Why	young	girls
have	poor	self-image’.	The	student	has	mapped	out	some	major	influences	–
peers,	parents	and	the	media	–	and	has	begun	to	think	about	causes	of	the



‘problem’.	This	leads	to	some	interesting	ideas	that	might	all	be	researchable.
The	student	then	takes	this	further	by	asking	two	things:	(1)	what	aspects	am	I
most	interested	in;	and	(2)	do	I	have	any	insights	that	I	might	be	able	to	add?
From	this,	the	student	has	two	‘aha’	moments,	and	research	questions	begin	to
come	into	focus.	The	first	looks	at	the	role	of	the	media	as	a	whole	and	asks:
‘What	do	young	girls	consider	normal	in	terms	of	body	image?’	The	second
comes	from	an	interesting	reflection	on	the	compliments	parents	give	to
daughters,	and	how	often	they	relate	to	how	‘pretty	they	are’.	The	student	begins
to	wonder	whether	parents	are	subconsciously	teaching	their	daughters	that
worth	is	determined	by	external	beauty.

Four-step	Question	Generation	Process
A	more	linear	process	than	concept	mapping	is	to	work	through	the	following
four	steps:

1.	 Using	only	one-	or	two-word	responses,	write	down	the	answers	to	the
following	questions:
1.	 What	is	your	topic?	For	example,	back	pain,	recycling,	independent

learning,	social	media	bullying	…
2.	 What	is	the	context	for	your	research?	For	example,	a	school,	local

authority,	hospital,	community	…
3.	 What	do	you	want	to	achieve?	For	example,	to	discover,	to	describe,	to

change,	to	explore,	to	explain,	to	develop,	to	understand	…
4.	 What	is	the	nature	of	your	question?	Is	it	a	what,	who,	where,	how,

when	or	why	question?
5.	 Are	there	any	potential	relationships	you	want	to	explore?	For

example,	impacts,	increases,	decreases,	relationships,	correlations,
causes	…

2.	 Starting	with	the	nature	of	the	question	–	who,	what,	where,	how,	when	–
begin	to	piece	together	the	answers	generated	in	step	1	until	you	feel
comfortable	with	the	eventual	question	or	questions.	Suppose	your	problem
was	the	large	percentage	of	non-recyclable	materials	in	household	recycle
bins	(as	discussed	in	Box	3.1).	The	answers	from	step	1	might	lead	to	a
number	of	questions:
1.	 Topic:	recycling.	Context:	domestic/community.	Goal:	to	explore	why

there	is	a	lack	of	efficiency.	Nature	of	your	question:	who	and	why.



Relationship:	correlation	between	demographic	characteristics	and
inefficient	recycling.

Question:	Is	there	a	relationship	between	household	recycling	behaviours	and
demographic	characteristics?

(b) Topic:	recycling.	Context:	domestic/households.	Goal:	to	understand
how	individuals	go	about	the	task	of	recycling.	Nature	of	your	question:
how.	Relationship:	N/A.

Question:	How	do	individuals	engage	in	decision-making	processes	related	to
household	domestic	waste	management?

(c) Topic:	recycling.	Context:	domestic/community.	Goal:	to	describe	the
nature	of	recycling	inefficiencies	so	that	an	effective	community	awareness
campaign	can	be	developed.	Nature	of	your	question:	what.	Relationship:
N/A.

Question:	What	are	the	most	common	non-recyclable	items	found	in	household
recycle	bins?

3 If	you	have	developed	more	than	one	question	(remember:	any	one
problem	can	lead	to	a	multitude	of	research	questions),	decide	on	your	main
question	based	on	interest	and	practicalities	as	well	as	the	advice	of	your
supervisor.
4 Narrow	and	clarify	until	your	question	is	as	concise	and	well-articulated
as	possible.	Remember:	the	first	articulation	of	any	research	question	is
unlikely	to	be	as	clear,	helpful	and	unambiguous	as	the	third,	fourth	or	even
fifth	attempt.

These	two	processes	should	go	a	long	way	in	helping	you	define	a	solid	research
question	–	something	essential	for	setting	you	on	the	right	methodological	path.
But	getting	there	can	be	a	process.	Box	3.2	gives	you	a	few	examples	of	research
question	evolution.

Box	3.2:	The	Evolution	of	a	‘Good’	Research	Question

Initial	Question:	How	should	schools	deal	with	child	abuse?

Problems:	High	ambiguity	–	need	to	define	schools;	need	to	define	child	abuse;	need	to	define
‘abusers’;	need	to	define	‘deal	with’.



After	several	iterations	that	included	consultation	with	literature,	key	stakeholders	and
supervisor	…

Final	Question:	What	is	best	practice	for	UK	elementary	schools	in	managing	allegations
of	physical,	emotional	or	sexual	mistreatment	of	school	children	by	school	staff?

Initial	Question:	Does	mandatory	reporting	decrease	domestic	violence?

Problems:	Ambiguity	–	need	to	define	mandatory	reporting;	need	to	define	domestic	violence;
need	to	define	stakeholders.	Possibly	wrong	question	–	questions	that	start	with	‘Does’	are
yes/no	questions;	not	generally	what	you	want.

After	several	iterations	that	included	consultation	with	literature,	key	stakeholders	and
supervisor	…

Final	Question:	Have	the	Northern	Territory	Domestic	and	Family	Violence	Act
amendments	introducing	mandatory	reporting	of	domestic	violence	decreased	incidents	of
violence,	in	spite	of	statistics	that	show	an	increase	in	reported	events?

Initial	Question:	Should	Facebook	be	open	to	exploration	by	researchers?

Problems:	Ambiguity	–	need	to	define	what	aspects	of	Facebook;	need	to	define	researchers;
need	to	define	exploration.	Possibly	wrong	question	–	another	yes/no	question;	worth
reconsidering	what	you	really	want	to	know	that	sits	under	this	articulation.

After	several	iterations	that	included	consultation	with	literature,	key	stakeholders	and
supervisor	…

Final	Question:	Under	what	circumstances	might	an	analysis	of	Facebook	posts	be
warranted	by	professional	researchers	and	how	can	this	be	managed	in	an	ethical	fashion?



The	Need	to	Redefine
You	now	have	the	perfect	research	question.	You	are	on	track	and	ready	to	set
that	question	in	stone.	Well,	perhaps	not	–	research	questions	can,	and	often	do,
change,	shift	and	evolve	during	the	early	stages	of	a	project;	and	not	only	is	this
fine,	it	is	actually	appropriate	as	your	engagement	in	the	research	process
evolves	both	your	knowledge	and	thinking.	Developing	a	clear	question	is
essential	for	direction	setting,	but	it	is	important	to	remember	that	the	research
journey	is	rarely	linear.	It	is	a	process	that	generates	as	many	questions	as	it
answers,	and	is	bound	to	take	you	in	unexpected	directions.

Consider	the	following.	In	order	to	do	research,	you	need	to:

1.	 Define	your	research	question	so	that	you	can	identify	the	body	of	literature
you	need	to	become	conversant	with	and	eventually	review.

2.	 Read	and	review	a	body	of	literature	so	that	you	are	in	a	position	to	form
appropriate,	researchable	questions.

So	what	comes	first,	the	chicken	or	the	egg?	In	the	case	of	reading	and	question
setting,	one	does	not	necessarily	precede	the	other.	They	should,	in	fact,	be
intertwined.	Research	generally	starts	with	an	idea,	which	might	come	from	any
number	of	sources.	The	idea	should	then	lead	to	reading;	this	reading	should	lead
to	the	development	of	a	potentially	researchable	question;	the	potential	question
should	lead	to	more	specific	reading;	and	the	specific	reading	should	modify	the
question.	As	shown	in	Figure	3.3,	forming	a	question	is	an	iterative	process,	one
that	needs	to	be	informed	by	reading	at	all	stages.

A	similar	situation	can	occur	when	you	begin	to	explore	your	methodology.
Delving	into	‘how’	your	research	might	unfold	can	pique	your	interest	in	aspects
of	your	topic	not	reflected	in	your	currently	defined	question.	Yet	without	that
defined	question,	you	might	not	have	gone	as	far	in	exploring	potential	methods.

In	fact,	as	you	get	going	with	your	research,	you	may	come	across	any	number
of	factors	that	can	lead	you	to:	query	your	aims	and	objectives;	modify	your
question;	add	questions;	or	even	find	new	questions.	The	challenge	is	assessing
whether	these	factors	are	sending	you	off	the	track,	or	whether	they	represent
developments	and	refinements	that	are	positive	for	your	work.	Discussing	the
issues	with	your	supervisor	can	provide	invaluable	support	in	making	such



determinations.

Figure	3.3	Cycles	of	research	question	development



The	Hypothesis	Dilemma
‘Do	I	need	a	“hypothesis”?’	This	must	be	one	of	the	most	common	questions
asked	by	students,	and	there	seem	to	be	two	clearly	defined	paradigmatic	schools
of	thought	driving	the	answers.	Positivists	(see	Chapter	1)	believe	that	the
hypothesis	is	the	cornerstone	of	scientific	method	and	that	it	is	an	absolutely
necessary	component	of	the	research	process.	Post-positivists,	however,	often
view	the	hypothesis	as	a	reductionist	device	designed	to	constrain	social
research.

Unfortunately,	this	tendency	for	dichotomization	offers	little	assistance	to
students	struggling	to	figure	out	if	a	hypothesis	should	drive	their	research.	To
answer	this	question,	students	need	to	know	two	things:	what	a	hypothesis
actually	does;	and	whether	a	hypothesis	is	appropriate	given	their	research
question.

Hypothesis Logical	conjecture	(hunch	or	educated	guess)	about	the	nature	of	relationships
between	two	or	more	variables	expressed	in	the	form	of	a	testable	statement.

A	hypothesis	takes	your	research	question	a	step	further	by	offering	a	clear	and
concise	statement	of	what	you	think	you	will	find	in	relation	to	your	variables,
and	what	you	are	going	to	test.	It	is	a	tentative	proposition	that	is	subject	to
verification	through	subsequent	investigation.	And	it	can	be	very	useful	in	the
right	context.

Suppose	you	are	interested	in	research	on	divorce.	Your	research	question	is:
‘What	factors	contribute	to	a	couple’s	decision	to	divorce?’	Your	hunch	is	that	it
has	a	lot	to	do	with	money	–	financial	problems	lead	to	divorce.	Here	you	have
all	the	factors	needed	for	a	hypothesis:	logical	conjecture	(your	hunch);	variables
(divorce	and	financial	problems);	and	a	relationship	that	can	be	tested	(leads	to).
It	is	therefore	a	perfect	question	for	a	hypothesis	–	maybe	something	like
‘Financial	problems	increase	the	likelihood	of	divorce’.

A	question	like	‘Is	there	a	relationship	between	the	hours	teenagers	spend	on
social	media	and	their	self-esteem?’	is	also	a	fairly	good	candidate	for	hypothesis
development.	Your	hunch	is	that	social	media	engagement	has	an	impact	on	self-
esteem.	What	is	needed,	however,	is	directionality	in	the	relationship.	Do	you
suspect	that	self-esteem	is	positively	or	negatively	correlated	with	social	media



engagement?	Once	that	is	determined	you	have	all	the	factors	needed	for	a
hypothesis:	logical	conjecture	(your	hunch);	variables	(social	media	engagement
and	self-esteem);	and	a	relationship	that	can	be	tested	(self-esteem	increases	or
decreases	in	relation	to	media	engagement).	Your	hypothesis	might	end	up	as
‘Teens	who	spend	a	large	amount	of	free	time	on	social	media	have	high	levels
of	self-esteem’.

Basically,	if	you	have	(1)	a	clearly	defined	research	question,	(2)	variables	to
explore	and	(3)	a	hunch	about	the	relationship	between	those	variables	that	(4)
can	be	tested,	a	hypothesis	is	quite	easy	to	formulate.

Now	not	all	research	questions	will	lend	themselves	to	hypothesis	development.
Take	the	question	‘How	do	high	school	students	engage	in	decision-making
processes	related	to	career/further	study	options?’	Remember:	a	hypothesis	is
designed	to	express	‘relationships	between	variables’.	This	question,	however,
does	not	aim	to	look	at	variables	and	their	relationships.	The	goal	of	this
question	is	to	uncover	and	describe	a	process,	so	a	hypothesis	would	not	be
appropriate.

Generally,	a	hypothesis	will	not	be	appropriate	if:

You	do	not	have	a	hunch	or	educated	guess	about	a	particular	situation	–
For	example,	you	may	want	to	study	alcoholism	in	the	South	Pacific,	but
you	do	not	feel	you	are	in	a	position	to	hypothesize	because	you	are	without
an	appropriate	cultural	context	for	educated	guessing.
You	do	not	have	a	set	of	defined	variables	–	Your	research	may	be
explorative	in	a	bid	to	name	the	contributing	factors	to	a	particular
situation.	In	the	case	of	alcoholism	in	the	Pacific	Islands,	your	research	aim
may	be	to	identify	the	factors	or	variables	involved.
Your	question	centres	on	phenomenological	description	(see	Chapter	8)	–
For	example,	you	may	be	interested	in	the	question,	‘What	is	the	experience
of	drinking	like	for	Pacific	Islanders?’	A	relationship	between	variables
does	not	come	into	play.
Your	question	centres	on	an	ethnographic	study	of	a	cultural	group	(see
Chapter	8)	–	For	example,	you	might	want	to	ask	‘What	is	the	cultural
response	to	a	defined	problem	of	alcoholism	in	a	South	Pacific	village?’	In
this	situation,	force-fitting	a	hypothesis	can	limit	the	potential	for	rich
description.
Your	aim	is	to	engage	in,	and	research,	the	process	of	collaborative	change



(see	Chapter	9)	–	In	‘action	research’,	methodology	is	both	collaborative
and	emergent,	making	predetermined	hypotheses	impractical	to	use.

In	short,	whether	a	hypothesis	is	appropriate	for	your	question	depends	on	the
nature	of	your	inquiry.	If	your	question	boils	down	to	a	‘relationship	between
variables’,	then	a	hypothesis	can	clarify	your	study	to	an	extent	even	beyond	a
well-defined	research	question.	If	your	question,	however,	does	not	explore	such
a	relationship,	then	force-fitting	a	hypothesis	simply	won’t	work.



Characteristics	of	Good	Questions
Once	you	come	up	with	a	research	question,	you	need	to	assess	if	it	is	going	to
be	researchable	at	a	practical	level.	Try	running	through	the	following	checklist
(summarized	in	Box	3.3	and	also	available	online).	If	you	find	yourself	feeling
uncomfortable	with	the	answers,	it	may	indicate	a	need	to	rethink	your	question.

Is	the	Question	Right	for	Me?
Common	wisdom	suggests	that	setting	a	realistic	research	plan	involves
assessing	(1)	your	level	of	commitment	and	(2)	the	hours	you	think	you	will
need	to	dedicate	to	the	task	–	then	double	both.	You	need	to	consider	whether
your	question	has	the	potential	to	hold	your	interest	for	the	duration.	As
discussed	in	Chapter	2,	it	is	very	easy	to	lose	motivation,	and	you	are	likely	to
need	a	genuine	interest	to	stay	on	track.

There	is,	however,	a	flipside.	Questions	that	can	truly	sustain	your	interest	are
usually	the	ones	that	best	bring	out	your	biases	and	subjectivities.	As	discussed
in	Chapter	3,	these	subjectivities	need	to	be	carefully	explored	and	managed	in
ways	that	will	ensure	the	integrity	of	the	research	process.	You	may	want	to	give
careful	consideration	to:

Researching	questions	where	you	know	you	have	an	axe	to	grind.	Deep-
seated	prejudices	do	not	generally	lend	themselves	to	credible	research.
Researching	issues	that	are	too	close	to	home,	such	as	domestic	violence	or
sexual	abuse.	While	researching	such	issues	can	be	healing	and	cathartic,
mixing	personal	and	professional	motivations	in	an	intense	fashion	can	be
potentially	detrimental	to	both	agendas.

Is	the	Question	Right	for	the	Field?
The	role	of	research	is	to	do	one	or	more	of	the	following:	advance	knowledge	in
a	particular	area/field;	improve	professional	practice;	impact	on	policy;	or	aid
individuals.	Research	questions	need	to	be	significant	–	not	only	to	you,	but	to	a
wider	academic	or	professional	audience	as	well.



I	often	ask	my	students	to	imagine	they	are	applying	for	competitive	funds	that
will	cover	the	cost	of	their	research.	Before	they	can	even	begin	to	make
arguments	that	will	convince	a	funding	body	they	are	competent	to	do	the
research	and	that	their	approach	is	likely	to	give	meaningful	and	credible	results,
they	will	need	to	convince	the	body	that	the	topic	itself	is	worth	funding.	They
need	to	be	able	to	articulate:

Why	the	knowledge	is	important.
What	the	societal	significance	is.
How	the	findings	will	lead	to	societal	advances.
What	improvements	to	professional	practice	and/or	policy	may	come	from
their	research.

An	early	task	in	the	research	process	is	to	be	able	to	clearly	articulate	a	rationale
for	your	study	that	outlines	the	significance	of	the	project.	Your	question	needs
to	be	informed	by	the	literature	and	be	seen	as	significant.

Is	the	Question	Well	Articulated?
A	research	question	not	only	indicates	the	theory	and	literature	you	need	to
explore	and	review,	but	also	points	to	the	data	you	will	need	to	gather,	and	the
methods	you	will	need	to	adopt.	This	makes	clear	articulation	of	research
questions	particularly	important.	Terms	need	to	be	unambiguous	and	clearly
defined.

Take	the	question	‘Is	health	care	a	problem	in	the	USA?’	As	a	question	for
general	debate,	it	is	probably	fine.	As	a	research	question,	however,	it	needs	a
fair	bit	of	clarification.	How	are	you	defining	‘health	care’?	What	boundaries	are
you	putting	on	the	term?	How	are	you	defining	‘problem’?	Social,	moral,
economic,	legal	or	all	of	these?	And	who	are	you	speaking	for?	A	problem	for
whom?	The	more	clarity	in	the	question,	the	more	work	the	question	can	do,
making	the	direction	of	the	study	that	much	more	defined.

Another	point	to	consider	is	whether	your	question	rests	on	unfounded
assumptions.	Take	the	question	‘How	can	women	in	Fijian	villages	overthrow
the	patriarchal	structures	that	oppress	them?’	There	are	a	few	assumptions	here
that	need	to	be	checked:

1.	 That	there	are	patriarchal	structures.	This	information	might	exist	and	be



found	in	literature.	Assuming	this	is	true	…
2.	 That	these	patriarchal	structures	are	indeed	oppressive	to	the	women

concerned.
3.	 That	there	is	a	desire	on	the	part	of	Fijian	women	to	change	these

patriarchal	structures.
4.	 That	‘overthrowing’	is	the	only	option	mentioned	for	change.	It	is	a	loaded

term	that	alludes	to	strong	personal	subjectivities.

Is	the	Question	Doable?
Perhaps	the	main	criterion	of	any	good	research	question	is	that	you	will	be	able
to	undertake	the	research	necessary	to	answer	the	question.	Now	that	may	sound
incredibly	obvious,	but	there	are	many	questions	that	cannot	be	answered
through	the	research	process.	Take,	for	example,	the	question	‘Does	a	difficult
labour	impact	on	a	newborn’s	ability	to	love	its	mother?’	Not	researchable.	How
do	you	define	‘love’?	And	even	if	you	could	define	it,	you	would	need	to	find	a
way	to	measure	a	newborn’s	ability	to	love.	And	even	if	you	could	do	that,	you
are	left	with	the	dilemma	of	correlating	that	ability	to	love	to	a	difficult	labour.
Interesting	question,	but	not	researchable.

Other	questions	might	be	researchable	in	theory,	but	not	in	practice.	Student
research	projects	are	often	constrained	by:

a	lack	of	time
a	lack	of	funds
a	lack	of	expertise
a	lack	of	access
a	lack	of	ethical	clearance.

Making	sure	your	question	is	feasible	and	that	it	can	lead	to	a	completed	project
is	worth	doing	early.	Nothing	is	worse	than	realizing	your	project	is	not	doable
after	investing	a	large	amount	of	time	and	energy.

Does	the	Question	Get	the	Tick	of	Approval	from
Those	in	the	Know?
When	it	comes	to	articulating	the	final	question	it	makes	sense	to	ask	the	advice
of	those	who	know	and	do	research.	Most	supervisors	have	a	wealth	of	research



and	supervisory	experience,	and	generally	know	what	questions	are
‘researchable’	and	what	questions	will	leave	you	with	a	massive	headache.	Run
your	question	past	lecturers	in	the	field,	your	supervisor	and	any	‘experts’	you
may	know.

Box	3.3:	The	Good	Question	Checklist



Is	the	question	right	for	me?
Will	the	question	hold	my	interest?
Can	I	manage	any	potential	biases/subjectivities	I	may	have?



Is	the	question	right	for	the	field?
Will	the	findings	be	considered	significant?
Will	it	make	a	contribution	to	knowledge?
Does	it	have	the	ability	to	effect	change?



Is	the	question	well	articulated?
Are	the	terms	well	defined?
Are	there	any	unchecked	assumptions?



Is	the	question	doable?
Can	information	be	collected	in	an	attempt	to	answer	the	question?
Do	I	have	the	skills	and	expertise	necessary	to	access	this	information?	If	not,	can	the
skills	be	developed?
Will	I	be	able	to	get	it	all	done	within	my	time	constraints?
Are	costs	likely	to	exceed	my	budget?
Are	there	any	potential	ethical	problems?



Does	the	question	get	the	tick	of	approval	from
those	in	the	know?

Does	my	supervisor	think	I	am	on	the	right	track?
Do	‘experts’	in	the	field	think	my	question	is	relevant/important/doable?



I	have	a	question!



I	am	having	a	hard	time	getting	down	to	one	single
research	question.	In	fact,	I	have	about	five
questions.	Do	I	really	need	to	narrow	down	to	one?
I	would	certainly	advise	it.	Sub-questions	are	fine	–	but	my	suspicion	is	that	one	of	your	questions	is
the	main	game.	Or	that	a	main	game	question	is	still	unspoken.	Identifying/articulating	this	question
is	quite	important.	It	is	your	way	of	centring	into	your	research.	Your	thinking	will	become	much
clearer	and	more	manageable	once	you	can	confidently	articulate,	in	one	sentence,	what	your	research
attempts	to	discover.

Chapter	summary

Developing	a	well-articulated	research	question	is	essential	because	it	defines	the	project,
sets	boundaries,	gives	direction	and	acts	as	a	frame	of	reference	for	assessing	your	work.
The	ability	to	generate	topics	for	research	can	be	a	real	challenge.	Research	inspiration
can	come	from	any	number	of	areas,	including	literature;	personal	insights	and
experiences;	observations;	contemporary/timely	issues;	and	stakeholder	needs.
Research	directions	are	not	always	at	the	full	discretion	of	the	researcher.	Practicalities
you	need	to	be	mindful	of	include:	appropriateness	of	the	topic;	your	ability	to	get
supervisory	support;	and	funding	opportunities	and	commitments.
Moving	from	topics	to	researchable	question	can	be	daunting.	Using	a	concept	map	or
development	process,	as	well	as	continued	refining,	will	help	you	develop	a	researchable
question	as	well	as	a	strong	hypothesis,	as	appropriate.
Good	research	questions	need	to	be:	right	for	you;	right	for	the	field;	well	articulated;
doable;	and	get	the	tick	of	approval	from	those	in	the	know.



Further	Reading
Most	research	methods	texts	give	some	coverage	to	developing	research
questions.	Books	with	particularly	good	chapters	on	question	development	worth
a	look	are:

Booth,	W.	C.,	Colomb,	G.	C.	and	Williams,	J.	M.	(2008)	The	Craft	of	Research.
Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press.

Bryman,	A.	(2012)	Social	Research	Methods.	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press.

Robson,	C.	(2011)	Real	World	Research.	Oxford:	Blackwell.

There	are,	however,	two	excellent	works	that	are	solely	dedicated	to	the
challenge	of	research	question	development:

Alvesson,	M.	and	Sandberg,	J.	(2013)	Constructing	Research	Questions:	Doing
Interesting	Research.	London:	Sage.

This	book	delves	into	the	power	of	a	well-conceived	research	question,	not	just
to	accept	and	expand	on	current	theory,	but	to	challenge	existing	theories	and
develop	new	ways	of	seeing.

White,	P.	(2009)	Developing	Research	Questions:	A	Guide	for	Social
Scientists.	Basingstoke:	Palgrave	Macmillan.

This	book	takes	students	through	common	questions	such	as:	what	makes	topics
suitable	for	research;	how	you	go	from	topics	to	questions;	and	how	you	refine
to	the	point	of	‘researchability’.	Lots	of	grounded	tips	here.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

Power,	politics,	ethics	and	research	integrity
To	understand	the	ways	in	which	research	is	a	‘political’	endeavour	that	needs	to	be
skilfully	negotiated

Credibility:	integrity	in	the	production	of	knowledge
To	appreciate	the	need	for	credible	research	regardless	of	paradigm
To	become	familiar	with	both	positivist	and	post-positivist	indicators	of	research
credibility

Ethics:	integrity	and	the	‘researched’
To	understand	the	legal,	moral	and	ethical	obligations	inherent	in	the	conduct	of
research
To	become	familiar	with	basic	elements	of	the	ethics	approval	process



Power,	Politics,	Ethics	and	Research	Integrity

All	our	science,	measured	against	reality,	is	primitive	and	childlike	–	and
yet	it	is	the	most	precious	thing	we	have.

Albert	Einstein

Science	is	‘primitive	and	childlike’,	yet	it	is	‘precious’.	What	did	Einstein	mean
by	this,	and	what	implications	does	it	have	for	researchers?	Well,	science	is
primitive	and	childlike	simply	because	the	quest	to	capture	reality	is	a	challenge
we	have	not	fully	met,	and	probably	never	will.	But	it	is	precious	because	it	is	so
central	to	our	ability	to	learn,	to	grow,	to	shift,	to	change	–	to	make	a	difference.
And	this	means	research	needs	to	be	handled	with	the	utmost	care.	At	every
stage,	the	goal	needs	to	be	responsibility	and	integrity.	The	challenge	demands
nothing	less.

Integrity	in	research	plays	out	in	two	broad	arenas	in	which	power	and	politics
both	play	a	role.	The	first	is	in	your	quest	to	produce	knowledge	–	your
responsibility	here	is	to	make	sure	you	have	captured	‘truth’;	reached
conclusions	not	tainted	by	error	and	unrecognized	bias;	and	have	conducted	your
research	with	professional	integrity.	The	second	is	in	working	with	others	–	your
responsibility	here	is	an	ethical	one	that	ensures	that	the	rights	and	well-being	of
those	involved	with	your	study	are	protected	at	all	times.



Understanding	the	Power	Game
Research	as	a	purely	objective	activity	removed	from	all	aspects	of	politics	and
power	is	a	myth	no	longer	accepted	in	the	research	world.	As	early	as	the	turn	of
the	twentieth	century,	Max	Weber	recognized	that	‘the	existence	of	a	scientific
problem	coincides	personally	with	…	specifically	oriented	motives	and	values’
([1904]	1949:	5).	It	is	now	recognized	that	research	and,	therefore,	researchers
are	responsible	for	shaping	the	character	of	knowledge.	The	responsibilities
associated	with	this	knowledge	production	have	led	to	a	growing	recognition	and
acceptance	of	the	need	for	ethical	and	political	awareness	to	be	a	mainstream
consideration	in	research.	Researchers	must	actively	manage	power,	politics	and
ethics.	As	Jacob	Bronowski	(1971:	15)	said,	‘[n]o	science	is	immune	to	the
infection	of	politics	and	the	corruption	of	power’.

I	must	admit	that	when	I	began	‘doing’	research	I	did	not	feel	powerful.	I	was
just	a	student	and	didn’t	see	how	power	might	impact	on	my	ability	to	conduct
credible	research.	But	of	course	I	should	have,	because	I	did	have	power.	It	was
power	derived	from	being	well	educated	and	middle	class,	power	derived	from
being	in	a	position	to	conduct	research,	power	that	comes	from	being	in	a
position	of	control	and	authority.

Now	it	would	be	nice	if	gender,	age,	ethnicity,	religion,	social	class,	etc.	no
longer	caused	or	created	prejudice.	But	they	do.	Attributes	affect	both	how
others	see	you	and	how	you	see	the	world.	And	as	inequitable	as	it	might	be,
certain	traits	are	associated	with	power	and	privilege,	while	others	are	not.	This
fact	is	likely	to	be	self-evident	to	anyone	who	has	been	the	victim	of
discrimination.	But	for	those	whose	attributes	place	them	in	the	dominant
position	(see	Table	4.1),	potential	power	can	go	unrecognized.

The	impact	of	unrecognized	power	can	be	profound.	For	years,	anthropologists
conducted	research	without	this	reflexive	awareness	of	self,	and	for	years	their
findings	were	imprinted	with	the	biases	and	assumptions	of	white,	patriarchal,
Western	society.	Both	the	integrity	of	the	knowledge	produced	and	the	well-
being	of	the	researched	are	dependent	on	the	ethical	negotiation	of	power	and
power	relationships.





Credibility:	Integrity	in	the	Production	of
Knowledge
If	the	goal	of	conducting	research	is	to	produce	new	knowledge,	knowledge	that
others	will	come	to	trust	and	rely	on,	then	the	production	of	this	knowledge
needs	to	be	credible.	It	must	have	the	‘power	to	elicit	belief’.

Credibility The	quality,	capability	or	power	to	elicit	belief.

But	this	is	easier	said	than	done.	Social	science	research	generally	involves
working	with	people	–	and	research	that	involves	people	provides	a	host	of
challenges	to	research	integrity.	In	fact,	people	are	extremely	difficult.	Bacteria,
cells,	DNA,	etc.	generally	behave	in	the	laboratory	–	you	know	what	to	expect,
and	the	little	bacteria	are	not	attempting	to	consciously	or	subconsciously	throw
you.

But	people	are	tough.	They	have	hidden	agendas,	fallible	memories	and	a	need
to	present	themselves	in	certain	ways.	They	can	be	helpful,	defensive	and/or
deferential	–	and	there	will	be	plenty	of	times	when	you	won’t	know	when	they
are	being	what.	And	then	there	is	the	researcher.	Also	a	fallible,	biased	or
subjective	human	entity,	faced	with	the	challenge	of	producing	‘unbiased’,
trustworthy	results.	Now	when	you	combine	a	subjective	researcher	with	an
unpredictable	‘researched’	it	makes	the	production	of	credible	knowledge	no
easy	feat.

Outside	the	research	world	credibility	can	come	from	that	which	is	believable,
plausible,	likely,	probable	or	realistic.	But	within	the	research	world,	credibility
takes	on	a	more	specialized	meaning	and	is	demonstrated	by	a	range	of
indicators	such	as	reliability,	validity,	authenticity,	neutrality	and	auditability.
Such	indicators	point	to	research	that	has	been	approached	as	disciplined
rigorous	inquiry	and	is	therefore	likely	to	be	accepted	as	a	valued	contribution	to
knowledge.



Working	with	Appropriate	Indicators
Knowing	what	indicators	are	relevant	and	appropriate	for	a	particular	research
project	is	not	without	ambiguity.	As	the	assumptions	that	underpin	research
expand	beyond	the	realms	of	positivist	knowing	(see	Chapter	1),	debate	over
how	research	should	be	critically	evaluated	intensifies.	For	traditional
researchers,	indicators	of	good	research	are	premised	around	a	world	that	can	be
quantifiably	measured	through	defined	rules	of	inquiry,	can	be	approached	with
objectivity	and	is,	in	fact,	knowable.	These	assumptions,	however,	have	been
called	into	question	by	those	critiquing	the	positivist	paradigm.	It	is	now
recognized	that	an	alternative	set	of	indicators	is	more	appropriate	for	research
premised	around	a	post-positivist/postmodern	world	–	a	world	that	is	recognized
as	infinitely	complex	and	without	a	defined	‘truth’;	recognizes	and	values
subjectivities;	and	is	unlikely	to	be	captured	by	statistics	alone.

The	difficulty	for	many	researchers	is	that	the	assumptions	that	underpin	their
research	may	not	fit	neatly	into	one	paradigmatic	way	of	knowing.	To
pigeonhole	themselves	and	their	research	into	either	positivist	or	post-positivist
frameworks	limits	their	ability	to	think	and	act	reflexively.	Designing	studies
that	can	cross	the	constructed	boundaries	dividing	these	two	camps	is	difficult
when	researchers	adopt	frameworks	derived	from	within	the	paradigms.

So	in	the	face	of	such	complexity,	how	do	you	begin	to	work	towards	indicators
of	credibility?	Well,	rather	than	use	a	paradigmatic	base,	I	suggest	you	look	at
the	underlying	challenges	that	need	to	be	met	in	order	to	ensure	good	research,
namely:

Have	subjectivities	been	acknowledged	and	managed?
Has	‘true	essence’	been	captured?
Are	methods	approached	with	consistency?
Are	arguments	relevant	and	appropriate?
Can	the	research	be	verified?

These	questions	can	act	as	a	framework	for	evaluating	the	credibility	of	your
own	work	as	well	as	the	work	of	others.	It	is	then	up	to	you	as	a	researcher	to
determine	the	appropriate	indicators	for	each	of	these	questions	through	an
examination	of	your	own	worldview	and	assumptions;	the	aims	and	objectives	of
the	research;	and	the	methodological	approaches	adopted	(see	Table	4.2	on	p.



67).



Managing	Subjectivities
The	question	here	is	not	whether	researchers	are	subjective	entities	(everyone	is),
but	whether	we	recognize	ourselves	as	subjective,	and	whether	we	can	manage
our	personal	biases.

There	is	no	doubt	that	we	make	sense	of	the	world	through	the	rules	we	are
given	to	interpret	it.	But	because	we	are	immersed	in	these	rules	and	surrounded
by	them,	they	can	be	very	hard	to	see.	For	example,	those	born	into	a	religious
faith	do	not	often	remember	when	they	first	heard	about	God;	He	or	She	simply
is.	Our	sense	of	patriotism,	our	understandings	of	family,	our	belief	in	justice	and
equity	–	our	morals	and	most	core	beliefs	–	are	established	within	us	before	we
have	the	ability	to	recognize	or	reflect	on	them	as	constructs.	These	beliefs	are
embedded	within	us.	They	are	a	part	of	how	we	understand	and	make	sense	of
the	world	–	and	how	we	might	research	it.	Working	towards	credible	research
therefore	demands	reflexive	awareness	of	our	worldviews	and	a	conscious	effort
for	us	to	take	them	into	account	as	we	enter	into	the	research	journey.

Now	for	traditional	scientists,	such	as	those	working	in	a	laboratory,	this	means
putting	aside	any	preconceived	notions	and	aiming	for	pure	objectivity.	Strict
methodological	protocols	and	a	‘researched’	that	is	outside	the	self	generally
make	striving	for	this	indicator	a	manageable	task.	For	social	science
researchers,	however,	the	challenge	is	somewhat	more	difficult.	It	is	society
itself	that	is	being	researched,	and	as	products	of	society,	social	science
researchers	need	to	recognize	that	their	own	worldview	makes	them	value-
bound.	If	who	we	are	colours	what	we	see	and	how	we	interpret	it,	then	the	need
to	hear,	see	and	appreciate	multiple	perspectives	or	realities	is	essential	to
rigorous	research.	Feminists,	for	example,	have	long	critiqued	the	social	sciences
for	their	tendency	to	analyse	and	interpret	the	world	from	a	privileged,	white,
male	perspective.

Objectivity	is	never	a	given.	If	you	as	a	researcher	don’t	take	subjectivities	into
account	and	actively	work	towards	the	criteria	of	neutrality,	you	can	readily	fall
into	the	trap	of	judging	the	reality	of	others	in	relation	to	your	own.	In	fact,
researchers	who	do	not	act	to	consciously	manage	their	own	positioning	run	the
risk	of	conducting	‘self-centric’	analysis;	that	is,	being	insensitive	to	issues	of
race,	class	or	gender;	hearing	only	the	dominant	voice;	and	disregarding	the



power	of	language.

Being	Insensitive	to	Issues	of	Race,	Class	or	Gender
Insensitivity	to	issues	of	race,	class,	gender,	etc.	refers	to	the	practice	of	ignoring
these	constructs	as	important	factors	or	variables	in	a	study,	and	can	be	a	by-
product	of	‘self-centric’	analysis.	Researchers	need	to	recognize	and	appreciate
the	reality	of	the	researched,	otherwise	they	run	the	risk	of	ignoring	unique	and
significant	attributes.	For	example,	a	study	of	student	motivation	in	a	multi-
cultural	setting	would	not	be	very	meaningful	without	ethnicity	as	one
significant	variable.	Yes,	career	ambitions,	study	enjoyment,	perceived
relevance,	etc.	can	be	important	predictors	of	motivation,	but	all	of	these	factors
can	be	motivated	by	family	and	culture.	For	example,	in	many	Anglo-Asian
households,	student	success	and	failure	are	seen	as	parental	success	and	failure,
and	this	can	be	a	huge	student	weight	and/or	motivator.

Insensitivity	to	issues	of	race,	class	and	gender	can	also	lead	to	dichotomization,
or	the	tendency	to	put	groups	at	two	separate	ends	of	the	spectrum	without
recognition	of	overlapping	characteristics.	We	do	this	when	we	talk	in	absolute
terms	about	‘men’	and	‘women’	or	‘blacks’	and	‘whites’.	Research	that
dichotomizes	is	often	research	that	has	fallen	prey	to	stereotypes.

Finally,	insensitivity	to	race,	class	and	gender	can	lead	to	double	standards	where
the	same	behaviours,	situations	or	characteristics	are	analysed	using	different
criteria	depending	on	whether	respondents	are	black	or	white,	male	or	female,
rich	or	poor,	etc.	Suppose	you	wanted	to	explore	reasons	for	marital	infidelity.	If
you	were	to	use	different	sets	of	responses	for	males	and	females	in	which	your
preconceived	notions	about	men	being	‘easily	bored’	and	women	being	‘quite
needy’	came	through,	you	would	have	a	double	standard.	Remember	that	in	the
conduct	of	research,	there	is	an	essential	need	to	guard	against	the	assumptions
and	biases	inherent	within	our	society.

Hearing	Only	the	Dominant	Voice
It	is	very	easy	to	listen	to	those	who	are	speaking	the	loudest	or	to	those	who	are
speaking	your	‘language’.	But	when	you	do	this,	you’re	likely	to	end	up	missing
an	important	undercurrent,	a	whole	other	voice.	I	have	struggled	with	this	in	my
own	teaching.	When	I	give	a	workshop,	I	try	very	hard	to	relate	to	my	students	–



to	communicate	with	them	rather	than	lecture	at	them.	I	try	to	engage	in
‘dialogue’	and	get	a	two-way	conversation	going.	And	I	think	I	do	this	fairly
well.	In	every	class	a	core	group	of	students	makes	this	easy	for	me.

But	who	is	in	this	core	group?	Well,	it	can	be	a	mixed	bag,	but	I	can	tell	you	who
isn’t.	It	is	not	generally	the	international	students;	they	tend	to	stay	in	the
background.	Now	there	are	a	number	of	reasons	for	this.	For	one,	many	come
from	an	educational	system	where	they	are	not	invited	to	participate.	Others
struggle	with	English	as	a	second	language.	But	another	factor	could	be	me	and
my	reality.	The	examples	I	use,	the	personal	anecdotes	I	share,	my	‘in	your	face’
American	style,	can	all	conspire	so	that	those	with	demographic	characteristics
similar	to	mine	are	the	ones	who	speak	up	the	most.	So	it	is	the	Asian	and	Indian
students	in	my	class	who	can	go	unheard	(as	they	are	likely	to	do	throughout
their	Western	university	careers).

When	I	am	teaching,	my	challenge	is	to	find	a	way	to	engage	all	of	my	class	and
to	make	sure	I	am	reaching	every	student	–	and	that	they	are	reaching	me.	The
challenge	when	researching	is	similar	(see	Box	4.1).	If	you	do	not	consciously
work	on	strategies	for	appreciating	diversity	and	hearing	the	marginalized,	you
run	the	risk	of	gathering	data	and	reaching	conclusions	that	ignore	those	in
society	who	often	go	unheard.	Attempting	to	empower	traditionally	marginalized
voices	is	essential	in	responsible	research.	Indigenous	peoples,	minorities,
children,	women,	gays	and	lesbians	are	often	not	heard,	yet	their	voices	are
essential	to	any	full	understanding.

Box	4.1:	The	People	in	My	Shire	–	Keith’s	story

I	was	conducting	research	with	a	local	council	and	had	already	interviewed	the	mayor	and	a	few
of	the	local	councillors	about	the	community,	when	I	attended	my	first	council	meeting.	The
meeting	was	a	real	eye-opener.	The	ethnic	background	for	the	region	I	was	studying	was	about
45%	Anglo-Australian,	25%	Asian,	20%	Indian	and	10%	Greek,	with	at	least	seven	different
religions.	Yet,	when	I	walked	into	the	meeting	I	was	asked	to	give	my	‘Christian’	name,	and	the
meeting	started	with	a	prayer	from	the	Protestant	minister.	At	that	stage,	I	took	a	good	look
around	and	realized	that	all	of	the	councillors	looked	to	be	of	Anglo-Australian	descent.	In	fact,
almost	everyone	present	at	the	meeting	was	Anglo-Australian.

I	then	thought	of	all	the	times	the	mayor	and	councillors	had	spoken	of	their	‘community’.	I	was
left	wondering	what	their	‘community’	was.	Was	their	frame	of	reference	the	range	of
constituents	in	their	jurisdiction,	or	was	their	frame	of	reference	individuals	with	the	same
demographic	background	as	themselves	–	in	other	words,	‘community’	as	the	white	Christians
who	came	to	the	council	meetings?	From	that	point	on	I	was	committed	to	ensuring	that	my
research	reflected	the	‘real’	community,	not	just	those	with	the	ability/propensity	to	be	heard.



Disregard	for	the	Power	of	Language
Research	is	coloured	by	our	use	of	language	in	a	number	of	ways.	First,	there	is
the	subtle	yet	formidable	power	of	words	themselves.	The	words	we	use	to	speak
to	respondents	and	they	use	to	speak	to	us	can	be	easily	misunderstood	and
misrepresented.	For	example,	language	that	might	be	‘shocking’	for	one	group
might	be	quite	‘everyday’	for	another.	It	is	worth	remembering	that	analysis	of
words	needs	to	come	from	the	perspective	and	reality	of	the	researched,	not	the
researcher.

Working	with	respondents	with	whom	you	do	not	share	a	common	language
presents	an	added	level	of	difficulty.	There	isn’t	a	single	computer	program	that
can	accurately	translate	one	language	to	another;	and	that	is	because	languages
are	highly	metaphorical,	mythical,	poetic	and	full	of	hidden	meanings,	riddles
and	assumptions.	Accurate	interpretations,	let	alone	the	nuances	of	language	and
speech,	are	often	lost	through	interpreters	or	in	the	process	of	translation.	The
researcher	who	assumes	that	English	can	capture	thoughts	processed	in	a
different	language	with	any	sophistication	risks	reducing	the	richness	and
complexity	of	a	respondent’s	ideas	and	views.	Researchers	working	outside	their
first	language	need	to	find	ways	to	confirm	that	the	accuracy	and	richness	of
their	data	are	not	lost	in	the	process	of	interpretation	and	translation.

Strategies	for	Managing	Subjectivities
Managing	subjectivities	is	more	than	something	you	should	do.	It	is,	in	fact,	a
task	which	is	crucial	to	the	production	of	credible	data	and	trustworthy	results.
Strategies	you	can	adopt	include:

Appreciating	your	own	worldview	–	Your	ability	to	manage	subjectivities	is
dependent	on	being	able	to	recognize	and	articulate	them.	In	fact,	the	first
chapter	of	many	theses	now	includes	a	section	on	researcher	positioning.
Appreciating	alternative	realities	–	Actively	explore	the	personal	and
societal	assumptions	that	underpin	the	understandings	of	the	researcher	and
the	researched,	and	accept	that	these	might	be	quite	distinct.
Suspending	initial	judgements	–	We	live	in	a	society	where	it	is	common	to
judge	what	we	do	not	understand.	Yet	as	researchers,	not	understanding	is
precisely	why	it	is	important	not	to	judge.
Checking	your	interpretation	of	events,	situations	and	phenomena	with



‘insiders’	–	This	is	particularly	relevant	in	cross-cultural	research.	Finding
out	how	someone	from	within	a	cultural	reality	understands	a	situation	can
help	illuminate	your	own	biases.
Getting	the	full	story	–	Those	we	seek	out	and	those	willing	to	participate
are	often	those	with	the	strongest	voices.	Your	research	design	should	seek
representation	from	all	those	you	wish	your	research	to	speak	for	or	about,
including	those	often	silenced.
Seeking	out	and	incorporating	alternative	and	pluralistic	points	of	view	–
Even	when	crystallizing	interpretations,	hold	on	to	the	richness	and
complexity	that	can	come	from	outside	viewpoints.



Capturing	‘Truth’
It	could	be	said	that	research	is	all	about	the	elusive	concept	of	‘truth’	and	our
desire	to	capture	it.	Traditionally,	we	are	talking	here	about	a	knowable	world	in
which	a	singular	truth	can	be	assessed	by	the	indicator	of	validity.	In	other
words,	we	assess	whether	our	findings	are	‘correct’.	Suppose	you	were	exploring
whether	‘gender	identification	causes	girls	to	relate	better	to	their	mothers	than
do	boys’.	Validity	would	rest	on:	(1)	showing	that	how	you	measured	‘relate’
truly	reflected	‘relating’;	(2)	showing	that	you	had	a	sample	size	large	enough
and	representative	enough	to	make	the	claim	about	girls	and	boys	in	general;	(3)
showing	that	it	truly	is	gender	identification	that	is	affecting	the	ability	to	relate,
and	not	any	other	factors	(see	Box	4.4	on	p.	64).

In	a	world	where	we	accept	the	possibility	of	multiple	realities,	however,
authenticity	is	more	likely	to	be	an	appropriate	indicator.	Authenticity	indicates
that	rigour	and	reflexive	practice	have	assured	that	conclusions	are	justified,
credible	and	trustworthy	even	when	truth	is	dependent	on	perspective	(see	Box
4.2).

Box	4.2:	Whose	Reality	Is	It	Anyway?

I	once	took	a	group	of	humanities	students	to	a	local	school	to	look	at	the	layout	of	the	fifth-
grade	classroom.	There	were	42	children	aged	10	sitting	down	in	seven	rows	of	six,	all	facing
forward.	The	teacher	was	standing	in	the	middle	of	the	front	of	the	classroom,	facing	the
children.	I	broke	my	students	up	into	two	groups	and	asked	them	to	find	out	why	the	classroom
was	set	up	in	this	manner.

The	eventual	responses	were	quite	distinct.	The	first	group	attempted	to	answer	the	question
from	the	perspective	of	the	teacher.	They	interviewed	her	and	found	that	this	was	the	best	set-up,
and	that	there	is	no	other	logical	way	the	room	could	be	arranged.	The	children	need	to	face
both	the	teacher	and	the	blackboard.	My	students	also	found	that	this	set-up	minimized	the
propensity	for	the	children	to	distract	or	be	distracted	by	each	other,	and	allowed	them	to	direct
their	focus	on	the	teacher.

Photo	4.1	Classroom	rows



The	analysis	of	the	second	group	was	completely	different.	They	answered	the	question	from	the
perspective	of	critical	literature,	and	claimed	that	the	structure	was	typical	of	how	most
classrooms	are	set	up,	which	is	a	clear	mechanism	of	control.	The	seating	arrangement	exists
because	it	facilitates	a	relationship	of	power	between	teacher	and	student	that	is	all	one-way.
There	is	no	respect	for	what	peers	can	give	to	each	other.	This	structure	alienates	the	children
from	each	other,	making	them	unable	to	act	as	a	collective	and	therefore	rendering	them
powerless.	It	also	limits	learning	because	it	tends	to	facilitate	rote	memorization,	rather	than
hands-on	engagement.

Which	group	was	right?	I	guess	this	is	the	point	–	it	is	not	a	matter	of	right	or	wrong.	It	is	simply
a	matter	of	reality	and	perspective.	You	need	to	be	cognizant	of	the	realities	you	are	presenting
as	well	as	those	you	are	not.

Building	Trust
Your	ability	to	capture	truth,	whether	you	understand	it	as	a	single	valid	truth	or
an	authentic	truth	that	may	sit	alongside	other	interpretations,	will	be	highly
dependent	on	your	ability	to	get	your	respondents	to	talk	to	you	with	openness
and	honesty.	And	while	there	are	no	techniques	that	can	guarantee	candour,
building	trust	is	essential.	It	is	therefore	absolutely	crucial	to	minimize	any	real
or	perceived	power	differential	between	you	and	the	‘researched’.	If	you	can’t	do
this,	the	‘researched’	are	likely	to	feel	alienated,	intimidated	and/or	uninterested
by	the	research	process.



There	are	any	number	of	factors	that	can	influence	your	ability	to	build	rapport
and	trust,	including:

Gender	–	As	drawn	out	in	Box	4.3,	the	rapport	and	trust	you	build,	the	slant
on	stories	you	hear,	and	the	memories	you	draw	out	can	be	very	dependent
on	gender.	For	example,	some	women	might	only	feel	comfortable	talking
about	the	loss	of	a	child	with	another	woman.	Or	imagine	conducting	an
interview	on	promiscuity;	the	answers	you	might	elicit	could	be	highly
dependent	on	your	own	gender.	Now	there	are	no	hard-and-fast	rules	here.
What	is	important	is	to	consciously	think	through	the	issue	of	gender	and
whether	it	is	likely	to	be	a	factor	in	building	trust.
Age	–	Trust	is	often	dependent	on	your	ability	to	relate	to	your	respondents
and	their	ability	to	relate	to	you,	and	age	can	certainly	be	a	factor.	For
example,	there	are	very	few	parents	who	can	ask	their	teenagers	‘What	did
you	do	this	weekend?’	and	get	the	full	story	–	especially	if	the	weekend	was
any	good!	Like	it	or	not,	age	can	be	a	critical	factor	in	credible	data
collection.	And	again	there	are	no	hard-and-fast	rules,	just	a	mandate	that
you	consider	how	age	might	influence	researcher–researched	relationships.
Ethnicity	–	The	ethnic	and	cultural	background	of	the	researcher	can
certainly	influence	the	research	process.	Sad	to	say,	we	still	have	much
inequity,	suspicion	and	mistrust	running	across	ethnic	and	racial	lines.	But
that	is	a	reality	–	and	it	is	a	reality	that	can	affect	your	ability	to	gain	trust.
Suppose	you	wanted	to	research	attitudes	towards	education	in	a	Hispanic
community.	While	a	‘white’	outsider	might	struggle	to	gain	trust,	a	Hispanic
insider	might	have	an	easier	time	opening	up	honest	and	open	lines	of
communication.
Socio-economic	status/education	–	Societal	position	can	also	have	great
bearing	on	the	research	process.	Researchers	often	come	from	a	position	of
privilege,	so	you	need	to	think	about	breaking	down	barriers,	and	convince
the	‘researched’	that	you	are	not	sitting	in	judgement.	Being	aware	of	your
own	socio-economic	status	and	educational	background,	as	well	as	that	of
the	researched,	puts	you	in	a	position	to	manage	any	potential	power-related
issue	that	might	influence	your	study.
Position	of	power	and	privilege	within	a	culture	or	subculture	–	An
imbalance	of	power	can	be	a	common	difficulty	for	researchers	working
within	a	culture	where	they	are	cast	as	a	‘scientist’	or	‘expert’.	Gary	Larson
once	drew	a	cartoon	showing	‘natives’	in	a	hut	frantically	hiding	their
VCRs	and	TVs	while	yelling	out	‘Anthropologists!’.	He	very	insightfully
illustrates	how	deference	to	the	expert	changes	the	researched.	A	major



dilemma	when	understanding	cross-cultural	studies	is	knowing	how	you
can	conduct	‘authentic’	research	when	you	are	immersed	in	a	culture	where
your	position	of	power	and	privilege	finds	those	you	are	researching	acting
in	ways	that	may	not	be	‘natural’.

Box	4.3:	Gender,	Sexuality	and	Roller-Coasters	–	Anne’s	Story

There	was	supposed	to	be	a	group	of	us	going	to	the	amusement	park	from	graduate	school,	but
it	ended	up	just	being	John,	his	male	partner	and	me.	Being	the	‘third	wheel’	to	an	in-love
couple	is	bad	enough,	but	to	be	the	third	wheel	to	a	gay	couple	was	really	strange.	All	the	little
acts	of	chivalry	that	I	never	really	noticed	before	were	suddenly	conspicuous	by	their	absence.
No	one	offered	to	pay	for	anything,	no	one	let	me	go	first,	no	one	tried	to	win	me	anything.	I
even	had	to	ride	the	roller-coaster	by	myself.	Two	men	together	in	the	front	carriage,	me	by
myself	behind	them.	You	couldn’t	help	but	stop	and	reflect	on	that.	In	fact,	until	that	day,	I	had
no	idea	how	much	I	related	to	men	as	a	‘woman’.	I	was	shocked	by	the	realization	that	my
interactions	with	men	were	so	coloured	by	my	sexuality.

I	reflected	on	this	experience	in	relation	to	my	own	research,	and	realized	just	how	important	the
role	of	gender	and	sexuality	might	be,	particularly	when	collecting	data.	I	realized	that	if	I
wanted	to	really	understand	what	I	was	studying,	my	own	practice	as	a	researcher	needed	to	take
into	account	who	I	was.

Listening	Without	Judgement
I	was	once	reminded	how	hard	it	can	be	to	withhold	judgement.	I	often	give
workshops	in	Hong	Kong	and	one	of	my	students	flew	from	there	to	Australia
(where	I	now	work	and	live)	for	a	visit.	Over	lunch,	he	and	his	wife	told	me	that
their	youngest	son,	who	was	10	and	had	gone	to	boarding	school	in	the	UK,	had
been	crying	on	the	phone	every	day	saying	that	he	hated	it,	was	being	picked	on
and	racially	abused,	and	really	wanted	to	go	home.	Now	I	was	raised,	and	still
live,	in	a	cultural	reality	where	I	could	not	even	contemplate	sending	any	10-
year-old	of	mine	that	far	away	from	home.	Yet	in	no	way	do	I	question	that	this
family’s	decision	was	made	out	of	love	and	a	desire	to	give	their	child	the	best.
It’s	just	that	it	is	so	far	from	my	own	reality	and	the	way	I	have	been	socialized.

I	had	to	make	a	conscious	effort	to	suspend	judgement	and	not	snarl	‘What	were
you	thinking,	sending	him	there	in	the	first	place?’	People	can	sniff	out
judgement	from	a	mile	off,	and	if	you	do	not	make	an	effort	to	suspend	or
withhold	it,	you	won’t	stand	a	chance	at	building	trust	and	getting	to	the	heart	of
an	issue.	Be	conscious	of	both	verbal	and	non-verbal	cues	here	–	what	you	say,
how	you	say	it,	your	facial	expressions	and	your	body	language	can	all	work	to
build	trust	or	alienate	the	other.



Now	it	may	seem	as	though	issues	of	trust	are	more	likely	to	be	a	factor	in
research	that	involves	close	interaction	with	the	researched,	for	example,	when
conducting	an	interview.	And	while	this	is	true,	it	is	also	worth	thinking	about
how	trust	can	be	undermined	or	built	in	a	survey.	The	words	you	use,	the
concepts	you	call	on	and	the	assumptions	you	make	can	all	conspire	to	put
respondents	at	ease	or	cause	them	to	feel	alienated.



Approaching	Methods	with	Consistency
Once	you	have	worked	through	issues	related	to	the	management	of
subjectivities	and	the	building	of	trust	to	capture	‘truth’,	the	quest	for	integrity	in
knowledge	production	turns	to	questions	of	method.	It	is	important	to	remember
that,	regardless	of	approach,	researching	is	not	a	haphazard	activity.	Rather,	it	is
an	activity	that	needs	to	be	approached	with	discipline,	rigour	and	a	level	of
standardization.	If	the	goal	is	to	have	your	research	stand	up	to	scrutiny	and	be
taken	as	credible,	it	is	important	that	readers	are	confident	that	your	methods
have	been	implemented	in	ways	that	best	ensure	consistency.

Often	consistency	in	methods	is	referred	to	as	reliability	or	the	extent	to	which	a
measure,	procedure	or	instrument	provides	the	same	result	on	repeated	trials.	A
good	example	here	is	bathroom	scales.	If	you	were	to	jump	on	your	scales	10
times	in	a	row	and	got	the	same	results	each	time,	the	scales	would	be	reliable.
The	scales	could	be	wrong	–	they	might	always	be	10	pounds	heavy	or	10
pounds	light	(personally,	I	prefer	the	light	variety),	but	they	would	be	reliable.	A
more	complicated	example	might	be	trying	to	measure	job	satisfaction	with	a
questionnaire.	The	questionnaire	would	only	be	reliable	if	results	were	not
dependent	on	things	like	who	administered	the	questionnaire,	what	kind	of	day
the	respondent	was	having,	or	whether	or	not	it	was	a	weekend.

The	flipside	of	this	is	that	people	are	complex	and	multi-faceted.	At	any	given
time,	for	any	given	reason,	they	may	only	reveal	part	of	themselves.	Suppose
you	wanted	to	ask	about	stress	–	this	is	something	that	can,	and	often	does,	vary
from	day	to	day.	So	developing	methodological	tools	that	are	‘reliable’	might	not
be	straightforward.	Nevertheless,	the	process	of	data	collection	needs	to	be	more
than	haphazard.	In	fact,	it	should	meet	the	criteria	of	dependability.	Methods
need	to	be	designed	and	developed	in	ways	that	are	consistent,	logical,
systematic,	well	documented	and	designed	to	account	for	research	subjectivities.

Box	4.4:	Validity	and	Reliability	–	Isn’t	That	the	Main	Game?

There	are	many	who	argue	that	validity	and	reliability	are	fundamental	indicators	of	good
research.	Together	they	are	seen	as	what	defines	scientific	proof.	When	we	have	validity	we
know	that	we	are	measuring	what	we	intend	to	measure	and	that	we	have	eliminated	any	other
possible	causal	relationships.	In	other	words,	we	have	hit	the	target.

When	we	have	reliability	we	know	that	results	are	not	just	one-off.	Results	will	be	the	same



under	repeated	trials,	given	that	circumstances	stay	constant.	In	others	words,	we	hit	the	target
over	and	over	again.

When	we	have	both	validity	and	reliability,	well	then	we	have	a	situation	where	we	are
repeatedly	not	only	hitting	the	target	but	hitting	the	bull’s	eye	each	and	every	time	(see	Figure
4.1).

Figure	4.1	Validity	and	reliability

And	this	is	undeniably	a	good	thing.	What	is	tricky,	however,	is	when	you	demand	validity	and
reliability	as	prerequisites	to	credibility	and	scientific	truth.	When	we	do	this,	we	shut	the	door
to	research	into	the	hard-to-pin-down	reaches	of	the	human/social	world.

If	you	accept	the	possibility	of	multiple	realities,	varied	perspectives,	human	variability	and
inconsistency,	then	it	is	essential	to	find	indicators	of	good	research	that	can	work	within	this
complex	and	multi-faceted	reality.	This	is	why	‘post-positivist’	researchers	call	on	authenticity
(defined	in	Table	4.2,	below)	alongside	validity	and	dependability	(also	defined	in	Table	4.2)



alongside	reliability.



Making	Relevant	and	Appropriate	Arguments
Assume	you	are	at	the	point	where	you	have	some	great	data.	You’re	pretty	sure
you	have	been	able	to	manage	your	biases,	got	your	respondents	to	open	up,	and
employed	data	collection	tools	and	analysis	strategies	capable	of	holding	up	to	a
good	level	of	scrutiny.	The	next	step	is	to	put	forward	some	credible	arguments.
Now	this	will	involve	a	few	challenges	we	have	already	discussed:	keeping	a
check	on	subjectivities	and	exploring	multiple	interpretations.	But,	as	discussed
below,	it	will	also	involve	weighing	up	your	findings	in	light	of	your	study’s
limitations,	and	being	confident	that	you	are	speaking	for	an	appropriate	group
of	people.

Being	True	to	Your	Study’s	Limitations
Very	few	researchers	get	to	conduct	their	studies	in	a	way	they	consider	ideal:
there	is	rarely	enough	time	or	money;	the	cooperation	of	others	might	be	less
than	ideal;	and	there	could	be	a	whole	list	of	things	they	would	have	done
differently	with	the	benefit	of	hindsight.	So	what	do	you	do?

Well,	making	appropriate	arguments	is	about	being	able	to	attest	to	the
credibility	of	your	data	and	the	trustworthiness	of	your	results	–	in	spite	of	any
limitations.	Now	it	can	be	tempting	to	downplay	difficulties	and	write	up	your
research	as	though	everything	went	smoothly	in	a	study	that	was	optimally
designed.	But	if	you	are	challenged	here,	your	ethics	and	credibility	can	come
into	question.	As	outlined	in	Box	4.5,	a	much	better	approach	is	to	take	it	in
three	steps.	The	first	step	is	to	honestly	outline	the	study’s	limitations	or
shortcomings.	The	second	step	is	to	outline	the	strategies	that	you	have
employed	to	gather	credible	data	and	generate	trustworthy	results	because	of,	or
in	spite	of,	any	limitations.	The	third	step	follows	from	the	second	and	is	a
‘therefore’	type	of	statement	that	offers	justification	or	rationalization	for	the
data	and	findings	of	your	study.

Box	4.5:	Being	True	to	Your	Study’s	Limitations

The	following	student	excerpt	is	a	good	example	of	the	three-step	approach	to	outlining	your
study’s	limitations:



While	the	original	data	collection	protocol	was	to	survey	a	random	sample	of	the
population,	preliminary	investigation	showed	that	the	extent	of	this	population	is	unknown.
A	directory	of	men	who	have	experienced	domestic	abuse	simply	does	not	exist.	It	also
became	clear	that	many	men	who	had	experienced	this	type	of	abuse	did	not	want	to	be
approached	[Step	1].	It	was	therefore	decided	to	ask	for	volunteers	through	the	use	of
flyers	in	counsellors’	offices,	and	combine	that	with	snowball	sampling	that	asked	the
volunteers	to	pass	on	the	request	to	anyone	else	they	might	know	of	who	has	experienced	a
similar	situation	[Step	2].	While	there	is	no	guarantee	that	the	results	from	this	sample	will
be	representative	of	the	greater	population,	this	study,	through	the	use	of	willing	and	open
volunteers,	does	offer	valuable	insights	to	the	phenomenon,	and	sheds	much	light	on	an
under-explored	area	of	domestic	violence	[Step	3].

Speaking	for	an	Appropriate	Group	of	People
Conclusions	relevant	to	only	a	particular	sample	or	only	within	a	certain	research
setting	can	provide	important	knowledge	for	key	stakeholders,	but	they	do	not
allow	findings	to	be	applied	to	a	broader	population	and	thereby	limit	broader
generation	of	new	knowledge.

Broad	applicability	of	findings	is	therefore	a	goal	of	many	researchers.	There	is	a
desire	to	argue	that	findings	extend	beyond	a	particular	sample	or	setting.	But	to
do	this	researchers	need	to	ensure	they	are	speaking	for	an	appropriate	group	of
people.	Any	sample	used	should	be	representative	of	a	wider	population,	and
large	enough	that	they	can	be	confident	that	their	findings	do	reflect	larger
trends.

Meeting	these	criteria	means	that	your	findings	are	generalizable.	The	key	(as
discussed	in	Chapter	10)	is	ensuring	both	adequate	and	broad	representation.
And	this	is	certainly	possible	in	medium-	to	large-scale	survey	research.	But
what	if	your	research	project	is	centred	on	a	particular	case,	or	is	designed	to
collect	more	in-depth	qualitative	data	that	will	limit	your	sample	size?	Under
these	circumstances,	you	may	not	be	able	to	argue	generalizability.	Yet	broader
applicability	may	still	be	a	goal.	If	this	is	the	case,	your	goal	will	be	the	indicator
of	transferability	or	highlighting	‘lessons	learned’	that	are	likely	to	be	applicable
in	alternative	settings	or	populations.	For	example,	the	results	of	an	in-depth	case
study	in	any	one	school	will	not	be	representative	of	all	schools	–	but	there	will
definitely	be	lessons	learned	that	can	illuminate	relevant	issues	and	provide	rich
learning	within	other	school	contexts.	The	key	here	is	providing	a	detailed
description	of	the	research	setting	and	methods	so	that	applicability	can	be
determined	by	those	reading	the	research	account.



Providing	Accurate	and	Verifiable	Research	Accounts
Conducting	research	is	a	highly	complex	process.	Without	a	doubt,	it	is	hard	to
get	it	right.	So	it	is	the	responsibility	of	the	researcher	to	consciously	minimize
the	possibility	that	results	are	false	or	misleading.	To	that	end,	research
approaches	are	expected	to	be	open	and	accountable.	The	physicist	Richard
Feynman	(1997)	argues	the	need	to	‘report	everything	that	you	think	might	make
it	[your	study]	invalid	–	not	only	what	you	think	is	right	about	it	...	Details	that
could	throw	doubt	on	your	interpretation	must	be	given,	if	you	know	them.’	The
admission	of	shortcomings	and	limitations	is	encouraged	and	research	is
expected	to	be	reproducible.	In	fact,	codes	of	ethics	often	require	researchers	to
keep	their	raw	data	for	a	period	of	5–7	years,	thereby	protecting	themselves	from
accusations	of	fraud	or	misrepresentation.

Even	though	the	price	of	fraudulence	can	be	quite	high	(students	shown	to	be
acting	fraudulently	are	often	forced	to	withdraw	from	their	degree	programmes),
misrepresentation	and	fraud	are	quite	rampant.	Researchers	(and	not	just
students)	have	been	known	to:

blatantly	fabricate	data	or	falsify	results;
omit	cases	or	fiddle	with	numbers	in	order	to	show	‘significance’;
plagiarize	passages	from	articles	or	books	without	crediting	the	original
author(s);
misrepresent	authorship	by	using	a	ghost	writer,	taking	full	credit	for
authorship	when	more	than	one	author	was	involved	or	naming	a	co-author
who	had	no	involvement	with	the	study.

Verifiable	accounts	are	therefore	considered	essential.	As	well	as	allowing	others
to	attempt	to	replicate	or	reproduce	findings,	verifiable	accounts	help	establish	a
study’s	credibility	by	making	them	‘auditable’	(others	can	see	exactly	how
findings	were	generated).	It	is	difficult	to	blatantly	fabricate	data,	falsify	results,
omit	cases,	fiddle	with	numbers,	plagiarize	and	even	misrepresent	authorship,	if
your	methods	are	out	there	for	all	to	see.



Indicators	and	Checklist
A	challenge	for	all	research	students	is	to	become	conversant	with	indicators	of
research	integrity.	Not	only	will	you	need	to	work	towards	such	indicators	in
your	own	research,	but	also	your	ability	to	critically	engage	with	relevant
literature	will	be	enhanced	if	you	can	assess	the	work	of	others	in	relation	to
relevant	indicators.	Table	4.2	provides	a	summary	of	the	key	issues	above	and
offers	a	range	of	associated	‘indicators’	appropriate	to	different	modes	of
research.



I	have	a	question!



Can	qualitative	research	ever	have	the	same
credibility	as	quantitative	research?
Phew	…	tough	question.	And	that’s	because	there	are	a	lot	of	researchers	who	would	say	no!	They
would	argue	that	without	a	large	enough	sample,	you	cannot	have	statistical	significance,	and
therefore	no	generalizability.	And	if	that	is	their	line	of	argument,	they	are	correct.	Qualitative
research	is	not	often	generalizable.	But	is	that	the	goal?	Qualitative	research	argues	that	there	is	value
in	delving	deep	and	in	exploring	the	idiographic.	And	certainly,	qualitative	research,	when	judged
appropriately,	can	meet	rigorous	standards	of	‘post-positivist’	credibility.	Qualitative	research	judged
on	quantitative	criteria,	however,	will	always	fall	short.



Ethics:	Integrity	and	the	‘Researched’
Absolutely	central	to	research	integrity	is	ethics.	With	power	comes
responsibility.	As	a	researcher	you	have	an	explicit	and	fundamental
responsibility	towards	the	‘researched’.	The	dignity	and	well-being	of
respondents,	both	mentally	and	physically,	is	absolutely	crucial.	Understanding
how	this	responsibility	is	best	negotiated	at	legal,	moral	and	ethical	levels	is	a
prerequisite	for	any	potential	researcher.



Legal	Obligations
In	a	nutshell,	researchers	are	not	above	the	law.	Some	might	like	to	be	–	but
clearly	they	are	not.	The	laws	of	society	stand	in	the	world	of	research.	If	it	is
illegal	for	the	general	public,	then	it	is	illegal	for	researchers	and	research
participants.	Now	for	most	researchers,	the	criterion	of	non-engagement	in
illegal	activities	is	not	too	difficult	to	appreciate	or	meet.	Most	recognize	the
logic	here.	But	a	more	common	legal	dilemma	is	faced	by	researchers	who:	(1)
wish	to	study	illegal	activities;	or	(2)	come	across	illegal	activities	in	the	course
of	their	investigations.	For	example,	I	have	had	students	with	interests	in
everything	from	cockfighting,	to	abuse	of	patients	by	hospital	staff,	to	corporal
punishment	in	private	schools.	And	a	dilemma	that	faces	these	student
researchers	is	knowing	whether	they	have	an	obligation	to	report	any	illegal
activities	they	may	come	to	know	of	in	the	course	of	their	study.	For	example,
suppose	you	were	interviewing	parents	about	stress	and	you	discovered	a	case	of
child	abuse.	Do	you	maintain	confidentiality,	or	are	you	obliged	to	report	the
abuse?

Well,	the	law	here	is	quite	ambiguous	and	can	vary	by	both	country	and	case.
You	may	or	may	not	be	obliged	to	report	illegal	activities,	but	in	most	countries
the	courts	can	subpoena	your	data	and	files.	Legal	precedents	suggest	that
researcher	assurances	of	confidentiality	do	not	hold	up	in	court.	As	a	researcher,
you	are	not	afforded	the	same	rights	as	a	lawyer,	doctor	or	priest.

My	advice	is	to	seek	advice.	There	are	two	solid	avenues	here.	The	first	is
through	your	ethics	committee.	Hopefully,	when	you	applied	for	ethics	approval
there	was	some	consideration	given	to	the	possibility	of	such	challenges	coming
up.	The	committee	should	have	offered	strategies	and	protocols	for	dealing	with
such	circumstances	prior	to	giving	approval	…	and	it	is	important	to	follow	such
protocols.	The	second	avenue	is	your	supervisor.	If	you	find	yourself	in	a
situation	that	you	do	not	know	how	to	handle,	do	turn	to	your	supervisor	for
advice.



Moral	Obligations
When	we	talk	about	morals,	we	are	talking	about	rights	and	wrongs,	societal
norms	and	values.	In	research,	this	boils	down	to	responsibility	for	the	dignity
and	welfare	of	both	individuals	and	cultural	groups.	Put	simply,	research	should
not	be	offensive,	degrading,	humiliating	or	dangerous.	In	fact,	it	should	not	be
psychologically	or	physically	damaging	in	any	way.

Some	moral	considerations	in	the	conduct	of	research	include:

Conscientiousness	–	This	refers	to	a	need	to	keep	the	interests	of
respondents	or	participants	at	the	forefront	in	any	decision-making
processes	related	to	the	conduct	of	research.	It	is	important	to	remember
that	researchers	hold	a	certain	position	of	power,	and	being	conscious	of
this	power	is	essential	in	ensuring	the	well-being	of	those	involved	in	your
research	project.
Equity	–	Equitable	research	is	concerned	with	the	practice	of	asking	only
some	segments	of	the	population	to	participate	in	research,	while	other
segments	are	immune	from	such	requests.	For	example,	prisoners,	students,
children	and	minorities	may	have	characteristics	that	make	them	targets	for
research	studies.	It	is	important	that	particular	groups	of	individuals	are	not
treated	as,	or	made	to	feel	like,	‘guinea	pigs’.
Honesty	–	Gone	are	the	days	when	researchers	could	‘dupe’	respondents
and	lie	to	them	about	what	was	going	to	happen,	or	why	a	research	study
was	being	done	in	the	first	place.	There	is	an	expectation	that	researchers
are	open	and	honest	and	that	details	of	the	research	process	are	made
transparent.



Ethical	Obligations
Ethics	tend	to	be	based	on	moral	obligations,	but	put	a	professional	spin	on	what
is	fair,	just,	right	or	wrong.	Ethics	refer	to	principles	or	rules	of	behaviour	that
act	to	dictate	what	is	actually	acceptable	or	allowed	within	a	profession.	Ethical
guidelines	for	the	conduct	of	research	will	vary	by	professional	code,	discipline
area	and	institution,	but	generally	cover	the	following	areas:

Ensuring	respondents	have	given	informed	consent	–	Participants	can	only
give	‘informed	consent’	to	be	involved	in	a	research	study	if	they	have	full
understanding	of	their	requested	involvement,	including	time	commitment,
type	of	activity,	topics	that	will	be	covered,	and	all	physical	and	emotional
risks	potentially	involved.	Informed	consent	implies	that	participants	are:
competent	–	they	have	reasonable	intellectual	capacity	and	psychological
maturity;	autonomous	–	they	are	making	self-directed	and	self-determined
choices;	involved	voluntarily	–	they	are	not	unaware,	forced,	pressured	or
duped;	aware	of	the	right	to	discontinue	–	they	are	under	no	obligation	(or
pressure)	to	continue	involvement;	not	deceived	–	the	nature	of	the	study,
any	affiliations	or	professional	standing,	and	the	intended	use	of	the	study
should	be	honest	and	open;	not	coerced	–	positions	of	power	should	not	be
used	to	get	individuals	to	participate;	not	induced	–	while	it	may	be
acceptable	to	compensate	individuals	for	their	time	and	effort,	an
inducement	should	not	compromise	a	potential	participant’s	judgement.
Ensuring	no	harm	comes	to	respondents	–	This	includes	emotional	or
psychological	harm	as	well	as	physical	harm.	Now	physical	harm	is
relatively	easy	to	recognize,	but	risks	of	psychological	harm	can	be	hard	to
identify	and	difficult	to	predict.	Whether	it	be	resentment,	anxiety,
embarrassment	or	reliving	unpleasant	memories,	psychological	‘harm’	can
be	unplanned	and	unintentional,	yet	commonplace.	Keep	in	mind	that	as
well	as	being	ethically	and	morally	unacceptable,	risks	of	harm	can	give
rise	to	legal	issues.	We	are	talking	about	lawsuits	here.	So	even	if	your
conscience	or	your	professional	ethics	can	justify	your	decisions,	the
potential	for	legal	action	may	be	enough	to	make	you	reassess	your
approach.
Ensuring	confidentiality	and,	if	appropriate,	anonymity	–	Confidentiality
involves	protecting	the	identity	of	those	providing	research	data;	all
identifying	data	remains	solely	with	the	researcher.	Keep	in	mind	that



pseudonyms	may	not	be	enough	to	hide	identity.	If	others	can	figure	out
who	you	are	speaking	about,	or	who	is	doing	the	speaking,	you	need	to
further	mask	identity	or	seek	approval	for	disclosure.	Anonymity	goes	a
step	beyond	confidentiality	and	refers	to	protection	against	identification
even	from	the	researcher.	Information,	data	and	responses	collected
anonymously	should	not	be	identifiable	with	any	particular	respondent.	A
good	example	of	this	is	‘anonymous’	class	evaluations	where	students
should	feel	confident	that	there	is	no	chance	of	damning	feedback	coming
back	to	bite	them.	As	well	as	masking	identity,	protection	of	confidentiality
and	anonymity	should	involve:	secure	storage	of	raw	data;	restricting	access
to	the	data;	the	need	for	permission	for	subsequent	use	of	the	data;	and
eventual	destruction	of	raw	data.

While	such	guidelines	may	seem	straightforward,	there’s	likely	to	be	a	trade-off
between	following	such	guidelines	and	the	data	you	want	to	collect.	Ethics,
however,	must	always	take	precedence.	Dilemmas	do	arise	(see	Box	4.6),	so	it	is
good	to	be	prepared	even	if	this	means	your	design	needs	to	go	through	a
process	of	modification.	Luckily,	ethics	committees	have	approval	processes	that
can	help	you	identify	and	work	within	the	boundaries	that	define	the	conduct	of
ethical	research.

Box	4.6:	Ethical	Dilemmas	in	Real-World	Research

So	what	types	of	ethical	dilemmas	are	you	likely	to	face	when	doing	research?	Well,	protocols
in	almost	all	universities	make	sure	you	have	informed	consent	and	that	participants	know	what
your	research	is	about	and	what	their	involvement	will	entail.	And	thankfully,	ethics	protocols
have	immensely	reduced	the	risk	of	physical	harm.	But	in	my	experience,	ethical	pitfalls	you
might	still	face	include:

1.	 Being	insensitive	to	marginalized	groups/respondents

When	working	with	ethnic	groups,	for	example,	there	is	a	need	for	cultural	knowledge
that	gives	you	cultural	sensitivity.	And	this	cannot	be	assumed.	Working	in	both	Australia
and	New	Zealand,	I	have	seen	researchers	absolutely	shocked	that	they	have	somehow
offended	Aboriginal	and/or	Maori	respondents.

2.	 Not	ensuring	confidentiality

We	promise	that	responses	will	be	confidential,	but	when	reporting	on	key	informant
interviews,	for	example,	we	give	away	a	person’s	workplace,	department	and	position,
such	that	tracing	this	individual	becomes	an	easy	feat.

3.	 Putting	respondents	in	tense/conflict	situations

I	have	seen	this	happen	in	many	an	ill-fated	focus	group.	Tensions	rise	and	if	conflict	is



not	well	managed,	it	can	get	ugly.	Even	worse,	if	focus	group	members	are	from	the	same
workplace,	family	or	school,	tension	from	the	research	process	can	spill	into	other	parts
of	their	lives.	The	advice	here	is	never	to	do	your	first	focus	group	(particularly	on	a
subject	likely	to	raise	debate)	on	your	own.	Also	avoid	focus	groups	that	centre	on
problems.	Focus	groups	that	focus	on	solutions	are	easier	to	manage.

4.	 Asking	insensitive	and	potentially	threatening	questions

It	can	be	hard	to	know	what	people	are	sensitive	about.	We	know	to	be	cautious	when	it
comes	to	researching	sexual	assault,	domestic	violence	or	experiences	of	war.	But	I	have
seen	hurt	arise	when	people	are	asked	about	Facebook,	dieting	habits	and	procrastination.
And	this	is	where	I	really	appreciate	the	scrutiny	of	an	ethics	committee.	It	means
responsibility	for	unanticipated	harm	is	not	all	mine.

5.	 Putting	yourself	in	a	situation	where	you	(feel	you)	need	to	break	confidences

Child	abuse,	dangerous	work	practices,	fraud,	theft:	you	may	come	across	knowledge	of
any	of	this.	Do	you	say	‘stuff	the	research	process’	and	report	it?	Well,	I	certainly	hope	so
in	the	case	of	child	abuse.	But	what	about	petty	theft?	What	about	embezzled	funds?
What	about	serious	breaches	of	occupational	health	and	safety?	What	about	minor
breaches	of	occupational	health	and	safety?	Massive	dilemma.	But	one	you	need	not	take
on	alone.	Talk	to	your	supervisor	–	refer	it	on	to	the	ethics	committee.	Do	not	shoulder
this	burden	by	yourself.



Ethics	Approval	Processes
Commitment	to	the	conduct	of	ethical	research	is	simply	not	enough.	Most
universities	and	large	bureaucratic	institutions,	such	as	hospitals	or	some
government	departments,	require	you	to	obtain	official	approval	that	will	involve
the	development	of	an	ethics	proposal	(see	Chapter	5),	including	consent	forms
and	information	statements	in	order	to	undertake	a	study	(see	Box	4.8,	below).
This	will	require	you	to	carefully	examine	all	aspects	of	your	study	for	ethical
implications	and	work	through	all	the	logistics.

Now	there	are	quite	a	few	researchers	who	believe	that	getting	ethics	approval	is
simply	a	bureaucratic	hurdle-jumping	process	designed	to	take	up	limited	and
precious	time.	But	there	are	actually	some	good	reasons	to	take	the	process
seriously.	An	ethics	committee	is	there	to:	ensure	integrity	in	knowledge
production;	promote	responsibility	towards	participants;	and	protect	both	the
researcher	and	the	granting	institution	from	any	potential	legal	ramifications	that
might	arise	from	unethical	research.

Most	universities	will	have	their	own	ethics	protocols,	but	there	is	a	move	for
greater	standardization.	The	Economic	and	Social	Research	Council	in	the	UK,
for	example,	has	developed	the	ESRC	Framework	for	Research	Ethics,	a	51-
page	guide	that	sets	out	requirements	for	ethics	approval	for	ESRC-funded
research	(see	Box	4.7).	It	is	often	adopted	by	other	UK	funders	as	well.	Australia
has	gone	a	step	further	with	the	development	of	a	National	Ethics	Approval
Form	(NEAF)	designed	to	assist	researchers	to	complete	standardized	proposals
for	submission	to	various	research	committees	(now	adopted	by	most	Australian
universities).	The	goal	is	to	increase	the	consistency,	efficiency	and	quality	of
the	review	processes.

Box	4.7:	Standardizing	Ethics	Applications

The	UK	Economic	and	Social	Research	Council	(www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance-for-
applicants/research-ethics/useful-resources/)	ethics	requirement	guide	includes	a	flow-chart
(Figure	4.2)	to	help	researchers	work	through	the	key	decisions-making	points	in	the	approvals
process.

Australia’s	National	Ethics	Application	Form	(developed	by	the	National	Health	and	Medical
Research	Council)	–	see	www.neaf.gov.au/default.aspx	–	is	quite	detailed	and	often	seen	as
onerous	by	student	researchers.	Good	advice	is	to	see	the	NEAF	as	more	than	an	ethics
application.	Frame	it	up	as	an	exceptional	tool	that	forces	you	to	take	your	project	from	vague

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance-for-applicants/research-ethics/useful-resources/
http://www.neaf.gov.au/default.aspx


ideas	to	a	tangible	research	process.	Figure	4.3	outlines	the	NEAF	application.

Figure	4.2	ESRC	ethics	flowchart

Figure	4.3	NEAF	reference	map



Box	4.8:	Ethics	Application	Addendums	–	Participant	Information	Statements	and	Consent
Forms

Two	commonly	required	documents	that	are	addendums	to	almost	all	ethics	applications	are
participant	information	statements	and	consent	forms.	Most	ethics	committees	will	have	clear
requirements,	examples	and/or	templates	on	their	websites	and	you	are	well	advised	to	refer	to



these.	There	are,	however,	key	elements	in	these	documents	as	outlined	below.



Participant	Information	Statement
1.	 A	brief	description	of	the	aims	and	objectives	of	the	study	in	lay	terms,	including	what

you	expect	to	achieve
2.	 Information	on	who	is	conducting	the	study,	including	person	or	team,	institution,	degree

undertaken	and	supervisor
3.	 What	the	study	involves	–	interview,	focus	groups,	video	recording,	etc.	Also	include

locations,	topics	that	will	be	covered,	time	required	of	participants	and	risks
4.	 Right	of	the	participant	to	withdraw	at	any	time
5.	 Assurances	of	confidentiality
6.	 Benefits	to	participants
7.	 Contact	details	for	further	information	and	to	discuss	any	concerns.



Consent	Form
1.	 Title	of	the	project
2.	 A	permission	statement,	such	as	‘I,	…,	give	consent	to	my	participation	in	the	research

project.’
3.	 Details	of	what	participants	are	consenting	to:	‘In	giving	my	consent	I	acknowledge	that:

The	procedures	required	for	the	project	and	the	time	involved	have	been	explained	to	me.
I	have	read	the	Participant	Information	Statement	and	have	been	given	the	opportunity	to
discuss	the	information	and	my	involvement	in	the	project	with	the	researcher/s.
I	understand	that	being	in	this	study	is	completely	voluntary	–	I	am	not	under	any
obligation	to	consent.
I	understand	that	my	involvement	is	strictly	confidential.	I	understand	that	any	research
data	gathered	from	the	results	of	the	study	may	be	published;	however,	no	information
about	me	will	be	used	in	any	way	that	is	identifiable.
I	understand	that	I	can	withdraw	from	the	study	at	any	time,	without	affecting	my
relationship	with	the	researcher(s)	or	the	University	of	X.’

(See	the	companion	website	 	for	more	examples	and	templates.)

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


I	have	a	question!



I	need	to	get	started,	and	my	ethics	approval	is
delayed!	How	bad	can	it	be	to	start	my	data
collection	before	final	approval?
It	is	absolutely	fine	if	nothing	goes	wrong,	but	disastrous	if	it	does.	And	when	I	say	disastrous,	I	mean
disastrous.	By	going	rogue	you	can:	(1)	put	participants	at	risk	–	for	example,	you	may	trigger	an
emotional	response	you	are	not	ready	for;	(2)	put	yourself	at	risk	–	if	someone	were	to	complain
about	your	conduct	and	your	lack	of	approval	comes	to	light,	you	can	risk	your	project	and
candidature	–	you	may	also	face	a	lawsuit	with	no	protection	from	the	university;	3)	put	the	university
at	risk	–	both	reputationally	and	legally.	My	advice?	Follow	up,	but	wait	it	out!	And	besides,	I	am
pretty	sure	you	have	a	literature	review	and	methods	section	you	could	be	working	on	until	approval
comes	through.

Chapter	summary

Responsibility	and	integrity	should	be	paramount	research	considerations.	This	includes
integrity	in	the	production	of	knowledge,	and	integrity	in	dealing	with	research
participants.
Ethical	and	political	awareness	need	to	be	a	mainstream	consideration	in	research.	Power,
politics	and	ethics	must	now	be	actively	managed.
Rather	than	selecting	indicators	strictly	by	paradigm,	researchers	are	encouraged	to
consider	underlying	challenges	and	determine	appropriate	indicators	by	critically
examining	their	methodological	approaches.	Challenges	include:	managing	subjectivities;
building	trust;	capturing	truth;	making	relevant	arguments;	and	providing	accurate
accounts.
Integrity	and	the	‘researched’	refers	to	responsibility	for	the	dignity	and	welfare	of
research	participants.	Such	responsibilities	can	be	legal,	moral	and	ethical.
Official	ethics	approval	will	ensure	integrity,	promote	responsibility	towards	participants,
and	protect	both	the	researcher	and	the	granting	institution	from	legal	ramifications.



Further	Reading



Credibility	and	integrity	in	knowledge	production
Hood,	S.,	Mayall,	B.	and	Oliver,	S.	(eds)	(1999)	Critical	Issues	in	Social
Research:	Power	and	Prejudice.	Buckingham:	Open	University	Press.

One	of	the	few	books	that	frames	research	as	a	political	activity	and	explores	the
exercise	of	power	as	central	to	research	integrity.	A	good	read.

IMNRC	(2002)	Integrity	in	Scientific	Research:	Creating	an	Environment	that
Promotes	Responsible	Conduct.	Washington,	DC:	National	Academies	Press.

This	books	takes	more	of	an	institutional	view	and	does	a	good	job	identifying
practices	that	characterize	integrity.

Macrina,	F.	L.	(2014)	Scientific	Integrity:	Text	and	Cases	in	Responsible
Conduct	of	Research,	4th	Edition.	Herndon,	VA:	ASM	Press.

While	this	book	covers	all	key	topics,	what	I	like	most	about	it	is	the	interactive
case	studies.	Well	worth	a	look.

Nichols-Casebolt,	A.	(2012)	Research	Integrity	and	Responsible	Conduct	of
Research	(Building	Social	Work	Research	Capacity).	Oxford:	Oxford
University	Press.

While	this	book	does	draw	heavily	on	social	work	examples,	it	still	has	good
coverage	of	integrity	as	it	relates	to	data	collection;	research	ownership;	conflict
of	interest;	subjects’	protection;	research	misconduct;	authorship	and	publishing;
mentor	and	mentee	responsibilities;	peer	review;	and	collaborative	science.



Ethics
Israel,	M.	(2014)	Research	Ethics	and	Integrity	for	Social	Scientists:	Beyond
Regulatory	Compliance,	2nd	Edition.	London:	Sage.

I	think	this	is	a	good,	comprehensive	and	accessible	guide	with	relevant
examples	and	case	studies	that	takes	a	critical	look	at	both	ethics	and	the	ethics
approval	process.

Mertens,	D.	M.	and	Ginsberg,	P.	E.	(2008)	The	Handbook	of	Social	Research
Ethics.	London:	Sage.

This	is	an	edited	volume	in	which	the	history,	theory,	philosophy	and
implementation	of	applied	social	research	ethics	are	discussed	in	depth.

Oliver,	P.	(2010)	The	Students’	Guide	to	Research	Ethics,	2nd	Edition.
Buckingham:	Open	University	Press.

A	very	practical	student	focus	here	that	will	get	you	thinking	about	the	ethical
considerations	you	will	need	to	take	into	account	as	you	design	and	progress
your	project.	Good	links	to	further	readings.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

Role	of	the	proposal
To	understand	how	proposals	highlight:	the	merits	of	the	research	question;	the
proposed	methods;	and	the	researcher

Elements	of	the	proposal
To	become	familiar	with	the	key	elements	contained	within	a	research	proposal

Writing	a	winning	proposal
To	understand	the	need	to	pedantically	follow	any	prescribed	proposal	guidelines
To	develop	skills	in	purposeful	writing
To	appreciate	the	need	to	develop	multiple	drafts

Obstacles	and	challenges
To	understand	and	manage	challenges	that	can	arise	when	proposed	research	methods:
do	not	fit	proposal	requirements;	are	emergent;	or	need	to	change	direction



Role	of	the	Proposal

Let	us	read	with	method,	and	propose	to	ourselves	an	end	to	which	our
studies	may	point.

Edward	Gibbon

When	it	comes	to	research,	very	few	projects	get	off	the	ground	without	some
sort	of	approval.	It	may	be	as	straightforward	as	verbal	approval	from	your
lecturer,	but	it	is	equally	likely	to	involve	a	formal	approval	process	gained
through	an	admissions	board,	an	ethics	committee	or	a	funding	body.	And	of
course	you	may	need	approval	from	more	than	one	of	these.

This	means	you	will	need	to	develop	a	research	proposal.	Now	many	see	the
proposal	as	an	opportunity	to	clarify	thinking,	bed	down	ideas	and	articulate
thoughts	in	a	way	that	will	provide	a	study’s	outline	as	well	as	a	blueprint	for
future	action.	And	yes,	a	research	proposal	is	all	these	things.	But	–	and	this	is
important	–	a	proposal	is	not	something	you	write	for	yourself.	It	is,	without	a
doubt,	a	sales	pitch.	Your	proposal	is	your	opportunity,	and	sometimes	your	only
opportunity,	to	sell	your	project	and	get	your	study	off	the	ground.

So	whether	you	are	after	admission	to	a	university	research	programme,	seeking
ethics	approval	or	looking	for	funding,	the	role	of	the	proposal	is	to	convince	the
powers	that	be	that	what	you	are	proposing	meets	their	requirements.	Namely,
that	the	research	question,	the	proposed	methods	and	the	researcher	all	have
merit.	In	other	words,	a	committee	will	assess	not	only	whether	a	project	is
useful	and	practicable,	but	also	whether	or	not	it	thinks	you	as	the	proposer	have
the	ability	to	carry	the	project	out.

Now	keep	in	mind	that	the	weight	given	to	various	aspects	of	a	proposal	varies
according	to	the	type	of	committee	you	are	addressing	and	the	type	of	approval
you	are	seeking.	For	example,	a	proposal	written	to	get	into	a	PhD	programme
really	needs	to	sell	your	potential	as	a	researcher.	A	proposal	written	for	an
ethics	committee	needs	to	focus	on	the	relationship	between	methods	and
participants.	A	proposal	to	a	funding	body,	however,	would	need	to	have	a	strong
emphasis	on	practicalities	of	method	and	the	benefits	of	potential	outcomes.



Demonstrating	Merits	of	the	Research	Question
Essential	to	any	successful	proposal	is	your	ability	to	sell	the	merits	of	your
research	question.	Demonstrating	merits	will	rely	on	two	things.	The	first	is	that
you	are	able	to	clearly	and	succinctly	share	your	research	topic	and	question
(generally	the	work	of	the	title,	summary/abstract,	aims/objectives,	research
question/hypothesis).	The	second	thing	is	that	you	can	demonstrate	that	your
research	question	is	worth	answering;	that	is,	your	question	is	significant	enough
to	warrant	support	either	at	the	level	of	admission	to	a	programme	or	via	funding
(generally	the	work	of	the	introduction/background/rationale).

When	it	comes	to	a	committee’s	assessment	there	are	several	possible	scenarios:

1.	 The	worth	of	the	research	question	is	self-evident	(e.g.	‘What	are	the	most
effective	strategies	for	curbing	binge	drinking	in	under-18s?’),	and	you	are
able	to	argue	the	importance	and	significance	of	your	question	to	the
satisfaction	of	the	assessors.	So	far	so	good.

2.	 The	worth	of	the	research	question	is,	as	above,	self-evident,	but	you	do	a
lousy	job	arguing	the	case	and	do	not	convince	the	assessors	that	you	are
capable	of	mounting	what	should	be	a	straightforward	argument.	Major
problem.

3.	 The	worth	of	the	research	question	is	not	self-evident	(e.g.	‘Do	residents	of
the	UK	enjoy	watching	Big	Brother	more	than	US	residents?’),	but	you	are
able	to	convincingly	argue	the	case	by	citing	evidence	that	attests	to	a	real
issue	and	what	benefits	there	might	be	in	conducting	research	into	this	area.
If	you	can	do	this	(particularly	for	this	question),	that’s	impressive!

4.	 The	worth	of	the	research	question	is,	as	above,	not	self-evident,	and	you	do
little	to	help	your	case.	Your	arguments	are	weak	so	assessors	are	left
scratching	their	heads	and	quickly	put	your	proposal	into	the	reject	pile.

The	point	here	is	that	while	the	significance	of	the	research	question	is
important,	what	is	actually	being	assessed	is	your	ability	to	argue	the
significance.	It	is	therefore	crucial	that	your	writing	be	tight,	well	structured	and
well	referenced.



Demonstrating	Merits	of	the	Proposed	Methods
Once	your	assessors	are	convinced	that	your	research	question	has	merit,	their
focus	will	turn	to	methods.	Here	they	are	looking	for	several	things:

1.	 Are	the	proposed	methods	clearly	articulated?	If	your	assessors	cannot
make	sense	of	what	you	are	proposing,	your	proposal	has	little	chance	of
getting	off	the	ground.

2.	 Are	the	proposed	methods	logical?	In	other	words,	do	they	make	sense	and
do	the	assessors	believe	your	approach	can	lead	to	credible	data	(generally
the	work	of	the	methods	section)?

3.	 Has	the	candidate	considered	the	study’s	boundaries	as	well	as	any	potential
hurdles	to	effective	data	collection	and	analysis?	Established	assessors
know	that	all	research	is	constrained;	your	job	here	is	to	acknowledge	this
and	show	the	credibility	of	your	methods	in	spite	of	any	limitations
(generally	the	work	of	the	methods	and	limitations/delimitations	sections).

4.	 Are	the	proposed	methods	ethical?	As	discussed	in	Chapter	3,	ethics	are
central	to	all	research	processes	(and	of	course	the	main	focus	of	an	ethics
proposal).	Your	proposal	needs	to	show	that	the	dignity	and	well-being	of
respondents,	both	mentally	and	physically,	are	fully	protected	(the	work	of
the	methods	and	ethical	considerations	sections).

5.	 Are	the	proposed	methods	practical/doable?	It	doesn’t	matter	how	logical
and	well	considered	your	methods	are	if	your	assessors	do	not	believe	they
can	be	implemented.	You	need	to	show	that	you	have	or	can	develop	the
necessary	expertise;	that	you	can	gain	access	to	required	data;	that	your
timeline	is	realistic;	and	that	you	will	come	within	budget	(the	work	of	the
methods	section	as	well	as,	if	required,	the	timeline	and	budget).

Basically,	your	methods	section	needs	to	convince	readers	that	your	approach	is
an	efficient,	effective	and	ethical	way	to	get	credible	answers	to	your	questions
and	that	you	are	capable	of	pulling	this	off.



Demonstrating	Merits	of	the	Researcher
Let’s	assume	the	assessors	are	happy	with	both	your	questions	and	your
methods.	The	final	issue	is	whether	they	think	you	are	the	right	person	for	the
job.	Do	they	trust	that	you	can	pull	this	off?	Do	they	believe	you	have	the
necessary	background	knowledge,	at	least	some	familiarity	with	the	literature
and	writing	skills	commensurate	to	the	task?

Now	that’s	a	lot	of	questions,	and	it	would	be	great	if	your	assessors	could	get	to
know	you	and	get	a	real	feel	for	what	you	are	capable	of.	But	that’s	not	likely	to
happen.	In	fact,	there	is	a	good	chance	your	proposal	will	be	reviewed	by	people
you	have	never	met.	So	what	do	they	use	to	assess	your	potential?	Simply	your
proposal.	Assessors	will	judge	your	ability	to	engage	with	the	literature	through
your	proposal’s	short	literature	review.	They	will	assess	your	ability	to	carry	out
methods,	based	on	the	knowledge	you	show	and	how	well	you	argue	your
methodological	case.	And	they	will	assess	your	potential	to	write	by	the	quality
of	writing	in	your	proposal.	It	therefore	pays	to	give	close	attention	to	detail	and
make	your	proposal	one	of	the	tightest	pieces	of	writing	you	have	ever
attempted.



Elements	of	the	Proposal
Proposal	requirements	vary	according	to	the	role	of	the	proposal	and	by
institution.	But	generally	you	will	be	required	to	include	some	combination	of
the	following:

Title	–	Go	for	clear,	concise	and	unambiguous.	Your	title	should	indicate	the
specific	content	and	context	of	the	problem	you	wish	to	explore	in	as
succinct	a	way	as	possible.
Summary/abstract	–	Proposals	often	require	a	project	summary,	usually
with	a	very	tight	word	count.	The	trick	here	is	to	briefly	state	the	what,	why
and	how	of	your	project	in	a	way	that	sells	it	in	just	a	few	sentences	–	and
trust	me,	this	can	take	quite	a	few	drafts	to	get	right.
Aims/objectives	–	Most	proposals	have	one	overarching	aim	that	captures
what	you	hope	to	achieve	through	your	project.	A	set	of	objectives,	which
are	more	specific	goals,	supports	that	aim.	Aims	and	objectives	are	often
articulated	in	bullet	points	and	are	generally	‘to’	statements:	for	example,	to
develop	…;	to	identify	…;	to	explore	…;	to	measure	…;	to	explain	…;	to
describe	…;	to	compare	…;	to	determine	….	In	management	literature	you
are	likely	to	come	across	‘SMART’	objectives	–	SMART	being	an	acronym
for	specific,	measurable,	achievable,	relevant/results-focused/realistic	and
time-bound.	The	goal	is	to	keep	objectives	from	being	airy-fairy	or	waffly;
clearly	articulating	what	you	want	to	achieve	aids	your	ability	to	work
towards	your	goal.
Research	question/hypothesis	–	As	discussed	in	Chapter	4,	a	well-
articulated	research	question	(or	hypothesis)	should	define	your
investigation,	set	boundaries,	provide	direction	and	act	as	a	frame	of
reference	for	assessing	your	work.	Any	committee	reviewing	your	proposal
will	turn	to	your	question	in	order	to	get	an	overall	sense	of	your	project.
Take	time	to	make	sure	your	question/hypothesis	is	as	well	defined	and	as
clearly	articulated	as	possible.
Introduction/background/rationale	–	The	main	job	of	this	section	is	to
introduce	your	topic	and	convince	readers	that	the	problem	you	want	to
address	is	significant	and	worth	exploring	and	even	funding.	It	should	give
some	context	to	the	problem	and	lead	your	readers	to	the	conclusion	that,
yes,	research	into	this	area	is	absolutely	essential	if	we	really	want	to	work
towards	situation	improvement	or	problem	resolution.



Literature	review	–	A	formal	‘literature	review’	(discussed	in	more	depth	in
Chapter	6)	is	a	specific	piece	of	argumentative	writing	that	engages	with
relevant	scientific	and	academic	research	in	order	to	create	a	space	for	your
project.	The	role	of	the	literature	review	is	to	inform	readers	of
developments	in	the	field	while	establishing	your	own	credibility	as	a
‘player’	capable	of	adding	to	this	body	of	knowledge.	This	is	a	tough	piece
of	writing	with	a	very	tight	word	count,	so	be	prepared	to	run	through	a	few
drafts.
Theoretical	perspectives	–	This	section	asks	you	to	situate	your	study	in	a
conceptual	or	theoretical	framework.	The	idea	here	is	to	articulate	the
theoretical	perspective(s)	that	underpin	and	inform	your	ideas,	and,	in
particular,	to	discuss	how	‘theory’	relates	to	and/or	directs	your	study.

Methods	–	Some	form	of	‘methods’	will	be	required	in	all	proposals.	The
goal	here	is	to	articulate	your	plan	with	enough	clarity	and	detail	to
convince	readers	that	your	approach	is	practical	and	will	lead	to	credible
answers	to	the	questions	posed	(see	Chapter	7).	Under	the	heading	of
methods	you	would	generally	articulate:

the	approach/methodology	–	for	example,	if	you	are	doing
ethnography,	action	research	or	maybe	a	randomized	controlled	trial
(see	Chapters	8,	9	and	10);
how	you	will	find	respondents	–	this	includes	articulation	of
population	and	sample/sampling	procedures	(see	Chapter	11);
data	collection	method(s)	–	for	example,	surveying,	interviewing	and
document	analysis	(see	Chapters	12	and	13);
methods	of	analysis	–	whether	you	will	be	doing	statistical	or	thematic
analysis	and	perhaps	variants	thereof	(see	Chapters	14	and	15).

Limitations/delimitations	–	Limitations	refer	to	conditions	or	design
characteristics	that	may	impact	the	generalizability	and	utility	of	findings,
such	as	small	sample	size	or	restricted	access	to	records.	Keep	in	mind	that
most	projects	are	limited	by	constraints	such	as	time,	resources,	access	or
organizational	issues.	So	it	is	much	better	to	be	open	about	‘flaws’	than
leave	it	to	assessors	who	might	be	much	more	critical.	Delimitations	refer
to	a	study’s	boundaries	or	how	your	study	was	deliberately	narrowed	by
conscious	exclusions	and	inclusions,	e.g.	limiting	your	study	to	children	of
a	certain	age	only,	or	schools	from	one	particular	region.	Now	remember
that	your	overarching	goal	here	is	to	convince	readers	that	your	findings
will	be	credible	in	spite	of	any	limitations	or	delimitations.	So	the	trick	is	to
be	open	about	your	study’s	parameters	without	sounding	defensive	or



apologetic.	It	is	also	worth	articulating	any	strategies	you	will	be	using	to
ensure	credibility	despite	limitations.
Ethical	considerations	–	Whenever	you	are	working	with	human
participants	there	will	be	ethical	issues	you	need	to	consider	(see	Chapter
3).	Now	if	this	were	an	application	for	an	ethics	committee	you	would	need
to	focus	much	of	your	proposal	on	ethical	issues.	But	even	if	this	were	a
proposal	for	admission,	your	readers	would	still	need	to	be	convinced	that
you	have	considered	issues	related	to	integrity	in	the	production	of
knowledge	and	responsibility	for	the	emotional,	physical	and	intellectual
well-being	of	your	study	participants.
Timeline	–	This	is	simply	superimposing	a	timeline	on	your	methods,	and	is
often	done	in	a	tabular	or	chart	form.	The	committee	reading	your	proposal
will	be	looking	to	see	that	your	plan	is	realistic	and	can	conform	to	any
overarching	timeframes	or	deadlines.
Budget/funding	–	This	is	a	full	account	of	costs	and	who	will	bear	them.
While	not	always	a	required	section	for	ethics	proposals	or	proposals	for
academic	student	research,	it	will	certainly	be	a	requirement	for	a	funding
body.	Now	it	is	definitely	worth	being	realistic	–	it’s	easy	to	underestimate
costs.	Wages,	software,	hardware,	equipment,	travel,	transcription,
administrative	support,	etc.	can	add	up	quite	quickly,	and	running	short	of
money	mid-project	is	not	a	good	option.	But	also	keep	in	mind	that	if	you
are	tendering	for	a	commissioned	project,	it’s	a	good	idea	to	get	a	ballpark
figure	of	the	funding	body’s	budget.	This	will	put	you	in	a	position	to
design	your	methods	accordingly	and	hopefully	make	you	competitive.
References	–	This	can	refer	to	two	things.	The	first	is	citing	references	in
the	same	way	as	you	would	in	any	other	type	of	academic/professional
writing.	Believe	it	or	not,	it’s	often	missed.	The	second	is	that	some
committees	want	a	list	of,	say,	10	or	15	primary	references	that	will	inform
your	work.	This	information	can	help	a	committee	assess	your	knowledge
and	give	its	members	a	clearer	indication	of	the	direction	your	study	may
take.



I	have	a	question!



So	should	I	put	in	all	the	elements	you	talk	about,
or	should	I	just	stick	with	the	template	they	have
given	me?
The	template,	definitely	the	template.	The	list	above	will	give	you	some	idea	of	what	you	might
expect,	and	it	will	give	you	some	guidance	about	what	goes	into	each	of	these	sections,	but	it	should
not	override	what	you	are	directly	asked	to	provide.	Stick	with	the	template,	and	its	word	counts.	As
discussed	below,	when	it	comes	to	proposals,	being	pedantic	is	a	good	thing.



Writing	a	Winning	Proposal
In	my	experience,	when	a	person	or	a	committee	has	the	power	to	make	major
decisions	about	someone	else’s	work/future,	they	like	to	wield	that	power,	and
they	often	wield	it	in	very	defined	ways.	When	it	comes	to	assessing	research
proposals,	this	translates	into	committees	wanting	what	they	want,	the	way	they
want	it,	when	they	want	it.	If	you	are	the	person	writing	the	proposal,	this	means
you	need	to	be	just	as	pedantic	and	make	sure	you	follow	all	guidelines,	write
purposively	and	be	prepared	to	work	through	several	drafts.	Box	5.1,	below,
takes	you	through	a	real-world	example.



Following	Guidelines
So	how	many	words	can	you	get	away	with	when	the	application	says	the	title
needs	to	be	no	more	than	20	words	or	that	the	abstract	must	be	less	than	150
words?	Well,	it	is	certainly	not	uncommon	for	applicants	to	try	to	stretch	these
limits	–	but	I	would	advise	against	it.	Some	assessors	can	judge	harshly	when
they	think	applicants	cannot	follow	simple	directions.	Are	they	being	too	harsh?
Maybe.	But	you	need	to	realize	that	assessors	often	see	the	application	as	a	test
of	whether	you	will	be	able	to	meet	requirements	when	you	actually	start
working	on	your	project.	It	may	seem	a	bit	parochial,	but	if	you	cannot	follow
guidelines	in	a	short	application,	your	assessors	might	just	ask	what	that	says
about	your	potential	to	complete.

The	best	advice	here	is	to	follow	guidelines	as	close	to	the	letter	as	possible.	This
means:

constructing	your	proposal	according	to,	or	as	close	as	possible	to,	the
recommended	sections/headings;
keeping	to	all	word	limits;
being	absolutely	meticulous	about	spelling	and	grammar;
strictly	adhering	to	deadlines.



Writing	Purposively
It	is	important	to	recognize	that	a	proposal	should	never	be	sloppy,	rushed	or
thrown	together	at	the	last	minute.	It	needs	to	be	a	highly	polished	and	well-
constructed	piece	of	writing.	Remember:	the	clarity	of	your	thoughts,	the
veracity	of	your	arguments	and	the	quality	of	your	writing	will	be	used	to	judge
your	potential	as	a	researcher.

The	following	tips	should	help	you	craft	a	winning	proposal:

See	if	you	can	get	access	to	a	few	successful	proposals	–	If	possible,	seek
out	proposals	that	have	gone	through	the	committee	you	are	applying	to,	or
to	as	similar	a	committee	as	possible.	The	institution	assessing	your
application	may	have	proposals	online.	If	they	don’t,	then	I	would	google
‘research	proposal	example’.	You	can	combine	that	with	the	level	of	study
(PhD,	undergraduate)	and/or	your	broad	area	of	study	(business,	sociology,
policy).	But	keep	in	mind	that	not	all	proposals	up	on	the	Internet	are	good
ones!	You	can	also	refer	to	the	examples	in	the	books	cited	at	the	end	of	the
chapter.
Find	a	voice	–	The	convention	here	is	third	person;	however,	using	‘I’	to
state	what	you	will	do	is	now	more	commonly	accepted.	Also	remember	to
write	in	the	future	tense.	A	proposal	is	about	what	you	will	do,	not	what	you
are	doing	now,	or	have	done	in	the	past.
‘Write	tight’	–	Your	writing	needs	to	be	concise	and	succinct,	direct	and
straightforward.	Avoid	rambling	and/or	trying	to	show	off	by	using
unnecessary	jargon.
Write	enough	–	Somewhat	paradoxical	to	the	above,	you	also	need	to	make
sure	you	write	a	sufficient	amount	for	assessors	to	make	judgements.
Write	for	the	‘non-expert’	–	Your	proposal	needs	to	be	‘stand-alone’	and	be
comprehensible	to	someone	potentially	outside	your	field.
Do	your	homework	–	The	last	thing	you	want	in	a	short	formal	proposal	is
‘mistakes’.	Get	your	facts	right,	make	sure	you	don’t	have	gaping	holes	in
your	literature,	and	make	sure	any	references	to	theory	and/or	methods	are
accurate.
Don’t	over-quote	–	Generally	the	writing	expected	is	so	tight	that	you
probably	won’t	have	enough	room	for	too	many	direct	quotes.	Keep	the
words	and	ideas	yours,	supported	by	the	literature.



Don’t	let	the	deadline	sneak	up	on	you	–	Plan	on	finishing	early	so	that	you
have	time	to	review	and	redraft.	Remember:	deadlines	are	often	inflexible,
and	this	is	a	case	where	you	do	not	want	to	have	to	rush	and	let	quality
suffer.
As	discussed	below,	be	prepared	to	draft	and	redraft.



Drafting	and	Redrafting
The	best	advice	here	is	to	leave	yourself	enough	time	to	get	feedback	and
redraft,	if	possible,	more	than	once.	Remember:	even	if	your	reader	does	not
understand	the	details,	the	overarching	arguments	should	make	sense	to	the	non-
expert	–	so	don’t	hesitate	to	ask	a	peer,	parent,	friend,	etc.	if	they	can	follow	the
proposal	and	if	it	makes	sense.	But	if	you	have	access,	I	certainly	recommend
seeking	the	advice	of	someone	who	has	experience	in	research	and	research
proposals.

Chapter	16	offers	detailed	checklists	for	working	towards	final	drafts,	but	to
summarize	here,	your	final	draft	should:	follow	set	criteria;	be	logical;	make
your	point	with	convincing	arguments;	contain	sufficient	information;	use	a
consistent	voice;	avoid	being	repetitious;	be	clear	and	fluent;	avoid	waffling;
avoid	paragraph-long	sentences;	limit	acronyms	and	jargon;	strictly	adhere	to
word	counts;	have	exemplary	spelling	and	grammar;	avoid	all	typos;	and	be	well
formatted.

Box	5.1:	Proposal	Example

Here	are	a	few	sections	from	a	longer	funding	proposal	a	colleague	and	I	submitted	some	time
back.	My	goal	was	to	make	sure	my	proposal	met	the	funding	body’s	specifications	quite
directly.	Surprisingly,	they	did	not	ask	for	any	background	literature,	so	none	was	provided.

Project	title:	Great	Speech:	De-mystifying	Powerful	Presentations	in	the	Public	Sector

Project	overview	(150–250	words):	We	all	know	outstanding	presentations	and	inspirational
speakers	when	we	hear	them.	We	know	because	we	are	moved.	We	know	because	we	want	to
tell	others	about	it.	We	know	because	we	feel	inspired.	Yet	inspiring	can	be	a	difficult	objective
to	reach.	In	spite	of	the	abundance	of	advice,	dry,	tedious,	uninspired	presentations	are	often	the
norm	–	public	sector	presentations	included.	Change	within	the	public	sector,	however,	is
generally	reliant	on	cycles	of	advocacy;	and	such	cycles	often	culminate	in	presentations.
Reform	is	often	reliant	on	influence,	so	the	need	to	drive	an	idea	and	inspire	an	audience	is
undeniable.	Knowing	the	best	means	for	influencing	an	audience	through	an	effective
presentation	is	often	challenging,	particularly	in	an	information	age,	where	Google	and
Wikipedia	now	hold	knowledge	once	the	domain	of	experts.

The	goal	of	this	project	is	to	offer	recommendations	for	improved	teaching	and	learning	in	the
space	of	public	sector	presentations.	Through	an	analysis	of	70	of	the	best,	most	inspired
presentations	of	the	past	decade,	with	particular	reference	to	the	public	sector,	this	project	will
deconstruct	the	core	elements	that	underlie	truly	inspirational	presentations.	The	project	will
then	analyse	a	cross-section	of	Trans-Tasman	public	sector	presentations	in	a	bid	to	identify
gaps	in	best	practice	and	thus	training	needs.



Project	objectives	(100–200	words):	The	overarching	aim	of	this	research	project	is	to	offer
clear	recommendations	for	improved	teaching	and	learning	in	the	space	of	public	sector
presentations.

The	objectives	of	this	project	are:

to	identify	the	core	elements	that	make	for	highly	effective,	highly	motivational
presentations;
to	identify	core	elements	and	contextual	issues	of	particular	relevance	to	the	public
sector;
to	create	a	qualitative	matrix	for	easy	identification	of	core	elements;
to	assess	the	effectiveness	of	presentations	in	the	Australia/New	Zealand	public	sector
and	identify	gaps	in	effective	Australia/New	Zealand	public	sector	presentations	in	order
to	develop	and	enhance	teaching	and	learning	development	within	this	space.

Project	benefits	(100–200	words):	Within	the	public	sector,	rarely	is	there	an	initiative,	project,
programme	or	policy	reform	that	does	not	need	to	be	championed.	Advocacy	is	essential	and
presentations	that	fail	to	motivate	can	end	the	run	of	a	potentially	good	reform.	This	project,
with	its	goal	of	improving	teaching	and	learning	in	the	arena	of	public	sector	presentation,	offers
benefits	to	three	stakeholder	groups.

The	Trans-Tasman	public	sector	will	benefit	via	increased	ability	to	influence	the	policy	cycle.
Improved	presentations	can	lead	to	more	engaged	debate	on	key	public	administration	issues,
and	contribute	to	continuing	reform	in	the	public	sector.

The	funding	institution	will	benefit	through	the	development	of	resources	for	future	teaching
and	applied	learning/knowledge	activities.	The	aim	is	to	enhance	leadership	in	public	sector
communication	training,	while	supporting	the	development	of	best	practice	in	government.

Students	will	benefit	from	increased	skills,	confidence	and	levels	of	influence.

Methodology	–	What	research	method(s)	will	your	project	use	(50–150	words)?	The
methodology	will	rely	on	a	two-phase	qualitative	approach	reliant	on	both	online	and	‘face-to-
face’	data.

Phase	One	–	Analysis	of	70	highly	motivational	presentations	of	the	past	decade.	Population:
Online	presentations	(in	English)	deemed	highly	motivational	by	media/speaking	experts.
Sampling	Strategy:	Targeted	sampling	designed	to	include	a	wide	range	of	speaker
demographics	–	with	a	minimum	of	35	public	sector	presentations.	Analysis:	Development	of	a
best	practice	matrix	through	the	use	of	narrative	analysis,	content	analysis	and	semiotics.

Phase	Two	–	Analysis	of	30	public	sector	presentations	in	the	Trans-Tasman	region.	Population:
Presentations	at	ANZSOG’s	annual	conference	as	well	as	online	presentations.	Sampling
Strategy:	Random,	cross-sectional.	Analysis:	Gap	analysis	via	assessment	of	presentations
against	the	matrix	developed	in	Phase	One.	All	presentations	used	in	this	phase	will	be	de-
identified	and	aggregated	without	identifying	data.	The	aim	is	to	identify	common	gaps	in
practice	rather	than	critique	individual	presentations.

What	is	the	rationale	for	using	this	method/these	methods	for	this	project	(100–150	words)?	The
methodology	for	this	project	does	not	neatly	fall	within	one	particular	approach,	or	even	one
particular	paradigm,	but	rather	represents	a	question-driven	approach	that	utilizes	both
traditional	social	science	methods	as	well	as	project	management	tools.	Specifically,	this	project
relies	on:	sampling	strategies	developed	within	the	quantitative	paradigm;	data	analysis	methods
such	as	content	analysis,	narrative	analysis	and	semiotics	drawn	from	the	qualitative	school;	and



a	gap	analysis	more	traditionally	found	in	project	management.	Such	mixed	methodologies	are
often	advocated	for	applied	research	not	tied	to	paradigmatic	traditions.	The	ability	to	draw	from
varied	schools	of	thought	as	well	as	the	ability	to	leverage	the	power	of	the	Internet	gives
veracity	to	methods	and	allows	for	the	development	of	context-driven	methods.	The	particular
methods	to	be	employed	in	this	project	are	those	considered	most	likely	to	give	credible	results
within	the	desired	timeframe.

(Check	the	companion	website	 	for	more	examples.)

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Obstacles	and	Challenges
So	if	you	do	all	of	the	above,	surely	you	are	bound	to	impress?	It	should	all	be
smooth	sailing,	shouldn’t	it?	Well,	hopefully	that	will	be	the	case.	But	there	are	a
couple	of	sticky	situations	you	may	need	to	negotiate.



When	Your	Design	Does	Not	Fit	Proposal
Requirements
If	you	have	read	this	far,	you	know	how	important	I	think	it	is	to	give	a
committee	what	it	asks	for.	But	what	if	your	research	design	simply	does	not	fit
in	with	the	committee’s	requirements?	Now	this	is	likely	to	be	the	case	in
‘qualitative’	research	where	terms	like	hypothesis,	variables,	validity	and
reliability	may	not	be	appropriate	to	your	study,	but	may	nonetheless	be	required
‘sections’	in	your	proposal.

Unfortunately,	there	can	still	be	a	bias	towards	the	quantitative	paradigm,	the
legacy	of	which	can	be	reflected	in	proposal	proformas	and	even	committee
expectations.	If	this	is	the	case,	I	would	suggest	seeking	the	advice	of	someone
who	has	worked	with	the	committee	to	see	how	it	tends	to	handle	such	dilemmas
–	each	committee	will	have	a	different	approach.	If,	however,	you	cannot	get	this
insider	information,	or	are	told	‘Just	do	the	best	you	can’,	I	would	suggest
remembering	the	bigger	agenda	of	the	proposal:	that	is,	to	demonstrate	the
merits	of	the	research	question,	the	merits	of	the	proposed	methods	and	the
merits	of	the	researcher.	So,	regardless	of	paradigm,	you	will	need	to	show	you
are	confident	with	the	theoretical,	conceptual	and	methodological	landscape	you
are	proposing	to	enter.	To	that	end,	write	confidently,	not	aggressively	nor
apologetically.	If	the	committee	wants	a	hypothesis,	yet	it	is	not	appropriate,	you
have	the	option	of	writing	‘N/A’	and	giving	justification	for	inappropriateness
(see	Chapter	4).	If	the	committee	wants	you	to	list	variables	but	your	study	is
more	exploratory,	say	so.	If	validity,	reliability	or	generalizability	is
inappropriate,	confidently	talk	about	credibility	indicators	that	are	more
appropriate	(see	Chapter	3).	Any	committee	worth	its	weight	will	be	able	to	spot
a	researcher	who	knows	what	he	or	she	is	talking	about,	even	when	it	doesn’t	fit
with	the	committee’s	expectations/jargon.



When	Your	Design	Is	Emergent
Another	major	dilemma	is	when	you	are	proposing	a	study	that	will	have
evolving	methods	that	cannot	be	fully	articulated	at	the	time	proposal
applications	are	required.	This	is	particularly	problematic	for	ethics	proposals,
which	are	used	to	protect	the	dignity	and	welfare	of	the	‘researched’	as	well	as
protect	the	researcher	and	home	institution	from	legal	liability.	These	proposals
often	demand	a	full	account	of	methods,	which	often	includes	appending	things
like	surveys	and	interview	schedules.

Once	again	‘qualitative’	researchers	who	wish	to	use	conversational/unstructured
data-gathering	techniques	that	are	not	fully	predetermined	will	face	a	dilemma.
Those	undertaking	action	research	can	also	struggle	as	their	methodological
protocols	are	based	on	stakeholder	collaboration	in	multiple	cycles	(see	Chapter
9).	In	fact,	there	are	many	research	projects	(including	quantitative	studies)	in
which	methods	are	conducted	in	multiple	phases,	with	each	phase	determined	by
what	has	happened	previously.	For	example,	key	informant	interviews	may	be
used	to	inform	survey	design,	or	survey	results	may	determine	the	questions
used	in	in-depth	interviewing.

The	best	strategy	here	is	to	be	open	and	knowledgeable	about	your	approach.
Show	that	your	design	is	not	haphazard	or	ill	considered.	Show	that	even	if	you
cannot	articulate	all	the	specifics,	your	required	flexibility	is	planned	and	you
have	a	defined	framework.	Show	the	committee	forethought.	Offer,	if	possible,
indicative	questions.	And	finally,	show	that	you	can	link	your	approach	back	to
accepted	methodological	literature.	If	you	can	manage	to	make	such	arguments
your	chances	of	success	will	be	greatly	enhanced.

Of	course,	even	if	you	are	able	to	make	such	arguments	there	is	the	possibility
that	the	committee	will	require	further	information.	If	this	is	the	case,	you	can
attempt	to	add	more	definition	to	your	methodological	plan.	But	if	your
overarching	design	makes	this	impossible	and	your	committee	is	immovable,
you	will	need	(1)	to	see	if	it	is	possible	to	put	in	a	supplementary	application	as
your	methods	evolve;	or	(2)	to	talk	to	your	supervisor	about	required
methodological	modifications.



When	You	Want	to	or	Need	to	Change
Direction/Method
Suppose	you	are	all	set	to	interview	15	CEOs,	but,	try	as	you	might,	you	just
can’t	get	more	than	three	to	participate.	Or	suppose	you	plan	on	surveying	1,000
homeless	people,	but	after	much	effort	you	only	have	36	surveys	returned.	Or
imagine	that	you	have	undertaken	a	much	more	comprehensive	literature	review
than	included	in	your	proposal	and	you	realize	that	the	survey	questions	you
originally	proposed	are	way	off	target.

What	do	you	do?	Well,	from	a	methodological	standpoint,	you	improvise.	You
think	about	your	question,	talk	to	your	supervisor	and	determine	the	most
‘doable’	way	to	get	some	credible	data.	But	disappointingly,	most	students	in	this
situation	simply	charge	ahead	and	change	their	study	protocols	without	further
committee	consultation.	And	while	this	may	be	the	path	of	least	resistance,	it	is
not	recommended.	If	your	application	represents	a	‘contract’	to	do	a	job	for	a
funding	body,	for	example,	you	need	to	inform	it	of	shifts	in	your	approach.
Updating	ethics	applications	is	equally	important.	Not	only	do	you	want	an
outside	committee	to	see	that	you	will	not	threaten	the	dignity	and	well-being	of
the	researched,	but	you	also	want	to	ensure	that	you	have	protected	yourself	and
your	institution	from	potential	lawsuits.



I	have	a	question!



What	do	I	do	if	my	proposal	is	knocked	back?
That	is	a	very	difficult	situation.	One	that	often	leads	to	an	emotional	response:	anger,
disappointment,	feeling	disheartened,	etc.	A	knock	back	is	never	easy,	but	it	is	particularly	difficult
when	it	is	one	that	sees	you	having	to	‘reassess’	where	you	are	going.	I	think	the	best	advice	here	is	to
take	a	deep	breath	and	regroup.	Once	you	have	worked	through	the	emotional	side,	it	will	be	time	to
get	information;	to	figure	out	where	you	went	wrong,	and	what	you	need	to	do	now.	Read	the
feedback	carefully,	seek	clarification,	talk	to	others.	The	more	you	know,	the	better	position	you	will
be	in	to	avoid	pitfalls	in	the	future.

Chapter	summary

A	research	proposal	offers	an	opportunity	to	clarify	your	thinking,	bed	down	ideas	and
articulate	thoughts	in	a	way	that	will	provide	a	blueprint	for	future	action.	It	is	also	a
means	for	‘selling’	your	project	by	articulating	the	merits	of	the	research	question	and
proposed	methods.
Proposals	differ	in	requirements,	but	most	will	ask	you	to	articulate	some	combination	of
the	following:	title;	summary/abstract;	aims/objectives;	research	question/hypothesis;
introduction/background/rationale;	literature	review;	theoretical	perspectives;	methods;
limitations/delimitations;	ethical	considerations;	timelines;	budget/funding;	and
references.
Writing	a	winning	proposal	requires	you	to	closely	follow	your	institution’s	guidelines
and	to	write	purposively.	This	involves	good	planning,	knowing	your	subject,	finding	a
voice,	writing	tightly	yet	sufficiently,	writing	for	the	non-expert	and	being	prepared	to
redraft.
Obstacles	you	may	face	include	proposals	that	do	not	fit	a	committee’s	requirements	and
proposals	with	emergent	designs.	In	both	cases,	being	knowledgeable,	confident	and	open
will	enhance	your	chances	of	success.
Even	though	it	may	seem	painful,	if	you	want	or	need	to	change	direction/method	it	is	a
good	idea	to	keep	your	approval	body	informed.



Further	Reading
There	are	quite	a	few	books	that	can	help	you	navigate	your	way	through
proposal	development,	most	of	which	give	good	examples.	Have	a	look	at:

Krathwohl,	D.	R.	and	Smith,	N.	L.	(2005)	How	to	Prepare	a	Dissertation
Proposal:	Suggestions	for	Students	in	Education	and	the	Social	and
Behavioral	Sciences.	Syracuse,	NY:	Syracuse	University	Press.

A	good	step-by-step	guide	that	covers	qualitative,	quantitative	and	mixed
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Learning	objectives

The	importance	of	literature
To	understand	the	critical	nature	of	working	with	literature	throughout	the	research
process
To	understand	the	ways	in	which	literature	can	inform	the	research	process

Sourcing	relevant	literature
To	become	familiar	with	various	types	of	literature	and	their	role	in	illuminating	your
research	project
To	develop	a	range	of	skills	for	effectively	sourcing	appropriate	literature

Managing	the	literature
To	be	able	to	systematically	assess	the	quality	and	relevance	of	located	literature
To	be	able	to	critically	annotate	relevant	sources

Writing	the	formal	‘literature	review’
To	understand	the	purpose	of	a	formal	literature	review
To	be	able	to	determine	appropriate	literature	review	coverage
To	become	familiar	with	the	steps	involved	in	writing	an	effective	literature	review



The	Importance	of	Literature

I	not	only	use	all	the	brains	that	I	have,	but	all	that	I	can	borrow.

Woodrow	Wilson

There	really	is	no	way	around	it	–	reading	is	an	essential	part	of	the	research
process.	Why?	Because	you	cannot	really	engage	in	research	from	a	platform	of
ignorance.	When	you	are	learning	and	your	goal	is	to	take	on	board	knowledge
that	is	already	out	there,	it	does	not	really	matter	if	you	know	a	little	or	a	lot.	The
goal	is	self-education,	which	needs	to,	and	should,	start	from	wherever	you	are
and	attempt	to	take	you	to	the	next	level.

Conducting	research	is	a	bit	different.	When	you	are	conducting	research,	you
are	attempting	to	produce	knowledge,	knowledge	that	you	hope	others	will	learn
from,	act	on	and	use	towards	situation	improvement.	And	this	demands
responsibility.	You	need	to	know	what	you	are	talking	about.	The	production	of
new	knowledge	is	fundamentally	dependent	on	past	knowledge.	Knowledge
builds,	and	it	is	impossible	for	researchers	to	add	to	a	body	of	literature	if	they
are	not	conversant	with	it.

Yes,	a	lot	of	knowledge	can	come	from	experience	–	and	I	strongly	advocate
drawing	on	this.	But	even	rich	experience	is	likely	to	be	seen	as	anecdotal	if	it	is
not	set	within	a	broader	context.	Reading	is	what	gives	you	that	broader	context.
It	inspires,	informs,	educates	and	enlightens.	It	generates	ideas,	helps	form
significant	questions	and	is	instrumental	in	the	process	of	research	design.	It	is
also	central	to	writing	up;	a	clear	rationale	supported	by	literature	is	essential,
while	a	well-constructed	literature	review	is	an	important	criterion	in
establishing	researcher	credibility.

Working	with	literature,	however,	is	often	seen	as	an	onerous	task.	The	multiple
purposes,	the	volume	and	variety,	the	difficulty	in	finding	it	and	managing	it,
dealing	with	its	inconsistencies,	the	need	to	formally	review	it,	and,	perhaps
underpinning	all	of	this,	your	own	lack	of	knowledge,	experience	and
proficiency	can	make	working	with	literature	somewhat	daunting.



Figure	6.1	outlines	the	variety	of	tasks	involved	in	working	with	literature,	and
explores	processes	that	will	help	you	understand	it,	source	it,	manage	it	and
review	it.

Figure	6.1	Working	with	literature



The	Role	of	Literature
As	shown	in	Figure	6.2,	research	requires	engagement	with	literature	at	each	and
every	stage	of	the	process.	A	very	early	use	for	literature	is	in	the	exploration	of
a	topic.	Not	many	students,	or	even	experienced	researchers	for	that	matter,
know	all	they	need	to	know	about	a	particular	topic,	and	reading	can	certainly
help	you	get	up	to	speed.	This	might	involve	delving	into	texts	and	media
reports,	as	well	as	journal-based	research	studies	that	make	up	an	area’s
scientific	literature.

Literature	is	also	essential	in	the	development	of	your	research	question.	As
discussed	in	Chapter	4,	a	good	place	to	look	for	guidance	on	the	development	of
your	research	question	is	in	literature.	Popular	media	covering	current	debates,
controversies	and	disputes	around	a	particular	issue	can	help	generate	questions
of	societal	significance.	Engagement	with	scientific	literature	can	also	be
instrumental	in	the	development	of	questions.	Finding	‘gaps’,	exploring
questions	that	have	not	been	adequately	addressed	and	attempting	to	ask
questions	within	a	new	context	are	all	dependent	on	‘reading’.

Figure	6.2	Literature	and	the	research	process



Hand	in	hand	with	the	development	of	your	question	is	the	development	of	your
rationale.	A	well-articulated	rationale	is	part	and	parcel	of	any	research
proposal,	and	needs	to	suggest	why	time	and	money	should	be	invested	in
addressing	your	particular	research	question.	In	order	to	do	this,	you	need	to
draw	on	literature	that	can	argue	the	societal	and	scientific	significance	of	your
study.	This	does	not	have	to	be	academic	literature	and	is	often	based	on	reported
statistics,	media	coverage	or	company	reports.



Literature	is	also	used	to	inform	your	study	with	theory,	and	this	is	based	on
academic	material.	Theoretical	reading	can	be	difficult	for	students	who	perceive
a	large	gap	between	research	and	theory	–	something	not	uncommon.	For	years,
social	‘scientists’	engaged	in	research	without	strong	links	to	theory,	while	social
‘theorists’	theorized	without	doing	much	research.	This	tendency	to	dichotomize,
however,	is	diminishing	and	we	are	beginning	to	recognize	the	value	of
exploring	quite	tangible	issues	in	relation	to	theory.	For	example,	research	that
touches	on	issues	of	power,	class	and	religion	generally	demands	the	exploration
of	theorists	such	as	Weber,	Marx	and	Durkheim.	In	fact,	every	discipline	area
(nursing,	education,	management,	etc.),	as	well	as	broader	areas	of	sociology	and
philosophy,	rest	on	rich	theory	that	can	add	both	depth	and	credibility	to	your
study.	Now	for	some,	theoretical	reading	is	a	passion	and	a	joy	–	and	therefore
not	problematic.	But	for	others,	it	can	be	a	laborious	task.	If	you	fall	into	the
second	category,	it	is	important	to	discuss	the	issue	of	theory	with	your
supervisor	and	clearly	negotiate	the	extent	to	which	it	is	expected	to	inform	your
work.

Designing	method	is	also	something	well	informed	through	reading.	Reading	can
support	the	design	of	methods	in	a	number	of	ways.	It	can:	support	learning
related	to	relevant	methodologies	and	methods;	allow	you	to	critically	evaluate,
and	possibly	adopt,	methods	considered	‘standard’	for	exploring	your	particular
research	question;	help	you	in	assessing	the	need	for	alternative	methodological
approaches;	and	support	you	in	the	design	of	a	study	that	might	overcome
methodological	shortcomings	prevalent	in	the	literature.	To	appropriately	design
a	study,	collect	the	data	and	conduct	analysis,	you	will	need	to	engage	with
broad-ranging	methods	texts	such	as	this	one;	books	focusing	on	particular
research	approaches	you	plan	to	adopt	(e.g.	ethnography,	action	research	or
statistics);	research	articles	on	methods	themselves;	and	journal	articles	that
report	on	studies	that	use	methods	similar	to	those	you	plan	to	use.	The
recommended	readings	and	bibliography	of	this	book	can	be	a	great	starting
point	for	finding	a	range	of	relevant	literature.

This	next	task,	writing	a	literature	review,	is	an	obvious	use	of	literature	and
what	our	mind	jumps	to	when	we	think	of	the	overlap	between	research	and
literature.	A	formal	‘literature	review’	is	a	critical	review	of	a	body	of
knowledge,	including	findings,	and	theoretical	and	methodological
contributions.	It	is	a	very	specific	piece	of	argumentative	writing	that	acts	to
create	a	‘space’	for	your	research	study.	It	reviews	past	research	and	relies	on
articles	published	in	well-established	research	journals	and	is	usually	a	distinct



and	required	section	of	any	research	write-up,	including	grant	applications,
research	reports	and	journal	articles.	Virtually	all	student	theses	require	a
literature	review	that	should	be	relevant,	critical	and	comprehensive;	in	fact,	the
review	should	represent	a	level	of	engagement	with	the	literature	that	indicates	a
readiness	to	contribute	to	the	literature	itself.	The	ins	and	outs	of	writing	a	good
literature	review	are	covered	later	in	this	chapter.

Finally,	we	can	use	literature	as	a	source	of	research	data.	We	generally	think	of
data	as	something	we	purposefully	generate	(e.g.	transcripts	from	interviews	or
the	results	of	surveys).	But	as	covered	in	Chapter	12,	all	types	of	literature	can
be	used	as	primary	sources	of	data.	From	meta-analysis	of	past	studies,	to
content	analysis	of	the	media,	to	in-depth	analysis	of	historical	documents,
literature	can	be	used	to	do	more	than	provide	context,	inform	your	study	and
argue	the	case.	It	can,	in	fact,	be	central	to	your	analysis.



Sourcing	Relevant	Literature
Unfortunately,	recognizing	the	importance	of	literature	and	understanding	its
varied	uses	will	not	put	it	in	your	hands.	You	still	need	to	find	and	access	it.	To
do	this	efficiently,	you	need	to	be	familiar	with	various	categories	of	literature;
be	ready	to	call	on	experts	and	ask	for	help;	understand	the	power	of	databases;
and	hone	your	search	skills	so	that	you	are	in	a	position	to	best	utilize	the	library
and	the	Internet.



Types	of	Literature
The	array	of	literature	you	might	find	yourself	delving	into	may	be	a	fair	bit
broader	than	you	first	imagine.	Because	reading	for	research	is	something	that
informs	all	aspects	of	the	research	journey,	almost	any	type	of	reading	is	fair
game.	For	example,	you	are	likely	to	call	on:

Discipline-based	reference	materials	–	It	is	easy	for	those	who	know	the
jargon	of	a	particular	discipline	to	forget	that	many	of	its	terms	are	not	a
part	of	everyday	language.	If	you	are	relatively	new	to	a	particular
discipline,	subject-specific	reference	books	can	help	you	navigate	your	way
through	the	area’s	central	terms,	constructs	and	theories.
Books	–	These	might	include	introductory	and	advanced	texts,	anthologies,
research	reports,	popular	non-fiction	and	even	fictional	works	that	can
provide	background	and	context,	or	inform	theory	and	method.	When	it
comes	to	the	formal	literature	review,	however,	the	lengthy	production	time
of	books	means	that	the	most	contemporary	research	is	more	likely	to	be
found	in	journals	than	in	books.
Journal	articles	–	These	take	you	beyond	background	readings	to	readings
providing	rigorous	research	accounts.	They	are	central	to	literature	reviews
because	they	are	often	targeted	at	‘academic’	audiences;	are	generally	peer
reviewed,	which	means	they	have	met	at	least	some	benchmark	for
credibility;	and	have	specific	areas	of	content	and	regularity	of	production,
which	means	articles	are	likely	to	be	both	relevant	and	current.	The	array,
specialization	and	accessibility	of	journal	titles	are	ever	increasing	and	the
advent	of	online	journals	and	computer-based	inter-library	loan	schemes
have	made	them	highly	accessible.
Grey	literature	–	This	refers	to	both	published	and	unpublished	materials
that	do	not	have	an	International	Standard	Book	Number	(ISBN)	or	an
International	Standard	Serial	Number	(ISSN),	including	conference	papers,
unpublished	research	theses,	newspaper	articles	and	pamphlets/brochures.
Most	researchers	utilize	some	type	of	grey	literature	in	the	course	of	their
study.	Recent	theses	and	conference	papers	can	be	a	valuable	source	of
contemporary	original	work,	while	newspaper	articles,	pamphlets	and
brochures	can	be	used	for	background	and	context	–	or	in	the	process	of
document	analysis	(see	Chapter	13).
Official	publications,	statistics	and	archives	–	These	materials	can	be	a



valuable	source	of	background	and	contextual	information,	and	often	help
shape	a	study’s	rationale.	They	can	also	be	a	terrific	source	of	primary	data
in	document	analysis	(see	Chapter	13)	or	a	good	source	of	secondary	data
in	statistical	analysis	(see	Chapter	14).
Writing	aids	–	These	include	bibliographic	reference	works,	dictionaries,
encyclopaedias,	thesauruses,	almanacs,	yearbooks,	books	of	quotes,	etc.
Such	resources	can	offer	significant	support	during	the	writing-up	process,
and	can	be	used	to	improve	the	linguistic	style	of	your	work;	to	add	points
of	interest	to	the	text;	to	check	facts;	and	to	reference	those	facts.



Calling	on	‘Experts’
When	it	comes	to	searching	for	and	finding	appropriate	literature,	don’t	go	it
alone!	There	are	some	highly	knowledgeable	experts	out	there	who	can	give	you
the	advice	you	need	to	make	a	start.

One	resource	you	do	not	want	to	overlook	is	your	university	librarian.	My	first-
year	university	students	often	grumble	about	the	need	for	library	orientations.
But	information	technology	is	changing	so	fast	that	students	and	professional
researchers	alike	need	to	update	their	skills	on	a	regular	basis.	See	your	librarian!
Not	only	are	librarians	experts	on	the	latest	computer/Internet	searching
facilities,	but	also	they	can	often	provide	you	with	the	training	necessary	to	have
you	searching	for	books/articles	in	libraries	all	over	the	world.	Many	university
librarians	are	designated	to	a	particular	academic	area	(social	science,	nursing,
education,	environment,	etc.).	These	‘specialists’	can	introduce	you	to	relevant
databases,	journals	(both	paper	and	electronic),	bibliographies,	abstracts,
reviews,	etc.,	specific	to	your	area.

‘Academics’	can	also	be	quite	helpful	in	your	search	for	relevant	literature.	Talk
to	supervisors,	professors	and	lecturers.	They	often	know	the	literature	and	are
able	to	point	you	in	the	right	direction;	or	can	at	least	direct	you	to	someone
better	acquainted	with	your	topic	who	can	give	you	the	advice	you	need	to	make
a	start.	Also,	see	if	you	can	browse	through	their	bookshelves.	While	any	one
academic’s	library	is	unlikely	to	cover	all	perspectives	or	be	completely	up	to
date,	academics	often	hold	key	readings	that	can	kick-start	your	search.	Another
possibility	is	to	join	an	academic	community	such	as	Academia.edu	or
ResearchGate.	These	are	the	LinkedIns	of	academia	–	communities	of	scholars
online,	most	of	whom	regularly	update	their	pages	with	current	research.	This	is
a	great	place	to	get	the	latest	research.	You	can	search	by	topic	or	author,	and	ask
to	be	notified	of	current	publications	as	they	happen.	Enrolment	is	free.

Finally,	think	about	calling	on	experts	in	the	field.	Those	working	in	your	area
have	often	had	to	source	relevant	literature.	I	have	had	any	number	of	students
tell	me	that	they	are	having	difficulty	finding	literature	and	can	only	find	one	or
two	recent	studies	that	relate	to	their	research	question.	I	ask	them,	‘Well,	who
did	these	people	cite?	Who	is	in	their	reference	list?’	One	relevant	journal	article
should	lead	to	several	relevant	readings.	As	well	as	relevant	journal	articles,



have	a	look	at	master’s	and	PhD	theses.	These	works	require	comprehensive
literature	reviews	and	thorough	bibliographies	that	can	give	you	a	huge	head
start	when	it	comes	to	sourcing	your	readings.	And	don’t	forget	that	you	can	also
turn	to	practitioners	–	those	who	actually	work	in	the	area	often	know	the
literature.	Finally,	try	attending	relevant	conferences.	It	is	quite	likely	that	this
will	lead	to	a	wealth	of	leads	in	your	literature	search.



Accessing	Databases
Most	library	search	engines	now	allow	you	to	search,	not	only	what	their	library
holds	–	including	the	journals	they	subscribe	to	–	but	also	the	articles	within
these	journals.	CrossSearch,	for	example	lets	you	search	all	types	of	material,
including	print	and	electronic	books,	articles,	journals,	multimedia,	theses,
newspapers,	e-repositories,	etc.	It	ranks	them	by	relevance	and	allows	to	you	to
limit	your	search	by	criteria	such	as	year,	format	and	language.

Google	Scholar	is	another	option	worth	exploring.	Like	CrossSearch,	it	allows
you	to	search	a	range	of	scholarly	materials.	I	like	the	advanced	search	option
because	it	allows	you	to	limit	by	things	like	year	of	publication	and	name	of
journal	(see	Figure	6.3).	But	here’s	a	tip:	if	you	are	looking	for	journal	articles,
but	you	don’t	know	the	names	of	relevant	journals,	simply	type	‘journal’	in	the
‘Publication’	box.	This	will	limit	your	search	to	journals	with	the	word	journal	in
the	title	(which	is	a	good	percentage),	and	will	cut	out	a	lot	of	extraneous	hits.
Google	Scholar	is	openly	available	on	the	Internet	–	but	I’d	recommend	logging
onto	your	university	website	and	accessing	it	through	there.	Doing	this	will
allow	you	to	access,	without	a	fee,	the	full	text	of	any	articles	that	are	in	journals
to	which	your	university	subscribes.

The	other	option	is	to	delve	into	discipline-related	databases.	While	more
inclusive	search	engines	are	ever	improving,	the	vast	array	of	databases	out	there
warrants	you	having	a	deeper	discipline-based	look	–	you	often	find	access	to
articles	that	simply	do	not	show	up	with	a	generalized	search	engine.	Academic
databases	may	be	divided	by	discipline,	journal	collection	or	both.	A	good	place
to	start	is	the	Web	of	Science	or	Web	of	Knowledge	databases.	For	business	or
the	social	sciences,	the	SSCI	database	provides	references	and	keyword
searchable	abstracts,	with	additional	links	to	full	text.	Of	particular	use	is	the
‘Cited	Ref	Search’	to	search	for	articles	that	cite	an	article	you	have	found
valuable.	There	are	a	few	publishers	who	now	offer	full-text	versions	of	articles
in	their	journals	through	their	own	websites	(i.e.	without	a	library	subscription).
Cambridge	University	Press	(Cambridge	Journals	Online)	and	SAGE	(Highwire)
are	two	prominent	examples.	Databases	allow	you	to	search	within	relevant
journals.	Now	there	any	many	databases,	and	as	shown	at	the	very	top	of	Figure
6.4,	you	can	view	the	databases	by	title.	But	if	you	do	not	know	the	names	of	the
relevant	databases	you	can	search	by	topic	area.	You	simply	click	on	the	topic



you’re	interested	in,	say	‘Nutrition’,	and	all	the	relevant	databases	that	your
library	has	access	to	are	offered	to	you.

Figure	6.3	Google	Scholar	advanced	search

Figure	6.4	Electronic	resources	–	databases





Honing	Your	Search	Skills
Because	the	Internet	has	freed	us	from	the	confines	of	local	library	holdings,
literature	simply	abounds!	But	there	is	a	downside.	This	incredible	availability
means	there	is	a	need	to	develop	skills	to	navigate	through	it.	If	you’re	a	regular
Internet	user,	you	have	an	advantage	because	the	skills	you	need	to	negotiate	the
web	are	the	same	as	those	you	need	to	find	literature.	Basically,	you	need	to	be
able	to	run	a	search	engine	by	using	appropriate	key	words.	It	is,	therefore,
essential	to	be	able	to	identify	your	topic,	subtopics,	variables,	theories,	theorists,
methods,	key	concepts,	etc.	in	the	form	of	key	words.	You	can	then	search	for
works	by	both	single	and	combined	key	word	searches.

Suppose	you	were	interested	in	body	piercing,	particularly	in	teenagers.	Your
first	key	words	might	be:

body	piercing	(earrings,	nose	rings,	etc.);
teenagers	(girls)	(boys)	(youth)	(adolescents).

You	would	start	your	literature	hunt	by	running	a	search	using	an	amalgam	of
these	key	words.	This	is	likely	to	lead	you	to	a	mass	of	relevant	literature	that
can	be	culled	by	adding	additional	variables	you	find	particularly	relevant	or
interesting.	For	example:

rebellion;
rites	of	passage.

Figure	6.5	Intersecting	areas	of	literature



Using	this	process,	you	can	add	additional	key	words	(e.g.	family	background)
or	a	particular	theorist	(e.g.	Foucault)	in	order	to	narrow	your	search.	You	can
also	remove	key	words	to	capture	more	literature	–	or	swap	key	words	around	to
see	what	you	come	up	with.



Figure	6.5	highlights	the	relevance	of	the	generated	literature	based	on	key
concepts	and	their	interrelationships.	Some	areas	of	intersection	may	not	yield
much	literature,	but	if	you	keep	playing	around	with	ideas,	concepts	and
variables,	you	are	bound	to	build	a	solid	literature	base.



I	have	a	question!



My	supervisor	says	I	need	to	keep	on	top	of
literature	throughout	my	project.	Are	there	any
tips	for	finding	something	new,	even	when	I’ve
been	through	it	all	before?
One	important	tip	in	the	seemingly	never-ending	search	for	literature	is	to	be	true	to	where	you	are	in
the	review	process.	In	other	words,	the	stage	of	your	review	process	and	the	goals	you	have	in
looking	at	the	literature.	For	example,	at	the	start	you	are	really	engaged	in	explorative	searching	–
just	having	a	look	at	what	might	be	out	there;	later	you	will	move	to	more	methodical	searching	–	a
more	deliberate	and	refined	search	with	well-considered	key	terms;	from	there	you	may	move	to
more	explicit	searching	–	looking	for	particular	articles	that	others	have	referenced;	and	finally	you
will	move	to	monitoring	–	keeping	abreast	of	any	new	research	in	your	area.



Understanding	Copyright
There	is	one	more	thing	to	watch	out	for	in	your	search	for	literature	–	and	that	is
copyright.	When	something	is	copyright	protected,	it	means	that	the	creator	of	an
original	work	has	exclusive	rights	to	it	(usually	for	a	limited	period	of	time).	You
cannot	copy	copyrighted	material	unless	it	falls	under	the	rules	of	fair	dealing	(as
it	is	referred	to	in	Commonwealth	countries)	or	fair	use	(in	the	US).

When	it	comes	to	study	and	non-commercial	research	in	Australia,	for	example,
under	fair	dealing,	you	can	copy:

5%	or	one	chapter	of	a	book;
one	article	from	a	journal	or	newspaper	issue;
one	paper	from	a	set	of	conference	proceedings;
one	case	from	a	volume	of	law	reports;
short	literary	pieces	as	long	as	they	are	less	than	10	pages	long;
one	(hard)	copy	of	web	material	(unless	otherwise	indicated	on	the	site).

In	producing	a	thesis	with	photocopied	material,	you	are	allowed	to	make	as
many	copies	as	needed	for	assessment	as	long	as	there	is	proper
acknowledgement.	Fair	dealing	and	fair	use	have	different	exclusions	and	rules
in	different	countries.	It	is	well	worth	checking	copyright	laws	for	your	country
either	with	your	institution	or	by	googling	them.



Managing	the	Literature
Students	are	often	shocked	at	just	how	much	literature	might	be	relevant	to	a
research	project.	In	your	searching,	you	are	bound	to	gather	a	mound	of
readings,	and	finding	a	way	to	manage	it	will	be	essential.	If	you	don’t,	it	may
just	end	up	gathering	dust	in	a	corner.	Making	it	manageable	involves	being	able
to	quickly	and	efficiently	assess	relevance;	systematically	keep	track	of	sources;
and	make	relevant	notes.



Assessing	Relevance
You	probably	won’t	be	able	to	read	every	word	of	every	piece	of	relevant
literature	you	have	located,	so	being	able	to	quickly	and	efficiently	wade	through
your	literature	in	order	to	assess	relevance	and	‘get	the	gist’	will	save	you	a	lot	of
time	and	frustration.	If	you	are	reading	a	journal	article,	look	at	the	abstract	or
executive	summary.	This	should	give	you	a	good	sense	of	relevance.	In	a	book,
peruse	the	table	of	contents,	the	back	cover	blurb	and	the	introduction.	Also	have
a	look	at	chapter	conclusions,	as	well	as	the	overall	conclusion.	Within	a	few
minutes	you	should	be	able	to	assess	if	a	work	is	likely	to	be	of	value	to	your
own	research	process.

One	simple	suggestion	is	to	rank	the	relevance	of	readings	using	sticky	notes.
For	example,	if	you	are	looking	at	literature	related	to	three	distinct	concepts,
you	could	use	sticky	notes	of	three	different	colours	(real	or	virtual),	one	for
each	concept,	and	then	rank	the	overall	work,	or	chapters	within	a	work,	with	a	1
(minimally	relevant),	2	(somewhat	relevant)	or	3	(highly	relevant).	It	is	amazing
how	much	time	this	can	save	when	you	begin	a	more	rigorous	review	of
materials.



Assessing	Quality
Just	because	a	piece	of	literature	is	relevant,	it	doesn’t	mean	it	represents	quality.
Believe	me,	there	is	a	lot	of	rubbish	out	there	on	the	web.	It	can	be	biased,	full	of
personal	agendas	and	sometimes	simply	inaccurate.	Yes,	you	will	do	better	if
you	turn	to	peer-reviewed	journal	articles.	And	this	is	generally	what	is	expected
in	a	literature	review.	But	even	with	journal	articles	there	is	a	need	to	assess
quality.	So	how	do	you	do	this?	Well	there	are	several	questions	you	can	ask	that
relate	back	to	the	indicators	of	research	credibility	covered	in	Chapter	4	(Table
4.2).

As	you	read	through	the	article	ask	yourself:

Have	researcher	subjectivities	been	acknowledged	and	managed?
Have	they	used	logical	methods	that	lead	to	valid	and/or	authentic	truth?
Are	their	methods	approached	with	consistency?
Are	arguments	relevant	and	appropriate?
Can	the	research	be	audited/verified?

Now	I	realize	that	if	you	are	new	to	research,	you	may	find	it	a	challenge	to
assess	the	work	of	‘real’	researchers.	But	developing	this	skill	is	essential.	As	a
researcher,	you	are	contributing	to	a	body	of	knowledge	and	you	need	to	be	able
to	assess	the	state	of	play	within	that	body.	Doing	this	necessarily	involves
critiquing	what	is	out	there.	As	your	research	skills	develop,	so	too	will	your
ability	to	assess	the	work	of	others.



Being	Systematic
Nothing	is	worse	than	looking	for	a	lost	reference	that	you	really	need.	It	could
be	a	quote	with	a	missing	page	number,	or	a	fact	with	no	citation,	or	a	perfect
point	that	needs	to	go	right	there	–	if	only	you	could	remember	where	you	read
it.	If	you	can	incorporate	each	of	your	resources	into	a	management	system	you
will	be	saving	yourself	a	lot	of	future	heartache.

Keep	and	file	copies	of	relevant	books,	articles,	etc.,	and	avoid	lending	out	your
‘only	copies’.	It’s	amazing	how	many	books	and	articles	never	get	returned,	even
when	the	borrower	swears	he	or	she	will	get	it	back	to	you	by	the	end	of	the
week.	You	also	need	to	keep	good	citations.	Now	as	common	as	it	may	be	to	see
bad	referencing,	I	refuse	to	believe	that	proper	referencing	is	an	intellectually
difficult	task.	A	pain	in	the	neck	and	lower	–	yes,	but	it	really	is	not	that	hard	to
do	right.	You	just	need	to	be	organized	and	diligent.	Find	out	right	from	the	start
what	your	recommended	referencing	style	is,	get	a	style	guide,	and	just	get	on
with	it.	Rigorous	referencing	and	appropriate	filing	can	save	you	much	grief	in
the	future.

You	may	also	want	to	consider	using	bibliographic	file	management	software
such	as	ProCite,	Mendeley,	EndNote	or	Reference	Manager.	These	programs	can
automatically	format	references	in	any	number	of	styles	(e.g.	Harvard,	APA,
Vancouver),	once	basic	bibliographic	details	are	entered.	Just	one	final	point:	be
sure	to	back	up	anything	and	everything	related	to	your	project,	including
references.	If	there	is	one	thing	you	can	rely	on,	it’s	that	computers	cannot	be
relied	on.



Annotating	References

Reading	furnishes	the	mind	only	with	materials	of	knowledge;	it	is	thinking
that	makes	what	we	read	ours.

John	Locke

It	is	definitely	worth	developing	a	systematic	approach	to	note	taking	that	allows
for	a	methodical	and	organized	review	of	materials	from	the	first	read.	Many
students	will	read	materials	without	such	a	systematic	approach,	and	later	find
they	need	to	go	back	and	reread	the	material	–	often	when	they	are	short	of	time
and	hard	pressed	to	meet	deadlines.

A	good	strategy	here	is	to	keep	an	annotated	bibliography	or	a	systematic	review
of	all	your	significant	literature	that	can	remind	you	of	the	relevance,	accuracy
and	quality	of	sources	cited	(see	Box	6.1,	below).	This	does	not	mean	you	need
to	take	huge	amounts	of	formal	notes.	Annotations	are	generally	for	your	eyes
only	and	are	jotted	down	in	order	to	minimize	the	time	it	takes	to	incorporate
these	works	into	your	own.	So	while	‘annotating’	every	single	relevant	reference
may	seem	like	a	highly	onerous	task,	you	will	be	grateful	for	the	annotations
when	you	undertake	a	formal	literature	review,	or	when	you	need	to	call	on	the
references	while	writing	up.

Annotated	bibliography A	list	of	citations	with	a	brief	descriptive	and	evaluative	paragraph
indicating	the	relevance,	accuracy	and	quality	of	the	cited	sources.

Annotations	vary	in	both	content	and	length	depending	on	the	relevance	of	the
reviewed	work,	but	there	are	key	elements	I	would	notate,	starting	with	the
author	and	intended	audience.	The	ability	to	retrieve	vast	amounts	of	literature
has	increased	the	need	to	assess	that	literature.	The	Internet	is	full	of
propaganda,	uninformed	opinion	and	less-than-credible	research.	Ask	yourself:
Who	is	doing	the	writing?	What	are	their	qualifications?	Are	they	professionals,
politicians,	researchers	or	unknown?	And	who	is	the	work	written	for?	Is	it	for
an	academic	audience,	general	public,	constituents,	clients?	If	the	answers	to
these	questions	leave	you	feeling	less	than	comfortable	with	the	source,	it	is
probably	best	to	move	on	to	more	credible	literature.



A	quick	summary	can	also	be	useful.	I	am	often	asked	how	long	a	summary
should	be.	The	answer	is	‘it	depends’.	The	aim	is	to	jot	down	key	points	that	will
help	you	research	and	write.	You	may	be	able	to	summarize	a	less-relevant	work
in	a	sentence	or	two,	while	others	will	be	much	more	instrumental	to	your	own
thinking	and	researching	and	require	more	in-depth	coverage.	Write	what	you
think	you	will	want	to	know	later	on,	and	try	not	to	fall	into	the	trap	of	trusting
your	memory.	What	you	think	you	will	remember	today	is	likely	to	be	forgotten,
if	not	tomorrow,	then	certainly	in	a	few	months.	Keep	in	mind	that	you	can	write
annotations	in	any	manner/style	you	want;	you	don’t	have	to	be	formal.	Doodles,
mind	maps,	quotes,	page	numbers,	etc.	are	all	fair	game	–	as	is	simply
photocopying	and	highlighted	bits	of	the	abstract	with	notes	in	the	margins.

Now	students	generally	don’t	have	a	problem	summarizing	information.	Where
they	often	struggle,	however,	is	in	their	ability	to	be	critical.	Now	I	know	the
word	‘critical’	has	a	tendency	to	imply	negativity	–	picking	holes	–	but	in
academic	reviewing	the	word	‘critical’	means	informed	and	considered
evaluation.	As	a	potential	researcher	you	need	to	be	able	to	ask	and	answer	the
question	‘What	did	I	really	think	of	that	and	why?’	Is	it	new?	Is	it	old?	Is	it
cutting	edge?	Is	it	just	a	rehash?	Are	there	fundamental	flaws	in	the
methodology?	Are	author	biases	coming	through?	Are	the	results	credible?	Also
consider	comparing	and	contrasting	this	work	with	others	you	have	read.	How
does	it	‘sit’	with	the	general	literature?

Finally,	definitely	worth	notating	is	relevance.	This	is	where	you	try	to	make	the
connection	between	what	others	have	done	and	what	you	propose	to	do.	Ask
yourself	how	this	work	sits	in	relation	to	the	study	you	plan	to	conduct.	Is	there
anything	in	the	work	that	turns	a	light	bulb	on	in	your	head?	How	does	the
theory	or	ideology	compare?	What	about	the	methods?	Is	there	some	flaw	in	the
thinking/methods	that	makes	you	want	to	explore	this	area/topic/question	from	a
different	angle?	Is	there	a	quote,	passage	or	section	that	really	gets	to	the	heart	of
what	you	are	trying	to	do	or	say?	Look	to	be	inspired.	Look	to	be	surprised.
Look	to	be	appalled.	Use	this	section	to	get	the	creative	juices	flowing.

Box	6.1:	Brief	Sample	Annotation

Citation:	O’Leary,	Z.	(2001a)	‘Conversations	in	the	Kitchen’	in	A.	Barlett	and	G.	Mercer
(eds)	Postgraduate	Research	Supervision:	Transforming	(R)elations.	New	York:	Peter
Lang.
Author/Audience:	The	author	is	a	senior	lecturer	at	the	University	of	Sydney	who	has
written	a	chapter	in	a	book	targeting	postgraduate	research	students	and	supervisors.
Summary:	This	is	basically	an	anecdote	that	discusses	and	attempts	to	normalize,	the



emotion	and	intellectual	hardship	many	research	students	can	go	through	when	trying	to
juggle	family	obligations	and	study.
Critical	Appraisal:	The	anecdote	is	quite	short	and	written	in	a	warm	and	personal	style
that	makes	it	very	easy	to	relate	to.	It	is	not,	however,	a	research	study	backed	up	by	any
data/rigour	and	therefore	does	not	allow	one	to	assess	the	extent	of	the	issues	raised	and
whether	the	concerns	she	raises	are	widespread.	That	said,	it	does	seem	to	relate	well	to
the	more	rigorous	research	studies	conducted	by	Field	and	Howard	(2002)	and	Dreicker
(2003).
Relevance:	This	relates	quite	well	to	my	chapter	on	‘coping	mechanism	and	strategies	for
managing	role	and	workloads’	and	may	be	good	for	a	quote	or	two,	especially	if	I	feel	my
text	is	too	dry.



Writing	the	Formal	‘Literature	Review’
As	discussed	at	the	beginning	of	the	chapter,	a	literature	review	is	a	very	specific
piece	of	argumentative	writing,	based	largely	on	a	critical	review	of	relevant
journal	articles,	that	acts	to	create	a	‘space’	for	your	research.	It	is	generally
required	in	research	projects,	proposals,	reports,	journal	articles	and	student
theses.	So	it	needs	to	be	tackled	–	even	if	it	is	seen	as	a	somewhat	overwhelming
task.

It	is	quite	common	to	feel	overwhelmed	by	the	thought	of	doing	a	literature
review.	Indeed,	the	need	to	write	a	literature	review	can	strike	fear	into	the	heart
of	even	the	most	confident	student.	Not	only	do	you	need	to	engage	with	a	body
of	literature,	you	also	need	to	be	able	to	compare,	contrast,	synthesize	and	make
arguments	with	that	literature	in	ways	that	indicate	a	readiness	to	contribute	to
the	literature	itself.	And	that	is	a	big	task,	especially	if	it	is	your	first	rigorous
attempt.

Literature	review A	critical	and	purposive	review	of	a	body	of	knowledge	including	findings
and	theoretical	and	methodological	contributions.

Just	knowing	how	to	start	can	be	difficult	–	and	not	all	supervisors	know	how	to
get	you	on	your	way.	Most	will	know	a	good	literature	review	when	they	read
one,	but	more	than	a	few	will	have	difficulty	articulating	exactly	how	to	go	about
constructing	one.	Understanding	the	literature	review’s	purpose,	coming	to	grips
with	the	potential	ways	you	can	handle	coverage	and	approaching	the	task
methodically	can	go	a	long	way	in	making	the	task	manageable.



Purpose
You’d	think	that	the	purpose	of	a	formal	literature	review	should	be	simply	to
review	the	literature.	But	expectations	of	what	a	literature	review	is	meant	to
achieve	go	far	beyond	a	simple	articulation	of	what	previous	researchers	have
done	and	found.	The	formal	literature	review	is	a	purposeful	argument	that	needs
to:

1.	 Inform	readers	of	developments	in	the	field	–	Not	only	should	a	research
study	inform	readers	of	your	particular	research	question,	but	it	should	also
inform	them	of	the	general	topic.	The	inclusion	of	a	strong	literature	review
should	provide	readers	with	contextual	learning	through	an	up-to-date
account	and	discussion	of	relevant	theories,	methods	and	research	studies
that	make	up	a	particular	topic’s	body	of	literature.

2.	 Establish	researcher	credibility	–	Because	researchers	are	responsible	for
the	production	of	new	knowledge,	it	is	essential	they	show	they	are	abreast
of	the	field;	are	aware	of	relevant	new	developments;	and	are	conversant
with	academic	and	scientific	discourse	and	debate	within	their	research
area.	The	literature	review	allows	researchers	to	establish	credibility
through	rigorous	and	critical	evaluation	of	relevant	research	works;	a
demonstrated	understanding	of	key	issues;	and	the	ability	to	outline	the
relationship	of	their	own	work	to	the	rest	of	the	field.

3.	 Argue	the	need	for,	and	relevance	of,	their	study	–	The	literature	review
needs	to	make	an	argument	for	a	researcher’s	own	research	agenda.	It	needs
to	set	the	current	study	within	the	context	of	past	research.	The	literature
review	has	the	potential	to	identify	‘gaps’	that	show	the	appropriate	and
significant	nature	of	a	study’s	research	questions.	It	can	also	justify
methodological	approaches	by:	critically	evaluating	methods	that	are
generally	accepted	for	and	typical	of	this	type	of	research;	highlighting	the
limitations	that	might	be	common	to	past	studies;	and	uncovering	the
possibly	unwarranted	assumptions	that	can	underpin	method.

Please	note:	a	literature	review	is	not	a	document	analysis.	It	is,	for	the	most
part,	an	overview	of	research	studies	that	have	been	conducted	by	past
researchers.	Document	analysis	is	a	form	of	indirect	data	analysis	(see	Chapter
13).	If	you	want	to	explore	things	like	policy	documents,	legislation	and
organizational	protocols,	in	order	to	gather	data	and	look	for	evidence,	it	should



not	be	included	in	the	literature	review.	If	the	exploration	of	documents	is
warranted	as	a	credible	approach	to	answering	your	research	question,	then	my
advice	is	to	include	it	in	method,	and	report	on	it	in	your	findings	section.

Table	6.1	attempts	to	outline	the	purpose	in	a	bit	more	depth	by	highlighting	the
broader,	more	self-educative	reasons	for	reviewing	the	literature,	and	the
corresponding	purposes	of	the	formal	‘literature	review’.



Coverage
Once	you	understand	its	purpose,	the	question	you	are	likely	to	ask	is	‘What
exactly	needs	to	go	into	my	literature	review?’	Well,	the	coverage	in	your
literature	review	should	be	broad	enough	to:	inform	your	readers	of	the	nature	of
the	discourse	and	debate	current	to	your	topic;	establish	your	own	credibility	as	a
researcher	abreast	of	the	field;	and	demonstrate	the	need	for,	and	relevance	of,
your	own	research.	But	the	depth	of	the	general	body	of	literature,	the	arguments
you	are	trying	to	make,	and	the	level	of	the	project/thesis	will	also	determine
what	is	both	suitable	and	required.	A	one-semester	undergraduate	project	may
only	demand	engagement	with	20	or	so	of	the	most	relevant	and	recent	articles,
while	a	PhD	thesis	may	require	in	excess	of	250	articles	and	oblige	you	to	dig
into	both	theory	and	seminal	works.

Options	for	coverage	include:	exhaustive	coverage	that	cites	all	relevant
literature;	exhaustive	coverage	with	only	selective	citation;	representative
coverage	that	discusses	works	that	typify	particular	areas	within	the	literature;
coverage	of	seminal/pivotal	works;	a	combination	of	the	above.



Plagiarism
Everything	is	online.	And	that	means	a	finished	literature	review	can	be	as	close
as	a	few	‘cut	and	paste’	operations	away.	Don’t	do	it!	First,	it	is	wrong:	you	are
essentially	stealing	the	work	of	others.	Second,	it	can	get	you	kicked	out	of	your
degree	programme.	Third,	it	simply	does	not	lead	to	a	good	literature	review.
Yes,	you	can	cut	and	paste	and	string	together	bits	of	abstracts.	But	there	will	be
no	arguments	running	through	it.	There	will	be	no	driving	message.	You	need	to
write	this	as	a	custom	piece:	a	piece	that	clearly	argues	the	need	for,	and
relevance	of,	your	study.

So	what	exactly	constitutes	plagiarism?	Plagiarism	is	when	the	words,	ideas	or
data	of	another	person	are	not	referenced	and	are	therefore	passed	off	as	your
own.	This	means	you	cannot:

cut	and	paste	ideas,	phrases,	paragraphs,	diagrams	or	images	without
referencing	the	source;
pay	someone	else	to	write	for	you;
download	a	paper	from	an	online	source	and	submit	it	as	your	own;
copy	from	another	student’s	work	without	acknowledgement;
mention	a	source	in	your	bibliography	but	not	reference	it	in	the	text;
change	the	words	of	someone	else’s	original	idea	without	referencing	it;
quote	from	a	speech	or	lecture	without	acknowledging	the	speaker.

Now	I	realize	that	asking	you	to	do	original	work	by	referring	to	experts	may
seem	like	a	contradiction.	But	the	key	is	acknowledgement	–	in	other	words,
appropriate	referencing.	You	need	to	be	diligent	and	even	pedantic.	Find	out
what	referencing	style	is	recommended	in	your	faculty	and	follow	guidelines
that	can	be	readily	found	online	or	from	your	institution.



The	Writing	Process
There	are	students	who	are	able	to	pull	together	an	impressive	literature	review
without	too	much	guidance.	They	have	a	sense	of	the	task	and	tackle	it
admirably.	But	I	have	to	say	this	is	the	exception.	Most	students	struggle	and	are
looking	for	a	clear	way	forward.	So	while	the	following	is	not	the	only	process
you	can	follow,	it	is	one	that	will	get	you	from	A	to	B	and	help	you	go	well
beyond	a	‘he	said,	she	said’	report.	Remember:	the	goal	here	is	to	inform,
establish	and	argue.	To	do	this,	I	suggest	the	following	steps:

1.	 Make	doing	the	literature	review	an	ongoing	process	–	Your	literature
review	will	inform	your	question,	theory	and	methods,	and	your	question,
theory	and	methods	will	help	set	the	parameters	of	your	literature	review.
This	is	a	cyclical	process.	A	literature	review	is	often	a	moving	target	that
should	evolve	in	both	thinking	and	writing	as	your	study	develops.

2.	 Read	quite	a	few	good,	relevant	reviews	–	You	need	to	have	a	sense	of	what
a	good	literature	review	is	before	you	are	in	a	position	to	construct	your
own.

3.	 Identify	the	variables	in	your	study	–	For	instance:	(a)	body	piercing;	(b)
teenagers;	(c)	rites	of	passage.

4.	 Develop	a	list	of	synonyms	or	alternatives	–	For	instance:	(a)	piercing,
earrings,	nose	rings,	body	art,	etc.;	(b)	teenagers,	girls,	boys,	adolescents,
young	adults;	(c)	rites	of	passage,	initiation,	induction,	observance.

5.	 Place	the	terms	in	a	Venn	diagram	–	As	shown	earlier	in	Figure	6.5.
6.	 Use	a	search	engine	–	Look	for	appropriate	databases	and/or	ask	your

librarian	for	guidance.	Search	using	a	combination	of	variables	and	their
synonyms/alternatives.

7.	 Compile	citations	with	abstracts	–	Many	of	these	will	be	available
electronically.

8.	 Read	abstracts	and	cull	all	irrelevant	articles	–	Get	rid	of	anything
obviously	off-topic,	and	rank	remaining	readings	by	relevance.

9.	 Assess	whether	you	need	to	dig	deeper	or	focus	your	review	–	To	focus	in,
you	can	add	relevant	variables	(see	Figure	6.3)	and/or	look	at	studies
conducted	in	the	past,	say,	five	or	seven	years.	You	can	also	think	about
limiting	your	review	to	selective	or	representative	coverage.	Expanding
may	mean	limiting/modifying	variables	and/or	increasing	time	span.
Remember	that	studies	do	not	have	to	directly	explore	your	particular



research	questions	to	be	relevant,	informative	and	useful.
10.	 Systematically	log	your	relevant	readings	–	Choices	here	are	to	manually

construct	a	comprehensive	bibliography	or	use	bibliographic	software	such
as	ProCite,	EndNote	or	Reference	Manager.

11.	 Read	and	annotate	each	relevant	article	–	As	suggested	earlier	in	the
chapter,	comment	on	author/audience,	key	points,	critical	comment	and
relevance.

12.	 Sort	and	organize	your	annotations	–	Look	for	themes,	issues	of	concern,
common	shortcomings,	etc.	You	may	find	that	patterns	begin	to	emerge,
which	can	go	a	long	way	towards	the	development	of	your	own	arguments.

13.	 Develop	a	potential	outline	for	your	literature	review	–	Consider	what
arguments	will	best	convince	readers	that	you	are	fully	engaged	with	the
relevant	body	of	literature.	Your	structure	can	always	be	modified	as	your
thinking	evolves,	but	your	main	argument	should	relate	to	the	need	for	your
research	study	to	be	undertaken	in	the	way	you	are	proposing.

14.	 Write	purposefully	–	You	cannot	write	a	formal	‘literature	review’	without
an	agenda.	Your	audience	should	be	able	to	readily	identify	the	‘point’	of
each	section	of	your	review.	If	your	audience	do	not	know	why	you	are
telling	them	what	you	are	telling	them,	you	need	to	reconsider	your
approach	(see	Box	6.2).

15.	 Use	the	literature	to	back	up	your	arguments	–	Rather	than	review,	report	or
borrow	the	arguments	of	others,	use	the	literature	to	help	generate,	and	then
support,	your	own	arguments.	That	means	each	paragraph	should	make	a
point	that	is	backed	up	by	the	literature.	For	instance:

Within	the	context	of	climate	change,	the	relationship	between
knowledge	and	behavioural	change	is	contentious	[the	point	you	are
trying	to	make].	While	several	studies	have	shown	that	knowledge	of
climate	change	affects	behaviour	(Jones,	2008;	Wong,	2002;	Smith,
2007),	a	new	study	conducted	by	Burnie	and	Powis	(2009)	argues	that
knowledge	has	minimal	impact	on	change	and	that	practices	of	peers
and	neighbours	are	much	more	influential	[the	evidence	that	supports
your	point].

This	is	a	much	more	sophisticated	approach	than	leading	each	paragraph	by
author,	i.e.	starting	paragraphs	with	‘Jones	(2008)	states’,	‘Wong	(2002)



found’	and	‘Smith	(2007)	argues’.
16.	 Adopt	an	appropriate	style	and	tone	–	The	trick	here	is	to	avoid	being	too

deferential,	but	also	avoid	being	overcritical.	Keep	in	mind	that	your	goal	is
to	engage,	debate,	argue,	evolve	your	own	ideas	and	contribute.	If	you	think
of	yourself	as	a	mere	student,	you	might	find	it	hard	to	be	critical.	On	the
other	hand,	if	you	attempt	to	establish	credibility	by	showing	you	are	able
to	pick	holes	in	the	work	of	others,	you	run	the	risk	of	being	judgemental,
hypercritical	and	unable	to	draw	relevance	and	significance	from	the	works
reviewed.

17.	 Get	plenty	of	feedback	–	Writing	a	literature	review	is	not	an	easy	task,	and
supervisors’	expectations	can	vary	widely.	Don’t	wait	until	the	last	minute
to	begin	the	writing	process	or	to	get	feedback.	Be	sure	to	pass	a	draft	to
your	supervisor,	or	anyone	else	willing	to	read	it,	early	on.

18.	 Be	prepared	to	redraft	–	Whether	you	are	a	student	or	professional
researcher,	you	are	not	likely	to	get	away	without	a	redraft	or	two	(or	three
or	four).

(See	the	companion	website	 	for	a	few	examples	of	both	good	and	bad
literature	reviews.)

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

Box	6.2:	Writing	styles	in	the	literature	review

Descriptive	writing:	As	the	title	implies	this	is	all	about	describing	–	offering	facts/
information,	saying	what	is	–	a	large	part	of	the	literature	review.
Analytical	writing:	Analytical	writing	takes	descriptive	writing	a	step	further	by
organizing	information	into	logical	groupings.	It	also	compares,	contrasts	and	explores
relationships.	This	is	what	begins	to	give	your	literature	review	some	structure.
Critical	writing:	A	natural	next	step	when	comparing	works	is	to	make	judgements.	You
are	now	assessing	works	and	ascribing	value.	You	are	engaged	with	the	work	and	sharing
what	you	think	about	it.
Persuasive	or	argumentative	writing:	Once	you	have	your	head	around	your	critiques	of
the	literature,	you	will	need	to	organize	these	critiques	so	you	are	in	a	position	to	make
arguments.	In	the	case	of	the	literature	review	you	are	arguing	the	place	for	your	own
research.

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


I	have	a	question!



I	am	still	struggling.	You	say	to	use	arguments,	but
what	exactly	am	I	arguing?
This	is	actually	an	easy	one	to	answer.	There	are	a	lot	of	ways	to	get	there,	but	in	the	end	the
argument	driving	every	literature	review	is	the	same.	You	are	working	through	the	literature	in	a	way
that	allows	you	to	conclude	…	therefore	there	is	a	need	to	conduct	this	study	as	I	have	proposed.
You’re	arguing	need.	Where	that	need	comes	from	depends	on	what	you	found	as	you	became
familiar	with	the	body	of	literature	surrounding	your	work.	Perhaps	you	will	argue	that	much	of	the
literature	is	based	on	false	assumptions,	or	that	studies	are	not	contextually	relevant,	or	that	they	are
methodologically	flawed.	Perhaps	you	will	argue	that	the	preponderance	of	quantitative	studies	has
meant	that	a	deep	dive	into	a	situation	has	not	occurred,	or	that	there	has	yet	to	be	a	comprehensive
quantitative	look	at	the	situation.	You	may	argue	a	number	of	these	things,	and	of	course	you	may
have	other	insights.	The	bottom	line	is	that	as	you	review	the	literature	you	are	not	only	reviewing
what	has	been	done,	you	are	reviewing	in	a	way	that	makes	a	space	for	your	own	research.

Chapter	summary

Good	research	demands	engagement	with	topical,	methodological	and	theoretical
literature.	This	will	help	you	explore	a	topic,	define	a	question,	articulate	a	rationale,
theoretically	inform	your	study,	develop	appropriate	design,	write	a	formal	literature
review,	and	sometimes	be	a	source	of	primary	data.
Literature	types	include	reference	materials,	books,	journals,	grey	literature,	official
publications,	archives	and	writing	aids.	To	find	appropriate	material,	you	should	call	on
the	expertise	of	librarians,	supervisors	and	other	researchers.
The	ever-increasing	availability	of	literature	requires	students	to	develop	proficient	key-
word	search	skills	for	use	in	accessing	a	variety	of	electronic	databases	and	search
engines.	You	will	also	need	to	quickly	cull	vast	amounts	of	written	work	for	relevance
and	quality.
Managing	and	annotating	sources	provides	a	record	of	relevant	literature.	It	should
include	the	citation,	articulation	of	the	author	and	audience,	a	short	summary,	critical
commentary	and	notes	on	relevance	that	can	remind	you	of	the	significance,	accuracy	and
quality	of	the	sources	cited.
The	formal	literature	review	is	a	very	specific	piece	of	argumentative	writing	designed	to
inform	your	readers	of	your	topic,	establish	your	credibility	as	a	researcher,	and	argue	the
need	for,	and	relevance	of,	your	work.	Most	find	it	a	difficult	task	that	takes	patience,
practice,	drafts	and	redrafts.



Further	Reading
There	are	quite	a	few	readings	that	can	help	you	navigate	your	way	through	the
complexities	of	working	with	research	literature.	You	may	find	the	following
sources	a	good	place	to	start:

Fink,	A.	(2013)	Conducting	Research	Literature	Reviews:	From	the	Internet	to
Paper,	4th	Edition.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

Good	accessible	guide	that	explains	how	literature	reviews	form	the	basis	of
arguments	that	justify	the	need	for	and	significance	of	research,	and	explain	a
study’s	findings.	Terrific	array	of	examples	and	exercises.

Galvan,	J.	L.	(2015)	Writing	Literature	Reviews:	A	Guide	for	Students	of	the
Social	and	Behavioral	Sciences,	6th	Edition.	Glendale,	CA:	Pyrczak.

I	like	the	way	this	book	uses	examples	of	real	literature	reviews	to	illustrate	key
points.	Easy	to	follow.

Girden,	E.	and	Kabacoff,	R.	(2010)	Evaluating	Research	Articles	from	Start	to
Finish.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

Critiquing	someone	else’s	research,	particularly	a	professional’s,	can	be	a	real
challenge	for	the	student	researcher.	The	systematic	approach	to	critique	that	the
authors	take	here	–	as	well	as	their	use	of	examples	–	will	make	the	task	easier.

Machi,	L.	A.	and	McEvoy,	B.	(2012)	The	Literature	Review:	Six	Steps	to
Success.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Corwin	Press.

The	authors	offer	a	simple	six-step	approach	to:	topic	selection;	literature
searching;	argument	development;	literature	surveying;	critical	appraisal;	and
writing	up.	Highly	useful.

Pan,	M.	L.	(2013)	Preparing	Literature	Reviews:	Qualitative	and	Quantitative
Approaches,	4th	Edition.	Glendale,	CA:	Pyrczak.

Good	guide	for	evaluating	existing	research	and	organizing	and	writing	up	a
literature	review.	Useful	exercises	and	good	examples.



Rhoades,	E.	A.	(2011)	‘Literature	reviews’,	The	Volta	Review,	111(3):	353–68.

This	is	a	good	article.	While	the	context	might	be	children	with	hearing	loss,	the
author	doesn’t	spend	much	time	on	the	context	and	instead	gets	into	the	issue	of
what	makes	a	good	literature	review.	Then	advice	on	wading	through,	making
sense	of	and	reporting	of	a	body	of	literature	is	undeniably	useful	(full	text
available	on	the	companion	website).

Ridley,	D.	(2012)	The	Literature	Review:	A	Step	by	Step	Guide	for	Students.
London:	Sage.

I	really	like	this	book.	Its	use	of	cases	and	examples	to	draw	out	best	practice
works	very	well.	Good	coverage	of	online	sources	and	lots	of	practical	tips.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

Moving	from	questions	to	answers
To	understand	the	need	for	methodological	design	to	address	your	research	question;	to
be	within	your	capacity	and	interest;	and	to	be	practical	and	doable
To	understand	the	need	to	determine	appropriate	methodology	as	well	as	appropriate
methods	of	data	collection

Getting	it	right	for	the	researcher
To	be	able	to	align	research	design	with	personal	interest	and	skills
To	be	able	to	identify	various	researcher	roles

Pragmatics:	making	it	doable
To	be	able	to	assess	the	practicality	of	your	methodological	plan

It’s	all	in	the	details
To	be	able	to	work	through	the	fundamental	design	questions	of	who;	where;	when;
how;	what
To	understand	the	challenges	of	emergent	and	flexible	methodological	design



Moving	from	Questions	to	Answers

Methods	and	means	cannot	be	separated	from	the	ultimate	aim.

Emma	Goldman

When	it	comes	to	methodological	design,	it	may	sound	incredibly	obvious,	but
your	goal	is	to	come	up	with	a	plan	that	will	allow	you	either	to	answer	your
well-articulated	research	question,	or	to	test	your	skilfully	constructed
hypothesis.	Now	this	clearly	implies	that	methodological	design	requires	a	well-
articulated	research	question	or	a	skilfully	constructed	hypothesis,	and	this	is
true.	As	discussed	in	Chapter	3,	a	well-articulated	question	defines	an
investigation,	sets	boundaries,	provides	direction	and	acts	as	a	frame	of	reference
for	assessing	your	work.	In	this	way,	your	question	acts	as	a	blueprint	for
decision-making	related	to	method.	So	if	you	think	you	are	ready	to	move	to
methodological	design,	but	you	are	still	struggling	to	articulate	your	question
clearly,	you	really	need	to	go	back	and	work	on	the	question	itself.	If	you	don’t
know	where	you	want	to	go,	you	simply	can’t	determine	a	path	for	getting	there.



Finding	a	Path
So	let’s	talk	about	paths	for	a	minute.	Assuming	you	are	pretty	happy	with	your
research	question,	the	next	step	is	figuring	out	how	to	best	go	about	getting	the
answers;	in	other	words,	defining	the	elements	of	your	methodological	design.
Figure	7.1	represents	a	common	conception	of	how	we	move	from	questions	to
answers.	The	arrow	represents	the	methodological	design	that	will	best	get	you
from	Q	to	A.	The	assumption	here	is	that	there	is	a	correct	or	best	design.

Figure	7.1	The	path

Figure	7.2	offers	an	alternative	representation	of	methodological	possibilities.
Here	the	assumption	is	that	there	might	be	numerous	ways	to	move	from
questions	to	answers.	Paths	are	varied	and	diverse,	but	they	all	have	the	potential
to	generate	the	data	that	can	lead	to	credible	answers.	The	trick	is	to	travel	down
a	methodological	path	that	is	appropriate	for	the	question,	the	researcher	and	the
context.

Figure	7.2	Multiple	paths

Figure	7.3	works	on	the	same	‘multiple	path’	assumption	as	Figure	7.2,	but
reminds	us	that	both	who	we	are	and	what	we	do	can	influence	how	we	see	and
what	we	find.	Each	methodological	design	has	the	potential	to	draw	out	answers
from	a	somewhat	different	perspective.	I	think	Werner	Heisenberg,	one	of	the
twentieth-century	physicists	who	founded	the	area	of	quantum	mechanics,	said	it
best:	‘It	is	worth	remembering	that	what	we	observe	is	not	nature	itself,	but
nature	exposed	to	our	method	of	questioning’	(in	Shulman	and	Asimov,	1988:



324).

Figure	7.3	Paths	and	perspective

The	significance	of	the	progression	of	these	models	is	in	the	increased
responsibility	they	represent	for	the	researcher.	As	you	move	from	finding	the
path,	to	choosing	from	a	range	of	potential	paths,	to	reflexively	considering	the
implications	of	the	paths	themselves,	your	need	to	consider	issues	associated
with	credibility	increases.	If	you	view	the	development	of	method	in	a	manner
similar	to	that	in	Figure	7.3,	design	becomes	a	real	thinking	game	that	requires
you	to	make	well-considered	decisions	that	best	ensure	you	are	approaching
your	study	in	a	manner	that	will	lead	to	highly	credible	data	and	trustworthy
results.

So	what	do	you	need	to	consider	in	your	methodological	decision-making?	Well,
as	depicted	in	Figure	7.4,	getting	your	methodological	design	on	target	requires
that:	your	methodological	design	addresses	your	question;	you	have,	or	are
willing	to	develop,	the	skills	and	interests	needed	to	undertake	your	plan;	and	all
the	elements	of	your	methodological	design	are	doable.

Figure	7.4	Getting	your	methodological	design	on	target



Addressing	Your	Question
Unfortunately,	there	can	be	a	real	tendency	for	researchers,	both	new	and
established,	to	be	quite	wedded	to	particular	methodological	approaches.	They
might	have	it	in	their	minds	that	they	will	do	an	ethnography	or	population
study,	or	a	survey	or	series	of	interviews,	even	before	they	have	really	engaged
in	a	critical	examination	of	what	their	question	logically	demands.	But	keep	in
mind	that	the	goal	in	developing	methodological	approaches	is	working	towards
what	is	most	appropriate	for	answering	your	question.	It	is	important	that	you	do
not	fall	prey	to	the	belief	that	one	way	of	doing	things	is	inherently	better	than
another,	or	that	it’s	okay	to	stay	within	your	comfort	zone.	Methods	need	to	fall
from	questions.

Methodology Overarching,	macro-level	frameworks	that	offer	principles	of	reasoning
associated	with	particular	paradigmatic	assumptions	that	legitimate	various	schools	of	research.
Methodologies	provide	both	the	strategies	and	grounding	for	the	conduct	of	a	study.	Examples
here	include	scientific	method,	ethnography	and	action	research	(see	Chapters	8,	9	and	10).

Now,	as	discussed	in	Chapter	4,	this	does	not	mean	your	question	must	be	set	in
stone	from	its	first	articulation.	Research	is	generally	an	ongoing	and	iterative



process	of	development	and	redevelopment	that	may	see	questions	shift	at
various	stages	throughout	the	research	process.	What	needs	to	be	stressed,
however,	is	that	in	the	end,	there	needs	to	be	a	goodness	of	fit	between	your	final
question	and	your	methodological	design.	One,	the	other	or	both	may	evolve,	but
in	the	end,	your	question	and	your	design	(which	will	incorporate	decision-
making	at	both	the	level	of	methodology	and	methods)	will	need	to	have	the
tightest	of	relationships.	In	Chapter	1,	I	articulated	the	distinction	between
methodology	and	methods	–but	I	will	put	these	definitions	here	again	for	easy
reference.

Methods The	actual	micro-level	techniques	used	to	collect	and	analyse	data.	Methods	of	data
collection	include	interviewing,	surveying,	observation	and	unobtrusive	methods	(see	Chapters
12	and	13),	while	methods	of	analysis	comprise	quantitative	strategies	(i.e.	statistics)	and
qualitative	strategies	(i.e.	thematic	exploration)	(see	Chapters	14	and	15).

Tools The	devices	used	in	the	collection	of	research	data,	such	as	questionnaires,	observation
checklists	and	interview	schedules	(see	Chapters	12	and	13).

Methodological	design The	plan	for	conducting	your	research	project	that	includes	all	of	the
above.

Working	at	the	Level	of	Methodology
One	of	the	most	crucial	factors	involved	in	the	selection	of	methodology	is
familiarization.	You	need	to	be	aware	of	what	is	out	there.	As	covered	in	Chapter
8,	you	can	explore	traditional	quantitative	strategies	based	on	scientific,
hypothetico-deductive	methods,	as	well	as	any	number	of	qualitative	strategies
designed	to	get	you	delving	at	a	deeper	level.	You	might	also	consider	mixed
methodological	approaches	that	will	have	you	working	across	more	than	one
strategy	(see	Chapter	9).	There	are	also	more	purposive	strategies	that	allow	you
to	work	simultaneously	towards	both	knowledge	and	change,	such	as	action
research,	as	well	as	methodologies	designed	for	both	front	and	back	end
evaluation	(see	Chapter	10).	While	the	ideal	would	be	for	you	to	have	in-depth
knowledge	of	all	these	approaches,	what	is	crucial	in	undertaking	a	research
project	is	familiarity	with	what’s	out	there	and	the	ability	to	reflexively	consider
these	strategies	in	relation	to	the	aims	and	objectives	of	your	study.

Now	when	it	comes	to	your	project,	you	are	generally	trying	to	do	one	or	more
of	the	following:	understand	a	problem	or	an	issue;	find	workable	solutions;
work	towards	a	solution;	or	evaluate	success	and/or	failure.	As	discussed	below,



each	of	these	distinct	goals	tends	to	be	aligned	with	particular	methodological
approaches:

Understanding	a	problem	–	Attempting	to	develop	a	better	understanding
of	a	problem	situation	might	involve	looking	outwards	towards	broad
societal	attitudes	and	opinions,	or	inwards	into	the	intricacies	and
complexities	of	your	problem	situation.	Take,	for	example,	the	issue	of
workplace	stress.	You	might	want	to	know	‘How	common	is	stress	in	the
workplace?’	If	this	were	your	question,	outward	exploration	–	for	example,
a	population	study	using	a	survey	approach	–	might	be	called	for.	If,
however,	your	interest	was	in	understanding	how	a	particular	staff	group
react	to	stress,	or	what	it	feels	like	to	live	with	workplace	stress,	you	might
look	at	more	inwardly	focused	strategies	that	allow	you	to	delve	deeper	into
complexity	–for	example,	ethnography	or	phenomenology	(see	Chapters	8
and	9).
Finding	workable	solutions	–	The	quest	to	find	workable	solutions	might
involve:	assessing	needs	and	visioning	futures;	locating	potential
programmes,	interventions	and/or	services;	or	exploring	the	feasibility	of
particular	change	initiatives.	For	example,	sticking	with	the	issue	of
workplace	stress,	your	goal	might	be	to	understand	what	can	be	done	to
reduce	such	stress.	Specific	questions	might	be:	‘Is	workplace	stress	a
priority	issue	for	employees?’,	‘What	vision	do	employees	have	for	a
different	workplace	culture?’,	‘What	programmes	have	been	introduced	in
other	settings	to	reduce	stress?’	or	‘Will	programme	X	be	suitable/cost
effective	for	my	workplace?’	Now	these	types	of	question	are	sometimes
referred	to	as	‘front	end	analysis’	and	are	common	approaches	in	evaluative
research.	So	if	this	is	where	your	aims/objectives	are	pointing,	you	need	to
explore	this	area	of	literature	(see	Chapter	10).
Working	towards	solutions	–	I	am	referring	here	to	research	goals	that	go
beyond	the	production	of	knowledge,	i.e.	research	that	has	the	goal	of
change	directly	embedded	in	its	research	agenda.	Now	this	might	refer	to
improving	practice,	shifting	systems	or	even	working	towards	some	level	of
fundamental	or	radical	change.	Suppose	your	goal	was	to	collaborate	with
staff	on	a	co-learning	project	that	developed	and	implemented	a	stress
reduction	strategy.	Whether	you	want	to	work	on	changing	employee
behaviours,	workplace	practices	or	the	broader	corporate	culture,	your
desire	to	produce	knowledge	while	actioning	change	is	likely	to	lead	you
towards	the	literature	related	to	‘action	research’	(see	Chapter	10).
Evaluating	change	–	The	goal	here	is	to	answer	the	question,	‘Has	a	change



initiative/programme	been	successful?’	Now	your	interest	in	evaluation
might	be	related	to	outcomes,	such	as	‘Did	programme	X	meet	its
objectives?’	But	it	might	also	be	related	to	a	process,	for	example	‘How	and
how	well	is	programme	X	being	implemented?’	So	if	you	wanted	to
evaluate	a	recently	introduced	stress	reduction	programme	you	might	ask
‘Has	programme	X	reduced	stress?’	This	question	would	lead	you	to
literature	related	to	‘outcome’	or	‘summative’	evaluation.	If,	however,	you
wanted	to	ask	‘What	are	the	strengths,	weaknesses,	opportunities	and
threats	related	to	the	implementation	of	this	programme?’,	you	would	need
to	explore	the	‘process’	or	‘formative’	evaluation	literature	(see	Chapter
10).

Figure	7.5	attempts	to	logically	work	you	through	the	links	between	aims,
questions	and	methodology.	While	neither	definitive	nor	exhaustive,	it	will	give
you	examples	of	sound	connections	and	point	you	to	areas	that	you	may	want	to
explore	further.	But	also	keep	in	mind	that	you	always	have	the	option	of	using	a
mixed	approach	–	which	may	just	help	you	answer	your	question	in	a	more
holistic	fashion	(see	Chapter	9).

Working	at	the	Level	of	Method
Once	your	broader	methodological	approaches	are	in	line	with	your	aims	and
objectives,	you	will	need	to	go	a	step	further	and	think	about	the	actual	methods
best	suited	for	collecting	and	analysing	your	data.

Now	decision-making	related	to	methods	is	clearly	question-driven.	A	well-
articulated	question	should	lead	you	to	who	you	need	to	talk	to	and	what	you
need	to	ask	–	and	as	an	extension	of	this,	what	data	collection	methods/tools	you
might	use.	For	example,	imagine	you	want	to	research	the	self-image	of	teenage
girls.	You	can	do	one	of	two	things.	You	can	jump	in	and	begin	to	design	your
study	–	after	all,	you	have	it	in	your	mind	that	you	will	conduct	‘interviews’.	Or
you	can	really	think	about	what	you	want	to	know,	go	through	some	of	the	more
relevant	literature,	work	on	the	process	of	narrowing	and	clarifying,	and	maybe
even	work	through	a	further	articulation	of	your	question	before	you	attack	the
issue	of	methods.

In	my	experience,	students	who	go	for	the	jump-in	approach	and	work	from	a
topic	rather	than	a	question	can	really	struggle.	They	often	end	up	getting	lost



and	confused.	Things	take	a	long	time	to	fall	into	place	(and	sometimes	never
do),	and	students	can	end	up	with	data	they	don’t	know	how	to	use.	Believe	me,
trying	to	retrofit	a	question	to	your	data	is	not	easy	–	and	rarely	works!

Figure	7.5	Exploring	methodologies

On	the	other	hand,	suppose	you	have	been	able	to	narrow	your	question	to	‘Do
parents	somehow	teach	their	daughters	that	worth	is	dependent	on	external
beauty?’	Because	you	know	what	you	want	to	know,	deciding	on	the	methods	is
only	one	small	logical	step	away.	For	example,	you	can	consider	whether	you
want	to	get	the	perspective	of	parents,	children	or	maybe	counsellors.	This	then
clearly	points	you	to	both	the	population	and	sample	you	will	need	to	target	in



your	data	collection	(see	Chapter	10).

You	can	then	consider	the	scale	of	research	you	wish	to	do	–	perhaps	a	large-
scale	survey	that	compares	various	socio-economic	or	cultural	groups;	or
perhaps	you	think	conducting	interviews	or	focus	groups	will	draw	out	richer
descriptions	(see	Chapter	11).	You	might	also	consider	a	less	obtrusive	measure
like	observation	that	will	allow	you	to	witness	parent–daughter	interactions	at
first	hand	(see	Chapter	12).	Perhaps	you	will	consider	doing	a	variety	of	the
above.

No	matter	what	the	case,	familiarity	with	the	expectations	related	to
methodology,	as	well	as	clarity	and	precision	in	your	question,	can	readily	lead
to	a	range	of	methods	that	can	be	explored	and	considered	on	the	basis	of	both
their	logic	and	practicality.



Getting	It	Right	for	the	Researcher
There	is	often	a	desire	to	stay	with	what	you	know.	But,	as	discussed	above,
questions	should	drive	choice	of	both	methodology	and	method.	So	it	is
important	to	check	your	own	assumptions,	biases	and,	dare	I	say,	narrow-
mindedness.	Too	many	researchers	are	dismissive	of	what	is	outside	their
comfort	zone	and	do	not	take	the	time	to	understand	what	each	approach	has	to
offer	holistic	knowledge	production.

But	even	given	this	treatise	on	the	importance	of	being	open	and	willing	to	push
at	the	boundaries	of	your	comfort	zone,	it	can	be	difficult	to	work	with	an
approach	that	conflicts	with	your	own	epistemological	framework.	In	fact,	there
is	no	sense	undertaking	a	traditional	‘quantitative’	study	if	you	hold	a	well-
considered,	strong	critique	of	positivism/scientific	method.	Similarly,	you	will
not	be	comfortable	delving	into	the	qualitative	paradigm	if	you	have	a	problem
with	the	value	of	data	not	supported	by	statistics.	You	need	to	give	real
consideration	to	your	own	belief	systems,	as	well	as	your	willingness	to	develop
new	skills/interests	and	to	take	on	particular	research	‘roles’.



Skills	and	Interests
Are	you	a	people	person,	or	do	you	like	sitting	behind	a	computer?	Are	you
comfortable	having	intimate	chats	with	strangers,	or	are	you	better	at	more
distant	and	formal	communication?	Do	you	like	working	with	words	or	would
you	rather	play	with	numbers?	Can	you	handle	a	level	of	emotional	investment
or	do	you	want	to	be	removed	and	always	‘objective’?	Can	you	be	objective	or
will	you	struggle	to	keep	your	opinions	to	yourself?	Do	you	loathe	statistics,	or
is	‘loathe’	not	a	strong	enough	word?!

Yes,	you	can	develop	new	skills,	and	of	course	this	is	a	worthwhile	goal,	but	you
really	need	to	keep	your	timeline	in	mind.	New	skills	are	not	always	easy	to
master,	and	the	number	of	new	skills	you	would	need	to	develop	to	be	able	to	do
it	all	is	probably	not	practical.	Have	a	good	think	about	where	your	skills	and
interests	lie.	It	would	be	silly	to	go	down	the	path	of	large-scale	surveys	if	you
know	you	hate	statistics	and	the	thought	of	having	to	do	it	makes	you	break	out
in	hives.	On	the	other	hand,	even	if	you	see	the	value	of	in-depth	interviewing,
without	the	right	communication	skills	it	might	be	a	torturous	route	that	ends	up
not	doing	justice	to	your	research	process.	Not	only	do	you	need	to	consider
your	own	comfort	zone,	you	also	need	to	think	about	how	your	skills,	or	lack
thereof,	might	affect	the	quality	of	the	data	you	collect.	Remember	that
competence	is	not	a	luxury	–	it	is	a	requirement.



Research	Roles
There	is	no	shortage	of	metaphors	for	the	role	of	the	researcher.	From	theorist	to
scientist,	choreographer	to	change	agent,	the	range	of	metaphors	used	to	depict
the	researcher	points	to	the	diversity	of	possibilities	for	approaching	your
research	project.	Have	a	look	at	the	following	metaphors	and	consider	which
best	suits	you	and	your	research	process.	Perhaps	just	as	important,	consider
what	roles	might	be	uncomfortable	or	inappropriate	for	you	and	your
methodological	design.	Also	keep	in	mind	that	there	is	no	need	for	these	roles	to
be	mutually	exclusive,	and	of	course	there	is	nothing	keeping	you	from
creatively	and	strategically	creating	your	own	researcher	role.

Theorist	–	The	‘philosopher’	or	‘thinker’.	The	theorist	metaphor	suggests	a
researcher	who	can	analyse	critically	and	think	abstractly.	Theorists	are
likely	to	draw	on	the	work	of	other	theorists	and	are	interested	in	new	ways
of	seeing.	In	explaining	a	particular	phenomenon	or	situation,	theorists
often	attempt	to	develop	understandings	that	lie	outside	the	dominant
paradigm.	The	theorist	can	be	comfortable	with	various
methodological/methods	approaches.
Scientist	–	The	‘objective	expert’.	The	scientist	metaphor	suggests	a
researcher	who	works	to	a	formula;	is	removed,	precise,	methodical,
logical,	highly	trained;	and	is	in	control	of	the	research	process.	Objectivity
ensures	that	scientists	do	not	have	an	undue	influence	on	the	research
process.	The	scientist	is	most	comfortable	with	the	‘quantitative’	paradigm.
Change	agent	–	The	‘emancipator’.	The	change	agent	metaphor	suggests	a
researcher	who	not	only	acknowledges	subjectivities,	but	is	working	to
better	a	situation	based	precisely	on	these	subjectivities.	There	is	often
devotion	to	the	research/change	process	and	sensitivity	to	the	words	and
actions	of	respondents.	Change	agents	often	work	in	participatory	and
collaborative	ways.	They	are	most	suited	to	action	research	strategies.
Bricoleur	–	The	‘jack	of	all	trades’	or	‘professional	do-it-yourself	person’.
The	bricoleur	metaphor	suggests	a	researcher	who	sees	methods	as
emergent	and	dependent	upon	both	question	and	context.	The	bricoleur	will
employ	a	variety	of	methodological	tools	and	even	create	new	ones	as
needed	to	solve	a	puzzle	or	find	a	solution	(Denzin	and	Lincoln,	2007).	The
bricoleur	is	comfortable	with	a	variety	of	methodological/methods	options.
Choreographer	–	The	‘coordinator	of	a	dance’.	The	choreographer



metaphor	suggests	a	researcher	who	begins	with	a	foundation	of	key
principles,	has	vision	and	tries	not	to	have	a	limited	view.	The
choreographer	works	by	warming	up	or	preparation,	exploration	and
exercise,	and	finally	illumination	and	formulation	(Janesick,	2007).	The
choreographer	is	usually	comfortable	with	‘qualitative’	approaches.



Pragmatics:	Making	It	Doable
Assume	your	intended	design	addresses	your	research	question.	In	fact,	you	are
quite	comfortable	with	the	approach,	and	believe	you	have	or	can	develop	the
skills	and	adopt	the	roles	necessary	to	carry	off	your	project.	There	is	just	one
more	question.	Is	it	doable?	Regardless	of	how	appropriate	your	methodological
design	might	be	for	you	and	your	question,	if	you	do	not	have	ethics	approval,	or
the	resources,	time	or	access	necessary	to	accomplish	the	task,	you	will	need	to
rethink	your	approach.	The	‘best’	design	is	simply	worthless	if	you	are	going	to
come	up	against	impermeable	barriers	to	implementation.

The	following	questions	can	help	you	assess	the	practicality	of	your
methodological	plan:

Is	your	method	ethical?/Is	it	likely	to	get	required	ethics	approval?	A	clear
criterion	of	any	research	design	is	that	it	is	ethical;	and	ethicality	is	likely	to
be	audited	by	an	ethics	committee.	If	a	study	calls	for	interaction	with
people,	it	will	often	require	formal	workplace	and/or	university	approval.
Chapter	3	talks	about	ethics	in	some	detail,	but	to	summarize,	an	ethical
study	takes	responsibility	for	integrity	in	the	production	of	knowledge	and
ensures	that	the	mental,	emotional	and	physical	welfare	of	respondents	is
protected.
Do	you	have	the	required	access	to	data?	A	major	challenge	for	researchers
is	gaining	access	to	data.	Whether	you	plan	to	explore	documents,	conduct
interviews	or	surveys,	or	engage	in	observation,	the	best-laid	plans	are
worthless	if	you	cannot	find	a	way	to	access	people,	places	and/or	records.
It	is	about	being	realistic.	Ask	yourself	how	you	will	go	about	gaining
access	and	whether	your	methods	are	truly	feasible.
Is	your	timeframe	realistic?	Yes,	ambitious	is	good,	but	ambitious	yet
realistic	is	much	better.	If	you	have	not	given	yourself	enough	time	to	do
what	your	methodological	design	demands,	you	are	likely	to	be	headed
down	a	very	frustrating	and	stressful	path	that	might	include	missing
deadlines;	compromising	your	study	by	changing	your	methods	mid-
stream;	doing	a	shoddy	job	with	your	original	methods;	compromising	time
that	should	be	dedicated	to	other	aspects	of	your	job/life;	or	not	completing
your	project	at	all.
Do	you	have	access	to	adequate	resources?	Doing	research	is	not	cheap,



and	university	funding	for	student	research	projects	generally	ranges	from
non-existent	to	very	limited.	It	is	therefore	extremely	important	to	develop	a
realistic	budget	for	your	study.	You	are	likely	to	be	surprised	at	just	how
expensive	your	design	might	be.	Take	surveys,	for	example.	Suppose	you
wanted	to	gather	data	from	300	respondents.	You	might	need	to	distribute
over	2,000	questionnaires	to	get	that	level	of	response.	By	the	time	you	add
up	the	cost	of	producing	that	many	questionnaires,	plus	the	cost	of
envelopes	and	postage	(both	to	send	and	return),	your	costs	can	be	out	of
control.	But	on	the	other	hand,	a	smaller	number	of	in-depth	interviews	can
also	be	expensive.	A	transcript	for	a	one-hour	interview	can	be	over	50
pages	long.	If	you	plan	on	paying	someone	to	type	up	a	few	of	those,	costs
will	add	up	really	quickly.	Books,	computers,	computer	programs,
equipment,	interpreters,	translators,	training,	etc.	all	need	to	be	realistically
considered.	Any	project,	no	matter	how	worthy,	will	not	be	practicable,	or
in	fact	possible,	if	you	cannot	cover	costs.



It’s	All	in	the	Details
Once	you	feel	comfortable	with	your	general	research	plan,	it	is	time	to	get
down	to	the	nuts	and	bolts	of	that	plan.	This	involves	being	able	to	answer
fundamental	questions	related	to	the	who,	where,	when,	how	and	what	of	your
approach.	If	you	can	answer	these	questions,	you	are	well	on	your	way	to
articulating	a	clearly	defined	research	design.



Fundamental	Questions
As	they	say,	it’s	all	in	the	details.	It	is	amazing	how	well	defined	a
methodological	plan	can	become	once	you	work	through	the	basic	questions
outlined	below.

Who
Who	do	you	want	to	be	able	to	speak	about?	In	other	words,	what	is	your
‘population’,	or	the	realm	of	applicability	for	your	results?	Are	your
findings	limited	to	only	those	you	spoke	to,	or	do	you	want	to	be	able	to
speak	for	a	broader	group?	For	example,	are	your	findings	applicable	to	the
children	you	interviewed,	children	from	Philadelphia,	children	from	the
USA,	or	children	from	the	Western	world?	Or	do	your	findings	represent
one	rural	community	in	Kent,	all	rural	communities	in	England,	or	all	rural
communities	in	the	UK?
Who	do	you	plan	to	speak	to/observe?	It	is	quite	rare	to	be	able	to	speak	to
every	single	person	you	wish	to	speak	about.	If	who	you	wish	to	speak
about	is	your	‘population’,	then	those	you	will	actually	speak	to	are	your
‘sample’.	The	key	is	that	your	sample	is	either	intrinsically	interesting	or
representative	of	a	broader	population.	Chapter	10	discusses	the	issue	of
sampling	and	population	in	depth.

Where
What	is	the	physical	domain	of	your	sample?	This	relates	to	working	out
how	far	afield	you	need	to	go	in	order	to	carry	out	your	methods.	Will	you
need	to	travel	to	different	geographic	areas?	Are	there	various	sites	you
need	to	visit?
Are	settings	relevant	to	the	credibility	of	your	methods?	This	involves
considering	how	place	can	impact	on	method.	For	example,	if	you	wanted
to	conduct	job	satisfaction	interviews	with	construction	workers,	you	would
need	to	consider	if	an	informal	chat	at	the	Friday	night	watering	hole	will
generate	data	distinct	from	that	gathered	through	informal	on-site
interviews.



When
How	do	your	methods	fit	into	your	timeframe?	There	are	plenty	of	students
who	underestimate	just	how	long	it	takes	to	collect	data,	let	alone	analyse	it,
draw	conclusions	from	it	and	finally	produce	a	report.	The	question	of
‘when’	needs	to	be	framed	in	relation	to	your	overall	timeline.
Is	timing	relevant	to	the	credibility	of	your	methods?	If	you	were	to	conduct
a	survey	or	interview	when	it	is	most	convenient	for	you,	without
considering	how	‘when’	can	affect	your	data,	you	could	put	your	study’s
credibility	at	risk.	For	example,	a	face-to-face	community	survey	conducted
between	9	a.m.	and	5	p.m.	is	likely	to	lead	to	a	large	underrepresentation	of
workers.	And	if	you	conduct	university	subject	evaluations	on	the	same	day
as	results	are	released,	it	is	sure	to	affect	your	data.

How
How	will	I	collect	my	data?	This	involves	deciding	on	the	methods	and
tools	you	will	use	to	collect,	gather	and/or	generate	your	data.	Chapters	12
and	13	cover	a	range	of	fundamental	methods	such	as	observation,
interviews,	surveys	and	document	analysis.
How	will	I	implement	my	methods?	Once	you	decide	on	your	methods,
thinking	about	how	you	will	implement	those	methods	is	an	even	deeper
level	of	‘nitty-gritty’.	For	example,	you	will	need	to	consider	whether	you
will	record	your	interviews	or	take	notes;	or	whether	your	observations	will
involve	living	in	a	community	for	a	year,	or	making	a	defined	number	of
visits.

What
What	will	you	look	for/what	will	you	ask?	Depending	on	your	methods,	this
might	involve	developing	questionnaires,	observation	checklists	and
frameworks	for	document	analysis.	Do	not	do	this	alone;	make	sure	you	get
advice	and	support.	These	tools	are	difficult	things	to	get	right,	and	it	may
take	a	few	trials	or	pilots	to	really	develop	them	to	a	point	where	you	are
comfortable	with	the	data	they	generate	(see	Chapters	12	and	13).

Table	7.1	provides	an	example	of	this	who,	where,	when,	how,	what	framework



for	developing	the	nitty-gritty	of	your	methodological	design.	It	embeds	the
‘prerequisites’	discussed	at	the	start	of	the	chapter	(true	to	the	question,	right	for
the	researcher	and	doable)	to	assess	the	appropriateness	of	those	elements.

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website )



https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

In	this	example,	the	use	of	the	framework	has	led	to	significant	modifications	in
the	second	draft	that	should	make	the	quest	for	credibility	much	more
achievable.	Note	that	even	in	the	second	draft,	there	are	a	couple	of	question
marks	remaining.	This	highlights	that	beyond	mere	reflection,	there	is	a	need	to
pilot	or	trial	certain	aspects	of	your	design	before	you	can	fully	assess	its
appropriateness.

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


I	have	a	question!



All	this	seems	logical,	but	it	implies	that	you	have	a
defined	plan.	What	happens	when	your
methodological	plan	evolves	or	shifts?
This	happens	all	the	time.	It	can	be	out	of	unexpected	circumstances	or	it	might	be	part	of	the	plan
itself.	In	grounded	theory,	for	example,	‘emergent	methodological	design’	is	part	and	parcel	of	the
approach.	Researchers	work	inductively	to	generate	theories	strictly	from	the	data.	In	the	first	phase
of	a	grounded	theory	study	a	research	question	or	topic	is	defined,	a	methodological	protocol	for
initial	data	collection	is	implemented,	data	is	coded	and	analysed,	and	theories	subsequently
generated.	Any	successive	phases	of	the	study	are	then	emergent	based	on	generated	theories.	This
can	involve	re-examination	of	existing	data,	or	the	development	and	implementation	of	new
methodological	protocols	for	generating,	coding	and	analysing	additional	data.	In	both	cases,
grounded	theory	researchers	know	that,	from	the	planning	phase	of	their	study,	much	of	their
methodological	protocol	cannot	be	developed	in	advance,	and	is	in	fact	dependent	on	what	emerges
from	initial	data.	Grounded	theory	may	be	flexible,	iterative	and	emergent,	but	it	is	never	ill-defined,
haphazard	or	ad	hoc.

Action	research	methodology	(see	Chapter	11)	is	also	highly	emergent.	The	goal	of	action	research	is
to	work	with	stakeholders	to	generate	knowledge	in	order	to	action	change.	Because	this	process
works	towards	significant	change	for	the	stakeholders,	they	take	on	the	role	of	co-researchers.	The
main	‘researcher’	becomes	a	facilitator	of	a	team	that	will	develop	the	methodological	protocols
necessary	for	the	action	research	process.	This	is	a	highly	participative	and	collaborative	type	of
research	for	which	defined	methodological	approaches	are	outside	the	full	control	of	the	lead
researcher.	Rather,	the	process	is	emergent	and	cyclical,	and	is	based	on	collaborative	input	from	the
stakeholder/researcher	team.

But	even	when	it	is	not	a	part	of	methodological	design,	it	is	important	to	remember	that	all	designs
need	to	incorporate	some	flexibility.	Life	is	unpredictable	and	research	is	not	any	different.	You	can
have	a	plan	–	but	that	won’t	stop	circumstances	from	arising	that	you	will	need	to	respond	to.
Whether	it	is	surveys	that	are	not	returned,	a	workplace	that	suddenly	won’t	give	you	access,	or	a	key
informant	who	drops	out	of	the	picture,	hurdles	will	arise,	and	if	you	want	to	get	over	them	you	will
need	to	be	flexible	and	ready	to	redesign	at	a	moment’s	notice.

Fixity	of	purpose	calls	for	flexibility	of	method.

William	George	Plunkett

Chapter	summary

There	are	often	a	number	of	ways	to	credibly	move	from	questions	to	answers,	with	each



path	giving	a	different	perspective.
Getting	your	design	on	target	requires	that	it	addresses	your	question;	that	you	have/can
develop	necessary	skills	and	interests;	and	that	your	approach	is	doable.
As	a	researcher	you	need	to	design	methods	that	sit	well	with	your	own	epistemological
frameworks,	interests	and	skills.
The	‘best’	possible	design	is	worthless	if	you	cannot	gain	ethics	approval;	cannot	access
required	data;	cannot	finish	on	time;	or	run	out	of	funds.
Getting	down	to	the	nuts	and	bolts	of	design	involves	being	able	to	reflexively	answer
questions	related	to	who,	where,	when,	what	and	how.	This	involves	forward	planning,
but	there	will	be	times	when	you	will	want	to	have	flexibility.



Further	Reading
There	are	quite	a	few	readings	that	can	help	you	navigate	your	way	through	the
complexities	of	designing	methods.	You	may	find	the	following	sources	a	good
place	to	start:

Creswell,	J.	W.	(2013)	Research	Design:	Qualitative,	Quantitative	and	Mixed
Methods	Approaches,	4th	Edition.	London:	Sage.

It	was	terrific	to	see	qualitative	and	quantitative	design	compared	and	contrasted
when	the	first	edition	of	this	book	came	out.	The	addition	of	mixed	methods
makes	this	an	even	more	essential	read.

Leedy,	P.	D.	and	Ormond,	J.	E.	(2015)	Practical	Research:	Planning	and
Design,	11th	Edition.	Englewood	Cliffs,	NJ:	Prentice	Hall.

I	like	the	step-by-step	approach	that	this	book	offers.	It	stresses	the	importance
of	design	and	gives	excellent	guidance	through	the	research	planning	process.

Mitchell,	M.	L.	and	Jolley,	J.	M.	(2012)	Research	Design	Explained,	8th
Edition.	Belmont,	CA:	Wadsworth.

This	is	in	its	eighth	edition,	so	it	must	be	doing	something	right.	It	has	a	strong
psychology	focus,	but	is	recommended	for	its	sound	logic	and	clear	examples.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

Understanding	quantitative	and	qualitative	approaches	to	research
To	understand	the	context	of	quantitative	and	qualitative	research	and	the	traditions	they
represent

The	quantitative	tradition
To	become	familiar	with	scientific/hypothetico-deductive	methods
To	be	able	to	design	basic	experiments	and	population	studies

The	qualitative	tradition
To	understand	how	credibility	manifests	in	qualitative	research
To	understand	the	key	elements	of	ethnography,	phenomenology,	ethnomethodology	and
‘feminist’	research

Understanding	quantitative	and	qualitative	approaches	to	research	It	would
certainly	be	more	straightforward	if	the	production	of	knowledge	was	without
contention,	but	what	fun	would	that	be?	Engaging	in	debates	around	how	we	can
best	understand	our	world	is	a	favourite	pastime	of	many	social	scientists,	with
one	of	the	most	common	debates	being	that	which	exists	between	what	is
labelled	‘qualitative’	and	what	is	labelled	‘quantitative’.

Now	for	my	money,	‘quantitative’	and	‘qualitative’	are	two	of	the	most
confusing	words	in	methods	language.	I	must	get	asked	a	couple	of	times	a
semester	if	I	am	a	quantitative	or	qualitative	sociologist,	which	to	my	mind
makes	little	sense.	I	do	not	believe	these	terms	are	appropriate	descriptors	of	a
researcher,	or	for	that	matter	a	methodology	or	method.	It	is	much	more	useful	to
see	these	terms	as	simply	adjectives	for	types	of	data	and	their	corresponding
modes	of	analysis:	qualitative	data,	represented	through	words,	pictures	or	icons
analysed	using	thematic	exploration;	and	quantitative	data,	represented	through
numbers	and	analysed	using	statistics.

‘Quantitative’	and	‘qualitative’,	however,	have	come	to	represent	a	whole	set	of
assumptions	that	can	unfortunately	dichotomize	methods	and	limit	the	potential
of	researchers	to	build	holistic	understandings.	Quantitative	research,	for
example,	is	often	characterized	as	an	objective	positivist	search	for	singular
truths	that	relies	on	hypotheses,	variables	and	statistics,	and	is	generally	large
scale,	but	without	much	depth.	Qualitative	research,	on	the	other	hand,	rejects



positivist	‘rules’	and	works	at	accepting	multiple	realities	through	the	study	of	a
small	number	of	in-depth	cases.	Such	processes,	however,	can	be	accused	of
being	subjective,	value-laden,	biased	and	sometimes	ad	hoc	(Cavana	et	al.,	2001;
Creswell,	2013;	Neuman,	2005);	see	Figure	8.1.

While	there’s	no	doubt	that	quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions	represent	a
fundamental	and	important	debate	in	the	production	of	knowledge	(see	Chapter
1,	definitions	also	provided	again	below),	there’s	also	no	doubt	that	the	use	of
the	terms	‘quantitative’	and	‘qualitative’,	particularly	in	relation	to	methodology,
can	be	confusing,	divisive	and	limiting.	In	fact,	these	terms	imply	that	designs
that	sit	under	the	quantitative	banner	simply	dismiss	‘words’,	while	those
designs	that	sit	under	the	qualitative	banner	do	not	have	the	time	or	space	to	deal
with	‘numbers’.	This	is	simply	untrue.	After	all,	isn’t	quantitative	data	simply	a
coding	system	for	qualitative	concepts?	And	to	think	that	you	need	to	avoid
counting	or	tallying	in	a	‘qualitative’	study	is	ludicrous.

Figure	8.1	Assumptions	related	to	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions

But	it	is	these	descriptors	that	define	the	social	science	research	landscape,	so
there	is	no	question	that	understanding	these	traditions,	the	assumptions	that
underlie	them,	and	the	well-established	and	highly	valuable	research	strategies
they	offer	is	extremely	important.



I	have	a	question!



Does	this	mean	I	have	to	choose	between	quant.
and	qual.?
While	I	am	not	a	big	proponent	of	being	a	quantitative	or	qualitative	researcher,	you	will	eventually
need	to	decide	on	methodology,	methods	and	types	of	data	you	will	collect.	And	these	choices	should
be	determined	by	what	will	best	answer	your	well-defined	research	question.	Now	this	will	be	either
quantitative	approaches	(which	collect	mostly	quantitative	data	–	but	can	collect	qualitative	as	well	–
think	of	the	open-ended	questions	in	a	survey);	or	it	will	be	a	qualitative	approach	that	collects	mostly
qualitative	data	(but	can	collect	quantitative	as	well	–	think	of	a	survey	embedded	within	a	case	study;
or	it	could	be	a	mixed	methodology	approach	that	seeks	to	draw	from	both	traditions/data	types	(see
Chapter	9).	The	idea	is	to	avoid	being	limited	by	paradigm,	but	to	be	directed	by	best	practice.



The	Quantitative	Tradition
The	quantitative	tradition	is	based	on	a	belief	that	the	study	of	society	is	no
different	than	the	scientific	study	of	any	other	element	of	our	world	–	from
particles	to	animals.	The	social	sciences	(note	the	word	‘sciences’)	are	subject	to
the	same	rules	of	engagement	as,	say,	physics	or	biology.	There	is	a	strong	belief
in	the	scientific	method,	the	need	to	test	hypotheses,	deductive	logic,	the	need
for	objectivity	and,	as	the	name	suggests,	the	value	of	quantification.	There	is	an
underlying	belief	in	the	power	of	numbers	and	their	ability	to	represent	the	world
with	both	vigour	and	accuracy.

Quantitative	approach An	approach	to	research	highly	reliant	on	quantified	data	(numerical
data	as	well	as	concepts	we	code	with	numbers).	Often	tied	to	a	set	of	assumptions	related	to
realism,	empiricism	and	positivism.

In	the	social	sciences	what	underpins	the	quantitative	tradition	are	scientific	or
hypothetico-deductive	methods,	including	experimental	and	quasi-experimental
design.	Such	approaches	attempt	to	follow	the	same	rules	and	laws	as	are	applied
to	the	study	of	non-human	objects.	Quantitative	social	scientists	also	call	on
existing	data	and	survey	techniques	in	their	quest	to	study	and	capture	the	reality
of	human	populations.	Each	of	these	strategies	is	discussed	here	in	turn.



Scientific/Hypothetico-Deductive	Methods
The	scientific	standard	for	conduct	of	research	goes	something	like	this:

1.	 Engage	with	and	adopt,	adapt	or	generate	a	theory.
2.	 Drawing	from	the	theory	and	using	processes	of	deductive	reasoning	(the

process	of	working	down	from	theories	to	more	specific	examples),
generate	specific	propositions	or	hypotheses.

3.	 Gather	quantitative	data,	often	through	experimental	design	or,	in	the	case
of	the	social	sciences,	large-scale	survey	research.

4.	 Analyse	the	data	using	statistical	processes.
5.	 Draw	conclusions	that	may	or	may	not	support	your	hypothesis.

This	process	acts	as	a	scientific	control	mechanism	and	gives	us	the	right	to
produce	‘real’	knowledge.	It	differentiates	researchers	from	‘crackpots’	who
might	say,	‘Trust	me,	I	just	know’,	‘It	came	to	me	in	a	dream’	or	‘It	was	revealed
to	me	by	an	angel’.	By	setting	a	standard,	it	also	offers	us	protection	from	those
who,	in	theory,	accept	the	premise	of	scientific	method,	but	might	practise
shoddy	science	tainted	with	personal	biases,	political	agendas,	sloppy	procedures
and/or	flawed	logic.

In	the	social	sciences,	this	methodological	approach	also	allows	us	to	step	away
from	our	object	of	study	and	the	societies	we	are	necessarily	a	part	of,	and
therefore	maintain	scientific	objectivity.	This	then	allows	us	to	work	towards
traditional	indicators	of	credibility	such	as	validity,	reliability,	generalizability
and	reproducibility	(see	Chapter	4).	In	addition,	the	process	of	quantification
allows	us	to	tackle	large	populations	and	offers	validity	of	results	through	the	use
of	statistics	and	probability.

In	the	social	sciences,	the	quantitative	tradition	goes	back	to	the	roots	of	the
discipline	and	generally	manifests	in	the	methodologies	of	experimentation	and
population	exploration	through	larger-scale,	survey-based	research.



Experimental	Design

The	true	method	of	knowledge	is	experiment.

William	Blake

Now	you	might	not	have	been	able	to	define	‘experiment’	before	you	read	the
above,	but	it	is	probably	a	term	you	are	at	least	familiar	with.	After	all,	it’s	the
mainstay	of	medical	researchers,	crime	scene	investigators	and	mad	scientists
alike	–and	would	be	a	method	of	choice	if	your	goals	included:	evaluating	the
effects	of	pharmaceutical	drugs	on	disease;	looking	at	the	connection	between
suspect	heights	and	bullet	trajectories;	or	creating	the	perfect	human–monster
hybrid.

Experiment A	rigorous	and	controlled	search	for	cause	and	effect.	Researchers	vary	an
independent	variable	(something	they	believe	is	a	key	determinant	in	their	study)	in	order	to	see
if	it	has	an	impact	on	their	dependent	variable	(the	main	object	of	their	inquiry).	In	other	words,
you	manipulate	X	to	see	if	it	has	an	effect	on	Y.

In	the	social	sciences,	you	are	unlikely	to	be	working	with	cells,	DNA,	inanimate
objects	or	laboratory	animals.	The	likely	object	of	your	inquiry	will	be	people	in
all	their	complexity.	It’s	also	unlikely	that	your	experiments	will	take	place	in	the
controlled	confines	of	a	laboratory.	Your	research	is	likely	to	take	place	in	less-
controlled	settings,	with	all	the	attending	challenges.

But	even	in	the	face	of	such	challenges,	experimentation	offers	tremendous
potential	in	the	social	sciences.	For	example,	suppose	you	were	interested	in
exploring	students	who	had	difficulty	engaging	in	learning.	An	experimental
design	would	allow	you	to	test	a	hypothesis,	such	as	student	attentiveness	can	be
enhanced	by	group-oriented	classroom	layout,	by	manipulating	classroom	layout
(the	independent	variable)	to	see	how	it	affects	student	attentiveness	(the
dependent	variable).

Or	suppose	you	were	interested	in	understanding	the	factors	that	affect	sick
leave.	You	might	hypothesize	that	a	lack	of	general	fitness	increases	sick	leave
and	design	an	experimental	study	that	introduces	a	workplace	exercise



programme	(independent	variable)	to	see	if	the	number	of	sick	days	taken
decreases	(dependent	variable).	Or	if	you	were	interested	in	high	levels	of
domestic	waste	in	a	particular	county	or	municipality,	and	hypothesize	that	there
is	a	desire	in	the	community	to	recycle,	but	implementation	is	difficult,	you	might
‘experiment’	by	introducing	free	household	recycle	bins	(independent	variable)
to	see	if	this	leads	to	a	reduction	in	household	waste	levels	(dependent	variable).

Conducting	an	Experiment
On	the	radio	a	while	back,	I	heard	that	‘eating	fish	increases	your	IQ’.	The	story
reported	on	the	latest	research	that	found	that	children	who	eat	fish	at	least	once
a	week	have	higher	IQs	than	their	non-fish-eating	peers.	Hence,	the	‘eat	fish	and
get	smart’	headlines	that	led	the	story.	But	as	I	listened,	I	found	out	that	the	study
looked	at	children’s	IQs	and	explored	it	in	relation	to	a	number	of	factors
including	diet,	education,	socio-economic	status,	age	of	the	parents,	parental
marital	status	and	parental	education	level.	And	one	of	the	correlations	they
found	was	between	eating	fish	and	IQ.	As	fish	consumption	rose,	so	too	did
intelligence	–	but	then	again	you	could	also	say	that	as	IQ	rose	so	did	fish
consumption.	Does	eating	fish	make	you	smart	or	do	smart	people	eat	more	fish?
Correlation	is	simply	not	cause	and	effect.

An	intervening	or	confounding	variable	might	also	come	into	play.	Maybe	it’s
not	the	fish	that	makes	you	smart	–	maybe	what	is	going	on	is	that	smart	parents
feed	their	children	fish,	and	their	child’s	IQ	is	determined	by	genetics.

Suppose	you	really	want	to	get	to	the	bottom	of	the	great	fish	debate	and	you
decide	you	want	to	determine	cause	and	effect	by	conducting	an	experiment
(after	all,	you’ve	read	that	experiments	really	are	the	best	way	to	work	through
this	type	of	research	problem).	So	how	do	you	go	about	it?

Well,	initial	planning	will	involve	lots	of	decision-making.	As	you	work	through
your	methodological	design	you	will	need	to	decide	on	your:

1.	 Dependent	and	independent	variables	–	You	will	need	to	identify	the	main
focus	of	your	study	or	what	you	are	trying	to	assess	(the	dependent
variable),	as	well	as	the	variable(s)	you	will	manipulate	in	order	to	cause	an
effect	(the	independent	variable(s)).	In	this	case,	you	are	hypothesizing	that
IQ	depends	on	fish	consumption,	thereby	making	IQ	the	dependent	variable
and	fish	consumption	the	independent	variable.	This	identification	of



variables	by	type	is	central	to	moving	from	correlation	to	cause	and	effect.
2.	 Assessment	of	change	–	In	order	to	determine	whether	the	manipulation	of

your	independent	variable	has	affected	your	dependent	variable,	you	will
need	to	be	able	to	assess	change.	The	most	effective	way	to	do	this	is
through	pre-	and	post-testing,	which	means	collecting	or	having	access	to
good	baseline	data	and	being	able	to	collect	comparable	data	after	the
experimental	intervention.	In	this	case,	assessing	change	is	relatively
straightforward	and	would	involve	administering	standardized	IQ	tests
(assuming,	of	course,	that	you	believe	in	their	efficacy).

3.	 Research	setting	–	Consider	whether	you	will	be	conducting	your	study	in	a
controlled	environment	such	as	a	laboratory	or	if	you	will	use	a	natural
setting.	In	this	case	a	lab	may	give	you	total	control,	but,	as	is	the	case	for
many	social	science	questions,	it	may	not	be	practicable.	In	our	scenario,
other	options	include	asking	parents	to	vary	diets	at	home,	or	to	make
arrangements	with	a	day	care	centre	to	change	its	weekly	menu.

4.	 Number	of	participants	–	The	number	of	participants	you	will	use	is	also
crucial.	Think	about	how	many	participants	will	be	necessary	for	you	to
make	any	conclusive	or	statistically	significant	judgements.	For	example,	if
you	find	a	pattern	in	five	children,	is	it	enough?	(Chapter	10	covers	the
basics	of	determining	sample	size.)

5.	 Number	of	groups	–	You	will	also	have	to	decide	if	you	will	use	a	control
group.	In	our	fish	example,	using	a	single	group	would	involve	testing	the
IQ	of	all	the	children,	feeding	all	of	them	fish	a	set	number	of	times	a	week
and	testing	them	at	some	period	thereafter	to	see	what	happens.	With	a
control	group	you	would	test	all	of	the	children	at	the	start,	put	half	the
children	in	a	control	group	and	the	other	half	in	a	target	group	and	only	give
fish	to	the	children	in	the	target	group.	You	would	then	test	both	groups
again	at	a	later	date	and	compare	findings.

6.	 Assignment	strategy	–	If	you	are	using	a	control	group	you	will	need	to
determine	how	you	will	assign	your	groups.	Will	children	be	randomly
selected	for	fish	consumption	or	will	you	use	different	criteria	for	selection?
While	randomization	will	provide	you	with	stronger	cause	and	effect
arguments,	you	might	find	it	more	practical	to	select	children	based,	for
example,	on	the	days	of	the	week	they	are	in	a	day	care	centre.

7.	 Number	of	variables	–	Will	you	test	just	one	independent	variable	or	will
you	test	for	others	as	well?	For	example,	will	you	simply	look	at	fish
consumption	or	are	there	other	aspects	of	the	children’s	diet	you	will
explore,	such	as	vegetable	intake?

8.	 Ethics	–	Consider	whether	you	will	need	informed	consent.	In	our	fish



consumption	case,	you	will	need	parental	consent.	You	will	also	need	to
consider	if	there	are	any	advantages	or	potential	threats	to	group	members
based	on	their	inclusion	in	either	a	control	or	a	target	group.	Now	while
there	may	not	be	high	risks	associated	with	eating	or	not	eating	fish,	issues
of	equity	represent	a	huge	ethical	dilemma	in	drug	trials,	treatment
programmes	and	educational	initiatives.

9.	 Control	of	the	environment	–	Finally,	you	will	need	to	consider	how	you
will	negotiate	the	balance	between	the	practicalities	of	working	in	real-
world	situations	and	the	need	to	control	the	environment.	In	other	words,
you	need	to	consider	how	you	can	ensure	your	findings	can	be	attributed	to
a	true	cause	and	effect	relationship	between	your	independent	and
dependent	variables.	Now	the	more	controls	you	embed	into	your
experimental	design,	the	more	convincing	your	arguments	will	be.	But
without	such	controls,	arguments	can	be	spurious:
1.	 Without	a	controlled	environment	it	can	be	hard	to	ensure	that	the	only

variable	that	has	been	changed,	shifted,	manipulated	or	introduced	is
your	particular	independent	variable.	Other	dietary	changes,	changes
in	sleep	patterns,	personal	stress,	etc.	may	be	happening	outside	your
experimental	design.

2.	 Without	adequate	numbers	it	will	be	hard	to	show	statistical
significance	or	that	results	are	more	than	coincidence.

3.	 Without	a	control	group	it	is	hard	to	ensure	that	there	is	not	some	other
factor	that	might	account	for	changes	in	your	target	or	dependent
variable	–	that	improvements	in	IQ	scores	cannot	be	attributed	to
things	such	as	the	additional	attention	that	the	children	might	be
receiving,	practice	in	taking	IQ	tests,	or	the	coincidental
commencement	of	a	new	educational	programme.

4.	 Without	a	random	assignment	strategy	(which	is	often	impractical	in
field-based	research)	you	will	need	to	argue	that	differences	between
the	two	groups	are	non-existent	or	at	least	minimal.	In	our	case,	if
there	is	an	innate	difference	in	the	learning	abilities	of	the	two	groups,
it	will	be	impossible	to	attribute	increased	IQ	to	dietary	habits.

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

The	decisions	you	make	will	determine	the	‘type’	of	experiment	you	will

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


conduct.	The	gold	standard	is	the	‘true’	experimental	design	(often	called	a
randomized	controlled	trial).	In	this	type	of	design,	independent	variables	are
manipulated	by	the	researcher;	experiments	are	conducted	under	controlled
circumstances;	control	groups	are	used;	and	there	is	random	assignment	to	both
control	and	target	groups.

Unfortunately,	random	assignment	may	not	always	be	possible	in	field
situations.	Suppose	you	did	get	agreement	from	a	local	preschool	to	trial	a	food
programme.	The	school,	however,	will	not	allow	random	assignment	(the	school
predicts	chaos	when	some	kids	get	chicken	nuggets	and	others	have	to	eat	grilled
flounder),	so	it	asks	you	to	run	your	trial	on	Mondays	and	Wednesdays.	There	is
therefore	a	control	group	(which	is	good),	but	there	is	no	random	assignment
(which	is	a	problem	if	the	groups	are	qualitatively	different	from	each	other	–
brighter	children	on	these	days,	different	teachers/carers,	different	cooks,	etc.).
When	you	have	a	control	group	but	no	random	assignment,	you	have	a	quasi-
experimental	design,	and	while	this	is	less	than	ideal,	it	is	often	a	reality	in	social
science	field	research.

Even	more	problematic	is	when	you	do	not	have	access	to	any	control	group	(so
you	have	a	single-group	design).	Suppose	the	preschool	wants	an	all-or-nothing
approach.	Your	only	measure	of	success	will	be	pre-/post-testing,	which	will	not
allow	you	to	ensure	that	any	change	in	the	class	is	due	to	your	programme	and
not	any	other	factors.

Photo	8.1	Eat	fish	and	get	smart!



Strengths	and	Challenges	Associated	with
Experiments
There	is	definitely	something	appealing	about	saying	‘I	wonder	what	would
happen	if	I	were	to	…?’,	and	then	being	able	to	set	up	and	assess	the	effects	of
that	exact	scenario.	You	would	get	to	see	it	unfold	for	yourself.	You	would	get	to
manipulate	the	environment	and	both	witness	and	record	the	results.	You	would
be	in	control.

Experiments,	if	well	conducted,	allow	you	to:	assess	cause	and	effect;	compare
groups;	explore	real	actions	and	reactions	and,	if	so	designed,	in	real	contexts;
avoid	reliance	on	respondents’	memory	or	reactions	to	hypothetical	situations;
and	generate	both	standardized	quantifiable	data	and	in-depth	qualitative	data.

Sounds	pretty	good.	But	as	you	might	already	suspect,	there	is	no	guarantee	of
smooth	sailing.	When	studying	individuals,	often	in	a	social	context,	it	is	hard	to
control	for	all	influences	that	sit	outside	your	experimental	design.	In	social
science	experimentation	you	will	need	to	consider:	(1)	if	there	is	equity	in	your
design	(e.g.	will	the	manipulation	of	your	independent	variable	advantage	or
disadvantage	any	individuals/or	groups?);	(2)	if	your	design	will	allow	you	to	get
informed	consent	from	participants;	(3)	if	participants	will	stay	involved	for	the



duration	of	the	experiment;	(4)	if	you	can	control	for	your	own	biases;	and	(5)	if
your	design	can	control	for	extraneous,	confounding	or	intervening	variables
(the	things	that	affect	your	study	that	are	not	a	part	of	your	methodological
design).

The	Hawthorne	studies,	a	series	of	classic	workplace-based	experiments
conducted	in	the	1920s	(Mayo,	1933;	Roethlisberger	and	Dickson,	1939),	offer
an	excellent	example	of	social	science	experimentation	and	the	challenges	posed
by	real-world	settings	(see	Box	9.1	in	the	next	chapter).



Exploring	a	Population
A	central	objective	in	social	science	research	is	to	understand	the	make-up,	or
demographics,	of	a	particular	population	and	build	an	understanding	of	that
population’s	knowledge,	attitudes	and	practices	on	a	particular	topic	or	issue.	In
fact,	this	is	one	of	the	most	common	objectives	in	social	science	research.

Now	without	a	doubt,	the	population	that	a	social	scientist	might	want	to	explore
can	be	quite	small	and	certainly	studied	in	depth,	often	at	a	cultural	level	(see	the
discussion	on	ethnography	later	in	the	chapter),	but	what	is	more	often	referred
to	is	larger-scale	studies	that	attempt	to	understand	broad	populations	–	and	it	is
precisely	this	scale	that	leads	to	the	need	for	quantification	and	places	this	type
of	research	squarely	under	the	quantitative	umbrella.

Conducting	Studies	of	Populations
In	the	quantitative	tradition,	there	are	actually	two	broad	methodological
strategies	that	can	help	you	understand	a	population:	to	capitalize	on	existing
data	or	to	generate	your	own	primary	data.

Capitalizing	on	Existing	Data
To	my	mind,	it	makes	a	lot	of	sense	to	at	least	consider/explore	the	possibility	of
working	with	existing	data.	Data	is	truly	everywhere	–	with	any	number	of
organizations,	individuals,	students,	research	teams,	professors,	government	and
non-government	agencies	alike	collecting,	re-collecting	and	replicating	data
collection	processes	(see	Chapter	13).	Resist	falling	into	the	trap	of	thinking	that
the	only	data	you	can	use	is	data	you	generate.	The	data	you	find	may	not	be	in	a
form	that	directly	answers	your	question,	but	therein	lies	the	challenge.
Remember:	refining	the	wheel	will	often	get	you	further	than	reinventing	it.	Box
8.1	gives	an	example	of	this	type	of	study.

Box	8.1:	Using	Existing	Data	to	Explore	the	Incidence	of	Food	Poisoning	in	Palau

A	few	years	ago,	I	was	asked	to	be	part	of	a	team	working	on	the	development	of	Palau’s
National	Environmental	Health	Action	Plan,	and	I	have	to	admit	that	before	this	invitation	I	had
barely	even	heard	of	Palau.	As	it	turns	out,	Palau	is	a	speck	in	the	middle	of	the	Pacific	Ocean,



to	the	north	of	Indonesia.	It	is	made	up	of	over	300	limestone	rock	islands	and	has	a	population
of	about	20,000.	Up	until	1994	it	was	a	US	Protectorate,	but	it	is	now	a	new	nation	trying	to
stand	on	its	own	two	feet.	With	its	unparalleled	snorkeling	and	diving,	its	economic	future	relies
on	building	its	tourism	sector.

Quite	early	in	our	orientation,	my	colleague	and	I	were	told	that	food	safety	was	one	of	the
greatest	challenges	facing	the	Palauan	Division	of	Environmental	Health	(DEH).	There	was	a	lot
of	anecdotal	evidence	suggesting	high	rates	of	food	poisoning,	particularly	among	tourists.	But
there	was	no	real	‘data’	to	support	these	concerns.	We	decided	to	prioritize	designing	a	method
for	finding	out	more.	We	grappled	with	how	we	could	find	out	about	number	of	cases,	severity
of	cases,	who	is	affected,	if	there	are	seasonal	variations	and	potential	causes.

Photo	8.2	Palau

After	working	through	a	number	of	options	(including	surveying	tourists),	we	decided	to
capitalize	on	existing	records.	The	team	was	to	go	to	every	hospital,	doctor	and	medical	facility
in	the	country	and	identify	and	explore	records	for	all	reported	cases	of	food	poisoning	(which
might	sound	bigger	than	it	was	–	remember	this	is	a	nation	whose	total	population	is	less	than
that	of	a	small	town).	We	did	understand	that	this	review	of	records	would	have	its	limitations:	it
would	be	a	review	of	reported	cases,	not	all	cases;	it	would	be	reliant	on	getting	access	to
records;	and	it	was	reliant	on	the	accuracy	and	thoroughness	of	the	records	reviewed.
Nonetheless,	we	believed	that	this	was	the	most	effective	and	cost-efficient	method	for
collecting	data	that	would	allow	the	DEH	to	(1)	generate	a	‘reported’	food	poisoning	figure;	(2)
look	at	distribution	by	season,	race,	tourist	versus	local,	etc.;	(3)	begin	to	look	at	recorded
causes;	(4)	write	more	effective	food	safety	policy;	and	finally	(5)	produce	recommendations
about	systematic	data	collection	within	the	medical	sector.

Gathering	Primary	Data



Existing	data	and	records	directly	related	to	your	specific	topic	are	not	always
available,	or	perhaps	not	available	to	you.	So	there	will	be	plenty	of	times	when
the	best	strategy	for	exploring	a	population	is	to	gather	primary	data;	that	is,	to
generate	data	from	a	population	for	the	express	purposes	of	your	study.	For	the
most	part	this	involves	survey	processes,	which	are	summarized	here	but
discussed	in	much	more	depth	in	Chapter	12.	Gathering	this	type	of	primary	data
involves:

Defining	the	population	from	which	you	wish	to	ascertain	information	–	For
example,	all	people	living	in	a	particular	community,	state,	country,	cultural
group,	workplace	or	school	district,	or	who	have	a	common	interest/trait
(e.g.	casual	tennis	players,	people	with	muscular	dystrophy).
Assessing	whether	it	is	possible	to	gather	information	from	every	element	of
that	population	–	This	is	rarely	possible	owing	to	the	difficulty	of
identifying	all	population	elements.	For	example,	think	of	the	difficulties
associated	with	generating	a	list	of	all	homeless	people	in	the	US	or	all
Australian	mothers	suffering	from	postnatal	depression.	Additionally,	even
if	all	members	of	a	population	can	be	accounted	for,	the	time	and	resources
needed	to	access	each	element	are	almost	always	beyond	our	capability.
One	exception	here	is	National	Censuses,	which	do	invest	the	resources
necessary	to	gather	information	from	all	members	of	their	populations.	If	a
census	is	impractical,	however,	you	will	need	to	move	to	the	next	step.
Developing	a	sampling	strategy	with	a	goal	of	representativeness	and
generalizability	–	Your	aim	here	is	to	gather	information	from	enough
people	who	represent	the	greater	population	so	that	statistically	significant
conclusions	about	that	population	can	be	drawn.
Adopting,	adapting	or	generating	a	standardized	instrument	–	Most	often	a
survey	questionnaire	that	can	gather	the	information	you	require.
Thoughtfully	piloting	and	fine-tuning	that	instrument	–	This	is	essential	in
all	survey	processes.
Implementing	–	Distributing	and	collecting	the	completed	instrument.
Using	statistics	to	analyse	the	data	–	You	will	probably	call	on	both
descriptive	and	inferential	statistics.

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website	 .	See	also	Chapter	11	for	more
information	on	populations/sampling,	Chapter	12	for	surveying	and	Chapter	14
for	quantitative	analysis.)

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Strengths	and	Challenges	Associated	with	Studying
Populations
While	the	desire	to	work	with	both	pre-existing	and	generated	data	can	offer
much	to	the	production	of	knowledge,	there	are	always	trade-offs	between
opportunities	and	challenges.

On	the	plus	side,	survey	data:	is	generally	derived	from	a	large	number	of
respondents;	represents	an	even	larger	population;	is	confidential	and
anonymous;	can	generate	standardized,	quantifiable,	empirical	data;	enables	you
to	show	statistical	significance;	and	allows	you	to	mathematically	establish
reliability,	validity	and	generalizability.

There	are,	however,	limitations	inherent	in	the	process.	For	example,	it	can	be
difficult	to	get	an	adequate	response	rate;	the	eventuating	sample	can	be	skewed
and	not	representative;	you	are	limited	to	what	you	have	thought	to	ask;	you	do
not	have	the	opportunity	to	offer	additional	question	clarification;	it	can	be	hard
to	assess	respondent	candour	and	honesty;	and	you	cannot	dig	for	more	depth.



I	have	a	question!



I	have	decided	to	do	a	‘natural’	experiment,	but	I
am	finding	it	difficult	to	control	for	all	variables	or
find	a	good	control	group.	Will	this	ruin	the
credibility	of	my	study?
It	really	depends.	There	are	definitely	studies	where	there	is	small	margin	for	error	–	drug	trials	for
example.	If	you	have	anything	less	than	a	randomized	controlled	trial,	your	results	will	not	be
credible.	You	either	meet	exacting	standards	or	you	do	not	bother.	There	are	other	studies,	however,
where	the	trade-off	between	real-world	setting	and	research	precision	allows	you	to	produce	valuable
results	despite	methodological	limitations.	What	is	essential	is	making	sure	you	(1)	do	everything	you
can	to	control	for	a	messy	environment,	and	(2)	give	a	strong	justification	for	why	your	methods,
even	with	limitations,	will	produce	credible	and	useful	results.



The	Qualitative	Tradition

It’s	really	about	doing	science	differently	…

We’re	talking	about	a	paradigm	shift.

A.	Johnson

If	the	quantitative	tradition	represents	the	study	of	the	social	premised	on	the
tenets	of	positivism,	particularly	tried-and-true	scientific,	hypothetico-deductive
methods,	then	the	qualitative	tradition	might	best	be	described	as	a	critique	of
positivism	as	the	reigning	epistemology,	and	a	recognition	of	the	need	for
alternative	ways	to	produce	knowledge.	The	qualitative	tradition	therefore	calls
on	inductive	as	well	as	deductive	logic;	appreciates	subjectivities;	accepts
multiple	perspectives	and	realities;	recognizes	the	power	of	research	over	both
participants	and	researchers;	and	does	not	necessarily	shy	away	from	political
agendas.	It	also	strongly	argues	the	value	of	depth	over	quantity	and	works	at
delving	into	social	complexities	in	order	to	truly	explore	and	understand	the
interactions,	processes,	lived	experiences	and	belief	systems	that	are	a	part	of
individuals,	institutions,	cultural	groups	and	even	the	everyday.

Qualitative	approach An	approach	to	research	highly	reliant	on	qualitative	data	(words,
images,	experiences	and	observations	that	are	not	quantified).	Often	tied	to	a	set	of	assumptions
related	to	relativism,	social	constructionism	and	subjectivism.

Delving	into	qualitative	methodologies	therefore	means	working	in	a	world	that
accepts	and	even	values:	the	search	for	holistic	meaning,	research	conducted	in
natural	settings,	emergent	methodological	design,	small	numbers,	non-random
sampling	strategies,	rich	qualitative	data,	inductive	analysis,	idiographic
interpretation	and	even	the	possibility	of	negotiated	outcomes	that	recognize	the
need	for	the	researched	to	be	party	to	a	researcher’s	constructed	meanings.	The
goal	is	to	gain	an	intimate	understanding	of	people,	places,	cultures	and
situations	through	rich	engagement	and	even	immersion	in	the	reality	being
studied.

This	section	covers	some	of	the	key	methodologies	that	social	science



researchers	call	on	to	understand	a	complex	world.	Ethnography	is	included	as	a
classic	anthropological	method	whose	strength	is	in	attempting	to	understand	the
world	from	the	point	of	view	of	its	participants	(rather	than	searching	for	an
‘objective’	truth,	or	premising	the	researcher’s	point	of	view).	Phenomenology	is
included	because	of	its	recognition	of	the	importance	of	lived	experience	and	the
impact	of	belief,	regardless	of	truth.	Ethnomethodology	is	included	as	an
approach	that	looks	quite	closely	at	how	meaning	in	the	world	is	constructed	by
‘actors’.	Finally,	this	section	looks	at	feminist	methodology,	which	developed,
like	the	qualitative	tradition,	as	a	response	to	and	critique	of	positivism	(see
Chapter	1)	and,	in	the	eyes	of	some	feminists,	patriarchal	ways	of	knowing.

Now	some	student	researchers	will	delve	right	into	one	of	these	qualitative
methodologies	and	do,	for	example,	an	ethnographic	or	ethnomethodological
study.	But	others	will	develop	their	own	framework,	and	as	appropriate	to	their
research	question,	draw	on	some	of	the	insights	and	strategies	that	are	key	to
these	various	approaches	to	knowing	–	making	their	research	that	much	richer.

It	is	also	worth	mentioning	what’s	not	in	this	section.	Often	found	under
qualitative	methodology	are	grounded	theory	and	case	studies.	Grounded	theory
is	a	methodology	that	seeks	to	generate	theory	through	the	analysis	of	data.
Rather	than	begin	with	a	hypothesis	or	hunch,	grounded	theory	begins	with	data
collection	and	progresses	through	to	a	step-by	step	process	for	analysing	data	so
that	theory	is	generated.	Its	strength	is	in	how	it	handles	data	–	and	I	believe	its
processes	of	analysis	can	be	of	value	in	many	types	of	‘qualitative’	research.	It	is
therefore	taken	up	in	much	more	depth	in	Chapter	15.

Case	studies	are	also	often	labelled	as	a	qualitative	methodology.	A	case	study	is
the	study	of	elements	of	the	social	through	comprehensive	description	and
analysis	of	a	single	situation	or	case.	I	can	understand	arguments	for	calling	it	a
methodology,	but	there	are	two	reasons	why	I	have	not	included	case	studies
here.	First,	case	studies	can	include	a	variety	of	data	collection	methods,
including,	if	the	case	is	an	organization	or	community,	surveys.	And	of	course
surveys	sit	better	under	the	quantitative	paradigm.	Second,	I	believe	the	logic	in
selecting	a	case	to	study	is	similar	to	the	logic	of	studying	a	population,	a
sample,	a	key	informant.	I	argue	that	it	makes	sense	to	see	a	case	as	a	unit	of
study.	Case	studies	are	therefore	included	in	Chapter	11.



Credibility	in	Qualitative	Studies
Because	the	‘rules’	of	science	were	born	of	the	positivist/quantitative	tradition,
methodologies	that	sit	under	the	qualitative	umbrella	are	sometimes	maligned	for
not	reaching	standards	of	credibility	(see	Chapter	4).	But	that	does	not	mean	that
standards	for	credibility	do	not	exist	in	the	qualitative	world.	On	the	contrary,	the
rigour	required	of	such	studies	is	of	the	highest	standard,	and	criteria	appropriate
to	the	task,	as	discussed	in	Chapter	4,	have	certainly	been	developed.

Debates	over	credibility,	however,	can	arise	when	qualitative	studies	are
inappropriately	assessed	according	to	positivist/quantitative	criteria	and,	as
might	be	expected,	fall	short	of	expectation.	But	this	is	simply	a	matter	of	using
the	wrong	criteria	for	the	job.	As	discussed	in	Chapter	4,	all	studies,	regardless
of	goals	or	even	their	paradigmatic	positioning,	need	to	consider	whether:
subjectivities	have	been	managed;	methods	are	approached	with	consistency;
‘true	essence’	has	been	captured;	findings	have	broad	applicability;	and,	finally,
whether	research	processes	can	be	verified.	Criteria	for	such	assessment,
however,	are	likely	to	be	neutrality	or	transparent	subjectivity	rather	than
objectivity;	dependability	over	reliability;	authenticity	over	validity;
transferability	over	generalizability;	and	auditability	rather	than	reproducibility
(see	Chapter	4).	Box	8.2	covers	some	of	the	strategies	that	‘qualitative’
researchers	use	to	reach	appropriate	standards	of	credibility.

Box	8.2:	Strategies	for	Achieving	Credibility	in	Qualitative	Studies



Techniques	that	can	be	used	to	ensure
thoroughness	and	rigour	include:

Saturation	–	Finishing	collecting	data	only	when	additional	data	no	longer	adds	richness
to	understanding	or	aids	in	building	theories.
Crystallization	–	Building	a	rich	and	diverse	understanding	of	one	single	situation	or
phenomenon	by	seeing	the	world	as	multi-faceted,	and	accepting	that	what	we	see
depends	on	where	we	look,	where	the	light	is,	etc.
Prolonged	engagement	–	Investment	of	time	sufficient	to	learn	the	culture,	understand
context	and/or	build	trust	and	rapport.
Persistent	observation	–	Looking	for	readings	of	a	situation	beyond	an	initial,	possibly
superficial,	level.
Broad	representation	–	Representation	wide	enough	to	ensure	that	an	institution,	cultural
group	or	phenomenon	can	be	spoken	about	confidently.
Peer	review	–	External	checking	on	the	research	process	in	which	a	colleague	is	asked	to
act	as	a	‘devil’s	advocate’	with	regard	to	all	aspects	of	methodology.



Techniques	that	can	be	used	to	obtain
confirmation	or	verification	include:

Triangulation	–	Using	more	than	one	source	of	data	to	confirm	the	authenticity	of	each
source.
Member	checking	–	Checking	that	interpretation	of	events,	situations	and	phenomena	gels
with	the	interpretations	of	‘insiders’.
Full	explication	of	method	–	Providing	readers	with	sufficient	methodological	detail	so
that	studies	are	auditable	and/or	reproducible.



Ethnography

The	pure	and	simple	truth	is	rarely	pure	and	never	simple.

Oscar	Wilde

If	you	were	to	come	to	my	house	for	dinner	and	you	were	to	reflect	on	that
experience,	you	would	probably	do	so	in	relation	to	what	happens	in	your	own
home	(e.g.	‘we	do	that’,	‘that’s	different’,	‘how	bizarre’).	You	would	judge	my
family	in	relation	to	your	own	family	or	your	own	frame	of	reference.

Well,	when	it	comes	to	studying	cultural	groups	this	is	precisely	what
ethnography	tries	to	avoid.	Ethnography	–	which	literally	means	‘culture	writing’
–	explores	a	way	of	life	from	the	point	of	view	of	its	participants	and	tries	to
avoid	assessing	a	culture	using	pre-existing	frames	of	reference	or	from	a
particular	worldview.	The	goal	is	to	‘see’	things	the	way	group	members	do,	and
grasp	the	meanings	they	use	to	understand	and	make	sense	of	the	world.	In	other
words,	ethnographers	attempt	to	suspend	judgement	and	understand	the
symbolic	world	in	which	people	live	in	order	to	interpret	meaning	from	within	a
culture.

To	build	this	type	of	rich	understanding,	ethnographers	tend	to	immerse
themselves	within	a	culture	for	a	significant	period	of	time.	They	participate,	and
then	reflect	on	their	lived	conversations	and	observations.	Whether	it	be	foreign
cultures,	marginal	cultures	closer	to	home	or	even	their	own	culture,
ethnographers	attempt	to	delve	into	cultural	complexities	in	order	to	understand
the	world	from	the	perspective	of	participants.	Ethnographers	attempt	to	explore
how	cultural	understandings	are	shaped,	and	how	group	members	make	sense	of
their	experiences.	The	goal	is	to	go	beyond	an	exploration	of	simply	what	is,	and
begin	to	explore	why	it	is	(see	Box	8.3).

Ethnography The	study	of	cultural	groups	in	a	bid	to	understand,	describe	and	interpret	a	way
of	life	from	the	point	of	view	of	its	participants.

The	roots	of	ethnography	stem	from	cultural	anthropology,	particularly	the	work
of	Clifford	Geertz,	who	argued	that	building	‘thick	descriptions’	is	the	only	way



we	can	uncover	the	underlying	frameworks	that	produce	both	behaviour	and
meaning	([1973]	2000).

Now	on	the	surface	this	may	seem	fairly	straightforward,	but	a	number	of
complexities	become	clear	as	you	unpack	the	definition:

1.	 Ethnography	is	the	study	of	cultural	groups.	This	is	significant	because	the
term	‘cultural’	suggests	that	what	binds	the	group	is	more	than,	say,
genetics,	biology	or	geography.	‘Cultural’	groups	are	bound	together	by
social	traditions	and	common	patterns	of	beliefs	and	behaviours	(e.g.	ethnic
groups,	community	groups	or	even	workplace	groups).	Ethnographic
studies	are	premised	on	the	belief	that	how	an	individual	processes	the
world	is	constructed	and	constrained	by	cultural	experience.	The	study	of
cultural	groups	is	thus	the	study	of	shared	understandings	as	well	as	the
symbolic	aspects	of	behaviour	that	can	uncover	cultural	or	normative
patterns.	In	other	words,	ethnography	explores	the	methods,	rules,	roles	and
expectations	that	structure	any	given	situation.

2.	 Ethnography	explores	a	way	of	life	from	the	point	of	view	of	its
participants.	Ethnography	attempts	to	understand	the	symbolic	world	in
which	people	live.	The	goal	is	to	‘see’	things	the	way	group	members	do,
and	grasp	the	meanings	that	they	use	to	understand	and	make	sense	of	the
world.	In	other	words,	ethnographers	attempt	to	interpret	meanings	from
within	a	culture,	or	build	what	Geertz	([1973]	2000)	refers	to	as	‘thick
descriptions’.	This	is	significant	because	ethnography	accepts	multiple
realities	and	requires	cultural	empathy.	Rather	than	set	understandings
against	a	sometimes	unrecognized	Western	worldview,	ethnographers
attempt	to	suspend	judgement	and	understand	from	the	perspective	of	the
researched.

3.	 Ethnography	exploration	involves	a	bid	to	understand,	discover,	describe
and	interpret.	A	somewhat	common	critique	of	ethnography	is	that	it	is
merely	descriptive.	But	generating	‘thick	descriptions’	that	build	an
understanding	of	the	underlying	frameworks	that	produce	both	behaviour
and	meaning	is	an	act	of	discovery	and	interpretation	as	much	as	it	is	an	act
of	description.

Box	8.3:	Ethnographic	Exemplar	–	‘Women	on	the	Line’

In	the	late	1970s	and	early	1980s	Miriam	Glucksmann,	working	under	the	name	Ruth
Cavendish,	conducted	an	ethnographic	study	of	female	factory	workers,	exploring	their	lives
within	the	factory	walls,	how	they	juggled	work	and	home	responsibilities,	and	their	views	of



life	from	the	factory	floor	(Glucksmann,	2009).	‘Ruth’,	as	a	participant	observer,	not	only
empathetically	engaged	with	the	women	she	studied,	but	actually	made	an	attempt	to	live	their
reality.	Through	this	experience	she	offered	an	insightful,	vivid,	empathetic	and	intimate
narrative	portrayal	of	the	realities	of	the	lives	of	women	in	an	industrial	world,	a	picture	that
could	not	have	been	painted	through	traditional	social	science	techniques	such	as
experimentation,	surveys	or	interviews.	For	these	and	a	host	of	other	reasons,	Cavendish’s	study
is	now	considered	not	only	a	classic/pioneering	ethnographic	study,	but	also	a	classic	study	in
economic	sociology,	the	sociology	of	gender	and	the	sociology	of	work.

Photo	8.3	On	the	line



(Glucksmann	reading	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Conducting	an	Ethnographic	Study
Because	ethnographic	studies	attempt	to	understand	the	reality	of	the	researched,
they	generally	rely	on	multiple	data	collection	strategies,	involve	the	exploration
of	cultural	groups	within	natural	settings,	and	often	require	‘immersion’	through
prolonged	engagement	and	persistent	observation.	The	research	process	is
flexible	and	emergent,	and	likely	to	evolve	as	lived	realities	within	the	cultural
group	are	revealed.	While	ethnography	is	a	methodology	commonly	used	in
anthropological	studies,	its	principles	can	be	used	in	a	wide	range	of	contexts.

The	Range	of	Potential	Cultural	Groups
As	discussed,	a	cultural	group	is	defined	by	more	than	biology	or	geography.	A
cultural	group	needs	to	meet	the	prerequisite	of	a	shared	culture.	It	may	be	an
exotic	foreign	culture	(e.g.	a	native	‘tribe’),	or	a	culture	closer	to	home	(e.g.	a
migrant	community	or	a	boarding	school).	It	is	also	possible	to	study	a
‘dominant’	cultural	group,	which	can	be	quite	revealing	because	it	is	often
dominance	itself	that	causes	privileged	knowledge	and	governing	ideologies	to
go	unseen.

The	selection	of	any	particular	cultural	group	will	be	driven	by	pragmatics,
intrinsic	interest,	theory	or	any	combination	thereof.	Pragmatics	might	involve
research	commitments,	timely	opportunities	or	accessibility.	Cultural	groups	can
also	be	selected	to	increase	idiographic	understanding,	because	they	are	unique
and	unfamiliar;	misunderstood	or	misrepresented;	marginal	and	unheard;	or
dominant,	yet	not	reflexively	explored.	Finally,	cultural	groups	can	be	selected
on	the	basis	of	theory.	For	example,	if	the	goal	of	a	study	is	to	understand	how
meaning	is	constructed,	or	to	explore	the	interpretive	and/or	symbolic	practices
that	define	‘cultures’,	then	the	selection	of	a	particular	group	might	be	made	on
the	basis	of	being	typical,	atypical,	extreme	or	rare.

Regardless	of	how	a	cultural	group	is	selected,	it	is	essential	that	an	ethnographic
researcher	has	a	very	high	level	of	access	within	the	group.	The	researcher	must
believe	that	it	will	be	possible	to	build	rapport	and	trust.	Credible	ethnographic
studies	require	that	researchers	are	able	to	get	below	the	surface,	break	through
the	pleasantries,	and	observe	cultural	actors	and	actions	that	are	not	performed
solely	for	the	benefit	of	the	researcher.



The	Range	of	Potential	Data	Collection/Analysis
Methods
The	goal	of	the	ethnographer	is	thick	description	and	rich	and	reflexive
interpretation,	and	few	ethnographers	would	want	to	limit	themselves	to	only
one	method	of	data	collection.	Data	collection	is	therefore	multi-method	and
often	continues	until	saturation.	While	the	data	generated	can	include	the
quantitative,	the	preponderance	of	ethnographic	data	is	likely	to	be	qualitative	so
that	the	richness	of	the	symbolic	world	can	be	fully	described.	Data	collection
methods	include:

Observation	–	Participant	observation	is	common	to	most	ethnographic
studies	and	tends	to	involve	deep	cultural	immersion.	Ethnographers
attempt	to	build	cultural	empathy	and	‘live’	the	reality	of	the	other.
Ethnographers	can	also	engage	in	non-participant	techniques	in	order	to
generate	more	structured	observations.
Interviews	–	These	are	generally	in	depth	and	unstructured,	and,	in	line	with
participant	observation,	often	take	the	form	of	‘conversations’.	Such
‘interviews’	can	involve	key	informants	and/or	individuals	who	represent
cross-sections	of	the	cultural	group	–	men,	women,	children,	the	elderly,
new	members,	foundational	members,	etc.
Document	analysis	–	Sometimes	a	good	way	to	understand	the	reality	of	the
researched	is	to	examine	the	texts	that	they	themselves	produce.	Depending
on	the	nature	of	the	cultural	group	being	explored,	this	might	involve	an
examination	of	local	newspapers,	television	and/or	radio	broadcasts.	Or	it
may	involve	analysis	of	local	art,	the	poetry	and	essays	of	schoolchildren,
journals	and	diaries,	and/or	doctrine	and	dogma.
Surveys	–	While	surveys	are	often	critiqued	by	those	conducting
ethnographies	for	being	too	reductionist,	I	do	not	believe	they	should	be
unilaterally	dismissed	as	a	potential	data-gathering	tool.	While	studies
based	solely	on	survey	research	would	not	qualify	as	ethnography,	a	survey
instrument,	such	as	a	questionnaire,	may	be	the	best	way	to	explore	widely
within	a	particular	cultural	group.

Strengths	and	Challenges	Associated	with
Ethnography



Researchers	are	willing	to	immerse	themselves	in	ethnographic	studies	because
they	believe	they	offer	rich	and	in-depth	exploration	of	the	values,	norms,
symbols,	beliefs	and	practices	of	cultural	groups.	This	allows	them	to	enter	into
a	dialogue	with	existing	theory	and/or	develop	insights	that	can	lead	to	the
development	of	new	theory.	Ethnographers	also	recognize	the	importance	of
multiple	worldviews	as	well	as	the	value	of	building	understandings	from	the
perspective	of	the	researched.

Some	of	the	difficulties	associated	with	ethnography	are	shared	by	a	range	of
studies	that	involve	‘immersion’.	These	include:	gaining	access	and	building
trust;	emotional	costs;	the	potential	for	the	researcher	to	have	an	effect	on	the
researched;	and	the	demands	placed	on	those	being	studied.

But	there	are	also	concerns	more	specific	to	ethnography	that	need	to	be
seriously	considered	and	skilfully	negotiated.	First,	ethnographers	need	to	guard
against	‘homogenization’	that	can	give	minimal	recognition	to	divergence	within
a	particular	group.	Ethnographers	also	need	to	be	aware	of	a	somewhat
paradoxical	dilemma	in	representing	the	reality	of	others.	Ethnography	has	an
explicit	goal	of	building	and	interpreting	understandings	from	the	perspective	of
the	researched.	However,	it	also	accepts	that	descriptions	are	necessarily
interpretive,	and	that	the	basis	of	interpretation	is	the	filtering	of	observations
and	inputs	through	theoretical	and	analytic	frameworks	that	are,	of	course,
imbued	with	a	researcher’s	own	worldview.	This	then	begs	the	question	whether
an	outsider	(particularly	one	from	a	very	divergent	culture)	can	ever	truly	know,
describe	and	interpret	the	reality	of	being	an	insider.

How	you	manage	this	‘paradox’	will	depend	on	how	you	reflect	on	the	above
question,	as	well	as	your	ability	to	mount	arguments	that	will	satisfy	a	sceptic’s
concerns	over	credibility.	This	will	require	you	to	reflexively	consider	and
articulate:	how	you	as	a	researcher	have	had	an	impact	on	the	interpretive
practices	within	your	research;	what	strategies	you	have	employed	to	seek
thoroughness	and	confirmation	(see	Box	8.2);	and	the	significance	of	your
research	findings	to	a	particular	body	of	knowledge.

Now	it	is	extremely	difficult	to	get	ethics	approval	to	immerse	yourself	in	a
culture.	Joining	a	cult	or	a	gang	is	not	likely	to	be	approved!	But	ethnography
might	be	worth	considering	if	you	are	already	immersed	within	a	new	cultural
group	you	wish	to	explore.	For	example,	you	are	living	and	studying	overseas	or
have	just	been	offered	a	job	on	a	fishing	boat.	Or,	as	was	the	case	for	one	of	my



fellow	graduate	students	who	had	a	rough	working-class	background,	you	find
yourself	immersed	in	the	bizarre	ivory-tower	world	of	academia.

Even	more	likely	is	that	you	draw	on	ethnographic	understandings	to	make	your
research	more	empathetic	and	sensitive.	Most	interview	and	data	analysis
techniques	can	be	greatly	enhanced	by	making	a	concerted	effort	to	understand
that	respondents	may	have	cultural	realities	distinct	from	those	of	the	researcher
–	and	that	this	alternative	reality	needs	to	be	validated	and	appreciated.



Phenomenology
Is	it	worth	knowing	what	it	feels	like	to	win	–	or	to	lose?	Is	it	worth
understanding	the	lived	experience	of	struggling	with	breast	cancer?	Is	it	worth
knowing	what	it	feels	like	to	be	at	the	bottom	of	the	class?	Now	I’m	not	talking
about	cause	and	effect.	I’m	not	asking	why	someone	won	or	lost,	or	the
implications	of	cancer,	or	why	someone	might	struggle	at	school.	I	am	strictly
talking	about	‘phenomenon’	or	‘lived	experience’	–	what	it	feels	like	for	those
subject	to	the	experience.

Well	I	think	understanding	lived	experience	is	absolutely	vital.	Let	me	try	to
explain.	One	of	the	key	premises	of	adult	education	is	that	you	need	to	start
where	people	are.	And	I	have	certainly	found	this	to	be	the	case	–	not	only	in	my
own	teaching,	but	also	in	conflict	mediation,	change	agency,	situation
improvement,	counselling	and	problem	resolution.	If	you	want	to	be	truly
effective	in	getting	people	to	move	from	A	to	B	you	need	to	start	at	A,	and	you
can	only	do	that	if	you	understand	and	appreciate	A.	Not	just	intellectually,	but
emotionally.

If	you	want	to	know	why	athletes	are	willing	to	take	steroids,	you	need	to
understand	their	lived	reality	of	winning	and	losing.	If	you	want	to	help	someone
through	breast	cancer,	you	need	to	know	how	they	feel	about	their	body,	their
self-esteem,	their	future.	If	you	want	to	understand	how	you	can	help	motivate
struggling	students,	you	need	to	know	what	it	is	really	like	for	them	at	the
bottom	of	the	class.

This	is	the	goal	of	a	phenomenological	study.	Rather	than	ask	what	causes	X,	or
what	is	X,	phenomenology	explores	the	lived	experience	of	X.	In	fact,
phenomenologists	would	argue	that	‘objective’	knowing	or	truth	should	be
‘bracketed’	or	put	aside	so	that	the	focus	can	be	on	internal	processes	of
consciousness.	There	is	no	need	to	worry	about	causes,	truth	value,	reality	or
appearances.	In	a	socially	constructed,	intersubjective	world,	our	direct
awareness	is	the	only	thing	we	can	really	know,	since	all	knowing	depends	on
individual	perceptions	(see	Box	8.4,	below).

Phenomenology Study	of	phenomena	as	they	present	themselves	in	individuals’	direct
awareness	and	experience.	Perception,	rather	than	socio-historic	context	or	even	the	supposed
‘reality’	of	an	object,	is	the	focus	of	investigation.



Phenomena	as	an	object	of	study	may	be	somewhat	new	to	you,	so	let’s	break
down	the	basic	elements	in	a	phenomenological	study	and	highlight	the	role	each
element	plays	in	defining,	understanding	and	researching	phenomena:

1.	 Phenomenological	studies	are	highly	dependent	on	individuals.	Individuals,
either	through	interviews	or	their	cultural	products	–	what	they	write,	paint,
etc.	–	are	used	to	draw	out	the	experiences	of	a	particular	phenomenon.	For
example,	refugees,	athletes	or	leaders	might	be	called	upon	to	provide
descriptions	of	the	experience	of	displacement,	victory	and	power,
respectively.	Individuals	are	therefore	central	to	the	conduct	of
phenomenological	studies.	But	it	is	their	descriptions	of	lived	experience,
rather	than	they	themselves,	that	are	the	focus	of	phenomenology.

2.	 Phenomenological	studies	are	also	highly	dependent	on	constructs.
Constructs	such	as	displacement,	victory	and	power	are	central	to	the
phenomenological	experience	being	explored.	In	phenomenological	studies,
however,	the	‘reality’	of	the	construct	is	not	of	concern	and	should,	in	fact,
be	‘bracketed’	–	explored	as	free	as	possible	from	what	the	world	says	it	is
supposed	to	be	or	supposed	to	mean.	In	phenomenology,	a	construct	freed
from	its	constructed	meaning	is	often	referred	to	as	an	‘object’.

3.	 Phenomena,	which	are	the	focus	of	phenomenology,	actually	sit	at	the
intersection	of	people	and	objects,	and	centre	on	an	individual’s	lived
experience	of	these	objects.	Rather	than	ask	what	causes	X,	or	what	is	X,
phenomenology	explores	the	experience	of	X.	In	other	words,
phenomenology	is	the	study	of	the	experience	of	the	relationship	between
the	individual	and	the	object.	It	is	the	study	of	a	phenomenon	as	it	presents
itself	in	an	individual’s	direct	awareness.

Conducting	a	Phenomenological	Study
There	are	three	basic	elements	in	most	methodological	approaches	in	the	social
sciences.	These	are	your	participants,	your	data-collection	methods	and	intended
modes	of	analysis.	And	of	course,	the	end	product	is	your	‘report’.	Well,	it	does
not	quite	work	that	way	in	phenomenology.	The	product	of	phenomenological
studies	is	phenomenological	descriptions;	and	gathering	descriptions,	making
sense	of	those	descriptions	and	writing	up	those	descriptions	are	not	necessarily
discrete	activities.

Producing	Phenomenological	Descriptions



The	key	outcome	of	phenomenological	studies	is	rich	phenomenological
descriptions.	In	fact,	the	goal	is	to	produce	descriptions	so	full	of	lush	imagery	as
to	allow	others	to	share	in	how	a	particular	phenomenon	is	experienced.

The	process	of	generating	such	descriptions	generally	involves	sourcing	people
who	have	experienced	a	particular	phenomenon	and	conducting	one	or	more	in-
depth	interviews	with	each	participant.	The	number	of	respondents	can	vary	–
but	given	that	there	is	likely	to	be	more	than	one	way	to	experience	any
particular	phenomenon,	you	generally	need	to	conduct	a	sufficient	number	of
interviews	to	draw	out	variation.	Interviewers	often	look	for	‘saturation’,
whereby	additional	interviews	no	longer	add	new	perspective.

The	goal	of	the	interviews,	most	often	conducted	as	a	‘conversation’,	is	to	draw
out	rich	descriptions	of	lived	experience.	In	other	words,	you	want	your
respondents	to	tell	you	what	a	phenomenon	feels	like,	what	it	reminds	them	of
and	how	they	would	describe	it.	Respondents	are	then	encouraged	to	further
reflect	on	various	aspects	of	their	descriptions.	This	often	involves	digging
below	the	surface	of	words	to	understand	the	meaning	behind	them.	For
example,	the	phenomenon	of	‘winning’,	first	described	as	‘fantastic’,	might	be
further	described	as	‘like	being	on	top	of	the	world’	or	‘I	know	I	have	worth’.	In
this	way,	the	researcher	and	the	researched	create	a	narrative	that	is	both
descriptive	and	interpretive,	and	is	often	rich,	poetic	and	full	of	metaphor.

In	addition	to,	or	instead	of,	conducting	interviews,	researchers	can	also	explore
pre-produced	texts.	Beautiful,	rich	phenomenological	descriptions	abound	in
letters,	journals,	books,	movies,	poetry	and	music.	Take,	for	example,	the
phenomenon	of	‘going	into	battle’.	Imagine	the	rich,	candid	and	chilling
descriptions	you	might	be	able	to	gather	just	from	reading	letters	home.

A	Second	Cycle
Once	you	have	generated	(or	located)	your	descriptions	and	you	feel	you	have
reached	a	point	of	saturation,	the	next	step	is	synthesis.	The	goal	here	is	to
explore	commonalities	and	divergences	in	the	experience	of	the	same
phenomenon.	You	are	looking	for	the	range	of	experiences	related	to	the
phenomenon	itself.	This	is	generally	done	by	cycling	between	the	texts	and
eventuating	themes	in	a	bid	to	reduce	unimportant	dissimilarities	and	integrate
the	essential	nature	of	various	descriptions.	In	some	of	my	own	research,	for



example,	I	found	that	giving	up	God	showed	itself	in	three	‘types’	of	lived
experiences	–	‘angry	and	resentful	reaction’;	‘gloomy	and	melancholic
introspection’;	and	‘open	spiritual	exploration’	(O’Leary,	2001b).

Box	8.4:	Phenomenological	Exemplar	–	‘Nursing	Women	with	AIDS’

The	aim	of	the	study	‘Nursing	women	with	AIDS’	(Sinfield,	1995)	was	to	understand	the
perspectives	of	nurses	(the	individuals	the	study	was	dependent	upon,	as	referred	to	in	point	1
above)	on	the	experience	of	making	sense	(the	lived	experience	referred	to	in	point	3	above)	of
the	needs	of	women	with	AIDS	(the	construct	as	referred	to	in	point	2	above).	Far	from	an
academic	knowledge-only	exercise,	objectives	of	this	study	included	the	ability	to	influence
clinical	nursing	practice,	nurse	education	and	nursing	research.

In	order	to	accomplish	this,	Sinfield	used	a	phenomenological	approach	that	involved	in-depth
conversations	(phenomenological	descriptions)	with	eight	registered	nurses	who	were	employed
in	a	90-bed	acute	hospital	in	New	South	Wales,	Australia.	Each	conversation	was	iteratively
explored	(the	second	cycle	of	synthesis)	with	five	themes	(identifying	a	learning	gap;	focusing;
normalizing;	bracketing;	and	working	within	the	system)	eventually	emerging	from	the	data.

(Sinfield	reading	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

Strengths	and	Challenges	Associated	with
Phenomenology
I	think	the	main	strength	of	phenomenology	is	that	it	offers	a	way	of	exploring
this	thing	called	‘phenomena’,	something	highly	important	in	understanding	our
social	world,	yet	often	ignored	in	studies	of	the	social.	We	tend	to	explore
demographics,	opinions,	attitudes,	beliefs	and	behaviours	of	people,	and	we
study	the	ideas,	ideologies	and	constructs	that	make	up	the	social	world,	but	the
study	of	phenomena	is	marginalized	and	often	goes	undiscussed	as	a	potential
research	strategy	available	to	student	researchers.

But	just	think	about	the	value	of	being	able	to	understand	and	describe	lived
experience.	How	much	more	insightful	could	change	initiatives	or	problem
resolution	strategies	be	if	we	had	this	level	of	understanding?	Take,	for	example,
understanding	and	describing	the	lived	experience	of	critical	illness.	This	would
be	essential	reading	for	anyone	wishing	to	develop	appropriate	protocols	for
mental	health	workers	dedicated	to	the	critically	ill.	Or	what	about	capturing	the
essence	of	what	it	is	like	to	grow	up	in	a	war-torn	country,	a	description	that

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


could	be	invaluable	to	building	cultural	empathy?	And	any	study	that	explored
stress	would	not	be	complete	without	understanding	what	it	actually	feels	like.

Do	not	underestimate	the	power	of	phenomenological	approaches	in	your	own
research.	As	social	scientists,	we	tend	to	study	what	happens	in	the	head,	but
many	of	the	actions	of	the	human	world	are	driven	by	the	heart.	They	are	driven
by	feeling	rather	than	by	thinking.	For	example,	if	you	are	wanting	to	know	why
people	do	‘illogical’	things	like	drink-driving	or	drug	taking,	or	how	people	deal
with	difficult	things,	like	imprisonment	or	death	of	a	child,	it	just	might	be	worth
asking	more	than	‘why’	and	‘how’.	It	may	be	worth	asking	what	it	feels	like.

As	with	anything	worth	doing,	it’s	not	necessarily	easy.	The	literature	on
phenomenology	tends	to	be	thick	and	philosophical,	and	does	not	offer	a	lot	of
clear	guidance	on	actual	‘methods’.	You	probably	won’t	get	much	advice	from
research	texts	either.	Few	texts	cover	the	topic	at	all,	and	those	that	do,	don’t	do
it	very	well.	The	same	goes	for	teaching	and	learning.	In	my	‘training’	as	a	social
scientist,	phenomenology	was	not	a	method	that	was	discussed,	and	when	it	was
covered	in	my	philosophy	classes,	it	was	not	done	in	a	way	that	would	help	me
in	conducting	a	phenomenological	study.	The	implication	is	that	unless	you	have
a	supervisor	or	mentor	experienced	in	phenomenology,	‘doing’	a
phenomenological	study	will	require	you	to	get	into	the	literature	(some
suggestions	are	offered	at	the	end	of	the	chapter).



Ethnomethodology
Throughout	our	day	we	interact	–	with	our	parents,	friends,	the	checkout	person
at	the	grocery	store.	And	we	make	judgements,	sometimes	consciously	but
mainly	subconsciously,	about	how	we	should	act	and	what	we	should	say.	And
we	generally	do	this	without	too	much	stress	because	we	are	socialized	with
appropriate	‘methods’	–	rules,	norms	and	patterns	–	that	help	us	wade	through
such	interaction.

Ethnomethodology The	study	of	the	methods	that	individuals	use	to	accomplish	their	daily
actions	and	make	sense	of	their	social	world.	Ethnomethodological	focus	is	on	uncovering	the
‘rules’	that	direct	ordinary	life.	It	is	not	interested	in	whether	what	is	said	or	done	is	right	or
wrong,	true	or	false.	In	fact,	ethnomethodology	ignores	the	question	of	‘what’	altogether	and
concentrates	on	‘how’	interactions	are	performed.

Indexicality The	contextual	nature	of	behaviour	and	talk,	in	particular	the	cues	that	conform	to
a	recognizable	pattern	that	we	use	to	make	meaning.

Ethnomethodology	is	the	study	of	everyday	interactions	and	argues	that
individuals	engage	in	interpretive	work	every	time	they	interact	with	the	world.
In	order	to	do	this	in	a	way	that	makes	sense,	they	engage	in	what	Garfinkel
(1967),	the	father	of	ethnomethodology,	refers	to	as	‘documentary	method’.	This
involves	‘indexicality’	–	selecting	cues	from	a	social	interaction	that	conforms	to
a	recognizable	pattern	–and	then	making	sense	of	that	interaction	in	terms	of	that
pattern.	I	know	this	sounds	confusing,	but	in	practice	it	is	pretty	simple	because
it	is	something	you	do	automatically	every	day.	For	example,	if	someone	said	‘I
couldn’t	help	but	notice	you’,	you	would	take	cues	from	the	social	interaction	to
find	the	likely	pattern,	and	formulate	an	appropriate	response.	So	if	you	were	in
a	nightclub	with	lots	of	single	people,	the	pattern	might	be	‘the	pick-up’	and	you
might	reply	with	a	disgusted	‘Get	lost,	you	loser’,	or	a	seductive	‘Yeah	…	I
noticed	you	too’.	The	other	party	then	has	to	subconsciously	find	the	right
pattern,	in	this	case	let’s	say	‘rejection’	or	‘flirtation’,	and	form	the	appropriate
response.	Through	the	use	of	‘reflexivity’	you	then	use	that	response	to	generate
your	next	response,	and	so	on	until	the	interaction	ends.	In	this	way	the	pattern	is
emergent,	but	is	consistently	used	in	its	most	recent	formulation	to	interpret	new
elements	of	the	interaction.	But	imagine	if	the	same	original	line,	‘I	couldn’t	help
but	notice	you’,	was	said	while	you	were	pulled	over	in	your	car	and	the	person
saying	it	was	in	a	police	uniform.	The	interaction	would	immediately	take	a
different	form	(see	Box	8.5).



Box	8.5:	Ethnomethodology	Exemplar	–	‘Garfinkel’s	Agnes’

In	his	seminal	1967	work	Studies	in	Ethnomethodology,	Garfinkel	attempted	to	capture	the
socially	situated	work	whereby	Agnes,	a	19-year-old	who	presented	herself	as	a	female,	but	was
raised	as	a	boy	until	17	and	had	male	genitalia,	accomplished	the	daily	task	of	being	a	traditional
female.	Garfinkel’s	goal	was	to	unmask	the	taken-for-granted	familiarity	and	everyday
occurrence	of	being	a	woman.	Having	been	raised	as	a	male	for	the	first	17	years	of	her	life,
Agnes	offered	a	unique	window	for	unmasking	(and	adopting)	the	generally	taken-for-granted
and	unseen	tasks	associated	with	the	daily	work	of	being	a	female.	As	such,	Garfinkel’s	study	is
considered	an	exemplar	that	highlights	the	power	of	ethnomethodology	in	showing	how	people
produce	the	interactions	that	make	up	their	everyday	lives.

Conducting	an	Ethnomethodological	Study
The	goal	of	doing	an	ethnomethodological	study	is	to	draw	out	how	individuals
go	about	the	interpretive	work	necessary	to	make	sense	and	make	meaning	in
everyday	interactions.	Approaches	for	drawing	out	meaning	include	‘breaching
experiments’,	exploring	the	building	of	shared	interpretation	and	exploring
interpretive	miscues.

Breaching	Experiments
In	breaching	experiments	(something	Garfinkel	often	had	his	students	attempt),
the	goal	is	to	expose	the	rules	of	the	everyday	by	breaking	them	and	taking	note
of	your	own	reactions	as	well	as	the	reactions	of	others.	In	this	way,	what	is
taken	for	granted	can	become	apparent	(e.g.	facing	the	back	of	a	full	elevator,	or
speaking	to	your	family	as	though	you	had	just	met	them).	Not	only	are	you	able
to	document	the	confusion,	frustration,	discomfort,	etc.	of	those	around	you,	but
you	can	also	reflect	on	how	it	feels	to	break	taken-for-granted	rules.	Logically,
facing	the	back	of	a	full	elevator	should	not	be	an	exceedingly	stressful	task,	but
it	can	make	some	‘experimenters’	exceptionally	uncomfortable.

A	nice	example	here	is	negotiating	too	wide	an	array	of	friends	on	Facebook.
When	teenagers	hang	out	with	their	friends,	they	communicate	in	a	certain	way	–
and	definitely	not	the	way	they	would	interact	with	their	grandparents.	But	when
your	grandma	sends	you	a	friend	request	and	you	accept	–	a	breaching
experiment	is	born.	Either	you	become	your	polite	self	and	‘breach’	the	way	you
are	with	your	friends,	or	you	continue	with	your	normal	friend	communication
and	offend	or	worry	the	hell	out	of	your	grandma.	In	either	case,	the	reactions	of
others	highlight	the	‘rules’	that	determine	appropriate	communication.



Exploring	the	Building	of	Shared	Interpretations
Every	cultural	group	has	embedded	communication	practices	that	seem	free	and
natural,	but	are	actually	culturally	constructed.	And	this	cultural	construction	is
largely	hidden	to	those	on	the	inside.	Because	they	are	surrounded	by	it	and	have
a	shared	interpretation,	it	becomes	the	norm	and	other	ways	of	interacting	go
unconsidered.	Those	on	the	outside	of	the	cultural	group,	however,	are	better
placed	to	see	this	construction.

I’ll	give	you	an	example.	When	I	first	moved	to	Australia,	I	noticed	that	there
was	a	certain	way,	quite	standard,	that	an	interview	unfolded	after	a	rugby
match.	It	wasn’t	just	the	content,	it	was	the	words	used,	the	tone	and	the
phrasing.	So,	from	an	interviewer	starting	with	‘Tough	match	out	there’	to	the
point	where	it	ends	with	‘Well	done	and	good	luck	for	the	rest	of	the	season’,	the
players	interviewed,	regardless	of	age,	ethnicity	or	years	on	the	field,	all	sounded
very	similar:	‘Thanks,	mate’,	‘The	boys	really	put	it	out	there’,	‘The	boys	should
be	proud’,	‘Full	credit	to	the	[insert	opposing	team’s	nickname,	e.g.	Doggies]’,
‘They	made	us	work	for	it’,	‘No	time	to	celebrate,	mate’,	‘We	need	to	put	our
heads	down	and	get	on	with	the	rest	of	the	season’,	‘Cheers,	mate’.	And	when
someone	breaks	these	rules	it	is	highly	noticeable.	An	example	…	after	a	big
Australian	rugby	league	game	in	June	2016	(State	of	Origin	series),	a	footballer
compared	a	hard-fought	victory	to	losing	his	virginity.	The	quip	was	‘It	was	a	bit
like	losing	your	virginity,	it	wasn’t	very	nice	but	we	got	the	job	done.’	A	clear
breach	of	the	rules,	which	made	the	quip	not	just	controversial,	but	newsworthy.

Contrast	that	to	the	‘rules’	in	other	sports	and	in	other	countries.	The	way	an
American	football	player’s	interview	happens	is	very	different.	Different	again	is
that	of	an	English	cricketer.	Rules	that	help	structure	interactions	exist,	but	often
go	unseen.

As	a	strategy	of	ethnomethodology,	exploring	how	we	build	shared
interpretations	involves	collecting	raw	data	that	captures	everyday	interactions.
These	interactions	are	often	specifically	defined	–	interactions	between	doctor
and	patient,	family	members,	friends,	members	of	a	particular	cultural	group	or
in	this	case	interviewer	and	interviewee.	Data	is	then	captured	by	audio
recording	or,	if	analysis	will	go	beyond	speech,	video	recording.	This	data	is
then	faithfully	transcribed,	often	including	hesitations,	comments	on	tone,
attitude,	use	of	sarcastic	pitch,	non-verbal	cues,	etc.	Analysis	then	turns	to	a
search	for	how	the	interaction	is	built	collaboratively.	The	goal	is	to	identify	the



‘rules’	that	underpin	the	interactions	or	how	individuals	manage	action	or
conversation.	This	necessarily	involves	exploration	of	the	context	and	how	it	is
understood	by	actors.	Context	(or,	as	Garfinkel	refers	to	it,	the	indexical	nature)
is	essential	because	context	means	that	the	pattern	of	interaction	is	cued	for	this
particular	setting	–	in	the	case	above,	the	post-game	interview.

Exploring	Interpretive	Miscues
A	final	method	that	can	be	used	to	uncover	the	taken-for-granted	nature	of
communication	and	interaction	is	the	exploration	of	conflicts	or	miscues	–
essentially,	when	it	simply	doesn’t	go	the	way	it	is	expected.	It	is	easier	to	spot,
deconstruct	and	understand	the	‘taken	for	granted’	when	it	is	exposed	by	those
doing	things	that	buck	the	norm.	My	mother,	who	is	Korean	but	has	been	living
in	the	US	since	she	was	20,	was	visiting	me	in	Australia	and	provided	a	classic
example	at	my	daughter’s	first	birthday	party.	She	often	behaves	inappropriately,
both	because	she	doesn’t	care	about	convention	and	because	she	likes	to	get	a
laugh.	A	group	of	us	were	in	the	lounge	room	when	she	walked	into	a
conversation	about	how	cute	one	of	the	babies	was.	As	she	realized	who	they
were	talking	about	–	and	with	a	confused	look	on	her	face	–	she	blurted	out
‘That	baby!	That	baby	ugly	like	a	shit!’	OK,	maybe	it	was	just	a	little	true	–	and
just	maybe	the	same	thoughts	had	crossed	the	mind	of	others	(which	could
explain	the	raucous	laughter	that	ensued).	But	everyone	else	in	the	room	knew
and	respected	the	conventions	–	you	simply	don’t	say	that	about	a	baby,
particularly	when	the	baby’s	godparents	and	aunt	are	in	the	room	(thankfully	the
parents	had	left	–	not	that	my	mother	knew	that	at	the	time).	My	mother’s
unwillingness	to	buy	into	acceptable	interpretive	practice	exposed	cultural
expectations.	In	fact,	comedy	often	exposes	acceptable	interpretive	practice	by
breaching	it	for	a	laugh.	We	don’t	always	see	patterns	of	interaction	that	are
embedded	as	normal,	but	we	can	see	them	when	they	are	breached	because	we
react	with	something	like	surprise,	laughter,	shock,	horror	or	anger.

Strengths	and	Challenges	Associated	with
Ethnomethodology
Ethnomethodology	has	a	lot	to	offer	the	study	of	the	social,	including
recognition	of	the	interpretive	work	of	individuals,	as	well	as	methods	for
exploring	that	work.	It	explores	how	individuals	make	sense	of,	and	make	sense



in,	the	social	world,	and	recognizes	that	individuals	are	not	passive	in	making
meaning	and	establishing	social	order.

Ethnomethodology	also	recognizes	that	the	actual	process	of	interacting	(‘how’
questions)	is	a	worthy	topic	of	investigation,	and	that	the	topic	of	verbal
interactions	(‘what’	questions)	and	the	reason	for	interactions	(‘why’	questions)
are	not	the	only	types	of	question	a	social	scientist	can	ask.	It	is	also	another	way
to	study	culture.	Ethnomethodology	can	be	used	to	explore	how	members	of	a
particular	cultural	group	make	meaning	and	engage	in	interpretive	work.	This
can	offer	much	to	our	understanding	of	the	nature	of	communication	and	social
structure	within	a	culture.	Finally,	ethnomethodology	offers	a	way	of
investigating	how	particular	types	of	interactions	are	performed.	For	example,
how	juries	deliberate	and	draw	conclusions,	or	how	medical	practitioners	can
best	deliver	bad	news	in	ways	that	minimize	negative	reactions.

Right	now	new	forms	of	online	communication,	such	as	Facebook,	Twitter,
Instagram	and	Pinterest,	are	of	great	interest	to	marketers,	communication
experts,	community	engagement	specialists	and	social	science	researchers	alike.
How	communication	is	performed	and	how	organizations	can	engage	with	this
new	form	of	interpretive	practice	is	a	hot	topic	and	bringing	new	relevance	to
ethnomethodology	as	a	social	science	methodology.

As	with	any	methodological	approach	that	sits	outside	the	mainstream,	there	are
a	number	of	issues	that	can	make	using	its	methods	quite	difficult.	This	includes
the	difficulty	of	getting	experienced	support,	and	having	to	explain	and	justify
your	choice	of	methodology	to	those	who	may	not	know	much	about	it.

Some	also	argue	that	because	ethnomethodology	does	not	explore	the	‘meaning’
of	utterances	or	actions,	it	does	not	help	us	understand	fundamental	social	issues
or	important	constructs	such	as	race,	class	or	gender.	Some	even	say	that	the
‘rules’	ethnomethodology	draws	out	are	obvious	and	not	very	interesting.	Others,
however,	argue	that	the	interpretive	work	of	ethnomethodology	can	help	us
understand	how	individuals	produce,	for	example,	racism	or	sexism.

Another	misconception	is	that	the	analysis	of	interpretive	works	is	limited	to
conversation	analysis,	or,	in	other	words,	the	intricate	exploration	of	transcribed
verbal	data	(see	Chapter	15).	This	mode	of	analysis	can	mean	that
ethnomethodological	studies	do	not	give	much	consideration	to	non-verbal
aspects	of	communication	and	interaction.	Now	while	conversation	analysis	is



the	most	well-defined	and	frequently	used	method	for	the	analysis	of
ethnomethodological	data,	it	is	important	to	remember	that	this	is	but	one	of	its
potential	methods.	Interpretation	of	the	non-verbal	is,	arguably,	as	important	to
ethnomethodological	understandings	as	is	interpretation	of	the	spoken	word.



Understanding	Feminist	Approaches
First	things	first.	Is	there	such	as	a	thing	as	feminist	methodology?	Well,	if	there
was,	it	would	be	almost	impossible	to	define,	since	feminist	researchers	call	on
any	variety	of	methodological	frameworks	and	methods	to	conduct	their
research.	What	is	easier	to	define,	however,	is	a	feminist	perspective	on	research.
The	premise	here	is	that	traditional	‘rules’	of	research	have	embedded	within
them	an	unconscious	patriarchal	bias.	In	fact,	feminist	researchers	argue	that
what	we	accept	as	general	knowledge	is	actually	‘male’	knowledge	–	that	is,
knowledge	underscored	by	patriarchal	values	and	beliefs	that	shape	what
research	is	and	how	it	should	be	done.	This	male	bias	pervades	all	aspects	of	the
process	from	question	development	to	the	collection,	interpretation	and
presentation	of	data.	Most	significant	is	that	this	bias	tends	to	go	unaddressed	in
mainstream	research.	So	research	protocols	derived	from	one	particular	reality
(male)	are	accepted	as	the	standard,	proper	and	credible	way	to	produce
knowledge.

Now	while	interpretations	of	what	feminist	research	is	or	should	be	abound,
feminist	researchers	agree	that	hidden	male	bias	demands	a	critical	stance
towards	existing	methodological	approaches.	There	is	a	need	to	unmask	male
bias	and	work	towards	research	that	is	free	from	patriarchal	influences	and	is
informed	by	feminist	theory	and	principles	throughout	all	stages	of	the	research
process.	Some	feminist	researchers	even	argue	that	women	are	better	suited	to
capture	diverse	social	reality	than	their	male	counterparts	who	are	not	in	a
position	to	see	patriarchal	legacies.

The	feminist	perspective	argues	that	research:

is	always	politically	motivated;
should	be	committed	to	the	empowerment	of	women;
should	work	towards	changing	social	inequality;
needs	to	represent	human	diversity,	including	marginalized	voices;
needs	to	recognize	important	differences	between	women	and	men,	as	well
as	among	women	themselves	(according	to	race,	class,	ethnicity,	religion,
culture,	sexual	orientation,	etc.);
needs	to	acknowledge	the	power	and	position	of	the	researcher;
should	lessen	the	distinction	between	researcher	and	researched;



should	accept	and	search	for	multiple,	subjective	and	partial	truths.

The	feminist	critique	of	traditional	social	science	method,	however,	is	not
without	its	own	critique.	First,	many	argue	that	the	premises	above	are	not
unique	to	feminist	methodology	and	are	central	to	many,	if	not	most,	qualitative
frameworks.	Second,	feminist	researchers	have	been	accused	of	their	own
middle-class,	white	bias,	which	sets	its	own	research	boundaries.	Finally,	given
the	diversity	of	women’s	experiences,	to	claim	that	gender	alone	allows	for	more
authentic	interpretation	in	itself	marginalizes	the	rich	rubric	that	makes	up	an
individual’s	life	world.

As	for	me,	when	I	look	at	the	bullet	points	above,	a	feminist	methodology	is	not
foremost	in	my	mind	–	what	I	see	is	good	qualitative	research	practice.	I	do
think,	however,	that	there	is	value	in	engaging	with	literature	on	feminist
methodology	–	not	so	much	to	adopt	it,	but	as	a	way	of	exposing	the	cultural
biases	embedded	in	the	game	of	research.	We	are	then	in	a	better	place	to	design
a	research	approach	free	from	the	legacy	of	an	inherently	biased	way	of	seeing
the	world.



I	have	a	question!



I	find	this	qualitative	stuff	really	interesting,	but
just	how	useful	are	phenomenological	and
ethnomethodological	studies?
I	know	that	if	you	are	new	to	it,	it	can	seem	like	qualitative	studies	are	a	bit	out	there,	but	they	can
add	amazing	insights	to	our	understanding	of	the	social	world.	And	they	can	do	this	in	very	useful
ways.	A	colleague	at	grad	school,	for	example,	used	an	ethnomethodological	approach	to	understand
how	mediation	sessions	between	parents	battling	for	custody	could	be	best	structured	to	lead	to
positive	outcomes.	Another	used	a	phenomenological	approach	to	understand	the	experience	of	PTSD
in	returned	servicemen,	with	a	view	towards	improved	health	care.

Chapter	summary

Quantitative	and	qualitative	research	traditions	represent	a	fundamental	debate	in	the
production	of	knowledge,	but	the	use	of	the	terms	‘quantitative’	and	‘qualitative’,
particularly	in	relation	to	methodology,	can	be	confusing,	divisive	and	limiting.
The	quantitative	tradition	is	based	on	a	belief	that	the	study	of	society	is	no	different	than
the	scientific	study	of	any	other	element	of	our	world,	and	premises	scientific	method,
deductive	logic,	objectivity	and	quantification.	In	the	social	sciences	it	often	involves
hypothesis	testing	through	experimental	design	or	the	analysis	of	quantitative	data.
The	qualitative	tradition	critiques	the	assumptions	that	underpin	the	quantitative	tradition,
and	premises	inductive	logic,	subjectivity,	multiple	truths,	the	political	nature	of	research
and	the	value	of	depth	over	quantity.	Ethnography,	phenomenology,	ethnomethodology
and	feminist	approaches	are	examples	of	qualitative	methodology.
Studies	with	mixed	methodologies	traverse	traditional	divides	and	employ	quantitative
and	qualitative	approaches	in	a	single	study.	If	well	handled	they	can	capitalize	on	the
best	of	both	traditions	while	overcoming	their	shortcomings.
Mixed	approaches	can	be	premised	in	the	quantitative	tradition	with	acceptance	of
qualitative	data,	the	qualitative	tradition	with	acceptance	of	quantitative	data,	or	be	driven
by	the	questions	themselves.



Further	Reading
As	you	begin	to	narrow	in	on	your	approach,	you	will	probably	want	to	go	a	bit
further	in	your	reading.	The	following	list	is	not	comprehensive,	but	it	does	offer
you	a	few	good	starting	points.



The	quantitative	tradition
Gorard,	S.	(2003)	Quantitative	Methods	in	Social	Science.	London:	Continuum
International.

The	premise	here	is	that	you	cannot	afford	to	be	shy	of	numbers.	Policy-makers
and	financial	decision-makers	often	require	quantitative	results.	This	book
attempts	to	take	the	fear	out	of	quantitative	methods	and	statistics.

Kaplan,	D.	(ed.)	(2004)	The	SAGE	Handbook	of	Quantitative	Methodology	for
the	Social	Sciences.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

If	you	can	only	have	one	quantitative	resource,	this	is	not	a	bad	choice.	It	covers
an	array	of	quantitative	techniques	as	well	as	critiques	of	those	techniques.	Very
comprehensive.



Hypothetico-deductive	methods
Carey,	S.	S.	(2011)	A	Beginner’s	Guide	to	Scientific	Method.	Belmont,	CA:
Wadsworth.

I	think	this	is	a	very	good	introduction	to	the	ways	and	means	of	scientific
method.	It	will	help	you	in	both	the	design	and	assessment	of	research	that	uses
experimentation.

Lehmann,	E.	L.	and	Romano,	J.	P.	(2010)	Testing	Statistical	Hypotheses.	New
York:	Springer.

Probably	not	a	beginner’s	book,	but	a	good	one	if	you	need	to	get	right	into
hypothesis	testing	and	the	challenge	of	in-depth	statistical	analysis.



Experimental	design
Bloom,	H.	(2006)	Learning	More	from	Social	Experiments:	Evolving	Analytic
Approaches.	New	York:	Russell	Sage	Foundation	Publications.

This	book	looks	at	how	social	scientists	currently	conduct	experiments,	with
emphasis	on	the	assignment	of	respondents	to	target	or	control	groups.	It	then
offers	strategies	to	overcome	some	of	the	limitations	associated	with	traditional
techniques.

Dunning,	T.	(2012)	Natural	Experiments	in	the	Social	Sciences:	A	Design-
Based	Approach.	London:	Cambridge	University	Press.

This	is	a	comprehensive	work	that	looks	at	the	potential	for	experimental	design
to	show	cause	and	effect	in	the	social	world.	The	author	does	a	good	job	of
laying	out	the	challenges	of	working	in	the	real	world	and	gives	good	guidance
for	achieving	credibility.

Willer,	D.	and	Walker,	H.	(2007)	Building	Experiments:	Testing	Social	Theory.
Stanford,	CA:	Stanford	University	Press.

It	is	terrific	to	find	a	book	on	experimental	design	specifically	targeted	at	the
social	sciences.	It	compares	hard	science	and	social	science	methods	and	looks
at	how	experiments	can	be	utilized	in	the	study	of	the	social.



Exploring	a	population
See	readings	related	to	sampling	in	Chapter	11,	surveys	in	Chapter	12	and
working	with	secondary	data	in	Chapter	14.



The	‘qualitative’	tradition
Denzin,	N.	K.	and	Lincoln,	Y.	S.	(2011)	(eds)	The	SAGE	Handbook	of
Qualitative	Research.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

You’ll	see	this	handbook	on	the	shelf	of	almost	all	‘qualitative’	researchers	–	and
with	good	reason.	It	is	comprehensive,	yet	grounded,	and	covers	most	issues	in
qualitative	research.

Marshall,	C.	and	Rossman,	G.	B.	(2015)	Designing	Qualitative	Research,	6th
Edition.	London:	Sage.

A	good	guide	to	the	basics	of	qualitative	design.	I	particularly	like	the	vignettes
used	to	illustrate	the	methodological	challenges	researchers	often	face.



Ethnography
Atkinson,	P.,	Coffey,	A.,	Delamont,	S.,	Lofland,	J.	and	Lofland,	L.	(eds)	(2007)
Handbook	of	Ethnography.	London:	Sage.

A	great	handbook	that	covers	the	history	of	ethnography,	its	theory	and	the
conduct	of	ethnographic	studies.	Comprehensive,	yet	accessible.

Fetterman,	D.	(2009)	Ethnography:	Step-by-Step.	London:	Sage.

As	the	title	indicates,	this	is	a	step-by-step	guide	that	will	help	you	make	sense
of	ethnographic	data.	But	perhaps	more	than	the	title	indicates,	it	also	delves	into
the	theory	and	importance	of	ethnography	as	a	way	of	researching.

Geertz,	C.	([1973]	2000)	The	Interpretation	of	Cultures.	New	York:	Basic
Books.

Geertz	is	the	man	when	it	comes	to	ethnography	and	this	seminal	work	really
defined	an	approach	that	is	still	the	standard	for	how	we	can	best	study	and
understand	cultures.

Glucksmann,	M.	(2009)	Women	on	the	Line.	London:	Routledge.

See	Box	8.3	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Madden,	R.	(2010)	Being	Ethnographic:	A	Guide	to	the	Theory	and	Practice	of
Ethnography.	London:	Sage.

The	immersion	necessary	in	ethnographic	studies	creates	a	need	for	more	than
just	a	‘how	to’	guide.	It	creates	the	need	for	works	that	challenge	you	to	look	at
how	you	fit	into	and	influence	your	research	processes.	This	book	does	it	well.

Wolcott,	H.	F.	(2008)	Ethnography:	A	Way	of	Seeing.	Lanham,	MD:	AltaMira
Press.

This	book	also	explores	the	nature	of	ethnographic	studies,	and	argues	for
ethnography	as	an	important	lens	to	look	through	when	exploring	cultures.



Phenomenology
Berger,	P.	L.	and	Luckmann,	T.	(1967)	The	Social	Construction	of	Reality:	A
Treatise	in	the	Sociology	of	Knowledge.	New	York:	Anchor.

A	classic	read	that	explored	post-positivist	thinking	including	phenomenology,
relativism	and	constructionism	before	they	were	even	defined.	Not	the	easiest
read,	but	a	thought-provoking	one.

Sinfield,	M.	(1995)	‘Nursing	women	with	AIDS:	a	phenomenological	study’,
Australasian	Annual	Conference,	Society	for	HIV	Medicine,	16–19	November,
7:	61.

See	Box	8.4	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Smith,	J.,	Flowers,	P.	and	Larkin,	M.	(2009)	Interpretative	Phenomenological
Analysis:	Theory,	Method	and	Research.	London:	Sage.

It	can	be	difficult	to	find	books	that	concentrate	on	phenomenology	as	a
methodology	–	rather	than	a	philosophical	theory	–	but	this	one	does	a	pretty
good	job.	Labelled	interpretative	phenomenological	analysis,	it	covers	the	steps
one	can	follow	to	produce	phenomenological	research.

van	Manen,	M.	(2014)	Phenomenology	of	Practice:	Meaning-Giving	Methods
in	Phenomenological	Research	and	Writing.	London:	Routledge.

This	is	a	really	comprehensive	book	that	moves	between	some	of	the
philosophical	traditions	of	phenomenology	and	its	methods.	If	you	really	want	to
take	on	the	challenge	of	understanding	lived	experience,	this	is	worth	reading.



Ethnomethodology
Francis,	D.	and	Hester,	S.	(2004)	An	Invitation	to	Ethnomethodology.	London:
Sage.

The	authors	outline	a	research	strategy	referred	to	as	observational	sociology,
which	is	based	in	ethnomethodology	and	conversation	analysis.	Its	strength
comes	in	the	way	the	authors	challenge	readers	to	conduct	observational
sociology	studies	within	their	domains,	starting	with	their	family.

Garfinkel,	H.	(1967)	Studies	in	Ethnomethodology.	Englewood	Cliffs,	NJ:
Prentice	Hall.

The	classic	work	from	the	father	of	ethnomethodology.	In	fact,	it	is	this	work
that	defines	our	understanding	of	this	approach	to	knowing.	Well	worth	a	read.

Lynch,	M.	and	Sharrock,	W.	(eds)	(2010)	Ethnomethodology.	London:	Sage.

A	four-volume	set	that	comprehensively	looks	at	unmasking	the	hidden	rules	of
practice	that	construct	conversation	and	interaction.	Some	interesting	insights	for
exploring	social	order	and	social	change.

Ten	Have,	P.	(2004)	Understanding	Qualitative	Research	and
Ethnomethodology.	London:	Sage.

I	think	this	book	does	a	good	job	of	exploring	the	relationship	between	more
traditional	qualitative	methods	and	ethnomethodology,	and	it	argues	that
ethnomethodological	approaches	can	enhance	what	we	know	about	our	world.



Feminist	perspectives
Nagy	Hesse-Biber,	S.	J.	and	Leavy,	P.	L.	(eds)	(2013)	Feminist	Research
Practice:	A	Primer,	2nd	Edition.	London:	Sage.

This	work	offers	a	good	range	of	feminist	perspectives	and	draws	on	in-depth
examples	from	ethnography,	oral	history,	focus	groups,	content	analysis,
interviewing	and	survey	research.

Ramazanoğlu,	C.	with	Holland,	J.	(2002)	Feminist	Methodology:	Challenges
and	Choices.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

I	like	that	this	book	challenges	readers	to	make	conscious	choices	about
methodology,	and	argues	that	such	choices	are	important	because	they	will
impact	the	production	of	knowledge.	A	good	critical	read.

Sprague,	J.	(2016)	Feminist	Methodologies	for	Critical	Researchers:	Bridging
Differences,	2nd	edition.	Lanham,	MD:	AltaMira	Press.

Rather	than	align	feminist	methodology	with	the	qualitative	paradigm,	this	work
argues	that	a	critical	stance	can	enhance	all	methods	and	that	all	methods,
including	surveys	and	experiments,	are	capable	of	making	valuable	contributions
to	knowledge.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


9	Understanding	Methodologies:	Mixed
Approaches

Arguments	for	mixed	methodology	164
Challenges	and	Possibilities	165
Perspectives	and	Strategies	166
Further	Reading	172



Learning	objectives

Arguments	for	mixed	methodology
To	understand	the	value	of	capitalizing	on	quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions
To	understand	the	value	of	approaches	that	supersede	paradigmatic	divides

Challenges	and	possibilities
To	understand	the	challenges	associated	with	mixed	methods	studies	and	what	it	takes	to
overcome	them

Perspectives	and	strategies
To	be	familiar	with	options	for	integrating	quantitative	and	qualitative	studies/data
To	be	able	to	demonstrate	credibility	in	mixed	methods	studies



Arguments	for	mixed	methodology
The	previous	chapter	explored	quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions	by	focusing
on	the	premises	of	each	tradition,	as	well	as	their	tried-and-true	approaches.	But
it	is	time	to	mix	things	up.	It	is	time	to	ask	if,	why	and	when	it	is	appropriate	to
traverse	this	traditional	divide	and	employ	quantitative	and	qualitative
approaches	in	a	single	study,	as	well	as	how	to	go	about	it.

Mixed	approaches	are	certainly	becoming	ever	more	common	in	social	science
research.	Since	the	1980s	there	has	been	a	growing	acceptance	of	research	that
traverses	the	traditional	divide	of	quantitative	and	qualitative.	I	think	there	are
two	very	good	arguments	for	this.	The	first	is	that	mixed	approaches	can
overcome	the	shortcomings	and	biases	inherent	in	each	individual	approach.	The
thinking	here	is	that	if	a	researcher	has	a	paradigmatic	preference,	if	they	‘see’
themselves	as	a	quantitative	or	qualitative	researcher,	then	they	may	be	working
under	a	set	of	assumptions	that	can	narrow	their	worldview.	Accordingly,	their
ways	and	means	of	understanding	and	exploring	the	world	can	be	limited.

Mixed	methodology Incorporating	quantitative	and	qualitative	paradigms,	approaches,
concepts,	methods	and/or	techniques	in	a	single	study.

The	second	reason,	certainly	linked	to	the	above,	is	that	mixed	approaches	have
the	potential	to	be	expansive.	This	can	start	with	an	openness	to	various
ontologies	and	epistemologies	(see	Chapter	1),	through	to	an	open-minded
approach	to	the	selection	of	methods	of	data	collection	and	analysis.	This	means
that	mixed	methods	research	can	allow	for	methodological	diversity,
complementarity	of	approaches,	and	both	inductive	and	deductive	reasoning.
Researchers	can	work	to	creatively	develop	question-driven	approaches	no
longer	limited	by	paradigm.

Practically	speaking,	this	allows	mixed	methods	research	to:

build	a	broader	view	by	adding	depth	and	insights	to	‘numbers’	through
inclusion	of	dialogue,	narratives	and	pictures;
add	precision	to	‘words’	through	inclusion	of	numbers	and	statistics	(which
can	make	results	more	generalizable);
use	various	research	protocols	in	phased	stages;



facilitate	the	capture	of	varied	perspectives;
allow	for	triangulation.



Challenges	and	Possibilities
All	this	sounds	exceedingly	positive.	And	mixed	methodologies	certainly	make
sense;	why	not	take	advantage	of	both	traditions	and	build	as	rich	a	picture	as
possible?	This	goal	is	certainly	admirable	and	definitely	worth	exploring.	But	as
with	everything	worthwhile,	the	advantages	need	to	be	balanced	with	an
awareness	of	obstacles	and	challenges.

For	example,	one	thing	you	need	to	work	through	is	whether	or	not	you	are
likely	to	have	issues	with	quantitative	and	qualitative	paradigmatic	assumptions
that	may	be	at	odds	with	each	other.	There	are	definitely	traditionalists	out	there
who	argue	that	the	assumptions	underlying	quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions
do	not	allow	for	a	mixed	approach.	The	paradigms	are	at	cross-purposes	and
cannot	work	in	concert.	Others,	however,	suggest	that	the	logic	that	underpins
various	research	paradigms	is	compatible	and	that	methodological	choice	should
always	be	based	on	what	is	useful	in	answering	your	question,	regardless	of	any
philosophical	or	paradigmatic	assumptions.	Ask	yourself	where	you	sit.	Can	you
reconcile	the	traditions?	Can	you	be	open	to	the	possibility	of	more	than	one	way
of	seeing	the	world?

If	you	believe	this	openness,	acceptance	and	appreciation	around	methodology	is
possible,	you	still	need	to	consider	whether	you	are	willing	to/have	the	time	to
learn	about	two	distinct	paradigms	and	their	approaches	to	exploring	the	world.
This	includes	the	assumptions	that	underpin	both	traditions;	the	techniques	they
each	employ	in	collecting	and	analysing	data;	and	how	to	work	towards
appropriate	criteria	for	credibility	(i.e.	understanding	the	difference	between
validity	and	authenticity,	reliability	and	dependability,	generalizability	and
transferability,	etc.)	and	how	these	are	best	ensured	(see	Chapter	4).

Now	learning	‘about’	something	is	one	thing,	but	you	also	need	to	ask	yourself	if
you	are	willing	to	practise	the	research	skills	associated	with	both	paradigms?
Can	you	become	adept	at	collecting	and	analysing	both	quantitative	and
qualitative	data?	And	this	can	be	a	challenge.	Open-ended	questions,	for
example,	are	often	asked	in	‘quantitative’	surveys,	but	rarely	analysed	to	their
full	potential.	Similarly,	students	who	are	more	familiar	with	qualitative	work,
but	wish	to	quantify	some	of	their	data,	can	let	a	fear	of	statistics	limit	their
analysis.



Finally,	you	will	need	to	consider	the	practicalities	associated	with	using	a	mixed
approach.	You	are	likely	to	have	limits	on	what	you	can	achieve,	so	you	will
need	to	be	mindful	of	overambitious	design	and	the	possibility	that	you	are
trying	to	do	two	projects	instead	of	one.

So	given	these	considerations,	is	a	mixed	methodological	approach	something
you	should	pursue?	Well,	as	covered	in	Chapter	7,	the	main	prerequisites	in	any
research	design	are:	(1)	that	your	approach	answers	your	question;	(2)	that	it	is
right	for	you	as	a	researcher;	and	that	(3)	your	design	is	doable.	Thus,	deciding
on	the	efficacy	of	any	mixed	methodological	approach	comes	down	to	the
exploration	of	these	criteria.	Ask	yourself:

1.	 Do	I	believe	that	a	mixed	approach	is	the	best	way	to	answer	my	research
question?	This	is,	by	far,	the	most	crucial	question.	If	a	mixed	approach
does	not	make	sense	or	add	anything	to	the	well-considered	research
question	you	wish	to	answer,	then	no	argument	can	outweigh	this	central
consideration.	If,	however,	after	thoughtful	consideration,	expert	opinion
and	some	good	old-fashioned	reading,	you	believe	the	answer	is	yes,	a
mixed	method	approach	is	appropriate	to	the	question,	then	ask:

2.	 Is	this	the	right	approach	for	me?	Am	I	willing	to	learn	about	and	develop
the	skills	necessary	to	carry	off	more	than	one	approach?	Belief,	dedication
and	skills	are	central	to	the	conduct	of	credible	research,	so	you	need	to	be
honest	in	your	assessment.	Talk	to	your	supervisor	and	other	researchers
about	the	challenges	of	working	across	two	traditions.	If	you	are	still	up	for
it,	ask:

3.	 Is	this	doable?	Will	a	mixed	approach	be	practical	due	to	supervisory,	time
and/or	financial	constraints?	Practicality	must	always	be	taken	into	account.
If	your	supervisor	is	uncomfortable	with	your	methods	and/or	does	not	feel
experienced	enough	to	supervise	across	both	traditions,	you	will	need	to
think	about	the	issue	of	support.	It	will	also	be	a	real	challenge	if	you	run
out	of	time	and	money.	Deadlines	always	come	up	more	quickly	than	you
realize	and	I	know	of	very	few	students	with	unlimited	funds.

The	idea	of	the	three	questions	above	is	to	allow	you	to	assess	the	efficacy	of	a
mixed	approach	for	answering	your	question,	as	well	as	to	honestly	assess	how	a
mixed	approach	sits	with	your	perspective	on	research	–	while	always	minding
practicalities.	After	all,	what	we	are	after	is	the	most	appropriate	approach	in	a
real-world	situation.



Perspectives	and	Strategies
Okay	–	you	see	this	mixed	methods	stuff	as	having	real	potential	for	your
research	–	and	you	feel	ready	to	jump	in	and	start	designing	a	study	that	can
collect	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	data.	Well	before	you	get	going,	it	is
worth	knowing	that	there	are	a	number	of	ways	to	think	about	and	approach	a
mixed	study	–	at	both	theoretical	and	operational	levels.



Theoretical	perspectives
At	a	theoretical	level,	there	are	actually	a	number	of	ways	to	justify	the	choice	of
mixed	methodology.	In	fact,	if	you	are	going	to	pursue	mixed	methods,	it	is	good
to	consider	your	beliefs	about	mixed	approaches	and	your	justification	for	their
adoption.	One	potential	breakdown	of	these	perspectives	follows:

Paradigm	perspective	–	With	this	perspective	you	allow	room	for
quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions	with	a	broad	worldview.	Historical
distinctions	such	as	quantitative	and	qualitative	are	seen	as	constructs	that
can	be	rewritten	–	and	in	fact	should	be	rewritten,	as	more	holistic
knowledge	of	the	world	evolves.
Methodology	perspective	–	With	this	perspective	paradigmatic	assumptions
are	seen	as	real/distinct,	but	quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions	are	both
seen	as	valued.	Methodologies	and	methods	thus	follow	appropriate
paradigm-based	rules	and	are	treated	discretely.	Both,	however,	should	be
incorporated	in	a	single	study	in	order	to	capitalize	on	complementary
strengths.
Research	question	perspective	–	With	this	perspective,	methods	are
determined	by	the	research	question.	It	is	logic	that	determines	the
appropriateness	of	a	mixed	approach,	rather	than	any	paradigm.	This	might
also	be	called	a	non-paradigmatic	stance	where	issues	of	design	sit	below
explicit	paradigmatic	considerations.	This	is	often	the	case	in	small-
scale/applied	research.
Methods/data	perspective	–	With	this	perspective	mixed	methods	are	a
means	for	collecting	and	analysing	both	quantitative	and	qualitative	data
(number	and	words/images)	and	as	such	are	not	inherently	tied	to	issues	of
paradigms.	Words	and	numbers	would	be	a	part	of	any	and	all	paradigms.



Operational	Perspectives
The	theoretical	perspectives	discussed	above	will	help	you	rationalize	your
choice	of	a	mixed	approach	and	help	you	develop	arguments	around	the
credibility	of	your	methodological	approach.	But	they	only	go	so	far	in	telling
you	how	to	go	about	your	research	–	how	to	operationalize	your	mixed
methodology.	And	there	is	definitely	more	than	one	way	to	attack	a	mixed	study
with	each	approach	leading	you	to	quite	varied	research	designs	and	research
strategies.

Quantitative	Approach	with	Acceptance	of
Qualitative	Data
I	was	once	told	(by	a	statistician)	that	mixed	methodology	was	all	about	adding	a
bit	of	qualitative	flesh	to	quantitative	bones.	The	underlying	premise	here	is,	no
surprise,	that	at	the	heart	of	a	mixed	approach	is	a	belief	in	the	quantitative.
Researchers	who	think	this	way	tend	to	accept	the	underlying	assumptions	of	the
quantitative	tradition,	but	are	willing	to	accept	that	qualitative	data	might	help
‘flesh	out’	their	study.	And	there	are	certainly	benefits	in	this	qualitative	colour	–
both	for	depth	of	understanding	and	for	construction	of	more	powerful	narratives
–	but	qualitative	data	is	generally	seen	as	the	second	cousin.

The	most	common	example	here	is	designing	a	survey	that	asks	a	few	open-
ended	questions	that	allow	for	further	exploration	within	a	closed	question
survey;	for	example,	you	survey	your	sample	using	yes/no,	agree/disagree,
Likert	scale	items	and	ranking	scales	–	but	then	ask	for	further	explanation	that
allows	respondents	to	write	out	their	responses.	And	while	asking	for	more	depth
makes	sense,	the	challenge	for	those	ensconced	in	a	quantitative	paradigm	who
have	decided	to	collect	qualitative	data	is	allowing	the	qualitative	data	to	do	the
work	that	it	can/should.	In	fact,	it	is	not	uncommon	for	this	type	of	qualitative
survey	data	to	be	(1)	quantified	or	(2)	ignored.

The	warning	here	is	that	even	if	using	qualitative	data	as	a	supplement	within	a
more	quantitative	study,	there	is	still	a	need	to	engage	with	qualitative
thinking/methods	that	allow	that	qualitative	data	to	do	its	job	effectively.



Qualitative	Approach	with	Acceptance	of
Quantitative	Data
It	probably	won’t	come	as	a	surprise,	but	there	are	actually	a	few	qualitative
researchers	out	there	who	are	a	bit	wary	of	numbers.	Their	predilection	for
quality	over	quantity	has	left	them	questioning	whether	working	with	quantities
means	a	lack	of	quality.	Luckily	this	position	is	softening,	with	more	and	more
qualitative	researchers	accepting	the	power	of	numbers	and	recognizing	that	they
can	be	capitalized	on,	even	given	the	underlying	assumptions	of	the	qualitative
tradition.

So	how	might	this	manifest?	Well,	one	example	might	be	an	ethnographic	study
that	embeds	a	small	community	survey;	for	example,	you	are	exploring	the	local
church	community	trying	to	get	a	feel	for	what	it	means	to	be	a	member	of	this
church.	In	fact,	you’ve	joined	the	church	and	rented	a	small	nearby	apartment	for
a	month.	And	while	you	are	getting	much	from	the	lived	experience,	you	decide
to	supplement	your	ethnographic	research	with	a	short	community	survey.

Another	possibility	is	that	you	conduct	a	series	of	in-depth	interviews	and	decide
to	quantitatively	code	the	data	for	tallying/statistical	analysis;	for	example,	you
decide	to	explore	the	church	community	through	a	series	of	50	interviews.	As
you	look	for	themes,	you	realize	that	with	50	respondents,	it	might	be	of	value	to
produce	a	few	pie	charts	or	bar	graphs	to	visually	represent	some	of	your
findings.

You	might	also	complement	a	case	study	with	an	examination	of	existing	data;
for	example,	you	delve	into	the	church	community	and	engage	in	interviews	and
observation.	But	you	also	look	at	attendance	figures	and	membership	data	that
the	church	has	kept	over	the	last	10	years.

The	basic	premise	here	is	that	in-depth	exploration	under	a	qualitative
framework	will	best	answer	the	research	question,	but	that	quantification,	of	at
least	some	of	the	data,	makes	sense	and	can	add	to	the	analysis.	Whether	in	the
form	of	an	embedded	survey,	quantifying	what	is	traditionally	seen	as	qualitative
data,	or	exploring	existing	data,	quantitative	data	can	add	breadth	to	a	study	and
may	even	work	towards	making	it	more	representative.	The	warning,	however,
parallels	that	given	in	the	previous	section.	Even	if	using	quantitative	data	as	a
supplement	to	a	more	qualitative	study,	there	is	still	a	need	to	engage	with



quantitative	thinking/methods	that	allow	quantitative	data	to	do	its	job
effectively.

Phased	Approach
A	really	interesting	practice	in	mixed	methods	is	using	one	method	to	build	the
efficacy	of	another.	You	might,	for	example,	conduct	a	few	key	informant
interviews	at	the	start	of	a	project	in	order	to	facilitate	the	development	of	a
survey;	for	example,	you	interview	a	foreman	and	the	head	occupational	health
and	safety	officer	of	a	mining	company	in	order	to	determine	the	main	issues
that	affect	workplace	stress	so	that	you	can	produce	a	relevant	employee	survey.
This	is	sometimes	called	an	instrument	design	model	–	in	this	case,	the	final
analysis	will	be	quantitative	but	the	quantitative	tool	used	to	generate	these
results	is	reliant	on	qualitative	methods.

On	the	flip	side	you	might	conduct	key	informant	interviews	after	a	survey	to
add	depth	to	survey	findings;	for	example,	you	conduct	your	survey	on
employee	stress,	analyse	results	and	then	have	focus	groups	to	discuss	key	issues
arising	from	the	analysis.	This	is	sometimes	referred	to	as	an	explanatory	model.
The	phase	two	qualitative	data	is	there	to	offer	fuller	and	richer	explication	of
the	quantitative	findings.	Of	course,	there	is	also	the	possibility	that	new	and
unexpected	findings	will	be	uncovered	through	this	type	of	process.	The
challenge	is	knowing	how	to	integrate	findings	that	do	something	other	than
validate	and	expand	upon	your	survey	results	–	a	difficult,	but	rewarding
situation.

Triangulation	Approach
The	thinking	behind	the	triangulation	approach	is	that	confirmation	of	any
particular	data	source	occurs	through	comparison	and	validation	of	a	different
data	source.	So	rather	than	being	reliant	on	survey	data	alone,	or	solely	interview
data,	or	only	data	from	a	document	analysis,	studies	designed	under	a
triangulation	banner,	by	design,	gather	various	types	of	data	to	look	for
corroboration	that	improves	the	overall	robustness	and	credibility	of	a	study.

Under	the	banner	of	a	triangulation	approach,	gathering	quantitative	and
qualitative	data	need	not	happen	simultaneously.	Data	collection	is	not	phased;
one	process	does	not	rely	on	another.	In	fact,	data	collection	processes	are



designed	to	be	independent	of	each	other.	Data	is	analysed	separately	with
integration	occurring	through	discussion	of	commonalities	and	divergences.	The
challenge	occurs	when	varied	sources	of	divergent	data	point	to	different	results,
and	triangulation	does	not	occur.	In	this	case,	researchers	need	to	reflexively
consider	both	methodological	design	and	the	robustness	of	potential	findings.

Question-Driven	Approach
This	is	a	direct	operationalization	of	the	theoretical	position	discussed	above.
The	question-driven	approach	involves	putting	questions	before	paradigm,	and
premises	neither	the	quantitative	nor	the	qualitative	tradition.	It	simply	asks	what
strategies	are	most	likely	to	get	the	credible	data	needed	to	answer	the	research
question;	and	sees	researchers	adopting	whatever	array	of	strategies	they	think
can	accomplish	the	task,	regardless	of	paradigm.

As	required	by	the	research	question,	this	can	include	any	of	the	quantitative,
qualitative	or	phased	approaches	discussed	above.	It	might	also	involve	a	study
that	is	looking	for	both	in-depth	understanding	and	broader	representation;	for
example,	a	project	on	the	experience	of	bullying	in	a	local	high	school	that	asks
what	it	feels	like	(suited	to	phenomenological	approaches)	and	how	common	it	is
(suited	to	survey	research).

Another	possibility	is	a	study	that	targets	two	groups	of	respondents	that	require
different	approaches;	for	example,	a	study	exploring	workplace	culture	that
targets	general	employees	(suited	to	survey	research)	and	upper-level
management	(suited	to	key	informant	interviews).	In	my	work,	I	find	this	a	very
common	driver	of	mixed	methods	approaches.	I	generally	work	with	students
doing	applied	research	in	organizational	settings.	Students	need	to	develop	a
work-based	research	question	that	can	be	answered	in	a	matter	of	weeks	or
months.	It	is	recommended	that	research	questions	be	tight	and	highly	useful	to
their	organization.	Because	of	the	work-based	nature	of	their	project,	a	good
percentage	of	students	want	to	understand	how	individuals	within	an
organization	feel	about	a	new	challenge,	new	practice,	new	policy,	impending
threat,	etc.	And	for	many	that	means	engaging	with	a	variety	of	stakeholder
groups	and	needing	an	array	of	strategies	to	accomplish	this.	Interviews,	focus
groups	and	surveys	often	become	part	of	the	same	methodological	plan	–	simply
because	it	is	deemed	to	be	the	best/most	efficient	way	to	gather	the	necessary
data.



I	have	to	say	that	I	am	an	advocate	of	the	question-driven	perspective.	And	that
is	because	I	value	both	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	traditions	and	understand
the	strengths	and	shortcomings	of	each.	So	I	am	open	to	anything	from	classic
quantitative	and	qualitative	approaches	to	quite	eclectic	multi-method
approaches.	My	criteria	for	design	is	simply	what	will	gather	the	most	credible
data	possible	(see	Box	9.1).	As	well,	I	believe	that	even	when	selecting	from	the
approaches	listed	above,	a	key	criterion	should	be	whether	an	approach	will	best
answer	your	question	in	a	practicable	way.	This	makes	the	question-driven
approach	compatible	with	the	reflective	decision-making	you	will	need	to	make
about	all	the	other	approaches.

Box	9.1:	Mixed	Methodology	Exemplar	–	‘The	Hawthorne	Studies’

Between	1924	and	1932	a	series	of	experiments	were	conducted	at	the	Hawthorne	Plant	of	the
Western	Electric	Company	on	factors	(such	as	lighting,	breaks,	hours	of	work)	that	might	impact
on	productivity	(Mayo,	1933;	Roethlisberger	and	Dickson,	1939).	To	the	surprise	of	the
researchers,	outputs	generally	increased	any	time	a	variable	was	manipulated,	even	when	this
was	counterintuitive	or	the	manipulation	was	simply	to	change	the	variable	back	to	how	it	was
originally.	The	act	of	changing	a	variable,	in	any	way,	increased	productivity.

Photo	9.1	Hawthorne	plant.	‘Women	in	the	Relay	Assembly	Test	Room’,	ca.	1930,	Western
Electric	Company	Hawthorne	Studies	Collection.	©	2007	President	and	Fellows	of	Harvard
College;	all	rights	reserved



Such	confounded	findings	(the	phenomenon	of	behaviour	changing	simply	by	being	observed,
now	known	as	the	Hawthorne	effect)	led	to	the	development	of	a	mixed	methodological
approach	designed	to	offer	a	more	holistic	understanding	of	factors	related	to	productivity.	From
1928	to	1932,	researchers	interviewed	about	21,000	employees	at	the	Hawthorne	Plant	on	issues
such	as	worker	attitudes,	morale,	home	life,	upbringing,	diet	and	other	habits.	They	also
engaged	in	observation,	closely	monitoring	the	daily	activities	of	one	particular	work	group.	The
original	experimental	methods	were	thus	complemented	by	more	qualitative	strategies.

(Mayo	and	Roethlisberger–Dickson	readings	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


I	have	a	question!



I	know	that	there	are	qualitative	data	analysis
programs	and,	of	course,	stats	programs	but	is
there	anything	specifically	designed	for	mixed
methods	studies?
I	will	talk	about	this	in	the	analysis	chapters,	but	yes,	there	actually	are	specific	mixed	methods
analysis	programs.	Product	developers	are	starting	to	recognize	the	need.	At	least	two	qualitative
products	that	I	know	of	are	now	integrating	quantitative	data	into	their	functionality.	MAXQDA,
www.maxqda.com/products/maxqda/mixed-methods-functions,	allows	you	to	import	and	export
quantitative	data	to	and	from	stats	packages	like	SPSS.	QDA	Miner,
http://provalisresearch.com/products/qualitative-data-analysis-software,	also	allows	for	the
integration	of	quantitative	data,	While	QDA	Miner	is	qualitative	tool,	it	does	offer	integration	with
SimStat,	http://provalisresearch.com/products/simstat,	a	statistical	data	analysis	tool,	and	WordStat,
http://provalisresearch.com/products/content-analysis-software,	a	quantitative	content	analysis	and
text	mining	tool.	Another	good	option	is	Dedoose,	www.dedoose.com.	Dedoose	markets	itself	as	the
only	truly	mixed	methods	analysis	tool.	It	is	a	cross-platform	tool	that	allows	you	to	work	with	data
from	a	variety	of	sources	including	text,	audio,	video,	Word	documents,	Excel	spreadsheets,	Access
databases,	Survey	Monkey,	etc.	This	type	of	program	would	be	particularly	useful	if	your	mixed
methods	approach	finds	you	combining	various	data	types	prior	to	analysis.

http://www.maxqda.com/products/maxqda/mixed-methods-functions
http://provalisresearch.com/products/qualitative-data-analysis-software
http://provalisresearch.com/products/simstat
http://provalisresearch.com/products/content-analysis-software
http://www.dedoose.com


Credibility	in	Mixed	Methods	Research
I	want	to	end	this	chapter	with	a	quick	note	on	appropriate	credibility	criteria	for
mixed	methods	studies.	Now,	while	the	advice	in	Chapter	5	is	all	relevant	here,	it
is	worth	pointing	out	challenges	particular	to	mixed	approaches.	Basically,	the
challenges	associated	with	mixed	methods	centre	on	the	need	to	be	very	clear	on
what	you	are	trying	to	achieve,	and	thus	what	credibility	indicators	are
appropriate	for	your	work.

The	indicators	that	are	most	expected	and	accepted	in	quantitative	work	are:
objectivity,	validity,	reliability,	generalizability	and	reproducibility.	These	are	not
only	the	gold	standard	for	quantitative	research	but	are	often	seen	as	the	gold
standard	for	all	research.	So	what	happens	when	you	incorporate	qualitative
research	into	a	basically	quantitative	study,	and	you	are	no	longer	working	with
representative	samples,	or	even	a	single	verifiable	truth?	How	do	you	credibly
weave	in	post-positivist	indicators	such	as	neutrality,	authenticity,	dependability,
transferability	and	auditability;	and	is	it	even	appropriate	to	do	so?

And	what	happens	if	you	are	arguing	a	more	post-positivist,	qualitative
framework	and	you	suddenly	want	to	argue	the	importance	of	a	representative
sample?	Can	you	work	between	the	two	sets	of	assumptions	that	drive	these
paradigms	in	a	way	that	allows	your	research	to	be	seen	as	credible?

Well	I	think	it	can	be	done;	and	would	suggest	it	be	done	method	by	method.
The	steps	you	might	want	to	include	are:	(1)	make	sure	your	use	of	a	mixed
approach	is	warranted;	(2)	ensure	that	each	method	you	employ	will	add
important/insightful	data	to	your	research;	(3)	make	sure	you	are	engaged	in	best
practice	for	that	particular	method;	(4)	show	how	your	best	practice	approach
meets	the	credibility	indicators	appropriate	to	your	particular	research	method.
As	long	as	the	question	that	each	method	is	trying	to	explore	is	well	matched	and
you	can	show	rigour	in	your	processes,	you	should	be	able	to	make	sound
arguments	for	using	indicators	that	span	the	quantitative/qualitative	divide.

Chapter	summary

Studies	with	mixed	methodologies	traverse	traditional	divides	and	employ	quantitative



and	qualitative	approaches	in	a	single	study.	If	well	handled,	they	can	capitalize	on	the
best	of	both	traditions	while	overcoming	their	shortcomings.
Challenges	associated	with	mixed	methods	studies	include	being	familiar	with	the
presumptions	of	both	traditions,	developing	skills	in	their	respective	data
collection/analysis	protocols,	as	well	as	managing	the	time	and	fiscal	constraints	of
working	across	two	traditions.
There	are	several	ways	to	frame	mixed	method	approaches.	Mixed	approaches	can	be
integrated	at	the	level	of	paradigm,	methodology,	research	question	or	method.
Mixed	approaches	can	be	premised	in	the	quantitative	tradition	with	acceptance	of
qualitative	data,	the	qualitative	tradition	with	acceptance	of	quantitative	data,	be	based	on
phases	of	qualitative	and	quantitative	methods,	work	towards	triangulation	or	be	driven
by	research	questions	themselves.



Further	Reading
If	you	are	enticed	by	a	mixed	methods	approach,	you	may	want	to	delve	into
some	more	specialist	readings.	The	following	list	offers	some	more	recent	work
in	the	‘mixed’	area.



Mixed	Methodology
Creswell,	J.	W.	(2013)	Research	Design:	Qualitative,	Quantitative	and	Mixed
Methods	Approaches,	4th	edition.	London:	Sage.

I	like	that	this	book	is	very	user-friendly,	avoids	jargon,	and	offers	clear
guidance.	A	great	place	to	start	your	exploration	of	methodological
considerations.

Creswell,	J.	W.	(2014)	A	Concise	Introduction	to	Mixed	Methods	Research.
London:	Sage.

By	design,	mixed	methods	draws	from	two	approaches	for	which	you	may
already	have	readings.	If	this	is	the	case,	an	overview	such	as	this	gives	you	the
logic	that	you	need	to	effectively	combine	quantitative	and	qualitative
approaches.

Creswell,	J.	W.	and	Plano	Clark,	V.	L.	(2010)	Designing	and	Conducting	Mixed
Methods	Research.	London:	Sage.

A	great	step-by-step	guide	that	offers	six	different	approaches	to	mixed	method
design.	The	use	of	published	mixed	method	studies	as	examples	adds	to	the
work.

Greene,	J.	C.	(2007)	Mixed	Methods	in	Social	Inquiry.	San	Francisco,	CA:
Jossey-Bass.

I	like	the	way	the	author	delves	into	various	perspectives	on	mixed	method
research	and	challenges	readers	to	think	about	the	appropriateness	of	their
design.	I	also	like	the	detailed	examples	that	draw	out	key	lessons.

Mayo,	E.	(1933)	The	Human	Problems	of	an	Industrial	Civilization.	New
York:	Viking	Press.

See	Box	9.1	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Plano	Clark,	V.	L.	and	Ivankova,	N.	V.	(2015)	Mixed	Methods	Research:	A
Guide	to	the	Field.	London:	Sage.



This	book	takes	a	deeper	theoretical	dive	into	mixed	methods	in	a	way	that	helps
you	frame	mixed	methods	as	more	than	drawing	from	two	different	paradigms.
This	is	complemented	by	practical	advice	on	how	to	action	these	methods.

Roethlisberger,	F.	J.	and	Dickson,	W.	J.	(1939)	Management	and	the	Worker:
An	Account	of	a	Research	Program	Conducted	by	the	Western	Electric
Company,	Hawthorne	Works.	Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press.

See	Box	9.1	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Tashakkori,	A.	and	Teddlie,	C.	(eds)	(2010)	SAGE	Handbook	of	Mixed
Methods	in	Social	and	Behavioral	Research.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

This	is	a	comprehensive	handbook	that	really	delves	into	the	debates	and
controversies	surrounding	mixed	methods	approaches.	Good	specific	examples
from	a	wide	range	of	disciplines.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

Research	that	attempts	to	drive	change
To	understand	various	research	agendas	and	their	relationship	to	change

Evaluative	research
To	understand	the	goals	and	methods	of	outcome	evaluation
To	understand	the	goals	and	methods	of	process	evaluation
To	be	aware	of	the	politics	inherent	in	evaluative	research
To	be	able	to	negotiate	the	real-world	challenges	of	evaluative	research

Action	research
To	understand	the	scope	and	key	elements	of	action	research
To	be	aware	of	the	challenges	associated	with	action	research

Emancipatory	research
To	understand	the	goals	and	agendas	of	emancipatory	research
To	understand	the	basics	of	participatory	action	research	and	critical	ethnography



Research	That	Attempts	to	Drive	Change

A	thought	which	does	not	result	in	an	action	is	nothing	much,	and	an	action
which	does	not	proceed	from	a	thought	is	nothing	at	all.

Georges	Bernanos

Chapters	8	and	9	explored	methodology	paradigmatically	–	that	is,	they	explored
approaches	to	research	according	to	various	traditions.	But	the	structure	of
Chapter	10	is	somewhat	different.	In	this	chapter,	methodologies	are	discussed
by	goals	rather	than	a	particular	paradigmatic	positioning.	We	look	at
methodologies	according	to	objectives,	in	particular	change-oriented	objectives.

Now	you	may	be	thinking,	all	research	is	about	the	potential	for	change,	isn’t	it?
Shouldn’t	research	lead	to	problem	resolution,	situation	improvement	or
progress?	Well,	as	shown	in	Figure	10.1,	the	goals	of	research	can	be	placed	on	a
continuum	from	knowledge	to	change.	At	one	end	is	basic	or	‘pure’	research	that
attempts	to	produce	knowledge	in	order	to	better	understand	the	world.	At	the
other	end	of	the	continuum	is	research	that	is	conducted	for	the	purpose	of
radical	change	to	dominant	structures.	I	realize	these	two	ends	of	the	continuum
may	seem	worlds	apart,	but	I	would	argue	they	are	not	diametrically	opposed.

As	far	as	the	pursuit	of	pure	research	is	concerned,	I	cannot	think	of	too	many
‘ivory	tower’	researchers	who	conduct	their	research	without	some	practical
purpose	in	mind.	In	fact,	all	research	proposals	demand	a	rationale	that
highlights	the	scientific	or	social	significance	of	the	research	questions	posed.	In
this	type	of	research,	however,	applying	findings	is	not	part	of	the	researcher’s
agenda.	For	those	involved	in	applied/evaluative	research,	change	is	more
closely	tied	to	a	project’s	objectives.	Knowledge	production	is,	in	fact,	driven	by
the	immediate	need	for	information	that	can	facilitate	practical,	effective,
evidence-based	decision-making.	Action	research	takes	this	a	step	further	–	and
rather	than	expect	change	because	of	research,	it	actually	demands	change
through	research	processes.	Finally,	emancipatory	research	attacks	change	at	the
most	fundamental	levels,	and	includes	liberation	and	self-determination	in	its
agenda.



Basic	research Research	driven	by	a	desire	to	expand	knowledge	rather	than	a	desire	for
situation	improvement.

Applied	research Research	that	has	an	express	goal	of	going	beyond	knowledge	production
towards	situation	improvement.

Emancipatory	research Research	that	exposes	underlying	ideologies	in	order	to	liberate	those
oppressed	by	them.

All	researchers	want	their	research	to	be	useful,	at	least	at	some	level,	in	the	real
world.	The	question	is	whether	that	usefulness	involves	the	production	of
knowledge	that	may	eventually	lead	to	change,	or	whether	change	itself	will	be	a
direct	product	of	the	research	process.	Regardless,	it	is	well	worth	seeing
research	as	a	political	endeavour.

Figure	10.1	From	knowledge	to	change	–	the	goals	of	research



Evaluative	Research
If	there	is	one	thing	we	are	not	short	of	it	is	initiatives.	In	order	to	improve	a
situation,	we	are	willing	to	try	new	things:	new	products,	new	practices,	new
policies,	new	legislation,	new	interventions,	new	programmes,	new	strategies,
new	structures,	new	routines,	new	procedures,	new	curricula,	etc.,	etc.	But	how
successful	are	our	endeavours?	Did	whatever	we	try,	do	whatever	it	was
supposed	to	do?	Have	we	been	able	to	make	some	contribution	towards	positive
change?	Have	we	been	able	to	alleviate	a	problem	situation?	Answering	these
types	of	questions	is	the	goal	of	evaluative	research.

Evaluative	research Research	that	attempts	to	determine	the	value	of	some	initiative.
Evaluative	research	identifies	an	initiative’s	consequences	as	well	as	opportunities	for
modification	and	improvement.

The	need	for	evaluative	studies	is	ever	increasing.	A	well-conducted	evaluation
is	now	a	key	strategy	for	supplying	decision-makers	with	the	data	they	need	for
rational,	informed,	evidence-based	decision-making.	In	fact,	change	intervention
proposals	increasingly	require	evaluative	components	so	that	assessment	is
embedded	into	the	management	of	change	from	conception.

Evaluative	studies	basically	attempt	to	determine	whether	an	initiative	should	be
continued	as	is,	modified,	expanded	or	scrapped,	and	do	this	by	asking	various
stakeholder	groups	two	types	of	questions.	The	first	is	related	to	outcomes;	for
example,	did	a	particular	initiative	meet	its	objectives?	The	second	is	related	to
process;	for	example,	how	successful	was	a	particular	initiative’s	implementation
and	how	might	it	be	improved?



Summative/Outcome	Evaluation
Summative	evaluation,	also	referred	to	as	outcome	evaluation,	aims	to	provide
data	and	information	related	to	the	effectiveness	of	the	change	strategy	in
question	(that	goals,	aims	and	objectives	have	been	met)	and	its	efficiency	(that
the	effects	justify	the	costs).	The	idea	here	is	to	investigate	whether	an	initiative
is	responsible	for	outcomes	that	would	not	have	occurred	if	it	were	not	for	the
initiative,	and	this	should	include	both	intended	and	unintended	effects.	Now	in
the	real	world,	the	financial	bottom	line	is	almost	always	a	factor,	so	many
outcome	evaluations	also	include	data	related	to	cost-effectiveness,	often	in	the
form	of	a	cost–benefit	analysis.

The	results	of	outcome	evaluations	are	expected	to	inform	decision-making
related	to	programme	funding,	continuation,	termination,	expansion	and
reduction.	While	findings	are	often	case-specific,	results	can	be	of	interest	to	any
number	of	stakeholder	groups	and,	depending	on	the	nature	of	the	change
intervention,	might	be	of	interest	to	the	wider	population	as	well.

Methods	Appropriate	to	Summative	Evaluation
So	what	exactly	is	involved	in	the	conduct	of	an	evaluative	study?	Well,	rather
than	be	defined	by	any	particular	methods,	an	evaluative	study	is	distinguished
by	its	evaluative	goals,	and	it	is	these	goals	that	determine	the	appropriate
approach.	In	summative	evaluation,	the	main	goal	is	to	find	out	if	an	initiative
worked.	In	other	words,	whether	it	met	its	objectives.	As	shown	in	Table	10.1,
initiatives	often	have	multiple	objectives	that	are	likely	to	vary	for	each
stakeholder	group.	As	an	evaluator	exploring	outcomes,	you	will	need	to
determine	whether	success	is	to	be	measured	from	the	perspective	of	the
provider,	the	recipients,	the	wider	community	or	all	of	these.	You	need	to
determine	which	outcome	objectives	are	to	be	explored	and	whose	perspectives
you	seek.	Your	methods	will	then	vary	accordingly.

Provider	perspective	–	When	designing	methods,	there	are	two	general
ways	to	find	out	if	providers	believe	an	initiative	is	a	success.	This	first	is	to
ask.	Interviews	and	focus	groups	(see	Chapter	12)	allow	you	to	talk	to	those
responsible	for	design,	delivery	and	implementation,	as	well	as	those	with	a
higher	level	of	organizational	responsibility.	The	second	method	is	to	look



at	documentary	evidence	(see	Chapter	13).	This	is	particularly	relevant	for
questions	that	focus	on	cost-effectiveness,	or	anywhere	that	evidence	of
success	is	likely	to	be	in	‘records’.

Recipient	perspective	–	This	is	where	you	really	get	down	to	brass	tacks
and	see	if	the	initiative’s	change-oriented	outcome	objectives	have	been
met.	Many	(including	myself)	would	argue	that	the	best	way	to	do	this	is
through	experimental	or	quasi-experimental	designs	(see	Chapter	8)	that
allow	for	comparison	across	groups	and	time.	There	are	three	possibilities
here:

Case/control	design	–	To	see	whether	an	initiative	has	made	a
difference	for	a	target	group,	you	can	use	a	control	group	to	compare
those	who	have	undergone	an	initiative	with	those	who	have	not.
Before/after	design	–	Sometimes	called	‘time	series	analysis’,	this
approach	allows	for	comparison	of	the	same	group	of	individuals
before	and	after	an	initiative	is	implemented.
Case/control	–	before/after	design	–	This	allows	for	even	more
definitive	results	by	combining	the	two	methods	above.

All	three	of	these	approaches	require	forward	planning	and,	as	discussed	at
the	end	of	this	section,	this	is	not	always	possible.	The	alternative	is	to
evaluate	perceptions	of	change,	rather	than	change	itself,	by	surveying	or
interviewing	recipients	after	implementation	(see	Chapter	12).	The	goal
here	is	to	see	if	recipients	believe	that	change	has	occurred.
Wider	community	perspective	–	Initiatives	often	include	objectives	related
to	stakeholder	groups	that	are	not	direct	recipients.	For	example,	a	school
initiative	to	curtail	bullying	may	include	an	objective	related	to	decreasing
parent/community	anxiety.	Or	a	health	care	initiative	may	include	an
objective	related	to	improving	an	organization’s	reputation	in	the
community.	The	methods	of	choice	here	are	surveys	and	focus	groups
(Chapter	12).	And	while	such	approaches	generally	ask	community
members	to	report	on	their	perceptions	and	recent	changes	in	those
perceptions,	the	collection	of	similar	data	prior	to	the	initiative	will	allow
you	to	engage	in	direct	comparison.





Formative/Process	Evaluation
Formative	evaluation,	also	referred	to	as	process	evaluation,	aims	to	provide	data
and	information	that	will	aid	further	development	of	a	particular	change
initiative.	Such	studies	investigate	an	initiative’s	delivery	and	ask	how,	and	how
well,	it	is	being	implemented.	These	studies	can	assess	strengths,	weaknesses,
opportunities	and	threats,	and	often	work	to	assess	the	factors	acting	to	facilitate
and/or	block	successful	implementation.

The	results	derived	from	process	evaluations	are	expected	to	inform	decision-
making	related	to	programme	improvement,	modification	and	management.	And
while	these	studies	also	tend	to	be	case-specific,	‘transferable’	findings	will
allow	other	organizations	interested	in	the	use	of	any	similar	initiatives	to	apply
‘lessons	learned’	(see	Chapter	4).

Methods	Appropriate	to	Formative	Evaluation
As	highlighted	in	Table	10.1,	the	main	objective	in	formative	or	process
evaluation	is	to	assess	an	initiative’s	strengths	and	weaknesses	and	ask	how	the
process	could	be	made	more	efficient	and	effective.	Stakeholder	perspectives
again	play	an	important	role	here	since	providers,	recipients	and	the	wider
community	are	likely	to	have	quite	varied	opinions	on	what	did	and	did	not	work
so	well.	Design	of	methods	is,	therefore,	highly	dependent	on	working	out
precisely	what	you	want	to	know	and	whose	perspective	you	seek:

Provider	perspective	–	The	methods	you	use	here	will	be	highly	dependent
on	the	complexity	and	diversity	of	the	groups	responsible	for	provision.	For
example,	at	one	end	of	the	spectrum	you	might	be	asked	to	evaluate	a
classroom	initiative	driven	by	a	particular	teacher.	In	this	case,	an	in-depth
interview	would	make	most	sense	(see	Chapter	12).	At	the	other	end	of	the
spectrum,	you	might	be	evaluating	a	new	government	health	care	policy
whose	design,	development	and	implementation	have	involved	individuals
working	at	various	levels	of	government	and	private	industry.	With	this
level	of	complexity	you	might	need	to	call	on	multiple	methods	–
interviews,	focus	groups	and	even	surveys	–	to	gather	the	data	you	require
(see	Chapter	12).	There	might	also	be	value	in	direct	observation	of	the
process	or	in	a	document	review	that	finds	you	trolling	through	and



examining	records	and	minutes	related	to	the	process	being	explored	(see
Chapter	13).
Recipient	perspective	–	Just	because	management	thinks	something	went
well	doesn’t	mean	recipients	will	think	the	same.	Good	process	evaluations
will	go	beyond	the	provider	perspective	and	seek	recipient	opinions	on
strengths,	weaknesses	and	potential	modifications.	As	with	providers,	target
groups	also	vary	in	size	and	complexity,	and	you	might	find	yourself	calling
on	a	variety	of	methods,	including	interviews,	focus	groups	and	surveys,	to
gather	the	data	you	require	(see	Chapter	12).
Wider	community	perspective	The	first	question	you	need	to	ask	here	is	‘Do
you	or	your	“client”	want	wider	community	opinion?’	You	might	not	feel
that	the	wider	community	is	a	relevant	stakeholder,	or	that	broader
community	groups	have	the	prerequisite	knowledge	for	providing	an
informed	opinion.	On	the	other	hand,	the	initiative	under	review	might	have
far-reaching	implications	that	affect	the	community	or	might	be	related	to	a
problem	where	the	community	sees	itself	as	a	key	stakeholder;	for	example,
an	initiative	aiming	to	stop	neighbourhood	graffiti.	In	this	situation,
canvassing	wider	opinion	on	an	initiative’s	strengths	and	weaknesses	may
be	of	value.	The	methods	most	likely	to	be	called	upon	here	are	surveys,
focus	groups	and	possibly	key	informant	interviews	(see	Chapter	12).



The	Politics	of	Evaluative	Research

In	criticism	I	will	be	bold,	and	as	sternly,	absolutely	just	with	friend	and
foe.	From	this	purpose	nothing	shall	turn	me.

Edgar	Allan	Poe

It	is	said	that	all	research	is	political,	but	none	more	so	than	evaluative	research.
It	would	be	naive	to	pretend	otherwise.	Vested	interests	are	everywhere	and	the
pressure	for	researchers	to	find	‘success’	can	be	high.



So	how	do	you	begin	to	negotiate	and	balance	the	sometimes	divergent	political
and	scientific	goals	of	evaluative	research?	The	first	step	is	to	understand
researcher–researched	realities	and	relationships.	For	example,	those	seeking	to
have	initiatives	evaluated	do	not	always	have	the	same	goals.	Yes,	some	want
honest	and	open	feedback,	but	others	might	be	after	validation	of	what	they	have
done,	while	others	might	just	be	doing	what	they	need	to	do	to	meet	funding
requirements.	And	of	course,	some	may	be	after	a	combination	of	these.

The	same	is	true	of	researchers,	whether	insiders	or	outsiders;	not	all	evaluative



researchers	operate	with	the	same	style,	skills	or	goals.	For	example,	some	see
themselves	as	objective	researchers	whose	clear	and	unwavering	objective	is
credible	findings	regardless	of	political	context.	Others	operate	at	a	more
political	level	and	are	highly	in	tune	with	government/organization/political
funding	realities,	and	perhaps	their	own	ongoing	consultancy	opportunities.
There	are	others	who	tend	to	be	overcritical	and	need	to	show	their	intelligence
by	picking	holes	in	the	work	of	others.	Finally,	there	are	those	who	see
themselves	as	facilitators	or	even	mentors	who	are	there	to	help.

When	I	first	began	doing	evaluative	research	I	came	across	and	learnt	from	all	of
these	styles	and	assumed	that	my	way	forward	would	be	as	an	objective
researcher.	But	I	soon	realized	that	the	political	end	of	evaluative	research
cannot	be	ignored	and	that	the	key	to	real-world	evaluation	is	flexibility.	Now
my	main	grounding	objective,	which	is	tied	to	my	own	professional	ethics,	is	to
produce	credible	and	useful	findings.	But	how	those	findings	are	presented,	what
is	emphasized	and	what	is	sometimes	best	left	unsaid,	are	undeniably	influenced
by	both	politics	and	context.

Table	10.2	looks	at	the	intersection	of	researcher–researched	goals	in	terms	of
researcher	credibility	and	researcher–researched	relationships.	While	the	matrix
does	not	capture	all	possibilities,	it	does	provide	some	insights	into	the	realities
of	evaluative	research	and	the	skills	required	to	work	effectively	in	such	a
politically	charged	environment.

I	have	worked	with	quite	a	few	evaluators	and	I	think	the	best	ones	are
politically	astute	but	always	work	under	a	code	of	professional	ethics	and
integrity.	Some	will	adapt	their	style	depending	on	the	client	and	context,	while
others	will	stay	true	to	a	certain	way	of	working.	But	almost	all	good	evaluators
understand	the	need	to	negotiate	clear	expectations	that	meet	both	client	and
researcher	needs	and	goals	with	integrity.



I	have	a	question!



How	should	I	go	about	writing	up	an	evaluation
when	the	results	aren’t	so	good?
Carefully!	It	is	worth	thinking	through	your	goals	as	someone	doing	evaluative	research.	Mine	are	to:
(1)	conduct	a	rigorous	study;	(2)	produce	credible	findings	and	sound	conclusions;	(3)	make	well-
considered	recommendations;	(4)	have	those	recommendations	taken	up	by	the	organization;	(5)
possibly	be	engaged	as	an	evaluator	in	the	future	(might	as	well	put	that	on	the	table).	So	first	and
foremost	you	need	to	conduct	your	study	in	ways	that	ensure	research	integrity	and	credibility	and
that	will	take	care	of	points	1	and	2	above	(see	Chapter	4).	Where	it	gets	interesting	is	points	3	and	4
–	making	well-considered	recommendations	that	the	organization	will	take	up.	Now	this	goal	is
different	from	offering	recommendations.	Getting	an	organization	to	act	means	using	some	political
nous.	So	say	your	most	difficult	finding	is	‘Initiative	X	did	not	meet	four	of	six	goals’	and	your
recommendation	is	‘it	should	not	be	continued’.	Yes,	you	can	go	out	and	say	that,	but	the	reality	is
that	sometimes	the	same	people	who	have	engaged	you	to	do	the	evaluation	are	invested	in	the	very
project	you	are	evaluating.	So	what	do	you	do?	Well	you	never	fudge	the	results	–	but	you	can	make
them	more	palatable.	So	you	might	say	something	like,	‘Given	the	fiscal	constraints	and	challenges	in
staffing	[whatever	reasons	you	found	for	the	lack	of	success],	it	is	not	surprising	that	Initiative	X
struggled	to	meet	some	of	their	goals.	While	goals	X1	and	X2	were	achieved,	the	initiative	did	fall
short	in	relation	to	goals	Y1,	Y2	[etc.].’	Your	recommendation	might	be,	‘For	this	project	to	meet
indicators	of	success	it	would	require	a	large	investment	of	funds	and	at	least	one	dedicated	staff
member.	The	organization	will	need	to	balance	this	against	competing	needs	of	projects	shown	to
produce	results	in	a	more	cost-effective	manner.’	In	the	end,	rather	than	telling	the	organization	what
to	do	(no	one	likes	to	be	told	what	to	do),	you	are	laying	it	out	and	letting	the	organization	make	the
hard	call.

This	type	of	writing	takes	practice,	but	it	is	well	worth	it.	And	not	just	for	you	(a	combination	of
credible	research	and	political	nous	should	help	you	reach	point	5	–	be	re-engaged	in	the	future),	it	is
also	valuable	for	the	organization.	There	is	no	use	doing	applied	research	that	shuts	your	audience
down	and	does	not	lead	to	change.



Negotiating	Real-World	Challenges	of	Evaluative
Research
Political	realities	are	not	the	only	challenge	to	the	production	of	credible	data	in
evaluative	research.	Evaluations	tend	to	be	conducted	within	messy	and	chaotic
real-world	settings,	and	you	will	need	to	skilfully	negotiate	this	level	of
complexity	if	you	want	to	produce	solid,	valuable	results.

Now	if	it	were	up	to	me,	all	initiatives	to	be	evaluated	would	be	well	established
with	clear	and	measurable	aims	and	objectives.	But	rarely	is	this	the	case.	You
often	need	to	find	ways	to	work	around	circumstances	that	are	less	than	ideal.
Such	situations	include	the	following.

When	the	Decision	to	Evaluate	Comes	after	Initial
Implementation
It	would	be	terrific	if	the	need	to	evaluate	was	a	recognized	part	of	project
planning	from	conception.	You	would	then	have	all	the	options.	Early	planning
would	allow	you	to	design	comparative	studies	such	as	randomized	controlled
trials,	quasi-experiments	with	control	groups,	or	before	and	after	designs	(see
Chapter	8).	But	there	are	plenty	of	circumstances	where	you	will	need	to
undertake	evaluations	where	the	evaluative	planning	was	but	an	afterthought	–
thereby	limiting	your	methodological	options.

The	key	here	is	remembering	that	evaluative	studies,	particularly	those	studies
related	to	outcomes,	are	all	about	comparison.	And	by	far	the	best	way	to
compare	is	by	using	at	least	two	data	sets.	Effective	evaluations	are	based	on
either	before	and	after	data	(data	collected	before	the	initiative	that	can	be
compared	with	data	collected	after	the	initiative),	or	case/control	data	(data
collected	from	two	groups,	one	that	has	undergone	the	initiative	and	one	that	has
not).

Without	the	aid	of	forward	planning	you	will	need	to	consider	if	either	of	these
options	is	available	to	you.	In	other	words,	you	will	need	to	determine	whether
you	will	be	able	to	collect	solid	relevant	baseline	data,	or	whether	you	will	be
able	to	find	a	comparable	control	group.	If	you	can,	rigorous	evaluation	is	not



too	problematic.	But	if	baseline	data	or	a	comparable	control	group	is	not
available,	you	are	left	with	the	following	methodological	options:

1.	 Do	a	‘post	group	only’	study	in	which	you	ask	stakeholders	about	the
effects	(on	knowledge,	attitude	and/or	practice)	of	the	initiative	under
review.	While	generally	not	as	strong	as	truly	comparative	methods,	this
approach	can	still	have	value.	The	key	here	is	clear	expectations.	Your
clients	need	to	be	aware	of	your	methodological	constraints	and	how	they
might	affect	findings.

2.	 Limit	your	study	to	process	evaluation	that	centres	on	stakeholders’
reflections	on	an	initiative’s	design,	delivery	and	implementation.

When	Objectives	Are	Not	Clearly	Articulated	or	Are
Not	Readily	Measurable
If	you	want	to	know	if	an	initiative	has	achieved	its	goals,	then	you	clearly	need
to	know	two	things:	what	those	goals	were/are;	and	how	they	might	be
measured.	Now	by	far	the	best	objectives	are	those	that	are	‘SMART’:	specific,
measurable,	achievable,	relevant	and	time-bound.	If	your	initiative	has	been
developed	with	such	objectives	in	mind,	in	terms	of	methodological	design,	you
are	half-way	there.	By	definition,	your	objectives	are	measurable	–	so	you	just
need	to	go	out	and	measure.	But	for	initiatives	where	objectives	are	not	clearly
articulated,	or	are	not	measurable,	you	have	to	do	a	bit	more	work.	Since	you
simply	cannot	evaluate	non-existent	or	waffly	objectives,	you	will	need	to:

work	with	stakeholders	to	clearly	draw	out	and	articulate	the	initiative’s
objectives	–	this	may	involve	working	through	‘programme	logic’	(see
below);
decide	which	objectives	will	be	prioritized	for	evaluation;
determine	and	agree	on	how	these	objectives	can	be	operationalized	(e.g.
designing	a	method	that	can	measure	‘the	joy	of	reading	in	children’	is
much	more	difficult	than	designing	a	method	that	can	measure	‘an	increase
in	recreational	reading	of	third	graders	by	50%	by	the	end	of	the	year’).

When	the	Initiative	Has	Not	Been	Going	Long
Enough	to	Expect	Results



It	is	not	unusual	for	the	timeframe	given	for	evaluation	to	be	shorter	than	that
needed	for	an	initiative	to	produce	its	intended	results.	For	example,	in	health
promotion	campaigns,	goals	are	often	related	to	disease	alleviation,	such	as
reducing	the	incidence	of	lung	cancer	or	type-2	diabetes.	But	such	effects	are
hard	to	attribute	to	a	particular	campaign,	and	may	not	be	seen	for	several	years.

Programme	logic A	planning,	communication	and	evaluation	model/tool	that	articulates	the
details	of	an	initiative,	its	objectives	and	how	success	will	be	measured.

A	common	strategy	used	by	evaluators	facing	this	situation	is	to	negotiate	short-
to	medium-term	outcomes	that	can	be	measured	within	the	timeframe	available,
and	correlated	to	the	expected	long-term	outcomes.	For	example,	success	might
be	measured	by	increased	awareness;	for	example,	increased	community
knowledge	about	the	dangers	of	smoking	or	increased	awareness	of	the	impact
of	carbohydrates	on	insulin.	Success	might	also	be	measured	by	changes	in
behaviour,	such	as	reducing	the	number	of	cigarettes	smoked	or	decreasing
levels	of	sugar	consumption.

When	Effects	are	Difficult	to	Measure/Difficult	to
Attribute	to	the	Initiative
Suppose	you	were	asked	to	evaluate	a	high	school	sex	education	programme	that
has	a	clear	and	central	goal	of	increasing	abstinence.	To	evaluate	this
programme,	not	only	would	you	need	to	collect	sensitive	data	from	young
people	(who	may	not	feel	comfortable	exposing	their	beliefs/practices),	but	you
would	also	need	to	design	a	research	protocol	that	could	control	for	any	other
factors	that	are	known	to	have	an	effect	on	abstinence,	such	as	parents,	peers	and
the	media.	Remember:	you	are	not	just	looking	for	a	correlation	here.	You	are
actually	trying	to	establish	cause	and	effect,	and	your	methods	need	to	control
for	any	other	factors	that	might	be	causal	to	any	perceived	change	or	difference.
Controlling	for	extraneous	factors	is	the	only	way	to	be	able	to	attribute	results
to	the	programme	itself.



The	lesson	here	is	that	before	taking	on	an	evaluative	research	study,	you	need	to
clearly	consider,	articulate	and	negotiate	what	is,	and	what	is	not,	possible.	In	the
real	world	it	can	be	difficult,	if	not	impossible,	to	control	for	all	extraneous
variables	that	may	affect	change	(see	Table	10.3).	Remember:	it	is	much	better	to
have	your	methodology	critiqued	before	you	undertake	a	study,	rather	than	after
it	has	been	completed!



Action	Research

The	purpose	of	man	is	in	action,	not	thought.

Thomas	Carlyle

In	most	research	approaches,	contributions	are	limited	to	the	production	of
knowledge.	Even	in	applied/evaluative	research	where	the	goal	is	to	have
research	knowledge	become	key	in	evidence-based	decision-making,	any	actual
change	comes	after	the	completion	of	research	processes.	But	what	if	you	want
to	do	more	than	produce	knowledge?	What	if	your	goals	are	to	go	beyond
evidence	and	recommendations?	What	if	your	research	goals	include	doing,
shifting,	changing	or	implementing?	Enter	action	research.

The	term	‘action	research’	was	coined	by	Kurt	Lewin	(1946)	and	represented
quite	a	departure	from	‘objective’	scientific	method	that	viewed	implementation
as	discrete	from	research	processes.	Under	this	traditional	framework,
responsibility	for	what	happened	as	a	consequence	of	the	production	of
knowledge	was	not	generally	part	of	a	researcher’s	agenda.

Action	research Research	strategies	that	tackle	real-world	problems	in	participatory	and
collaborative	ways	in	order	to	produce	action	and	knowledge	in	an	integrated	fashion	through	a
cyclical	process.	In	action	research,	process,	outcome	and	application	are	inextricably	linked.

Researchers,	however,	began	to	recognize	that:	(1)	the	knowledge	produced
through	research	should	be	used	for	change;	and	(2)	researching	change	should
lead	to	knowledge.	The	appeal	of	a	research	strategy	that	could	link	these	two
goals	while	embedding	elements	of	evaluation	and	learning	was	quite	high,
particularly	in	the	fields	of	organizational	behaviour	and	education,	where
continuous	improvement	was,	and	still	is,	a	primary	goal.

Action	research	also	offered	a	departure	from	the	notion	of	‘researcher’	as	expert
and	the	‘researched’	as	passive	recipients	of	scientific	knowledge.	It	therefore
had	great	appeal	among	community	development	workers	who	saw	value	in	a
collaborative	research	approach	that	could	empower	stakeholders	to	improve
their	own	practice,	circumstances	and	environments	(see	Box	10.1).



The	Scope	of	Action	Research
Action	research,	as	it	developed	through	the	disciplines	of	organizational
behaviour,	education	and	community	development,	has	travelled	down	a	number
of	divergent	paths,	each	with	its	own	priorities	and	emphases.	Common	across
their	divergences,	however,	is	a	desire	for	real	and	immediate	change	that
involves	the	engagement	and	involvement	of	stakeholders	as	collaborators	or	co-
researchers;	prolonged	involvement	in	learning	cycles;	the	production	of
rigorous,	credible	knowledge;	and	the	actioning	of	tangible	change.

The	nature	of	the	potential	change	can	involve	anything	from	improved	practice
to	shifted	programmes,	policies	and	systems	as	discussed	below,	through	to	more
radical	‘cultural’	shifts	that	include	empowering	the	marginalized	(discussed
under	emancipatory	research).	While	the	goals	of	any	one	action	research
proposal	may	sit	neatly	in	any	one	of	these	categories,	it	is	not	uncommon	for
action	research	studies	to	work	simultaneously	across	a	number	of	goals.

Improving	Practice
Action	research	can	be	an	effective	way	of	empowering	stakeholders	to	improve
their	own	professional	practice.	Rather	than	mandates	that	come	down	from	on
high,	or	knowledge	that	comes	from	outside	experts,	action	research,	which	is
expressly	designed	to	improve	professional	practice,	recognizes	that	various
stakeholders	can	contribute	to	their	own	learning	and	development.	Action
research	recognizes	the	professional	nature	of	stakeholders	and	their	ability	to
conduct	meaningful	research.	In	doing	so,	it	helps	break	down	the	divide
between	stakeholders	and	the	‘academic	elite’,	and	brings	research	into	day-to-
day	professional	practice.

Improving	practice	through	action	research	is	quite	common	in	the	educational
sector	where	teachers	are	encouraged	to	work	in	ways	that	develop	their	own
skills	and	practice.	In	recent	years,	however,	there	has	been	an	increase	in	action
research	studies	in	health	care	and	nursing,	where	the	desire	for	professional
recognition,	autonomy	and	respect	for	learned/local	knowledge	is	high.

Shifting	Systems



Sometimes	the	action	you	want	to	pursue	begins	and	ends	with	developing	your
own	professional	practice,	but	at	other	times	you	may	want	to	work	at	the
organizational	level.	Beyond	practice,	you	may	be	interested	in	working	within
an	organizational	setting	to	improve	procedures	or	programmes.	In	fact,	in	the
above	example	a	higher-level	goal	was	to	have	the	findings	from	an	action
research	study	aimed	at	developing	professional	practice	contribute	to	the
development	of	effective	policy.

I	cannot	think	of	any	organization	that	could	not	be	improved	in	some	way	or
another.	Inefficient	systems,	ineffective	management	and	outdated	policy
provide	action	research	opportunities	for	those	working	in	and	with	businesses,
government	and	non-government	agencies,	community	groups,	etc.	But	while
action	research	has	been	around	for	the	better	part	of	60	years	and	can	offer
much	to	the	management	of	organizational	change,	it	is	not	generally	a	core
management	strategy.	The	action	research	literature	certainly	addresses
organizational	change,	but	the	change	management	literature	rarely	tackles
action	research.

Nevertheless,	terms	such	as	learning,	education,	facilitation,	participation,
negotiation	and	collaboration	that	are	core	in	action	research	are	also	core	in
change-management	speak.	This	is	particularly	so	in	organizations	that	have
recognized	the	value	of	on-the-ground	knowledge,	as	well	as	the	role	of
engagement	and	ownership	in	working	towards	effective	and	sustainable	change.
Action	research	as	a	strategy	for	driving	workplace-based	change	can	be	highly
effective	in	securing	stakeholder	support.	It	can	also	get	a	wide	range	of	staff
working	together	towards	a	common	goal;	provide	a	systematic	and	well-
established	approach	to	sustainable	change;	provide	a	framework	for	the	conduct
of	research;	and	embed	the	concept	of	research	into	management	practice.	It	can
also	be	a	step	along	the	way	in	the	development	of	a	learning	organization.



Key	Elements	of	Action	Research
Because	action	research	is	quite	distinct	from	traditional	research	strategies,
working	through	its	key	elements	is	well	worth	the	time.	Understanding	the
benefits	and	challenges	of	this	mode	of	research	is	an	essential	preliminary	step
in	determining	the	appropriateness	of	action	research	for	any	particular	context.

Addresses	Real-World	Problems
Action	research	is	grounded	in	real	problems	and	real-life	situations.	It	generally
begins	with	the	identification	of	practical	problems	in	a	specific	real-world
context.	It	then	attempts	to	understand	those	problems	and	to	seek	and
implement	solutions	within	that	context.	Action	research	is	often	used	in
workplaces	and	rural	communities	where	the	ownership	of	change	is	a	high
priority	or	where	the	goal	is	to	improve	professional	practice.	It	is	also
considered	an	effective	strategy	when	there	is	a	strong	desire	to	transform	both
theory	and	practice.

Pursues	Action	and	Knowledge
Action	research	rejects	the	two-stage	process	of	‘knowledge	first,	change
second’,	and	suggests	that	they	are	highly	integrated.	Action	research
practitioners	believe	that	enacting	change	should	not	just	be	seen	as	the	end
product	of	knowledge;	rather	it	should	be	valued	as	a	source	of	knowledge	itself.
And	we	are	not	talking	here	about	anecdotal	knowledge.	The	knowledge
produced	from	an	action	research	study	needs	to	be	credible	and	must	be
collected	and	analysed	with	as	much	rigour	as	it	would	be	in	any	other	research
strategy.

Action	is	also	a	clear	and	immediate	goal	in	every	action	research	project.
Whether	it	be	developing	skills,	changing	programmes	and	policies,	or	working
towards	more	radical	change,	action	research	works	towards	situation
improvement	based	in	practice,	and	avoids	the	problem	of	needing	to	work
towards	change	after	knowledge	is	produced.



Participation
The	notion	of	research	as	the	domain	of	the	expert	is	rejected,	with	action
research	calling	for	participation	of,	and	collaboration	between,	researchers,
practitioners	and	any	other	interested	stakeholders.	It	minimizes	the	distinction
between	the	researcher	and	the	researched	and	places	high	value	on	local
knowledge.	The	premise	is	that	without	key	stakeholders	as	part	of	the	research
process,	outsiders	are	limited	in	their	ability	to	build	rich	and	subtle
understandings	–	or	implement	sustainable	change.	Contrary	to	many	research
paradigms,	action	research	works	with,	rather	than	on	or	for,	the	‘researched’,
and	is	therefore	often	seen	as	embodying	democratic	principles.	The	key	is	that
those	who	will	be	affected	by	the	research	and	action	are	not	acted	upon.

The	nature	and	level	of	participation	and	collaboration	are	varied	and	based	on:
the	action	research	approach	adopted;	the	particular	context	of	the	situation
being	studied;	and	the	goals	of	the	various	stakeholders.	This	might	find
different	stakeholders	involved	in	any	or	all	stages	and	cycles	of	the	process.	As
for	individuals	driving	the	research	process,	in	addition	to	taking	on	the	role	of
lead	researcher,	at	various	points	throughout	the	project,	they	might	also	have	to
act	as	planner,	leader,	catalyser,	facilitator,	teacher,	designer,	listener,	observer,
synthesizer	and/or	reporter.

Cycles	of	Learning	and	Action
Action	research	is	a	cyclical	process	that	takes	shape	as	knowledge	emerges.	The
premise	here	is	that	you	learn,	you	do,	you	reflect,	you	learn	how	to	do	better,
you	do	it	better,	you	learn	from	that,	do	it	better	still,	and	so	on.	You	work
through	a	series	of	continuous	improvement	cycles	that	converge	towards	better
situation	understanding	and	improved	action.	Action	research	can	therefore	be
seen	as	an	experiential	learning	approach	to	change.	The	goal	is	to	continuously
refine	methods,	data	and	interpretation	in	light	of	the	understanding	developed	in
the	earlier	cycles.

Figure	10.2	Cycles	in	action	research



The	cycles	themselves	can	be	defined	in	numerous	ways.	But,	as	shown	in
Figure	10.2,	they	generally	involve	some	variation	on	observation,	reflection,
planning	and	action.

The	exact	nature	of	the	steps	in	each	part	of	the	cycle	is	emergent	and	developed
collaboratively	with	stakeholders	who	form	the	research	team.	Research	for	the
‘observation’	part	of	the	cycle	is	likely	to	be	set	within	a	particular	case,	and	is
likely	to	involve	a	variety	of	approaches,	methodologies	and	methods	in	a	bid	to
gather	data	and	generate	knowledge.	The	‘reflection’	part	of	the	cycle	can	be
informal	and	introspective,	or	can	be	quite	formal	and	share	many	elements	with
formative	evaluations,	as	discussed	earlier.	The	steps	related	to	‘planning’	and



‘action’,	however,	are	likely	to	go	beyond	reflection	and	research,	and	may
require	practitioners	to	delve	into	the	literature	on	strategic	planning	and	change
management.

Box	10.1:	Action	Research	Exemplar	–	‘Improving	Indigenous	Completion	Rates’

The	empowerment	of	research	participants	is	always	paramount	in	action	research	and	is
therefore	a	highly	effective	methodology	for	the	engagement	of	traditionally	marginalized
groups.	In	the	action	research	study	Improving	Indigenous	Completion	Rates	in	Mainstream
TAFE	(Balatti	et	al.,	2004),	the	authors	attempt	to	address	the	practical	problem	of	high
indigenous	student	dropout	rates	in	Australian	technical	and	further	education	(TAFE)	through	a
participatory,	cyclical	process	designed	to	generate	knowledge	and	enact	change.	To	that	end,
research	processes	involved	the	forming	and	facilitating	of	four	teams	of	7–10	people	drawn
from	a	range	of	stakeholder	groups	including	students,	administration,	support	officers,
managers	and	community	members,	plus	a	facilitator	and	a	cultural	adviser.	Each	group	then
worked	on	a	distinct	problem,	recording	their	processes	and	attempting	to	both	generate	new
knowledge	and	influence	change	(such	as	new	organizational	arrangements,	new	learning
initiatives	and	new	forms	of	delivery)	through	their	activities.

Photo	10.1	Indigenous	cohort	graduation.	Courtesy	University	Archives,	Arizona	State
University	Libraries.

(Balatti	et	al.	reading	available	on	the	companion	website. )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Challenges	Associated	with	Action	Research
Yes,	action	research	can	produce	knowledge	and	change	in	empowering	ways.
But	anyone	who	has	ever	facilitated	the	process	can	tell	you	that	it	is	far	from
easy.	The	participatory,	cyclical	and	multi-goaled	nature	of	action	research	can
make	it	a	difficult	process	to	navigate.	And	while	a	team	approach	means	you
will	not	have	full	control,	you	are	still	likely	to	be	the	one	responsible	for	overall
management.	So	you	will	be	the	one	responsible	for	keeping	the	team	to	tight
timelines	and	budgets.	Being	practical	and	realistic	is,	therefore,	critical	to	the
success	of	any	action	research	project.	In	short,	the	project	must	be	manageable.

Some	of	the	issues	you	will	need	to	negotiate	as	an	action	researcher	include:

Facilitating	rather	than	directing	–	Because	of	its	participatory	nature,	the
ultimate	direction	of	the	project	is	not	fully	in	your	hands.	Decisions	made
about	the	project’s	direction	and	its	probable	outcomes	should	be	collective.
Managing	the	scope	–	Action	research	projects	can	get	very	big	very
quickly.	New	researchers	can	be	surprised	to	find	that	a	rigorously
conducted	needs	assessment	or	the	conduct	of	an	evaluative	study	within
just	one	action	research	cycle	can	be	a	large	research	project	in	its	own
right.
Ensuring	rigour	in	methods	–	While	continuous	improvement	strategies	can
rely	on	anecdotal	evidence	and	general	reflections,	action	research	demands
a	higher	degree	of	rigour.	Perhaps	the	best	advice	is	to	identify	the	key
research	questions	within	each	action	research	cycle	and	treat	each	of	these
as	a	small	research	study	in	its	own	right.	While	these	studies	will	certainly
need	tight,	realistic	boundaries,	they	still	need	to	be	conducted	so	that	they
meet	indicators	of	good	research	–	validity,	authenticity,	reliability,
consistency,	etc.	(see	Chapter	3).
Managing	the	pace	–	Getting	stakeholders	together,	getting	consensus	and
actioning	real	change	can	be	slow,	particularly	in	multiple	cycles.	Action
research	takes	time	and	tends	to	work	best	when	embedded	in	day-to-day
practice.
Keeping	momentum	–	In	a	long-term	project,	many	things	can	go	astray.
Key	stakeholders	may	come	and	go,	change	initiatives	may	not	get	off	the
ground,	and	the	conduct	of	rigorous	research	may	become	overwhelming.
And	while	this	is	the	nature	of	action	research,	realistic	planning,



acceptance	of	the	unexpected	and	being	prepared	to	be	flexible	can	help
keep	the	momentum	going.
Managing	people	–	Facilitating	collaboration	is	not	easy.	Some
stakeholders	may	feel	unheard,	ignored	and/or	marginalized;	some	may	be
overbearing	and	pompous;	others	may	be	pushing	their	own	agenda.	As	a
facilitator,	you	will	need	to	call	on	negotiation,	facilitation	and,	potentially,
conflict	resolution	skills.
Acting	ethically	–	Researchers	carry	the	burden	of	ethical	responsibility	for
both	the	production	of	knowledge	and	for	the	welfare	of	the	researched	(see
Chapter	3).	In	action	research,	the	involvement	of	stakeholders	in	the
research	team,	combined	with	the	agenda	of	actioning	change,	make	for
very	high	levels	of	participant	involvement.	Protecting	the	welfare	of	these
participants	is	paramount.
Needing	a	range	of	skills	–	In	addition	to	being	a	competent	researcher,	the
action	researcher	must	also	be	a	consummate	organizer,	effective
communicator,	skilled	negotiator,	conflict	resolution	specialist,	well-
organized	time	manager,	strategic	planner,	efficient	documenter	and	willing
to	get	his	or	her	‘hands	dirty’	as	an	on-the-ground	implementer	–	all	of
which	might	require	the	development	of	specialist	skills.
Ownership	–	Finally,	the	researcher	needs	to	negotiate	ownership	of
research	outcomes,	which	may	include	rights	to	publish	and	issues	of
authorship.

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website. )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

When	it	comes	to	knowledge	and	change,	action	research	attempts	to	let	you
have	your	cake	and	eat	it	too	(which	actually	makes	sense	–	after	all,	what	good
is	a	cake	you	can’t	eat?).	It	also	allows	you	to	work	with	others	in	empowering
ways.	And,	while	action	research	can	be	quite	challenging,	for	individuals	and
organizations	whose	goals	match	those	of	action	research,	it	can	be	a	challenge
well	worth	taking	up.

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Emancipatory	Research

The	philosophers	have	only	interpreted	the	world	in	various	ways;	the
point,	however,	is	to	change	it.

Karl	Marx

It	is	one	thing	to	want	to	improve	skills	and	practice,	or	to	endeavour	to	change
how	things	are	done	in	a	workplace,	school	or	community,	but	what	if	you
believe	that	the	only	path	to	sustainable	change	is	through	fundamental
transformation	of	larger	social	systems?	What	if	you	believe	that	it	will	take
more	than	working	within	the	system,	and	that	at	the	heart	of	the	social	issue	or
social	problem	is	injustice	or	inequity	in	the	system	itself	–	the	repressive	school
system,	the	authoritative	nature	of	the	workplace	or	the	hierarchical	structures	of
the	community?	Or	underpinning	even	this,	the	underlying	ideologies	of
capitalism,	patriarchy,	development	or	globalization?

Criticality Challenging	taken-for-granted	ways	of	knowing.	Asking	not	only	what	it	is,	but
why	it	is,	who	benefits	and	what	alternative	possibilities	there	might	be.

Radical	views Advocating	fundamental	or	revolutionary	changes	in	current	practices,
conditions,	institutions	or	ideologies.

Emancipatory	goals To	work	towards	transformative	change.

To	strive	for	critical	emancipation	is	to	expose	these	underlying	ideologies	in	a
bid	to	liberate	those	oppressed	by	them,	which	requires	the	following:	criticality;
radical	views;	and	emancipatory	goals.

Critical	emancipation	thus	refers	to	fundamental	or	revolutionary	changes	in
current	thinking,	practices,	conditions	or	institutions	that	can	free	people	from
the	constraints	of	dominant	social	structures	that	often	limit	self-development
and	self-determination.	For	those	whose	research	includes	goals	of	critical
emancipation,	research	is	likely	to	proceed	on	the	assumption	that	if	social
problems	arise	from	a	system,	they	are	unlikely	to	be	solved	within	that	system.
Critical	emancipatory	research	necessarily	delves	into	the	underfelt	of	social
systems.	It	is	laden	with	political	purpose	and	does	not	claim	to	be	value-free.	It



seeks	transformation	of	society	such	that	individuals	are	liberated	and
empowered	towards	action	that	opens	up	possibilities	for	improved	situations.

Now	in	its	radical	extreme	this	might	mean	exploring	the	disempowerment	and
injustice	created	by	industrialized	societies;	investigating	the	economic	impacts
of	mass	globalization;	or	exposing	the	patriarchal	structures	that	act	to
disadvantage	women.	For	smaller-scale	research	projects,	however,	the
application	might	be	as	‘ordinary’	as	exploring	workplace	stress,	bullying	in	the
playground	or	low	self-esteem	in	young	girls.	The	‘critical’	end	of	such	studies
comes	from	exploring	the	ideologies	that	create	systems	in	which:	workplace
stress	becomes	an	expected	product	of	well-entrenched	practices	of	authority,
power	and	control;	low	self-esteem	in	girls	can	be	seen	as	‘ordinary’	given	the
cultural	emphasis	on	the	body	image	of	women	in	the	public	eye;	and	bullying	in
the	playground	can	be	seen	as	quite	reasonable	given	the	legitimization	of	power
through	other	forms	of	aggression	readily	accessible	to	youth	(movies,	video
games,	sport,	etc.).	This	criticality	is	then	applied	to	emancipation	through	the
production	of	knowledge	that	exposes	repressive	ideologies	and	opens	up
possibilities.

In	the	social	sciences,	these	critical	emancipatory	goals	have	led	to	variations	on
ethnographic	and	action	research.	‘Participatory’	action	research	has	an	explicit
goal	of	emancipation	through	action,	while	‘critical’	ethnography	seeks	to
change	existing	social	systems	by	exposing	their	dominant	and	repressive
ideologies	(see	Box	10.3,	below,	for	examples).



Participatory	Action	Research
Participatory	action	research	(PAR),	sometimes	referred	to	as	emancipatory
action	research	or	‘southern’	participatory	action	research	(which	comes	from
the	notion	of	working	in	developing	countries	often	in	the	southern	hemisphere),
falls	under	the	action	research	umbrella.	It	has	goals	of	emancipation,	but
maintains	the	action	research	dedication	to	cycles	of	knowledge	and	action	that
produce	on-the-ground	change.	Now	action	research	can	certainly	have
emancipatory	goals,	but	PAR	makes	these	goals	much	more	explicit.	It	works	in
participatory	ways	that	value	local	knowledge,	and	attempts	to	empower
communities	to	expose	and	liberate	themselves	from	repressive	systems	and
ideologies.	PAR	is	often	found	in	international	development	research	that	strives
towards	social	transformation	of	the	‘marginalized’	through	advocacy	and	action.

The	goal	of	PAR	is	to	pursue	action	and	knowledge	in	an	integrated	fashion
through	a	cyclical	and	participatory	process.	It	attempts	to	facilitate	exploration
and	unmasking	of	the	ways	that	dominant	ideologies	and	systems	shape	and
constrain	thinking	and	action,	and	works	towards	interventions	that	can	liberate
the	marginalized	from	those	forces	that	contribute	to	poverty,	oppression,
repression	and/or	injustice.	PAR	relies	on	the	same	basic	tenets	as	action
research,	but	with	a	more	specific	emancipatory	agenda:

It	addresses	practical	problems	–	As	with	action	research,	PAR	works	with
real	problems	in	order	to	produce	knowledge	and	action	directly	useful	to
stakeholders.	This	often	involves	the	empowerment	of	the	‘marginalized’	as
they	act	to	construct	their	own	knowing,	and	attempt	to	create	and	action
their	own	strategic	plan	for	emancipation.
It	generates	knowledge	–	PAR	attempts	to	challenge	not	only	things	within
the	system,	but	also	the	system	itself.	It	attempts	to	unmask	the	political
aspects	of	knowledge	production	that	often	sees	knowledge	as	an
instrument	of	power	and	control.
It	enacts	change	–	As	is	common	to	all	action	research	processes,	PAR	goes
beyond	knowledge	generation	and	incorporates	change	into	its	immediate
goals.	In	PAR,	these	goals	are	directly	related	to	emancipation	and
liberation	by	changing	inequitable	power	relations.
It	is	participatory	–	PAR	works	with	the	researched,	rather	than	on	or	for
them.	It	recognizes	that	the	knowledge	and	experience	of	the	‘marginalized’



should	be	respected	and	valued,	and	attempts	to	capitalize	on	capabilities
and	cultural	practices	that	are	often	ignored.	PAR	also	attempts	to	work
towards	‘conscientization’	(Freire,	1970)	or	awakening	of	the	oppressed,
and	acts	to	strengthen	their	capacity	to	generate	knowledge	and	action	from
their	own	perspectives	and	in	their	own	interests.	Methods	used	to	generate
knowledge	and	action	are	broad,	eclectic	and	emergent,	and	need	not	be
limited	to	traditional	Western	ways	of	researching.	Song,	poetry,	art,	drama
and	storytelling	might	emerge	as	appropriate	ways	to	draw	out	and	generate
knowledge.
It	relies	on	a	cyclical	process	–	As	with	all	forms	of	action	research,	PAR
converges	towards	better	situation	understanding	and	improved	action
implementation	through	cycles	of	observation,	reflection,	planning	and
action.



Critical	Ethnography
Ethnography	can	be	defined	as	‘the	exploration	of	cultural	groups	in	a	bid	to
understand,	describe	and	interpret	a	way	of	life	from	the	point	of	view	of	its
participants’.	Critical	ethnography,	also	referred	to	as	radical	ethnography,	adds	a
political	agenda	of	exposing	inequitable,	unjust	or	repressive	influences	that	are
acting	on	‘marginalized’	cultural	groups,	in	a	bid	to	offer	avenues	for	positive
change.

There	is	thus	an	assumption	that	the	dominant	or	existing	system	is	indeed
repressive	or	unjust	and	needs	to	be	exposed.	Critical	ethnography	attempts	to
expose	the	political	nature	of	knowledge	and	unmask	the	dominant	forces	that
shape	our	view	of	the	world.	By	critical	examination	of	worldviews,	ideology
and	power,	critical	ethnography	attempts	to	contextualize	the	current	situation	in
a	larger	socio-historic	framework	that	offers,	and	encourages	others	to	engage	in,
critical	reflection.	The	goal	is	to	work	towards	conscientization,	empowerment
and	liberation	of	the	‘marginalized’.

While	traditional	ethnographic	techniques	can	–	and	many	would	argue	should	–
consider	how	interpretations	are	influenced	by	dominant	paradigms,	critical
ethnographers	have	an	explicit	goal	of	understanding	and	interpreting	situations
from	both	within	and	outside	the	dominant.	By	naming	and	then	distancing
themselves	from	cultural	assumptions	in	a	bid	to	work	through	a	series	of
alternative	conceptions,	critical	ethnographers	expose	dominant	paradigms.	The
goal	is	to	present	alternative	and	potentially	more	liberating	realities	(see	Box
10.2).

Clearly,	the	highly	political	goals	of	critical	ethnography	link	exposure	of	the
dominant	system	to	emancipation	–	to	bring	about	change	is	a	defined	objective.
According	to	Thomas	(1993),	ethnography	as	action	can	be	seen	in	its	ability	to:

change	the	cognitive	functioning	of	researchers;
offer	a	‘voice’	to	the	marginalized;
instigate	interactions	with	others	that	raise	social	awareness;
create	networks	of	those	with	common	goals;
become	a	starting	point	for	legislative	and/or	policy	reform.



Box	10.2:	A	Journey	towards	Critical	Ethnography

A	student	of	mine	conducted	an	ethnographic	study	of	first-year	university	students	who	were
subjected	to	hazing	or	bastardization.	The	study	attempted	to	understand	the	reality	of
bastardization	from	the	perspective	of	the	‘victims’.	Through	observations,	interviews	and
document	analysis,	the	student	wanted	to	be	able	to	give	a	thick	description	and	interpretation	of
both	the	phenomenon	of	bastardization	and	the	culture	in	which	it	thrived.	As	she	progressed	in
this	work	she	realized	that	understanding	the	culture	and	how	it	might	shift	could	not	be	done
without	a	critical	examination	of	the	forces	that	allow	this	culture	to	continue	and	in	fact
flourish.	She	thus	found	herself	immersed	in	exploration	of	the	socio-historic	context	of	the
campus	in	a	bid	to	expose	and	deconstruct	notions	of	patriarchy,	myth,	aggression,	mateship,
cultures	of	silence,	power	and	control.	In	the	end,	her	work	had	shifted	to	a	strongly	critical
study	that	attempted	to	expose	the	broader	social	systems	that	had	created	a	particular	cultural
reality.

Photo	10.2	Hazing

Box	10.3:	Examples	of	Emancipatory	Research

Stoudt,	B.	G.,	Fox,	M.	and	Fine,	M.	(2012)	‘Contesting	privilege	with	critical	participatory
action	research’,	Journal	of	Social	Issues,	68(1):	178–93.

This	study	is	based	on	a	collaborative	research	project	with	New	York	City	urban	youth.	The
project	explored	experiences	of	both	justice	and	injustice	faced	by	urban	youth	when	interacting
with	public	institutions.	The	authors	analyse	the	historic	and	unacknowledged	role	of	privilege
and	the	developmental	support	it	affords	relatively	advantaged	youth.	In	true	PAR	style,	the
authors	analyse	privilege	not	only	for	understanding,	but	also	as	a	potential	platform	for	activist
solidarity.



Fitzpatrick,	K.	(2011)	‘Stop	playing	up!:	Physical	education,	racialization	and	resistance’,
Ethnography,	12(2):	174–97.

This	year-long	ethnographic	study	explored	the	place	of	physical	education	in	the	lives	of	youth
in	one	multi-ethnic	school	in	an	area	of	South	Auckland,	New	Zealand,	known	for	poverty,
crime	and	cultural	diversity.	The	critically	of	this	study	is	seen	in	the	approach	the	author	takes
to	understanding	both	the	positive	aspects	of	physical	education	(relationship	building,	play	and
critical	resistance),	but	also	the	negative,	politically	fraught	space	of	self	and	societal
judgements	of	the	body	in	relation	to	race	and	gender.

(The	full	text	of	these	readings	is	available	on	the	companion	website. )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Issues	in	Emancipatory	Research
There	is	a	level	of	debate	around	the	intertwining	of	research	goals	and	political
agendas	–basically	this	is	because	it	flies	in	the	face	of	one	of	the	most	well-
entrenched	‘positivist’	rules	of	research,	namely	objectivity.	It	is	easy	to	be
accused	of	confusing	social	activism	with	research	and	an	associated	inability	to
manage	subjectivities.	And	although	both	critical	ethnography	and	PAR	sit	under
a	‘post-positivist’	umbrella,	they	nevertheless	suffer	from	this	critique	and	are
accused	of	confusing	social	activism	with	research.	For	those	wanting	to	conduct
such	studies	it	will	be	important	to	clearly	outline	your	methodological
protocols,	and	call	on	literature	that	legitimizes,	and	acknowledges	the
importance	of,	critical	agendas	in	research.	Luckily,	the	proliferation	and
acceptance	of	post-positivist	methodologies	makes	this	task	ever	easier.

This	said,	there	is	still	a	need	to	manage	subjectivities.	It	is	one	thing	to	have	and
work	towards	a	political	agenda,	but	it	is	another	to	have	it	bias	the	interpretation
and	analysis	of	your	research.	Political	agendas	may	be	acceptable,	but	to	have
them	colour	your	perception	in	unrecognized	ways	will	put	a	question	mark	over
research	credibility.

Another,	perhaps	more	problematic,	critique	is	the	risk	of	dedicated	and
motivated	researchers	imposing	their	political	agenda	on	the	‘marginalized’.	Are
problems	necessarily	problems	if	they	are	not	recognized	as	such	by	those	being
researched?	Is	it	the	researcher’s	right	to	stir	this	up,	even	if	the	goal	is	liberation
and	emancipation?	Is	‘conscientization’	always	justified?	Within	a	particular
culture,	a	problem	identified	by	Western	researchers	might	not	be	viewed	as	a
problem	by	those	supposedly	affected	by	it.	A	huge	responsibility	in
emancipatory	research	is	thus	negotiating	political	agendas	that	can	‘arise	from’,
‘be	assigned	to’	or	‘be	imposed	on’	the	researched.



I	have	a	question!



I	am	really	interested	in	doing	research	that	can
drive	change	–	but	there	are	so	many	options.	How
do	I	choose?
Yes,	there	are	a	lot	of	options.	I	am	lucky	enough	to	have	sat	in	boardrooms	with	executives	in
corporate	offices	who	are	trying	to	improve	their	workplace	practices;	and	even	luckier	to	have	had
working	lunches	in	huts	with	famers	in	Vietnam	trying	to	manage	the	overuse	of	pesticides	provided
for	free	by	the	government.	If	you	want	to	do	change-oriented	research,	figure	out	first	what	you	want
to	change.	What	is	the	issue	and	what	do	you	want	to	happen/what	change	do	you	want	to	see?	Then
ask	yourself	about	the	nature	of	that	change	in	relation	to	your	research.	Do	you	want	to	offer
recommendations	for	change?	Then	think	about	applied/evaluative	research.	Do	you	want	to	do
research	where	change	happens	as	a	part	of	your	research	practice?	Then	look	at	action	research.	Do
you	want	true	liberation	and	emancipation	for	a	particular	group?	Then	consider	emancipatory
research.	And	while	the	options	here	can	be	really	exciting,	you	will	need	to	temper	this	with	a	good
hard	look	at	practicalities	like	funding,	supervisory	support	and	timeframes.

Chapter	summary

When	it	comes	to	methodologies	dedicated	to	enacting	change,	applied	research	including
evaluation	seeks	to	offer	recommendations	for	change;	action	research	embeds	change
directly	into	its	research	processes;	while	emancipatory	research	attacks	change	at
fundamental	levels	including	liberation	and	self-determination.
Evaluative	research	is	undertaken	to	determine	the	value	of	some	initiative	such	as	a
programme	or	policy	and	covers	both	implementation	and	outcomes.	It	is	a	highly
political,	real-world	endeavour	that	calls	on	a	variety	of	methods.
Action	research	is	dedicated	to	the	integrated	production	of	knowledge	and
implementation	of	change.	Its	goal	is	to	empower	stakeholders	to	be	involved	in	their
own	learning	and	development	through	a	participatory	and	collaborative	approach.
Participatory	action	research	is	explicit	in	its	agenda	of	empowerment	and	radical	change.
Its	goal	is	to	help	community	groups	construct	their	own	knowing	in	order	to	create	and
action	their	own	plan	for	a	better	future.
Critical	ethnography	attempts	to	expose	dominant	systems	in	the	interest	of	the
‘marginalized’.	Change	comes	from	the	voice	offered	to	the	oppressed,	as	well	as	the
starting	point	it	offers	for	action	at	individual,	legislative	and	policy	levels.



Further	Reading
While	most	students	determine	their	projects	with	the	ultimate	goal	of	change	in
mind,	the	majority	do	not	give	much	consideration	to	research	strategies	that	see
change	as	a	more	instrumental	goal	of	the	research	process	itself.	I	hope	this
chapter	has	inspired	you	to	consider	at	least	some	approaches	that	link
knowledge	and	action.	If	so,	have	a	look	at	some	of	the	readings	listed	below.
They	represent	a	large	range	of	possibilities	for	linking	research	and	change.



Evaluative	research
Fitzpatrick,	J.	L.,	Sanders,	J.	R.	and	Worthen,	B.	R.	(2010)	Program	Evaluation:
Alternative	Approaches	and	Practical	Guidelines.	New	York:	Allyn	&	Bacon.

Good,	comprehensive	guide.	I	like	the	way	the	authors	encourage	evaluators	to
draw	from	a	variety	of	approaches	in	order	to	find	the	best	methodological	plan
for	the	particular	programme	they	are	evaluating.

Rossi,	P.	H.,	Freeman,	H.	E.	and	Lipsey,	M.	W.	(2003)	Evaluation:	A	Systematic
Approach.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

Great	‘how	to’	guide	that	covers	a	wide	variety	of	approaches.	Strengths	of	the
work	are	the	breadth	of	examples	used	and	coverage	of	the	political	context	of
evaluation.

Royse,	D.,	Thyer,	B.	A.,	Padgett,	D.	K.	and	Logan,	T.	K.	(2009)	Program
Evaluation:	An	Introduction.	Belmont,	CA:	Wadsworth.

As	the	title	indicates,	this	is	a	solid,	practical	introduction.	I	find	it	clear,	easy	to
follow	and	quite	applied.	Not	a	bad	place	to	start.

Newcomer,	K.	E,	Hatry,	H.	P.	and	Wholey,	J.	S.	(eds)	(2015)	Handbook	of
Practical	Program	Evaluation,	4th	Edition.	San	Francisco,	CA:	Jossey-Bass.

A	nice	array	of	essays	here.	Together,	they	make	for	quite	a	comprehensive
reference	work	for	anyone	involved	in	the	evaluation	of	programmes	run	in	the
public	sector.	I	particularly	like	the	common-sense	approach	to	cost-effective,
yet	credible,	evaluation	design.



Action	research
Balatti,	J.,	Gargano,	I.,	Goldman,	M.,	Wood,	G.	and	Woodlock,	J.	(2004)
Improving	Indigenous	Completion	Rates	in	Mainstream	TAFE	–	An	Action
Research	Approach.	Leabrook,	South	Australia:	NCEAR.

See	Box	10.1	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Coghlan,	D.	and	Brannick,	T.	(2014)	Doing	Action	Research	in	Your	Own
Organization,	4th	Edition.	London:	Sage.

As	well	as	covering	the	intricacies	of	action	research,	this	book	also	delves	into
the	political	and	ethical	challenges	of	working	as	a	researcher	and	change	agent
within	your	own	organization.	I	strongly	recommend	this	for	anyone	attempting
action	research	in	their	own	workplace.

Greenwood,	D.	and	Levin,	M.	(2006)	Introduction	to	Action	Research:	Social
Research	for	Social	Change.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

Rather	than	a	‘how	to’	guide,	this	work	takes	you	through	the	theory	and	history
of	action	research,	while	emphasizing	its	potential	to	be	a	force	for	social	change
at	quite	fundamental	levels.

Herr,	K.	G.	and	Anderson,	G.	L.	(2014)	The	Action	Research	Dissertation:	A
Guide	for	Students	and	Faculty,	2nd	Edition.	London:	Sage.

The	authors	use	the	term	‘road	map’	and	I	think	it	is	appropriate.	This	is	a	very
practical,	step-by-step	‘how	to’	guide	that	will	accompany	you	through	the
action	research	process.	I	particularly	appreciate	the	authors’	acknowledgement
of	the	resistance	that	action	researchers	can	face	in	the	academic	world,	and	the
strategies	they	offer	for	overcoming	such	challenges.

McNiff,	J.	and	Whitehead,	J.	(2011)	All	You	Need	to	Know	About	Action
Research.	London:	Sage.

Another	good,	step-by-step	‘how	to’	guide	that	is	quite	accessible.	I	think	the
case	studies	the	authors	use	to	draw	out	their	points	work	well.	A	good	starting
point.



Reason,	P.	and	Bradbury,	H.	(2007)	Handbook	of	Action	Research.	London:
Sage.

This	is	a	very	useful	set	of	essays	that	really	delves	into	the	debates,
controversies	and	potential	of	action	research.	It	offers	several	exemplars	that
show	the	range	of	possibilities	for	social	change	through	action	research.



Emancipatory	research
Brown,	S.	G.	and	Dobrin,	S.	I.	(eds)	(2004)	Ethnography	Unbound:	From
Theory	Shock	to	Critical	Praxis.	Albany,	NY:	State	University	of	New	York
Press.

This	is	a	great	way	to	immerse	yourself	in	the	world	of	critical	ethnography	and
the	debates	that	surround	this	contentious	approach	to	knowing.	A	terrific	read
for	those	interested	in	critical	and	radical	change	through	research.

Chevalier,	J.	M.	and	Buckles,	D.	J.	(2013)	Participatory	Action	Research:
Theory	and	Methods	for	Engaged	Inquiry.	London:	Routledge.

This	is	a	highly	comprehensive	treatise	on	PAR	that	gives	practical	tools	and
techniques	designed	to	ensure	authentic	understanding,	while	empowering	the
‘researched’.	A	terrific	book	if	you	want	to	delve	into	the	ins	and	outs	of	this
type	of	emancipatory	research.

Fitzpatrick,	K.	(2011)	‘Stop	playing	up!:	Physical	education,	racialization	and
resistance’,	Ethnography,	12(2):	174–97.

See	Box	10.3	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Freire,	P.	(1970)	Pedagogy	of	the	Oppressed.	New	York:	Herder	&	Herder.

About	as	classic	as	you	can	get,	Freire’s	ground-breaking	work	has	aided	the
empowerment	of	marginalized	people	throughout	the	world.	A	must	read	for
anyone	interested	in	radical	transformation	through	empowered	practices.

Kindon,	S.	(2008)	Participatory	Action	Research	Approaches	and	Methods:
Connecting	People,	Participation	and	Place.	London:	Routledge.

A	terrific	introduction	to	collaborative	research	that	has	an	express	goal	of	social
change.	The	book	covers	the	justification,	theorization,	practice	and	implications
of	PAR	and	does	not	shy	away	from	both	strengths	and	challenges.

Madison,	D.	S.	(2011)	Critical	Ethnography:	Method,	Ethics,	and
Performance.	London:	Sage.



I	think	this	work	does	a	good	job	of	traversing	the	divide	between	the
sociological	theories	that	underpin	critical	ethnography	and	the	practical
research	methods	and	techniques	that	a	student	researcher	would	need	to	know.
Worth	a	look.

McIntyre,	A.	(2007)	Participatory	Action	Research.	London:	Sage.

A	good	overview	of	the	history,	types	and	underlying	principles	of	PAR,	as	well
as	a	practical	introduction	to	the	nature	of	participation,	the	nature	of	action	and
the	methods	needed	to	undertake	a	PAR	project.	The	two	main	examples	draw
out	the	learning	quite	well.

Stoudt,	B.	G.,	Fox,	M.	and	Fine,	M.	(2012)	‘Contesting	privilege	with	critical
participatory	action	research’,	Journal	of	Social	Issues,	68(1):	178–93.

See	Box	10.3	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Where	Does	the	Answer	Lie?
If	the	research	process	is	all	about	getting	your	research	question	answered,	then
it	is	probably	a	good	idea	to	think	about	where	the	answer	to	your	question	lies.
Let’s	think	about	this	for	a	minute.	In	most	‘quantitative’	models	of	social
science	research,	what	we	are	after	is	answers	that	are	held	by	some	population.
We	want	to	know	what	the	‘masses’	do,	think	or	feel.	In	this	scenario,	answers
rest	with	a	broad	segment	of	society.	In	fact,	one	of	the	main	reasons	we	work
with	quantitative	data	is	because	we	want	to	reach	such	a	broad	sector	of	society,
that	gathering	qualitative	data	would	not	be	feasible.

In	‘qualitative’	models	of	research,	however,	the	opposite	tends	to	be	true.
Because	we	want	to	preserve	powerful	text	and	rich	narrative,	we	tend	to	target
answers	that	are	held	by	the	‘few’	rather	than	the	‘many’.	Answers	may	still	sit
with	a	broad	sector	of	society	or	within	a	population,	but	they	might	also	be	held
by	experts	and	insiders	or	even	within	the	experiences	of	a	particular	individual.

And	it	is	not	just	people	who	hold	answers.	Answers	might	be	held	within	the
practices	of	a	setting	or	a	case,	such	as	a	school	or	workplace.	Or	they	may	be
held	in	documents,	videos,	social	media,	existing	databases,	past	research,
websites.	In	an	information	age,	many	answers	are	out	there	just	waiting	for	us
to	find	and	make	sense	of	them.

No	matter	what	the	scenario,	it	is	absolutely	crucial	to	figure	where	the	answers
lie	and	how	you	will	open	up	opportunities	to	gather	that	information.	And
because	answers	can	lie	just	about	anywhere,	you	may	need	to	employ	several
strategies	for	finding	them.	Seeking	broad	representation	(sampling	a	population
where	that	population	could	be	anything	from	people	to	websites)	may	be	most
appropriate.	But	working	with	those	in	the	know	(by	selecting	key	informants)
and	delving	into	the	experiences	of	an	individual	or	a	setting	(by	defining	an
appropriate	case)	might	be	better	suited	to	some	qualitative	approaches.	And	of
course,	as	covered	in	the	previous	two	chapters,	there	are	plenty	of	research
questions	and	research	designs	that	will	require	you	to	use	more	than	one
strategy.

There	are,	not	surprisingly,	plenty	of	challenges.	Whether	you	decide	to	work
with	samples,	key	informants,	cases	or	a	combination	of	these,	the	issue	of



credibility	is	paramount.	With	individuals	you	will	be	seeking	those	who	are
appropriate,	representative,	open,	honest,	knowledgeable,	have	good	memories,
are	not	afraid	to	expose	themselves	and	do	not	feel	a	need	to	present	themselves
in	any	particular	light.	This	can	be	true	of	what	is	produced	by	individuals	as
well.	Biases,	subjectivities,	propaganda,	etc.	can	also	exist	in	the	secondary	data
you	are	seeking	to	explore.	At	times	you	will	need	to	be	systematic.	You	may
decide	that	what	is	most	appropriate	is	a	defined	sampling	strategy	that	can
generate	a	representative	sample.	At	other	times,	you	will	need	to	be	strategic.
You	may	decide	to	turn	to	where	you	know	you	have	an	‘in’	and	can	call	on	pre-
existing	relationships.	You	will	need	to	be	aware	of	the	complexities	of	working
with	others	in	a	bid	to	fulfil	your	own	research	agenda.	Whether	you	decide	to
work	with	samples,	informants	or	cases,	there	will	be	plenty	of	issues	and
challenges	you	will	need	to	work	through.



Samples:	Selecting	Elements	of	a	Population
Often	the	goal	in	social	science	research	is	to	understand	a	population.	In	other
words,	to	get	a	representative	picture	of	what	a	particular	group	of	people	really
do	and	really	think	or	what	existing	documents	really	represents.

The	ultimate	in	population	research	is	to	be	able	to	ask	everyone/explore
everything	–	in	other	words,	to	be	able	to	gather	data	from	every	element	within
a	population.	But	with	the	exception	of	in-depth	research	into	very	small,
defined	and	accessible	populations,	or	the	conduct	of	a	census,	which	is	a	survey
of	every	element	within	a	population,	the	goal	of	asking	everyone	just	isn’t
practical.	Your	study	will	probably	involve	a	population	that	you	cannot	reach	in
its	entirety;	it	will	either	be	too	large	or	have	elements	that	you	simply	cannot
identify	or	access.

Population The	total	membership	of	a	defined	class	of	people,	objects	or	events.

Census A	survey	that	does	not	rely	on	a	sample.	Every	element	within	a	defined	population	is
included	in	the	study.

Sample A	subset	of	a	population.

Sampling The	process	of	selecting	elements	of	a	population	for	inclusion	in	a	research	study.
Many	samples	attempt	to	be	representative:	that	is,	the	sample	distribution	and	characteristics
allow	findings	to	be	generalized	back	to	the	relevant	population.

Yet	our	inability	to	access	every	element	of	a	population	does	little	to	suppress
our	desire	to	understand	and	represent	it.	For	example,	in	our	day-to-day	lives
we	might	talk	about	a	chain	of	restaurants	or	a	race	of	people,	but	rarely	do	we
do	this	on	the	basis	of	a	‘full	data	set’.	We	are	unlikely	to	have	eaten	at	every
McDonald’s,	or	to	have	chatted	with	every	Asian	person.	So	what	do	we	do?	We
gather	information	from	a	‘few’	in	order	to	capture	the	thoughts,	knowledge,
attitudes,	feelings	and/or	beliefs	of	the	‘many’.

There	are	parallels	in	social	science	research.	Rarely	do	we	speak	to	everyone
we	wish	to	speak	about,	so	we	sample,	investigate,	conclude	and	attempt	to
argue	the	broader	applicability	of	our	findings.	The	trick,	however,	is	being	able
to	apply	our	findings	in	a	credible	manner.



Opportunities	in	Working	with	a	‘Sample’
So	why	would	you	choose	to	work	with	a	sample?	Well,	samples	can	make	the
research	process	manageable.	They	allow	you	to	explore	groups	of	people,
organizations,	events	and	existing	material	that	you	simply	could	not	access	in
their	totality.	Whether	your	population	is	too	large,	too	widely	dispersed,	too
difficult	to	locate,	or	too	hard	to	access,	sampling	can	provide	you	with	a
window	for	exploring	an	unwieldy	population.

Sampling	can	also	be	used	to	represent	a	population	with	some	level	of
‘confidence’.	Certain	sampling	strategies	actually	allow	you	to	calculate	the
statistical	probability	that	your	findings	are	representative	of	a	greater
population.	Sampling	is	therefore	key	to	making	research	affordable	and,	if	done
with	integrity,	also	credible.



Sample	Selection
In	the	real	world,	we	would	not	taste	a	spoonful	of	spaghetti	sauce	to	determine
if	the	entire	pot	needs	more	salt	without	stirring	first.	Nor	do	we	go	and	see	the
latest	Angelina	Jolie	movie	based	solely	on	the	comments	made	on	her	own
website.	We	recognize	that	generalization	requires	appropriate,	representative
and	unbiased	sampling.

The	same	is	true	in	selecting	a	research	sample.	Far	from	a	haphazard	activity,
sampling	is	a	process	that	is	always	strategic,	and	sometimes	mathematical.	The
goal	is	to	select	a	sample	that	is:	(1)	broad	enough	to	allow	you	to	speak	about	a
parent	population;	(2)	large	enough	to	allow	you	to	conduct	the	desired	analysis;
and	(3)	small	enough	to	be	manageable.	In	studies	with	goals	of	generalizability,
this	will	involve	using	the	most	practical	procedures	possible	for	gathering	a
sample	that	best	‘represents’	a	larger	population.	At	other	times,	however,	the
nature	of	the	research	question	may	make	representativeness	impossible	to
assess	or	inappropriate.	In	these	cases,	researchers	will	still	strategically	select
their	samples,	but	in	ways	that	best	serve	their	stated	research	goals.

Meeting	these	goals	will	require	you	to	think	through	a	number	of	sampling
issues,	including	the	need	to:	define	your	population;	construct	a	sample	frame;
determine	appropriate	sample	size;	and	select	a	suitable	sampling	strategy.

Defining	Your	Population
It	is	important	to	have	a	very	clear	and	well-defined	population	in	mind	before
you	do	any	sampling.	This	means	you	will	need	to	go	into	your	study	knowing
the	total	class	of	‘elements’	you	want	to	be	able	to	speak	about.	Suppose	you
want	to	present	findings	that	will	be	representative	of	13–18-year-olds	in	the
UK.	Your	population	here	is	made	up	of	individuals	(the	most	common	type	of
population	in	social/applied	science	research)	with	a	particular	set	of	defining
characteristics,	in	this	case	both	age	(13–18)	and	geography	(in	the	UK).	Keep	in
mind	that	in	a	study	of	individuals	you	might	have	used	other	defining
characteristics,	such	as	gender,	marital	status	or	race.

And,	of	course,	populations	don’t	always	need	to	be	made	up	of	individuals.
Depending	on	the	nature	of	your	question,	‘elements’	of	your	population	might



be	households,	workplaces,	documents,	websites	or	even	events.	For	example,
your	population	might	be	hospital	emergency	rooms	across	the	US.	In	this	case,
it	is	a	particular	type	of	organizational	setting	that	makes	up	the	population.
Defining	characteristics	include	both	geography	(across	the	US)	and	type	of
setting	(hospital	emergency	room).	Other	possibilities	for	defining
‘organizations’	might	include	number	of	employees,	years	of	operation,	and
public	or	private.	An	example	of	a	population	made	up	of	events	might	be
professional	soccer	matches	held	in	Barcelona	in	2009.	Defining	characteristics
here	are	type	of	activity	(professional	soccer	matches),	geography	(Barcelona)
and	time	period	(2009).

Constructing	a	Sample	Frame
A	sample	frame	is	a	list	that	includes	every	member	of	the	population	from
which	a	sample	is	to	be	taken;	it	is	essential	to	all	sampling	processes.	Now
ideally,	a	sample	frame	would	match	your	target	population,	but	this	is	rarely	the
case.	Being	able	to	define	your	population	does	not	guarantee	you	will	have
access	to	every	element	within	it.	There	are	plenty	of	times	when	you	just	cannot
get	the	full	‘list’.	Listing	all	homeless	people	in	Washington,	DC,	for	example,
would	be	impossible.	That	kind	of	list	simply	does	not	exist	and	cannot	be
generated	with	any	accuracy.

The	key	here	is	to	make	strategic	decisions	that	ensure	your	sampling	frame	is	as
close	to	the	target	population	as	possible,	and	to	be	ready	to	argue	the	relevance
of	your	frame	despite	any	discrepancies.

Determining	Sample	Size
Once	you	have	come	up	with	the	best	possible	sampling	frame,	you	will	need	to
figure	out	how	many	elements	from	within	that	frame	should	be	in	your	sample.
And	the	answer	to	the	question	‘how	many?’	is	‘it	depends’.	There	are	no	hard-
and-fast	rules.	Sample	size	is	highly	dependent	on	the	shape	and	form	of	the	data
you	wish	to	collect,	and	the	goals	of	your	analysis.

Statistical	analysis	of	quantitative	data,	for	example,	will	require	a	minimum
number.	Statistics	and	the	ability	to	work	with	probabilities	rest	on	adequate	and
appropriate	sample	size.	On	the	other	hand,	the	in-depth	nature	of	qualitative
data	will	generally	limit	sample	size;	you	simply	cannot	collect	that	type	of	data



from	thousands.	But	fortunately	you	don’t	have	to.	Qualitative	data	analysis
strategies	are	not	generally	dependent	on	large	numbers.

The	following	guidelines	might	help	you	work	through	the	intricacies	of
determining	appropriate	sample	size:

Working	with	quantitative	data/analysis	–	When	working	with	quantified
data,	the	basic	rule	of	thumb	is	to	attempt	to	get	as	large	a	sample	as
possible	within	time	and	expense	constraints.	The	larger	the	sample,	the
more	likely	it	is	to	be	representative,	and	hence	generalizable.	Minimum
numbers	are	determined	by	the	level	of	statistical	analysis	you	wish	to	do:

Minimal	statistical	analysis.	Because	statistical	analysis	is	based	on
probability,	the	most	basic	statistical	analysis	requires	a	minimum	of
about	30	respondents;	anything	smaller	and	it	can	be	difficult	to	show
statistical	significance,	particularly	if	findings	are	widely	distributed.
Keep	in	mind	that,	with	small	samples,	you	will	need	to	argue
representativeness.
Intermediate	statistical	analysis.	As	you	move	to	more	sophisticated
analysis,	the	use	of	any	‘subdivisions’	will	require	approximately	25
cases	in	each	category.	For	example,	you	may	have	a	sample	of	500
members	of	a	particular	community,	but	only	263	females.	Out	of	this,
there	are	62	mothers	with	children	under	18,	and	only	20	mothers	with
children	under	5.	Statistical	analysis	of	mothers	with	children	under	5
would	be	difficult.	Similarly,	if	you	want	to	show	significance	in
multivariate	analysis	(the	analysis	of	simultaneous	relationships
among	several	variables),	you	will	need	at	least	10	cases	for	each
variable	you	wish	to	explore.
Advanced	statistical	analysis.	If	you	want	to	represent	a	known
population	with	a	defined	level	of	confidence,	you	can	actually
calculate	the	required	size	using	the	following	formula:

n	=[(K	×	S)/E]2

in	which	K	is	the	desired	confidence	level,	S	is	the	sample	standard
deviation	and	E	is	the	required	level	of	precision.	Personally,	I	prefer	not	to
work	with	formulae	unless	I	have	to,	so	I	tend	to	use	a	‘sample	size
calculator’	where	the	only	things	I	need	to	know	are:	the	population	size;



the	confidence	interval	(the	range	you	will	accept	above	and	below	the
mean,	say	±	5%);	and	the	confidence	level	(how	sure	you	want	to	be	that
your	findings	are	more	than	coincidental,	generally	95%	or	99%)	–	see
Chapter	14.	Table	11.1	was	generated	with	a	calculator	from
www.surveysystem.com/sscalc.htm	and	gives	you	some	idea	of	the	required
sample	size	for	more	commonly	used	confidence	levels.	Note	that	as	the
population	increases,	shifts	in	sample	size	do	not	increase	that	dramatically.
What	does	require	a	significantly	increased	sample	size,	however,	is	a
desire	for	higher	levels	of	confidence.

Working	with	qualitative	data	–	Many	researchers	who	collect	qualitative
data	in	order	to	understand	populations	are	not	looking	for
representativeness.	Their	goal	is	often	rich	understanding	that	may	come
from	the	few	rather	than	the	many.	Such	studies	are	reliant	on	the	ability	of
the	researcher	to	argue	the	‘relativeness’	of	any	sample	(even	a	single	case)
to	a	broader	context.	For	those	who	want	to	collect	qualitative	data	from	a
sample	that	does	represent	a	target	population,	the	challenge	is	to	be	able	to
do	this	in-depth	collection	from	a	large	enough	sample	size.	There	are	two
strategies	you	can	call	on	here.	The	first	is	to	‘hand-pick’	a	limited	sample
using	criteria	chosen	to	ensure	representativeness.	For	example,	selecting
your	sample	based	on	a	clearly	defined	population	profile,	i.e.	individuals
with,	for	example,	the	average	age,	income	and	education	of	the	population
you	are	studying.	Rather	than	relying	on	numbers,	you	will	need	to	argue
logically	that	your	sample	captures	all	the	various	elements/characteristics
of	your	population.	The	second	strategy	is	to	select	a	sample	large	enough
to	allow	for	minimal	statistical	analysis.	This	will	give	you	the	option	of

http://www.surveysystem.com/sscalc.htm


quantitatively	summarizing	some	of	your	findings	in	order	to	make	more
mathematical	generalizations	about	your	population.
Working	with	both	quantitative	and	qualitative	data	–	If	you	are	working
with	both	data	types,	you	will	find	that	the	nature	of	collecting	qualitative
data	will	limit	your	sample	size.	However,	any	planned	statistical	analysis
will	require	a	minimum	number	of	cases.	The	best	advice	is	look	at	Table
11.1	to	determine	the	minimum	size	necessary	for	any	statistical	analysis
you	wish	to	do,	then	consider	the	practicalities	of	collecting	and	analysing
qualitative	data	from	this	sample.	Unless	you	have	unlimited	time	and
money,	there	will	usually	be	some	trade-off	between	the	collection	of	rich,
in-depth	qualitative	data	and	the	level	of	statistical	analysis	that	might	be
possible.

Keep	in	mind	that	all	the	advice	above	needs	to	be	checked	against	the	criterion
of	‘doability’.	Large	samples	are	likely	to	mean	less	‘error’,	but	they	also	mean
more	money	and	more	time.	But	this	does	not	mean	you	can	simply	reduce
sample	size	and	forget	about	‘generalizability’.	On	the	contrary,	the	credibility	of
your	research	needs	to	be	paramount	in	all	methodological	considerations.	What
doability	does	highlight,	however,	is	the	need	for	credible	research	to	be
designed	with	practicalities	firmly	in	mind.

Employing	a	Sampling	Strategy
Once	you	have	defined	your	population,	constructed	a	sample	frame	and
determined	appropriate	sample	size,	it	is	time	to	adopt	a	strategy	for	gathering
your	sample.	There	are	two	main	ways	to	go	about	this.	The	first	is	to	use	a
strategy	for	random	selection.	The	second	is	to	use	a	strategy	that	aims	to
strategically	select	your	sample	in	a	non-random	fashion.	The	best	method	will
depend	on	a	number	of	factors,	including	the	nature	of	your	question,	the	make-
up	of	your	population,	the	type	of	data	you	wish	to	collect,	and	your	intended
modes	of	analysis.

Random	Samples
Random	samples	rely	on	random	selection,	or	the	process	by	which	each
element	in	a	population	has	an	equal	chance	of	being	selected	for	inclusion	in	a
sample;	for	example,	by	drawing	names	out	of	a	hat,	or	using	computer-
generated	random	numbers.	The	idea	here	is	that	if	you	have	an	adequate	sample



frame	and	a	large	enough	sample	size,	random	selection	will	allow	you	to:
control	for	researcher	bias;	represent	a	population;	and	generalize	findings	to
that	population.	An	example	is	Nielsen	Ratings,	which	monitor	a	small
percentage	of	TV	viewers’	habits	but	generalize	back	to	the	entire	population.
Random	samples	are	therefore	seen	as	the	gold	standard	in	social	science
research.

At	the	technical	end,	the	logic	of	random	samples	is	based	on	the	central	limit
theorem.	This	posits	that	a	random	sample	of	observations	for	any	distribution
with	a	finite	mean	and	finite	variance	will	have	a	mean	that	follows	a	normal
distribution.	This	allows	researchers	to	conduct	quite	sophisticated	analysis	in
the	form	of	inferential	statistics	(see	Chapter	13).	Random	sampling,	however,
demands	that	(1)	all	elements	of	a	population	are	known	and	accessible,	and	that
(2)	all	elements	are	equally	likely	to	agree	to	be	part	of	a	sample.

If	this	is	not	the	case,	two	types	of	error	can	occur:

1.	 Coverage	error	–	This	is	when	your	sample	frame	is	deficient	and	does	not
adequately	represent	your	target	population.	For	example,	while	every	name
in	the	hat	has	an	equal	chance	of	being	drawn,	if	your	name	belongs	in	the
hat	but	wasn’t	put	in	there,	you	have	a	coverage	error.	This	was	once	a
common	problem	in	telephone	surveys	of	households.	It	was	not	long	ago
that	many	poorer	homes	did	not	have	a	phone,	and	of	course	there	are	still
households	where	this	is	the	case.	But	nowadays,	even	in	households	where
it	is	affordable,	many	are	forgoing	their	landlines	for	mobiles	–	so	coverage
is	an	even	bigger	issue.	Surveys	reliant	on	e-mail	addresses	have	a	similar
problem.	Unless	a	population	is	defined	by	the	fact	that	each	individual
within	it	has	an	e-mail	address,	coverage	is	likely	to	be	lacking.	It	is
therefore	important	to	consider	whether	your	sample	frame	is	complete	and
how	you	can	give	a	voice	to	any	sector	of	the	population	that	might	miss
inclusion.

2.	 Non-response	bias	–	This	is	when	those	who	agree	to	be	in	a	sample	are
intrinsically	different	from	those	who	decline.	Non-response	is	not
problematic	if	the	characteristics	of	those	who	accept	and	those	who	decline
are	basically	the	same.	But	that	is	not	often	the	case.	For	example,	in
customer	satisfaction	surveys,	it	might	be	that	those	who	agree	to
participate	have	an	axe	to	grind.	Or	you	may	want	to	offer	an	inducement
that	appeals	to	those	with	a	particular	need	for,	or	interest	in,	what	is	being
offered.	In	both	cases	your	eventuating	sample	will	not	be	representative	of



your	population	and	you	will	need	to	come	up	with	strategies	that	will
ensure	broad	representation.

True	(or	simple)	random	samples	are	actually	quite	difficult	to	generate	in	real-
world	research,	but,	as	shown	in	Table	11.2,	there	are	several	sampling	strategies
that	attempt	to	approximate	a	simple	random	sample.

Non-Random	Samples
Non-random	samples	are	just	that	–	samples	that	are	not	drawn	in	a	random
fashion.	Now	there	are	some	quantitative	researchers	who	view	non-random
samples	as	inferior	because	they	cannot	be	statistically	assessed	for
representativeness.	For	these	researchers,	‘non-random’	implies	samples	that	are
gathered	through	strategies	seen	as	second	best	or	last	resort.

Random	sampling Process	by	which	each	element	in	a	population	has	an	equal	chance	of
being	selected	for	inclusion	in	a	sample.

Central	limit	theorem A	random	sample	of	observations	for	any	distribution	with	a	finite
mean	and	finite	variance	will	have	a	mean	that	follows	a	normal	distribution.	This	means
samples	will	be	approximately	equal	to	the	mean	of	the	population.

Coverage	error When	your	sample	frame	is	deficient	and	does	not	adequately	represent	your
target	population.

Non-response	bias The	effect	caused	when	those	who	agree	to	be	in	a	sample	are	intrinsically
different	from	those	who	decline.

There	is	growing	recognition,	however,	that	there	is	no	longer	a	need	to
‘apologize’	for	these	types	of	samples.	Researchers	using	non-random	samples
may	be	involved	in	studies	that	are	not	working	towards	representativeness	or
generalizability.	They	may	be	selecting	their	sample	for	other	defined	purposes
common	in	‘qualitative’	research.	For	example,	they	may	be	looking	to	include
deviant,	extreme,	unique,	unfamiliar,	misunderstood,	misrepresented,
marginalized	or	unheard	elements	of	a	population.	This	is	why	non-random
samples	are	sometimes	called	‘purposive’	or	‘theoretical’	samples.



There	is	also	growing	recognition	that	non-random	samples	can	credibly
represent	populations	if:	(1)	selection	is	done	with	the	goal	of	representativeness
in	mind;	and	(2)	strategies	are	used	to	ensure	samples	match	population
characteristics.	When	working	with	populations	that	are	hard	to	define	and/or
access	(e.g.	homeless	women	or	sports	people	who	have	used	steroids)	non-



random	strategies	may	be	the	best	option.	There	is,	however,	an	added	burden	of
responsibility	in	ensuring	that	eventuating	samples	are	not	biased.	Specifically,
researchers	who	are	after	representativeness	need	to	be	aware	of	unwitting	bias
and	erroneous	assumptions.

Unwitting	bias	–	This	is	the	tendency	to	unwittingly	act	in	ways	that
confirm	what	you	might	already	suspect,	something	that	can	be	quite	easy
to	do	when	you	are	hand-picking	your	sample.	For	example,	you	may	want
to	conduct	a	focus	group	that	can	help	evaluate	an	initiative	you	have
started	in	your	workplace;	unless	you	make	a	conscious	decision	to	do
otherwise,	it	is	just	too	easy	to	stack	the	deck	in	your	favour.	Or	in	a	study
of	sexually	active	teenagers,	you	may	be	drawn	to	those	whose	experiences
tend	to	reinforce	your	belief	that,	say,	parental	conflict	is	related	to	sexual
promiscuity.	You	unwittingly	seek	out	teenagers	whose	history	matches
your	preconceived	notions.	In	both	cases,	any	generalization	will	not	be
credible.
Erroneous	assumptions	–	This	refers	to	sample	selection	premised	on
incorrect	assumptions.	Suppose	you	want	to	study	Jewish	women	living	in
Detroit	and	you	decide	to	go	to	Detroit’s	synagogues	to	look	for	volunteers.
The	problem	is	that	you	have	assumed	all	Jewish	women	go	to	a
synagogue.	You	might	also	make	erroneous	assumptions	about	the
characteristics	of	‘elements’	within	your	sample.	Say,	for	example,	you
want	to	study	teenage	‘angst’	and	you	select	what	you	believe	are	extreme
cases	of	angst.	If	your	assumptions	are	incorrect	and	what	you	see	as
extreme	is	actually	quite	average,	the	generalizations	you	make	will	not	be
valid.

Non-random	sampling Processes	in	which	the	chance	or	probability	of	any	particular	case
being	selected	in	a	sample	is	not	known.

Unwitting	bias The	tendency	to	unintentionally	act	in	ways	that	confirm	what	you	might
already	suspect.

Erroneous	assumptions Presumptions	(about	a	population)	that	turn	out	to	be	false.	This	can
lead	to	samples	that	do	not	accurately	reflect	a	population.

In	order	to	control	for	such	biases,	it	is	worth	brainstorming	your	assumptions
and	expectations	as	they	relate	to	both	your	research	questions	and	your	sample.
This	will	put	you	in	a	strong	position	to	work	towards	the	development	of	an
appropriate	sampling	strategy.



Table	11.3	highlights	a	range	of	non-random	sampling	strategies.	While	they	can
be	used	to	build	representative	samples,	these	strategies	can	also	be	called	upon
in	studies	that	do	not	rely	on	representativeness;	for	example,	when	the	goal	is	to
build	knowledge	by	working	with	cases	and/or	key	informants.



I	have	a	question!



I	am	interested	in	how	university	courses	on
sexuality	differ	in	the	US	and	Europe,	and	my
supervisor	suggested	that	I	do	this	by	comparing
the	curricula	of	relevant	courses.	Should	I	use	a
sample,	and	can	I	use	the	same	strategies	as	you
would	for	people?
Whether	you	need	to	sample	will	depend	on	the	size	of	the	population	(how	many	courses	there	are),
the	depth	of	analysis	you	wish	to	do,	the	goals	of	your	research	and	the	time	that	you	have	to	do	it.
So,	say	there	are	over	1,000	courses,	you	want	to	look	at	the	syllabi	of	all	relevant	subjects,	you	want
to	compare	the	US	and	Europe,	and	time	is	limited.	You	are	likely	to	need	to	sample.	And	yes,	you
can	take	much	from	the	strategies	above.	Because	you	want	to	compare,	non-random	sampling	would
make	sense,	probably	stratified	random	sampling.	The	logic	here	is	the	same.	The	major	difference
being	the	nature	of	your	population.	In	an	information	age,	this	is	ever	more	common.	As	our	ability
to	access	and	sample	the	products	of	people	increases,	the	need	to	survey	them	directly	has	actually
decreased.



Key	Informants:	Working	with	Experts	and
Insiders
There	is	no	doubt	that	social	science	research	has	a	bias	towards	samples,
particularly	representative	samples.	Because	we	can	make	arguments	about
generalizability,	we	think	this	is	where	we	need	to	go	in	order	to	gather	credible
data.	But	the	goal	in	rigorous	research	is	to	determine	the	best	possible	means
for	credible	data	collection,	and,	depending	on	your	question,	this	might	just
mean	working	with	key	informants	rather	than	samples.

Working	with	key	informants	means	attempting	to	gather	some	insider	or	expert
knowledge	that	goes	beyond	the	private	experiences,	beliefs	and	knowledge	base
of	the	individual	you	are	talking	to.	Your	goal	is	to	find	out	what	this	individual
believes	‘others’	think,	or	how	‘others’	behave,	or	what	this	individual	thinks	the
realities	of	a	particular	situation	might	be.	Working	with	key	informants	means
you	believe	the	answers	to	your	research	questions	lie	with	select	individuals
who	have	specialized	knowledge	and	know	what’s	going	on.

But	then	again,	who	really	knows	what’s	going	on?	Take	my	workplace	as	an
example.	If	you	were	investigating	my	little	academic	world,	I	would	not	bother
asking	me	anything,	I	am	just	not	in	the	know.	I	would	actually	recommend
talking	to	my	Head	of	School	or	the	Dean	–	but	then	again	they	may	end	up
giving	you	the	party	line;	when	you	work	at	that	level,	you	are	sometimes	forced
to	call	on	rhetoric.	Wait,	here	is	an	idea:	you	should	talk	to	Joycee	from
administration.	She	is	an	institution	unto	herself,	and	if	anyone	knows	what’s
going	on,	she’s	the	one.	While	she	does	not	have	official	‘power’,	she	does	have
knowledge	–	which,	of	course,	is	a	form	of	power	in	its	own	right.

This	type	of	scenario	tends	to	be	the	case	in	almost	any	institution,	organization
or	community	group	you	might	want	to	explore.	There	tend	to	be	people	‘in	the
know’.	Whether	through	a	position	of	power	or	some	less-official	means,	some
people	have	a	knack	for	knowing	what’s	really	going	on.	So	it	is	not	unusual	for
‘experts’	or	‘insiders’	to	be	precisely	the	right	people	to	help	you	answer	your
research	questions.

Key	informants Individuals	whose	role	or	experiences	result	in	them	having	relevant



information	or	knowledge	they	are	willing	to	share	with	a	researcher.



Opportunities	in	Working	with	Key	Informants
There	is	nothing	like	having	an	inside	track	or	an	expert	at	your	fingertips.	In
fact,	key	informants	can	be	instrumental	in	giving	you	access	to	a	world	you
might	have	otherwise	tried	to	understand	while	being	locked	on	the	outside.	The
insights	you	can	gather	from	one	key	informant	can	be	instrumental	not	only	to
the	data	you	collect,	but	to	how	you	process	that	data,	and	how	you	might	make
sense	of	your	own	experiences	as	well	as	the	experiences	of	others.

Now	this	does	not	mean	that	all	your	data	should	come	from	key	informants.
Informants	may	end	up	being	just	one	resource	in	your	bid	to	build
understandings	–	but	they	can	do	this	in	several	ways.	Key	informants	can:

Be	instrumental	to	preliminary	phases	of	an	investigation	–	Key	informants
can	be	called	upon	by	researchers	to	build	their	own	contextual	knowledge.
They	might	also	be	used	to	help	generate	relevant	interview	questions,	or	be
called	on	to	aid	in	the	construction	or	review	of	a	survey	instrument.
Be	used	to	triangulate	or	confirm	the	accuracy	of	gathered/generated	data
–	Data	from	interviews	with	key	informants	can	be	used	to	confirm	the
authenticity	of	other	data	sources	such	as	data	gathered	by	survey,
observation	or	document	review.	Key	informants	might	also	be	called	upon
in	a	less	formal	way	to	overview	data	to	confirm	credibility,	or	to	explore
researcher	interpretations	for	misunderstandings,	misinterpretations	or
unrecognized	bias.
Be	used	to	generate	primary	data	–	In-depth	interviews	with	key
informants	can	also	be	a	primary	source	of	qualitative	data	in	its	own	right.



Informant	Selection
There	are	six	distinct	challenges	you	need	to	face	before	you	can	work	with	key
informants.	The	first	is	to	identify	the	type	of	informant	you	are	after.	It	is
important	to	recognize	that	key	informants	do	not	need	to	be	foremost	experts.
There	are	a	number	of	characteristics	that	might	make	someone	useful	to	your
research	processes.	Depending	on	your	research	question	and	context,	any	or	all
of	the	following	might	have	something	to	offer:

Experts	–	The	well	respected	who	sit	at	the	top	of	their	field.
Insiders	–	Those	who	sit	on	the	inside	of	an	organization,	culture	or
community	and	who	are	willing	to	share	the	realities	of	that	environment.
The	highly	experienced	–	Perhaps	not	deemed	an	expert,	but	someone	with
a	rich	depth	of	experience	related	to	what	you	are	exploring.
A	leader	–	This	might	be	at	a	formal	or	informal	level.
The	observant	–	Individuals	in	an	organization	or	community	who	have	a
reputation	for	knowing	who’s	who	and	what’s	what.
The	gossip	–	Similar	to	the	observant,	but	enjoy	passing	on	observations
(and	sometimes	rumours);	it	will	pay	to	make	sure	your	information	here	is
accurate.
Those	with	secondary	experience	–	For	example,	if	exploring	the	problem
of	youth	suicide,	in	addition	to	youth	you	might	look	to	certain	counsellors,
teachers	or	parents	to	provide	relevant	insights.
Stool	pigeons	–	Individuals	who	want	to	be	classic	police-type	‘informants’;
you	will	need	to	be	wary	of	both	overt	and	hidden	agendas!
The	‘ex’	–	This	might	include	someone	who	is	disenfranchised,	alienated,
recovered,	converted,	retrenched,	fired	or	retired.

The	second	challenge	is	to	identify	individuals	who	have	the	characteristics
associated	with	that	type.	It	makes	sense	to	ask	around	or	try	a	snowball
technique	in	which	you	generate	a	list	of	informants	through	a	referral	process
(see	Table	11.3).	One	person	in	the	know	is	likely	to	lead	you	to	a	host	of	others.

The	third	challenge	is	to	confirm	the	status	of	those	identified.	Do	they	really
have	the	expertise,	experiences	or	insider	knowledge	that	will	inform	your	study
in	a	credible	way?	The	advice	here	is	to	seek	confirmation	by	looking	for	things
like	a	long	record	of	involvement,	direct	personal	experiences	and	detailed



comments	from	potential	informants	that	show	internal	consistency.	You	are
after	more	than	just	broad	generalizations.

The	fourth	challenge	is	related	to	your	ability	to	gather	open	and	honest
information	from	your	informants.	Key	informants	must	be	accessible	and
willing	to	share	information.	If	they	have	the	knowledge	you	are	after,	but	are
not	willing	to	share	it,	they	will	not	be	of	any	use	to	your	study.	Building	trust
(see	Chapter	3)	will	be	essential.

The	fifth	challenge	is	to	look	for	and	recognize	informant	subjectivities.	All
respondents	will	have	a	particular	worldview	and	some	will	have	a	real	agenda
operating.	Some	may	want	to	be	listened	to,	some	may	have	an	axe	to	grind,
some	may	like	the	sound	of	their	own	voice,	some	may	think	they	know	a	lot
more	than	they	do,	and	some	may	think	their	particular	take	on	an	experience	is
how	the	world	should	or	does	respond	to	the	same	experience	(sounds	like	a
family	reunion!).	You	will	need	to	develop	and	build	a	strong	relationship	with
your	key	informants,	not	only	so	they	can	open	up	to	you,	but	so	you	are	in	a
position	to	know	how	to	best	treat	the	data	they	provide.

The	final	challenge	is	related	to	ethics.	If	you	look	at	the	list	of	informant	types
above	and	think	about	their	motivation,	it	should	be	pretty	obvious	that	ethics
and	integrity	need	to	come	into	play	when	selecting	and	working	with	key
informants.	In	addition	to	the	challenge	of	managing	bias	–	both	yours	and	theirs
–	you	will	need	to	think	about	your	power	as	a	researcher.	You	have	to	remember
that	key	informants	can	be	put,	and	can	put	themselves,	in	very	vulnerable
positions.	It	is	your	responsibility	to	respect	their	needs	at	all	times.

Table	11.4	highlights	some	of	the	ethical	issues	you	will	need	to	negotiate	when
selecting	and	working	with	key	informants.





I	have	a	question!



What	if	you	have	the	perfect	key	informant,	but
after	interviewing	them,	you	get	a	sense	that	they
aren’t	telling	you	what’s	really	going	on.	What	do
you	do?
Trust	your	gut	here.	If	you	sense	that	credibility	is	an	issue,	do	not	just	accept	your	informant	at	face
value,	no	matter	how	good	they	seem	on	paper.	Think	about	triangulation	–	can	you	confirm
information	through	another	source?	Can	you	gather	some	background	information	to	see	if	there	is
an	agenda	at	play?	Can	you	talk	to	someone	else	in	the	know	and	see	if	there	is	divergence,	and	even
explore	why?	Remember	the	goal	of	your	research	is	authenticity	that	will	allow	you	to	offer	credible
findings	and	sound	recommendations.	You	cannot	do	that	if	you	do	not	believe	in	your	data.



Cases:	Delving	into	Detail
When	it	comes	to	respondents,	how	many	is	really	enough:	100,	200,	1,500?
Well,	these	are	the	kinds	of	numbers	we	think	of	when	we	think	of
samples/respondents.	Even	in	‘qualitative’	research	we	are	looking	at	10,	20,	30
interviews.	But	what	about	one	or	two?	Can	one	or	two	ever	be	enough?	Can	it
ever	be	more	than	thin?	When	I	was	a	student,	a	professor	once	told	me	that	if	I
were	to	do	a	PhD	that	surveyed	1,500	people,	he	might	expect	me	to	generate
between	1,500	and	3,000	pages	of	data.	He	then	asked	me	how	much	data	I
thought	he	would	expect	from	a	single	case	study	of	one	individual.	I	really	had
no	idea,	and	guessed	200–300	pages.	He	told	me,	‘No,	1,500–3,000	pages,	same
as	the	survey.’

Case A	site	or	a	particular	instance	or	entity	that	can	be	defined	by	identifiable	boundaries.

Case	study A	method	of	studying	elements	of	our	social	fabric	through	comprehensive
description	and	analysis	of	a	single	situation	or	case;	for	example,	a	detailed	study	of	an
individual,	setting,	group,	episode	or	event.	Case	study	research	can	refer	to	single	and	multiple
case	studies.

In	other	words,	he	was	telling	me	there	is	no	shortcut.	A	case	study	is	all	about
depth;	it	requires	you	to	dig,	and	to	dig	deep.	You	need	to	delve	into	detail,	dig
into	context	and	really	get	a	handle	on	the	rich	experiences	of	the	individual,
event,	community	group	or	organization	you	want	to	explore.	The	goal	is	to	get
underneath	what	is	generally	possible	in,	for	example,	large-scale	survey
research.

If	you	think	the	answer	to	your	research	question	might	require	this	type	of	in-
depth	exploration,	then	legitimate,	valid	and	worthwhile	answers	might	just	be
held	by	or	within	a	particular	‘case’	or	in	a	‘case	study’.

The	use	of	cases	in	social	science	project	research	is	more	common	than	you
might	realize.	Researchers	often	limit	their	methodological	design	to	a	particular
context	in	a	bid	to	maximize	both	relevance	and	practicality.	At	the	practical	end,
cases	are	often	located	in	one	site,	which	means	travel	is	minimized,	access	is
enhanced	and	costs	are	reduced.	But	more	importantly,	it	allows	for	the	building
of	holistic	understandings	through	prolonged	engagement	and	the	development
of	rapport	and	trust	within	a	clearly	defined	and	highly	relevant	context.



Prolonged	engagement	and	immersion	(common	elements	of	case	studies)	can,
however,	involve	their	own	‘costs’.	First,	the	required	level	of	access	can	be
difficult	to	negotiate.	Second,	because	case	studies	draw	from	only	one	or	even	a
few,	the	demands	on	that	one	or	few,	particularly	when	they	are	individuals,	can
be	quite	high.	Third,	researchers	can	come	to	have	an	effect	on	the	researched
and	vice	versa.	Finally,	immersion	can	come	with	emotional	costs	for	all	parties
involved.

Now	if	you	decide	to	tackle	a	case	study,	you	may	come	across	an	individual
who	just	won’t	give	the	time	of	day	to	any	study	not	deemed	to	be	representative
or	generalizable.	But	if	you	can	clearly	articulate	your	goals	and	show	how	your
study	contributes	to	a	particular	body	of	knowledge,	you	are	more	likely	to
establish	credibility	and	worth.	Cases	can:

Have	an	intrinsic	value	–	Cases	might	be	extremely	relevant,	politically
‘hot’,	unique,	interesting	or	even	misunderstood;	for	example,	exploring	a
cult	undergoing	close	media	scrutiny.	They	might	also	be	important	within
and	to	a	particular	organization/community.
Be	used	to	debunk	a	theory	–	One	case	can	show	that	what	is	commonly
accepted	might,	in	fact,	be	wrong;	for	example,	societal	assumptions	related
to	violence	in	prison	can	be	called	into	question	through	in-depth	case
exploration	that	attempts	to	understand	the	phenomenon	from	a	prisoner’s
perspective.
Bring	new	variables	to	light	–	Exploratory	case	studies	can	often	bring	new
understandings	to	the	fore;	for	example,	in-depth	exploration	of	a	particular
hospital	emergency	room	might	uncover	new	staff	stressors	yet	to	be
identified	in	the	literature.
Provide	supportive	evidence	for	a	theory	–	Case	studies	can	be	used	to
triangulate	other	data	collection	methods	or	to	provide	support	for	a	theory;
for	example,	a	particular	organization	might	be	explored	as	a	lived	example
of	a	twenty-first-century	learning	organization.
Be	used	collectively	to	form	the	basis	of	a	theory	–	A	number	of	cases	may
be	used	to	inductively	generate	new	understandings;	for	example,	finding
empowerment	as	a	common	theme	in	the	ability	to	recover	from	the	stress
of	divorce	might	be	the	basis	of	new	insights.

Case	studies	can	also	allow	researchers	to	breach	the	quantitative–qualitative
divide	(see	Chapter	9).	In	a	case	study	of	an	organization,	for	example,	strategies
for	data	collection	could	easily	include	both	survey	research	and	in-depth



interviewing.	And	that	is	worth	stressing.	Case	studies	allow	for	multiple
methods	that	are	determined	by	both	the	nature	of	the	research	question	and	the
type	of	cases	with	which	you’re	working.	It	is	a	wonderful	site	for	using	a	range
of	data	collection	methods	(see	Chapters	12	and	13).



Case	Selection
If	you	think	your	research	question	can	be	illuminated	by	delving	into	cases,	you
will	need	to	turn	your	attention	to	the	process	of	case	selection.	Now	if	you
already	have	a	case	in	mind,	and	your	research	is	designed	around	and	for	that
case,	then	case	selection	has	already	occurred.	But	if	you	do	need	to	select	a
case/cases	there	are	two	distinct	processes	involved.	The	first	is	to	define	your
case,	or	to	set	the	boundaries	that	will	give	meaning	and	characterization	to	the
class	of	‘elements’	you	wish	to	explore.	The	second	involves	selecting	an
individual	case	or	series	of	cases	that	meet	your	definition	and	sit	within	your
case	boundaries.

To	define	a	case,	you	need	to	set	clear	and	distinctive	characteristics.	Perhaps	the
broadest	and	easiest	distinction	here	is	to	decide	if	your	cases	will	be	made	up	of
individuals,	institutions,	events,	cultural	groups,	etc.	Will	you	be	looking	at
people,	places	or	things?	Once	this	is	determined,	more	specific	criteria	can	be
applied.	For	example,	if	your	cases	will	be	made	up	of	individuals,	you	might
turn	to	characteristics	such	as	employment	status,	gender	or	race	to	narrow	the
case	description.	If	you	are	looking	at	institutions,	you	might	look	at	function
(factory,	hospital,	school,	etc.),	location	or	size.	Cultural	groups	(groups	bound
together	by	social	traditions	and	common	patterns	of	beliefs	and	behaviours)	can
be	further	defined	by	things	like	geography,	social	networks	or	shared	hardships.
Finally,	for	events,	defining	characteristics	will	be	the	nature	of	the	event	as	well
as	things	like	timeframe,	geography	and	size.

Figure	11.1	Defining	a	case



As	shown	in	Figure	11.1,	the	possibilities	are	wide	open.	The	only	criteria	are
that	your	boundaries	are	clear,	and	you	are	able	to	argue	the	importance	of	case
exploration	within	those	boundaries.

Once	your	class	of	cases	has	been	defined,	your	boundaries	are	clear	and	you
know	precisely	what	it	is	that	you	are	trying	to	delve	into,	you	will	need	to	select
the	right	case	(or	cases)	from	the	range	of	possibilities.	Now	depending	on	your
goals,	you	may	decide	to	delve	into	only	one	case,	or	you	may	want	to	compare
and	contrast	two	or	more	cases.	You	might	also	decide	to	analyse	a	number	of
cases	in	order	to	make	broader	generalizations.

After	determining	the	appropriate	number	of	cases	to	be	explored,	the	selection
of	any	particular	case	or	cases	is	generally	done	through	a	strategic	process,	with
researchers	often	hand-picking	cases	with	a	particular	purpose	in	mind.	Factors
that	will	influence	case	selection	include:

Pragmatics	–	There	is	nothing	wrong	with	being	practical.	Pragmatics	can
involve	commitments	such	as	being	commissioned/sponsored	to	study	a
particular	case.	They	might	also	involve	timely	opportunities	that	see	you
take	advantage	of	current	events	and	work	at	being	in	the	right	place	at	the
right	time;	for	example,	studying	a	community	recovering	from	a	flood



event,	or	exploring	a	recent	sports-related	riot.	Pragmatics	can	also	involve
accessibility	where	you	take	advantage	of	access	that	might	normally	be
hard	to	get;	for	example,	exploring	a	case	that	has	connections	to	your	own
workplace,	or	delving	into	a	case	involving	an	individual	with	whom	you
have	an	existing	relationship	based	on	mutual	trust	and	respect.
Purposiveness	–	Researchers	will	often	select	cases	they	hope	will	enable
them	to	make	particular	arguments.	For	example,	if	the	purpose	is	to	argue
representativeness,	you	may	select	a	case	considered	‘typical’.	‘Extreme’	or
‘atypical’	instances	may	be	chosen	in	order	to	debunk	a	theory	or	highlight
deviations	from	the	norm,	while	wide	variance	in	cases	might	be	used	to
build	new	understandings	and	generate	theory.	The	section	on	non-random
sampling	at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter	provides	strategies	that	can	be
used	in	purposive	case	selection.
Intrinsic	interest	–	Researchers	might	also	select	a	particular	case	because	it
is	interesting	in	its	own	right.	It	might	be	relevant,	unique,	unfamiliar,
misunderstood,	misrepresented,	marginalized,	unheard,	politically	hot	or	the
focus	of	current	media	attention.	In	this	situation,	the	challenge	is	to	argue
the	inherent	worth	and	value	of	a	particular	case.

It	is	worth	keeping	in	mind	that	a	prerequisite	for	all	case	selection	should	be
access.	It	is	absolutely	essential	that	researchers	who	wish	to	delve	into	cases
will	be	able	to	reach	required	people	and	data.	When	working	with	individuals,
your	ability	to	generate	rich	data	will	depend	on	building	high	levels	of	trust	and
rapport.	In	an	organizational	setting,	you	may	need	to	gain	high-level	access	to
relevant	records	and	documents	or	be	allowed	broad	access	to	an	array	of
individuals	associated	with	a	case.	In	fact,	organizational	case	studies	may
require	you	to	seek	respondents	from	within	the	case	itself.	This	can	see	you
searching	for	both	key	informants	and	samples,	as	discussed	earlier	in	the
chapter.	No	matter	what	the	situation,	the	holistic	understanding	and	rich	detail
demanded	in	case	studies	will	require	you	to	have	access	to	what	is	going	on
‘inside’.



I	have	a	question!



I	thought	case	studies	sit	under	qualitative
methodologies?	Why	are	you	covering	it	in	this
chapter?
You	are	right;	case	studies	are	often	classed	as	a	qualitative	methodology,	and	if	you	are	reading	other
methods	books	(as	if	you	would	☺),	you	might	find	them	covered	in	such	a	chapter.	This	is	because
they	imply	an	in-depth	approach	to	research	that	follows	qualitative	traditions.	But	cases	are	also	an
object	of	study	similar	to	that	of	a	population	or	key	informant.	Yes,	cases	may	be	more	complex	and
imply	qualitative	methodological	approaches/methods	(although	case	studies	on	organizations	or
communities	can	involve	surveys),	but	for	me,	they’re	still	a	site	of	investigation,	hence	my	decision
to	treat	cases	in	this	chapter.	But	even	given	a	variance	in	how	case	studies	are	classified,	a	big
divergence	in	understanding	should	not	be	inferred.	More	likely	it	is	simply	a	difference	of	opinion
on	where	and	how	they	should	be	presented.	The	goal	of	reflexive	research	into	cases,	regardless	of
how	it	is	labelled,	is	likely	the	same.	As	researchers,	we	are	after	in-depth,	sensitive,	appropriate,
insightful	studies	that	lead	to	credible	findings	and	an	ability	to	add	to	a	knowledge	base.

Chapter	summary

Knowing	who	might	hold	the	answer	to	your	questions	or	where	the	answers	lie,	whether
it	be	populations,	key	informants,	cases	or	a	combination	of	these,	and	how	you	will	open
up	opportunities	to	gather	information	from	them,	is	fundamental	to	collecting	credible
data.
Within	a	respondent	type	you	will	need	to	face	the	challenge	of	locating	and	accessing
respondents	who	are	appropriate,	representative,	open,	honest,	knowledgeable,	have	good
memories,	are	not	afraid	to	expose	themselves	and	do	not	feel	a	need	to	present
themselves	in	any	particular	light.
Sampling	allows	us	to	gather	information	from	a	‘few’	in	order	to	capture	the	thoughts,
knowledge,	attitudes,	feeling	and/or	beliefs	of	the	‘many’.	Random	sampling	aims	to
generate	a	representative	sample,	while	non-random	sampling	allows	respondents	to	be
hand-picked,	or	found	through	snowball	techniques	or	by	volunteering.
Key	informants	can	be	a	valuable	source	of	information	in	project	research.	They	can	be
used	in	preliminary	phases	of	an	investigation;	to	triangulate	and	confirm	data;	or	as	a
primary	source	of	data	in	its	own	right.	Informants	can	include	experts,	the	experienced,
leaders,	the	observant,	gossips,	those	with	secondary	experience,	insiders,	stool	pigeons
and	‘ex’es.
Studying	elements	of	the	social	through	comprehensive	description	and	analysis	of	a
single	situation	or	case	is	called	a	case	study.	While	not	necessarily	representative,	cases
can	add	to	new	knowledge	through	their	ability	to	debunk	theory,	generate	theory	and
support	existing	theory.



Further	Reading
While	there	is	plenty	of	literature	that	can	help	you	in	your	quest	to	work	with
both	samples	and	cases,	it	is	much	more	difficult	to	find	literature	that	deals
directly	with	key	informants.	You	can,	however,	extrapolate	quite	a	bit	from
readings	on	both	‘non-random’	sampling	and	case	selection.



Samples	and	sampling
Blair,	E.	and	Blair,	J.	(2014)	Applied	Survey	Sampling.	London:	Sage.

This	book	covers	the	basics	and	the	complexities	of	gathering	a	survey	sample.	It
not	only	covers	standard	procedures	but	also	challenges	associated	with	low
response	rates,	online	surveys,	cell-phone	use	and	the	emergence	of	Big	Data.

Daniel,	J.	(2011)	Sampling	Essentials:	Practical	Guidelines	for	Making
Sampling	Choices.	London:	Sage.

A	good	non-technical	guide	that	will	help	you	make	appropriate	sampling
choices	without	the	need	to	delve	into	formulae	or	statistics.	A	good	starting
point	for	students.

Emmel,	N.	(2013)	Sampling	and	Choosing	Cases	in	Qualitative	Research:	A
Realistic	Approach.	London:	Sage.

The	gold	standard	in	sampling	is	‘representativeness’.	But	what	do	you	do	in
small-scale	qualitative	research	where	selection	must	be	strategic?	This	book
takes	you	through	the	ins	and	outs	of	case	selection	from	a	realist’s	perspective
showing	how	non-random	selection	can	lead	to	credible	research	outcomes.

Levy,	P.	S.	and	Lemeshow,	S.	(2008)	Sampling	of	Populations:	Methods	and
Applications,	4th	Edition.	Hoboken,	NJ:	John	Wiley	&	Sons.

A	practical,	user-friendly	guide	that	is	easy	to	follow	and	not	too	technical.	I
think	it	does	a	good	job	of	taking	you	through	the	logic	behind	sampling
strategies.

Thompson,	S.	K.	(2012)	Sampling.	Hoboken,	NJ:	John	Wiley	&	Sons.

Great	reference	book	for	obtaining,	interpreting	and	using	sample	data.	Goes
from	basic	understandings	of	sampling	through	to	more	complex	estimation
methods.	A	good	array	of	exercises	and	examples	makes	the	work	accessible.

Tortu,	S.,	Goldsamt,	L.	A.	and	Hamid,	R.	(eds)	(2001)	A	Practical	Guide	to
Research	and	Services	with	Hidden	Populations.	Boston:	Allyn	&	Bacon.



While	focused	on	mental	health	care,	I	like	this	book	for	its	insights	into
researching	hard-to-reach	populations.	If	you	want	to	study	a	group	that	is	not
easy	to	identify	or	locate,	such	as	the	homeless	or	mothers	suffering	from
postnatal	depression,	this	book	is	well	worth	a	read.



Cases/Case	Studies
The	readings	offered	here	all	have	sections	on	case	selection,	but	they	also
provide	guidance	on	appropriate	methods.	No	need	to	limit	yourself.	As	you
develop	your	approach	and	decide	if	you	will	be	interviewing,	surveying,
observing	and/or	exploring	documents,	be	sure	to	refer	to	the	following	texts	and
their	recommended	readings.

Gerring,	J.	(2006)	Case	Study	Research:	Principles	and	Practices.	Cambridge:
Cambridge	University	Press.

A	good	section	here	on	case	selection.	I	also	like	the	acknowledgement	and
coverage	of	various	approaches	that	can	be	incorporated	into	case	studies,
including	experiments,	ethnography,	observations,	interviews	and	surveys.

Hancock,	D.	R.	and	Algozzine,	R.	(2011)	Doing	Case	Study	Research:	A
Practical	Guide	for	Beginning	Researchers.	New	York:	Teachers	College	Press.

From	developing	a	rationale	to	reviewing	the	literature,	designing	a	study,
interviewing,	observing,	analysing	and	writing	up,	this	book	will	take	you	step-
by-step	through	the	conduct	of	a	case	study.	A	good	starting	point	for	someone
embarking	on	this	research	strategy.

Stake,	R.	E.	(1995)	The	Art	of	Case	Study	Research.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

A	classic	in	the	making,	this	book	draws	from	a	range	of	qualitative	approaches
in	its	exploration	of	the	case	study.	The	use	of	an	actual	case	to	explore	key
lessons	in	case	study	design	and	conduct	works	extremely	well.	Definitely	worth
a	look.

Swanborn,	P.	(2010)	Case	Study	Research:	What,	Why	and	How?	Thousand
Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

The	strength	of	this	work	is	the	way	it	brings	together	and	discusses	various
standards	of	case	study	research.	It	will	help	you	make	informed	decisions	and
appropriately	situate	your	research.

Yin,	R.	K.	(2013)	Case	Study	Research:	Design	and	Methods.	Thousand	Oaks,



CA:	Sage.

I	like	how	comprehensive	this	book	is.	It	offers	over	50	case	studies	drawn	from
a	wide	range	of	disciplines.	Good	coverage	of	quantitative,	qualitative	and
mixed	methods	approaches.	Delving	into	this	work	will	definitely	give	you	a
good	feel	for	case	study	research.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

The	opportunities	and	challenges	of	collecting	primary	data
To	understand	the	importance	of	primary	data	in	research	studies

Surveying
To	understand	the	nature	of	surveying	and	when	it	is	most	appropriate	to	undertake
To	be	able	to	construct	and	pilot	a	robust	survey	instrument

Interviewing
To	understand	the	nature	of	interviewing	and	when	it	is	most	appropriate	to	undertake
To	be	able	to	effectively	plan	and	conduct	an	interview

Observation
To	understand	the	nature	of	observation	and	when	it	is	most	appropriate	to	undertake
To	be	able	to	effectively	plan	and	conduct	an	observational	study



The	Opportunities	and	Challenges	of
Collecting	Primary	Data
Primary	data	is	data	collected	by	researchers	expressly	for	their	research
purposes	–	it	is	data	that	does	not	exist	independent	of	the	research	process.
Primary	data	is	current,	it	is	wholly	owned	by	the	researcher	and,	most
importantly,	it	is	targeted	to	specific	issues	the	researcher	is	exploring.

The	most	common	way	to	collect	primary	data	is	through	surveys	and
interviews.	These	methods	put	you,	as	the	researcher,	in	charge.	Not	only	do	you
get	to	ask	what	you	want,	when	you	want,	you	also	get	to	ask	it	how	you	want	–
you	get	to	choose	the	wording,	the	order,	the	prompts,	the	probes.	Observation
studies	are	similar	in	that	you	set	up	the	protocols	for	data	collection	–	you
decide	what	you	will	observe,	when	you	will	observe	it,	what	you	will	record	as
‘data’.	In	all	three	approaches,	data	collection	is	directed	with	some	precision
towards	your	research	question,	hypothesis,	aims	and	objectives,	and	this	has
real	appeal.	The	data	collected	is	not	superfluous	but	is,	in	fact,	custom-built	for
your	research	project.

But	there	are	some	challenges	associated	with	the	collection	of	primary	data.	For
one,	it	is	a	lot	of	work.	Whether	it	be	surveys,	interviews	or	observation	studies,
it	is	not	easy	to	design	your	own	research	protocols.	Survey	instruments	are
notoriously	difficult	to	get	right.	Getting	through	a	series	of	interviews	and
thoughtfully	analysing	them	can	be	an	exercise	in	frustration.	And	observation
studies	can	be	complex	and	leave	you	with	a	pile	of	messy	data.

Primary	data	collection	is	also	time-consuming,	often	expensive	and	doesn’t
always	go	to	plan.	Getting	enough	survey	respondents	within	your	timeframe,
racing	around	different	parts	of	the	city	or	state	to	conduct	an	interview,	and	the
prolonged	engagement	that	observation	sometimes	demands	–	all	those	need	to
be	factored	into	the	research	design	decision-making	process.

If	you	can	overcome	these	challenges,	however,	there	can	be	great	rewards.	You
have	data	expressly	generated	for	your	own	research	purposes,	and	this	will
surely	give	you	insights	not	available	if	you	had	used	a	pre-existing	data	set.

So	what	do	you	need	to	know	in	order	to	get	the	most	from	these	methods?



Surveying
You	are	probably	all	too	familiar	with	surveys	and	surveying.	I	hate	to	admit	it,
but	when	I	was	an	undergraduate	at	Rutgers	University,	I	actually	worked	for	a
market	research	company.	Yes,	I	was	one	of	those	highly	annoying	people	who
called	in	the	middle	of	dinner	and	asked	if	you	would	mind	‘answering	just	a
few	short	questions	that	should	only	take	a	couple	of	moments	of	your	time’.	As
the	French	author	de	Certeau	(2002)	said,	‘surveys	are	everywhere’.	Market
research,	political	polling,	customer	service	feedback,	evaluations,	opinion	polls,
social	science	research	–	when	we	want	to	know	what	the	masses	are	thinking,
we	survey.

Surveying The	process	of	collecting	data	through	a	questionnaire	that	asks	a	range	of
individuals	the	same	questions	related	to	their	characteristics,	attributes,	how	they	live	or	their
opinions.



Options	and	Possibilities
You	may	think	all	surveys	are	the	same,	but	they’re	not.	In	fact,	in	order	to
determine	which	approach	best	suits	you	and	your	research	agenda,	you	will
need	to	work	through	several	key	issues.	As	shown	in	Table	12.1,	the	survey
approach	you	adopt	will	be	dependent	upon	whether	you	want	to:	sample	a	range
of	respondents	or	target	everyone	in	your	population;	describe	or	explain;
capture	a	moment,	changing	times	or	changing	people;	administer	face-to-face,
or	by	mail,	e-mail	or	phone.





Issues	and	Complexities
When	it	comes	to	the	collection	of	credible	data,	there	are	no	easy	answers.
There	will	always	be	trade-offs	between	opportunities	and	challenges,	and	this	is
certainly	true	when	it	comes	to	surveying.	While	surveys	can	offer	much	to	the
production	of	knowledge,	their	reputation	for	being	a	relatively	simple,
straightforward	and	inexpensive	approach	is	not	really	deserved	–	they	can	be	a
thorny	and	exasperating	process,	particularly	if	you	want	to	do	it	right.

On	the	upside,	surveys	can:	reach	a	large	number	of	respondents;	represent	an
even	larger	population;	allow	for	comparisons;	generate	standardized,
quantifiable,	empirical	data;	generate	qualitative	data	through	the	use	of	open-
ended	questions;	be	confidential	and	even	anonymous.

On	the	downside,	constructing	and	administering	a	survey	that	has	the	potential
to	generate	credible	and	generalizable	data	is	truly	difficult.	As	you	probably
realize,	there	are	a	lot	of	badly	designed	surveys	out	there	that	aren’t	worth	the
paper	they	are	printed	on,	yet	the	data	they	generate	is	reported	as	truth	and	used
in	all	kinds	of	decision-making	processes.	Challenges	associated	with	surveying
include:	capturing	the	quantifiable	data	you	require;	gathering	in-depth	data;
getting	a	representative	sample	to	respond;	getting	anyone	at	all	to	respond;
needing	proficiency	in	statistical	analysis;	only	getting	answers	to	the	questions
you	have	thought	to	ask;	going	back	to	your	respondents	if	more	data	is	required.



The	Survey	Process
Conducting	a	good	survey	is	a	process	that	involves	several	steps.	Surveys
require	you	to:	plan	your	attack;	develop	your	survey	instrument;	pilot	your
approach;	make	necessary	modifications;	administer;	and	manage/analyse	your
data.	Boxes	12.1–12.4	break	this	down	and	outline	the	steps	involved	in
surveying.	You	should	find	these	boxes	helpful	as	both	guides	and	checklists.

Planning
Without	a	doubt,	the	success	of	your	survey	will	hinge	on	the	thought	you	put
into	your	planning	processes.	A	good	survey	does	not	just	happen.	It	is	planned.
From	knowing	your	target	population	and	how	your	sampling	approach	will
represent	that	population	–	through	to	issues	of	access	and	ethics,	consideration
of	who	you	are	in	terms	of	both	biases	and	skills,	and	of	course	being	clear	about
the	data	you	seek	and	how	you	will	prepare	for	the	unexpected	–	are	crucial
considerations	necessary	before	you	even	begin	the	task	of	survey	construction.
Box	12.1	takes	you	through	the	essential	steps	in	planning	a	survey.

Box	12.1:	Planning	a	Good	Survey	–	Consideration	of	‘Who’,	‘Where’,	‘When’,	‘How’	and
‘What’

The	main	planning	points	to	consider	are:

1.	 Population	and	sample/respondent/participants	–	Who	you	plan	to	speak	about
(population),	and	gather	data	from	(sample)	(see	Chapter	11).

2.	 Access	–	How	you	will	reach	your	sample.	This	includes	considering	any	language	or
cultural	barriers	that	might	limit	access.

3.	 Your	biases	–	Recognizing	and	controlling	for	subjectivities	in	ways	that	can	best	ensure
the	credibility	of	any	survey	instrument	you	use.

4.	 Your	skills	–	How	you	might	develop	the	skills/resources	needed	to	carry	out	your	survey,
e.g.	proficiency	in	statistics.

5.	 Ethics/ethics	approval	–	Consideration	of	any	ethical	dilemmas	inherent	in	your	project,
and	getting	appropriate	ethics	approval.

6.	 Data	–	Thinking	through	the	aspects	of	your	research	question	that	can	be	answered
through	a	questionnaire.	Also	considering	if	the	shape	and	form	of	the	data	you	will
collect	will	be	compatible	with	intended	modes	of	analysis.

7.	 Details	–	Distribution,	reminders,	response	rates	and	data	management.
8.	 Contingencies	–	The	unexpected,	the	unplanned	and	the	unfortunate.	This	means	having	a

back-up	plan	ready	if	response	rates	are	low.



Developing	Your	Questionnaire
What	a	fantastic	challenge	–	but	not	an	easy	one.	Novices	tend	to	think	they	can
simply	whack	together	a	few	questions	tied	to	their	research	question,	do	a
section	on	demographics,	and	that’s	it.	But	it	is	not	so	easy:	there	are	only	about
a	dozen	traps	and	pitfalls	along	the	way!	To	really	do	questionnaire	construction
properly	you	need	to	think	about	whether	you	can	capitalize	on	any	existing
questionnaires,	and	if	not,	how	you	can	move	your	concepts	to	variables;	how	to
best	draft	your	questions;	what	response	categories	will	best	capture	the	data	you
want;	and	allow	for	the	right	statistical	analysis,	review,	rewrite,	layout	and
offering	of	clear	instruction.	Box	12.2	takes	you	through	these	essential	steps,
while	the	next	section	on	the	survey	instrument	takes	you	much	further	into	the
detail	of	survey	construction.

Box	12.2:	Developing	Your	Questionnaire

This	is	covered	more	fully	in	the	following	section,	but,	in	short,	involves	the	need	to:

1.	 Operationalize	concepts	–	This	involves	going	from	abstract	concepts	to	variables	that
can	be	measured/assessed	through	your	survey;	for	example,	the	exact	measure	of
poverty	or	environmental	citizenship	that	your	survey	will	capture.

2.	 Explore	existing	possibilities	–	You	don’t	need	to	reinvent	the	wheel.	If	an	existing	survey
instrument	has	addressed	your	variables,	see	if	you	can	adopt,	adapt	and	modify	it.

3.	 Draft	questions	–	Have	a	shot	at	drafting	new	questions	as	clearly	as	possible.
4.	 Decide	on	response	categories	–	Consider	both	the	effect	of	response	categories	on

responses	themselves	and	how	various	response	categories	translate	to	different	data
types	that	demand	quite	distinct	statistical	treatment.

5.	 Review	–	Carefully	read	each	question	and	response	choice	and	think	about	whether	your
questions	might	be	considered	ambiguous,	leading,	confronting,	offensive,	based	on
unwarranted	assumptions,	double-barrelled	or	pretentious.

6.	 Rewrite	questions	–	Run	them	past	a	few	peers/supervisors	for	assessment.	Repeat	this
step	as	many	times	as	necessary	to	get	each	question	as	right	as	possible.

7.	 Order	questions	–	Put	questions	in	an	order	that	will	be	logical	and	ease	respondents	into
your	survey.

8.	 Write	instructions	–	Make	these	as	clear	and	unambiguous	as	possible.
9.	 Layout	–	Construct	a	clear,	logical,	professional	and	aesthetically	pleasing	layout	and

design.
10.	 Write	a	cover	letter/introductory	statement	–	This	generally	includes	information	on	who

you	are,	your	projects	aims	and	objectives,	assurances	of	confidentiality/anonymity	and
whether	results	will	be	available	to	participants.

Piloting	and	Modification



You’re	thinking	‘Yes!	This	questionnaire	is	looking	good	–	time	to	send	it	out.’
Well,	hold	on	there.	Not	so	quick.	I	guarantee	you	that	you	have	fallen	into	at
least	some	of	the	more	common	survey	traps	and	pitfalls.	And	the	best	way	to
find	this	out?	Pilot.	It	is	essential	that	you	have	a	run-through	and	that	you	get
the	feedback	you	need,	not	only	in	terms	of	the	respondents’	experience,	but	also
in	terms	of	the	quality	of	the	data	you’ve	collected	and	how	amenable	it	is	to
statistical	analysis.	From	there	a	round	or	two	of	modification	and	you’ll	be
getting	close.	Box	12.3	takes	you	through	the	steps	in	piloting	and	modifying
your	survey.

Box	12.3:	Piloting	and	Modifying	Your	Survey

Good	planning	and	development	are	essential	–	but	not	sufficient.	The	only	way	really	to	know
if	something	is	going	to	work	is	to	give	it	a	try.

1.	 Have	a	run-through	–	Pilot	your	process	with	a	group	of	respondents	whose	background
is	similar	to	those	in	your	‘sample’.

2.	 Reflect	–	Reflect	on	the	piloting	process	and	note	any	difficulties	you	encounter.	Also
review	your	data	and	note	any	difficulties	in	making	sense	of	your	completed	surveys.

3.	 Seek	feedback	–	Get	feedback	from	the	pilot	group	in	relation	to	the	effectiveness	of	the
cover	letter,	the	overall	layout	and	design,	the	usefulness	of	the	instructions,	the	question
wording	and	the	length	of	time	it	took	to	complete	the	questionnaire.

4.	 Trial	your	statistics	package	–	Attempt	to	create	variables,	code	the	pilot	responses	and
then	enter	them	into	a	statistical	program	to	see	if	you	are	likely	to	encounter	any	issues
when	you	input	your	main	data.

5.	 Make	modifications	–	This	will	be	based	on	your	reflections,	the	feedback	from	your	pilot
group,	as	well	as	the	quality	of	the	data	generated.

6.	 Back	to	the	start?	–	If	the	need	for	modification	is	substantial,	you	may	need	to	revisit
your	planning,	development	and	piloting	process.	This	may	involve	a	return	to	the	ethics
committee.

Survey	Administration	and	Analysis
Woo	hoo!	Finally!	You	can	now	get	down	to	the	business	of	administering	your
questionnaire,	collecting	your	data	and	making	sense	of	it	all.	And	yes,	whether
face-to-face,	snail	mail,	e-mail	or	online,	it	is	time	to	get	your	survey	out	to	your
respondent	group.	But	just	remember	that	this	is	only	half	of	the	story	–	and	the
easy	half	of	the	story	at	that.	The	other	half	is	getting	your	respondents	to	send	it
back	to	you.	And	then	of	course	is	the	meaning	making	–	statistical	analysis	and
making	sense	of	those	statistics.	Unless	your	data	is	effectively	managed	and
thoughtfully	analysed,	all	your	hard	work	will	be	wasted.	Box	12.4	takes	you
through	the	steps	in	survey	administration	and	analysis.



Box	12.4:	Survey	Administration	and	Analysis

Most	researchers	want	to	get	to	this	point	as	quickly	as	possible,	and	some	are	willing	to	short-
cut	some	of	the	steps	above,	but	this	is	a	sure-fire	way	to	get	into	trouble.

1.	 Administration	–	Time	to	distribute	your	questionnaires.	Be	sure	to	include	instructions
for	return	(i.e.	address	and	return	date)	and	possibly	a	self-addressed	stamped	envelope	if
using	snail	mail.

2.	 Reminders	–	Send	these	out	if	response	rates	are	low.
3.	 Low-response-rate	plan	–	Put	this	into	action	if	not	enough	data	has	been	gathered	by

your	deadline.
4.	 Organize/collate	your	data	as	soon	as	possible	–	When	the	time	comes	to	work	with	your

data,	nothing	is	worse	than	a	big	mess.	Be	systematic	and	organized,	use	a	database	if
appropriate	and	enter	data	expediently.

5.	 Analysis	–	Time	to	see	what	your	data	yields.	Most	survey	data	will	be	analysed
statistically	(see	Chapter	13),	but	you	will	need	to	engage	in	thematic	analysis	for	any
open-ended	questions	(see	Chapter	14).

(Checklists	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


The	Survey	Instrument
Students	often	underestimate	the	difficulty	of	constructing	a	good	survey
instrument.	The	best	advice	is	to	take	it	in	steps,	pilot	and	get	lots	of	feedback.	It
is	almost	impossible	to	get	a	questionnaire	right	the	first	time	around.	As
discussed	below,	developing	a	questionnaire	will	require	you	to:	(1)
operationalize	your	concepts;	(2)	formulate	your	questions;	(3)	decide	on
response	categories;	(4)	provide	background	information	and	clear	instructions;
(5)	decide	on	organization	and	length;	and	finally,	(6)	create	an	aesthetically
pleasing	layout	and	design.	All	of	this	needs	to	be	done	in	conjunction	with
several	stages	of	piloting	and	redevelopment.

Concept	Operationalization
Operationalizing	concepts	refers	to	turning	abstract	concepts	into	measurable
variables.	Suppose	you	wanted	to	conduct	a	survey	that	could	help	you
determine	if	old-fashioned	parenting	was	a	cause	of	teenage	rebellion.	Your
abstract	concepts	would	be	‘old-fashioned	parenting’	and	‘teenage	rebellion’.
Operationalizing	these	concepts	means	not	only	defining	them,	but	also
developing	indicators	so	that	you	can	determine	whether	your	survey
respondents	are	the	products	of	some	level	of	old-fashioned	parenting	and
whether	they	should	be	considered	rebellious	and	to	what	extent.

This	is	an	area	where	a	lot	of	projects	fall	short.	Students	want	to	capture
concepts,	but	they	don’t	put	enough	effort	into	exploring	the	literature	and
searching	for	measures	that	have	proven	to	be	both	valid	and	reliable.	Concepts
such	as	self-esteem,	anger,	angst	and	poverty,	for	example,	have	been	studied	by
countless	researchers	who	have	developed	various	scales,	items	and	indicators
that	can	capture	these	concepts	with	credibility.	This	is	definitely	a	situation
where	you	do	not	want	to	reinvent	the	wheel.	Remember:	your	goal	is	to	add	to	a
body	of	knowledge,	and	drawing	on	what	other	researchers	have	done	is	an
important	part	of	the	process.

Valid	and	reliable	indicators	for	various	concepts,	however,	cannot	always	be
located	in	the	literature.	A	student	of	mine,	for	example,	has	set	out	to	determine
levels	of	environmental	citizenship	in	Australian	adults.	Standard,	valid,	reliable
indicators	of	environmental	citizenship,	however,	have	yet	to	be	established.



Now	if	she	manages	to	capture	this,	not	only	will	she	make	a	contribution	to	the
literature	by	offering	an	understanding	of	Australians’	levels	of	environmental
citizenship,	but	she	will	also	be	offering	a	range	of	indicators	that	can	be	used	in
measuring	this	concept.

One	of	the	most	common	ways	to	operationalize	a	concept	is	to	create	a	scale
that	allows	you	to	place	respondents	along	a	continuum	for	some	variable	of
interest.	Suppose	you	wanted	to	understand	high	school	students’	attitudes
towards	gay	peers	–	your	goal	might	be	to	give	them	a	rating	that	indicates
where	they	fall,	from	least	to	most	comfortable.	Three	options	are	Likert,
Guttman	and	Thurstone	scales.

For	each	type	of	scale,	development	begins	by	generating	a	large	set	of	items	(as
many	as	100)	that	reflect	the	concept	you	are	interested	in.	A	good	idea	is
brainstorming	with	a	knowledgeable	group.	If	you	were	to	do	this	for	items
related	to	high	school	students’	attitudes	towards	gay	peers,	you	might	come	up
with	a	list	of	items	including	the	following:

1.	 I	believe	homosexuality	is	immoral.
2.	 I	am	comfortable	having	gay	friends.
3.	 I	am	comfortable	with	gay	students	in	my	class.
4.	 I	think	gay	students	should	stay	in	the	closet.
5.	 I	would	not	want	to	be	in	a	locker	room	with	a	gay	student.
6.	 And	so	on	…	(up	to	100	items).

For	all	three	scales,	the	next	step	is	to	have	experts	give	opinions	on	how
relevant	each	statement	is	to	the	concept.	Now	it	is	important	to	realize	that	you
are	not	interested	in	whether	the	experts	personally	agree	with	each	statement	–
you	just	want	to	understand	whether	they	think	it	is	relevant.

Each	scale	has	its	own	way	of	gathering	expert	opinion	on	relevance	–	which
leads	to	the	three	distinct	scales,	as	follows:

Likert	–	To	rate	relevance,	experts	use	five-point	scales	such	as	1	=
strongly	unfavourable	to	the	concept,	2	=	somewhat	unfavourable	to	the
concept,	3	=	undecided,	4	=	somewhat	favourable	to	the	concept,	5	=
strongly	favourable	to	the	concept.	The	researcher	then	uses	a	statistics
package	to	compute	correlations	between	all	pairs	of	items	and	keeps	items
with	the	highest	correlations	with	the	total	score	across	all	items	(high



levels	of	correlation	show	that	experts	are	in	agreement	on	these	particular
items).	The	goal	is	to	come	up	with	10–15	reliable	items.

Administering	the	scale	involves	asking	respondents	to	rate	each	of	the
chosen	10–15	items	on	a	four-	to	nine-point	response	scale.	A	five-point
scale,	for	instance,	might	consist	of	1	=	strongly	disagree,	2	=	disagree,	3	=
undecided,	4	=	agree,	5	=	strongly	agree.	Scales	with	an	odd	number	of
points	offer	a	neutral	midpoint,	while	even-number	scales	omit	the	neutral
midpoint	and	force	the	respondents	to	take	sides.	To	get	the	overall	rating,
individual	item	scores	are	summed.

Guttman	–	Experts	give	a	yes	for	each	statement	that	is	favourable	towards
the	concept	and	a	no	for	each	that	is	not.	The	researcher	then	constructs	a
table	that	shows	respondents’	answers	on	all	items	and	sorts	this	into	a
matrix	so	that	respondents	who	agree	with	more	statements	are	listed	at	the
top	and	those	agreeing	with	fewer	are	at	the	bottom.	The	goal	is	to	come	up
with	a	set	of	items	that	are	ordered	so	that	a	respondent	who	agrees	with
any	specific	question	in	the	list	will	also	agree	with	all	previous	questions.
So	if	the	respondent	scores	a	3,	it	should	mean	that	he	or	she	agreed	with
the	first	three	statements.	If	the	respondent	scores	a	7,	it	should	mean	he	or
she	agreed	with	the	first	seven.	The	object	is	to	find	a	set	of	items	(done
through	scalogram	analysis)	that	perfectly	matches	this	pattern.

Administering	the	scale	involves	asking	respondents	to	check	items	they
agree	with.	Each	item	has	a	scale	value	associated	with	it	(obtained	from
the	scalogram	analysis),	and	to	get	the	overall	rating	you	simply	add	the
scale	values	of	every	item	respondents	checked.

Thurstone	–	Experts	rate	each	item	from	1	to	11,	where	1	is	extremely
unfavourable	towards	the	concept	and	11	is	extremely	favourable	towards
the	concept.	The	researcher	then	computes	the	median	and	interquartile
ranges	for	each	item,	and	selects	the	statements	that	are	at	equal	intervals
across	the	range	of	medians	and	have	a	small	range	(this	shows	most
agreement	between	experts).	The	goal	is	to	come	up	with	a	yardstick	for
measuring	where	people	sit	on	a	continuum.	Items	with	higher	medians
should	indicate	a	more	favourable	attitude	towards	the	concept.

Administering	the	scale	involves	asking	participants	to	agree	or	disagree
with	each	statement.	To	get	the	overall	rating	you	average	the	medians	of



all	the	items	that	the	respondents	agreed	with.

Question	Formulation
There	is	certainly	more	than	one	way	to	ask	the	same	question.	In	fact,	the
possibilities	are	almost	endless.	The	dilemma	here	is	that	subtle	(or	not	so	subtle)
differences	can	affect	your	data.	Box	12.5	offers	a	distillation	of	the	most
fundamental	‘rules’	related	to	question	wording.	The	aim	is	to	help	you	avoid	the
pitfalls	of	leading,	offending	or	confusing	your	respondents.

Box	12.5:	Questions	to	Avoid

Good	questions	should	be	unambiguous,	inoffensive	and	unbiased	–	something	easier	said	than
done.	It	is	easy	to	fall	into	the	trap	of	constructing	questions	that	are:



Poorly	Worded
Complex	terms	and	language	–	There	are	plenty	of	people	who	are
hippopotomonstrosesquipedaliophobic	(scared	of	big	words).	If	these	words	are	not
necessary,	don’t	use	them.	Polysyllabic	linguistic	terminology	can	act	to	obscure
connotations	…	big	words	can	be	confusing.
Ambiguous	questions	–	Frames	of	reference	can	be	highly	divergent,	so	writing	an
ambiguous	question	is	easy.	For	example,	consider	the	questions	‘How	big	is	your
family?’	and	‘Do	you	use	drugs?’	Families	can	be	nuclear	or	extended;	for	children	of
separated	parents,	they	may	include	two	households.	Similarly,	‘drugs’	is	an	ambiguous
term.	Some	respondents	will	only	consider	illegal	drugs,	while	others	may	include
prescription	drugs.	And,	of	course,	it	would	be	impossible	to	know	whether	alcohol	or
cigarettes	were	also	considered.
Double	negatives	–	Like	many	people,	I	have	a	hard	time	with	double	negatives.	Take	the
following	agree/disagree	statement:	‘You	are	not	satisfied	with	your	job’.	To	state	that
you	are	satisfied,	you	would	have	to	choose	‘disagree’,	which	can	be	quite	confusing.
Double-barrelled	questions	–	This	is	when	you	ask	for	only	one	response	to	a	question
with	more	than	one	issue.	For	example,	‘Do	you	consider	the	president	to	be	an	honest
and	effective	leader?’	Respondents	may	think	yes,	effective	–	but	no,	definitely	not
honest.



Biased,	Leading	or	Loaded
Ring-true	statements	–	These	are	statements	that	are	easy	to	agree	with	simply	because
they	tend	to	‘ring	true’.	Some	good	examples	here	are	agree/disagree	statements	like	‘You
really	can’t	rely	on	people	these	days’	and	‘Times	may	be	tough,	but	there	are	generally
people	around	you	can	count	on’.	Both	of	these	somewhat	opposite	statements	are	likely
to	get	a	high	percentage	of	‘agrees’	because	they	tend	to	sound	reasonable.
Hard-to-disagree-with	statements	–	These	are	statements	where	your	respondents	are
likely	to	think	‘Yes	that’s	true,	but	…’	They	are	not,	however,	given	a	chance	to	elaborate
and	are	forced	to	agree	or	disagree.	For	example,	‘It	is	good	for	young	children	if	their
mothers	stay	at	home	through	the	week.’
Leading	questions	–	Leading	respondents	in	a	particular	direction	can	be	done
unintentionally,	or	intentionally	for	political	purposes.	Consider	how	the	wording	of	these
agree/disagree	statements	might	affect	responses:	‘Protecting	defenceless	endangered
species	from	inhumane	slaughter	is	something	the	government	should	take	seriously’
versus	‘The	protection	of	biodiversity	should	be	a	government	priority’;	‘Mothers	have
the	right	to	murder	an	unborn	child’	versus	‘Women	should	be	able	to	make	choices	about
their	own	bodies’.



Problematic	for	the	Respondent
Recall-dependent	questions	–	These	are	questions	that	rely	on	memory.	For	example,
‘How	many	relationships	have	you	had?’	Without	boundaries	such	as	level	of	significance
or	timeframe,	this	question	can	be	easy	to	answer	‘incorrectly’.
Offensive	questions	–	If	respondents	take	offence	to	a	question	or	a	series	of	questions,
not	only	are	they	likely	to	skip	them,	but	they	may	just	throw	out	the	entire	survey.
Offensive	questions	can	range	from	‘What	did	you	do	to	make	your	husband	leave	you?’
to	‘How	much	money	do	you	earn?’
Questions	with	assumed	knowledge	–	Don’t	assume	your	respondents	know	about,	or	are
familiar	with,	the	same	things	as	you.	Take,	for	example,	the	agree/disagree	statement
‘Marxist	theory	has	no	place	in	twenty-first-century	politics’.	You	should	not	be	surprised
when	the	response	here	is	‘What	kind	of	academic	crap	is	this?!’	–	with	your
questionnaire	taking	a	quick	trip	to	the	bin.
Questions	with	unwarranted	assumptions	–	Respondents	are	likely	to	be	at	a	loss	when	it
comes	to	answering	a	question	that	contains	an	assumption	they	do	not	agree	with.	For
example,	the	question	‘What	was	the	most	enjoyable	part	of	your	hospital	stay?’	assumes
that	the	respondents	enjoyed	something	about	their	hospitalization.
Questions	with	socially	desirable	responses	–	This	is	more	likely	to	be	an	issue	in	face-to-
face	surveying.	For	example,	a	respondent	may	be	uncomfortable	disagreeing	with	the
statement	‘Do	you	think	women	serving	in	the	armed	forces	should	have	the	same	rights
and	responsibilities	as	their	male	colleagues?’,	especially	if	the	interviewer	is	female.

Working	within	these	guidelines	is	a	start,	but	unlikely	to	be	enough.	Once	you
have	drafted	your	questions,	run	them	past	an	experienced	researcher.	They	are
likely	to	pick	up	things	you	have	missed.	You	can	also	trial	your	questions	with
your	peers.	They	will	certainly	be	able	to	tell	you	if	you	managed	to	confuse,
offend	or	lead	them	in	any	way.	Finally,	once	you	have	made	modifications
based	on	feedback	received,	you	will	need	to	run	a	pilot	study.	The	idea	here	is
to	distribute	your	survey	to	a	small	group	of	individuals	whose	characteristics
match	those	of	your	sample	and	then	thoroughly	debrief	with	them.	Remember:
in	the	end	it	is	not	what	you	think,	or	even	what	your	supervisor	or	peers	think
that	counts;	the	only	opinion	that	really	matters	will	be	that	of	your	eventual
respondents.

Response	Categories
As	if	making	your	questions	as	precise	and	unproblematic	as	possible	was	not
enough,	a	good	survey	and	good	survey	data	are	equally	dependent	on	the
response	categories	you	use.	And	there	are	a	lot	of	things	to	consider	here.	First,



response	categories	will	influence	the	data	you	collect.	For	example,	if	you	add
an	‘I’m	not	sure’	option	to	a	controversial	yes/no	question,	it	will	affect	your
findings.	Second,	different	types	of	response	categories	generate	data	with
different	types	of	measurement	scales,	and	data	with	different	measurement
scales	demand	quite	distinct	statistical	treatment.	In	fact,	understanding	the
difference	between	nominal,	ordinal,	interval	and	ratio	data	(as	discussed	in
Chapter	14)	will	definitely	facilitate	the	process	of	survey	construction,
particularly	determining	response	categories.	But	until	you	actually	have	some
data	to	play	with,	the	relationship	between	data	types	and	survey	construction
might	seem	quite	abstract.

This	makes	conducting	your	first	survey	a	real	challenge.	So,	we	come	back	to
the	need	for	a	good	pilot	study.	A	pilot	study	will	allow	you	not	only	to	assess
your	questions	and	response	categories	from	the	perspective	of	your
respondents,	but	also	to	generate	a	small	data	set	that	you	can	enter	into	a
database	and	work	with	statistically.	This	really	is	the	best	way	to	see	how	your
data	collection	protocols,	including	response	category	determination	(whether
open	or	closed),	will	impact	on	your	analysis.

Open	Responses
With	open	responses	respondents	are	asked	to	provide	answers	using	their	own
words.	They	can	offer	any	information	or	express	any	opinion	they	wish,
although	the	amount	of	space	provided	for	an	answer	will	generally	limit	the
response.	The	data	provided	can	be	rich	and	candid,	but	can	also	be	difficult	to
code	and	analyse.

Closed	Responses
With	closed	responses,	respondents	are	asked	to	choose	from	a	range	of
predetermined	responses.	The	data	here	is	generally	easy	to	code	and	statistically
analyse.	Closed	response	categories	come	in	many	forms,	each	with	their
associated	issues.

Yes/no	or	agree/disagree:

Do	you	drink	alcohol? Yes/No
‘Drinking	is	bad	for	your	health’ Agree/Disagree



While	it	can	be	easy	to	work	with	‘binomial’	data	(or	data	with	only	two
potential	responses),	you	need	to	consider	whether	respondents	will	be
comfortable	with	only	two	choices.	For	example,	in	the	first	question	a
respondent	might	be	thinking	‘Not	really	(I	only	drink	when	I	go	out,	which	is
hardly	ever)’,	or	for	the	second	question,	‘It	depends	on	how	much	you’re
talking	about?’	A	potential	strategy	is	to	offer	a	‘don’t	know’	or	‘no	opinion’
option,	but	this	allows	for	a	lot	of	‘fence	sitting’.

Fill	in	the	blank:

How	much	do	you	weigh? _______________________

Even	a	simple	question	like	this	(assuming	your	respondents	know	the	answer
and	are	willing	to	tell	you)	can	lead	to	messy	data.	Will	respondents	write	90	kg,
198	lb	or	14	stone?	Of	course	you	can	convert	these	answers	to	one	system,	but
that	is	not	going	to	be	possible	if	they	just	put	90.

Choosing	from	a	list:

What	would	you	drink	most	often?
Beer    Wine    Spirits    Mixed	drinks    
Cocktails

There	is	an	assumption	here	that	there	will	not	be	any	‘ties’;	you	need	to
consider	what	you	will	do	if	more	than	one	option	is	circled.	You	also	need	to
make	sure	all	options	are	covered	(options	are	collectively	exhaustive)	and	do
not	overlap	(are	mutually	exclusive).	A	potential	strategy	is	to	offer	an	‘Other’	or
‘Other:	___________’	option.

Ordering	options:

Please	place	the	following	drinks	in	order	of	preference:
Beer    Wine    Spirits    Mixed	drinks    
Cocktails

These	questions	tend	to	be	quite	difficult	for	respondents,	particularly	if	lists	are
long.	It	is	worth	remembering	that	if	respondents	get	frustrated	trying	to	answer,
they	are	likely	to	leave	the	question	blank,	leave	it	half-finished	or	just	write
anything	at	all.



Interval	response	scale:

‘It	is	normal	for	teenagers	to	binge	drink’
1            2       3     
4       5
Strongly	disagree    Disagree    Unsure    
Agree    Strongly	agree

Interval	response	scales	–	often	referred	to	as	Likert	scales	–	offer	a	range	of
responses,	generally	ranging	from	something	like	‘Strongly	disagree’	to
‘Strongly	agree’.	In	this	type	of	scale,	you	will	need	to	consider:	the	number	of
points	you	will	use;	whether	you	will	force	the	respondent	to	take	sides	by	using
an	even	number	of	responses;	and	whether	you	think	your	respondents	are	likely
to	‘get	on	a	roll’	and	keep	circling	a	particular	number.

Information	and	Instructions
A	survey	instrument	is	not	complete	without	some	level	of	background
information	that	can	give	credibility	to	your	study	and	make	your	respondents
feel	like	they	are	a	part	of	something.	In	your	background	information,	it	is	a
good	idea	to	include:	the	sponsoring	organization/university;	the	survey’s
purpose;	assurances	of	anonymity/confidentiality;	return	information,	including
deadlines	and	return	address;	and	a	‘thank	you’	for	time/assistance.	This
information	can	be	included	at	the	start	of	the	survey,	or	as	a	cover	letter.

Also	crucial	are	instructions.	What	might	be	self-evident	to	you	may	not	be	so
obvious	to	your	respondents.	Instructions	should	introduce	each	section	of	the
survey,	give	clear	and	specific	directions	for	each	question	type,	provide
examples	and	be	easy	to	distinguish	from	actual	survey	questions.	In	fact,	I
would	suggest	using	a	distinct	font	–	try	changing	the	style,	size,	boldness,
italics,	underlining,	etc.	It	may	take	a	couple	of	drafts	to	get	your	instructions	as
clear	and	helpful	as	possible.	Be	sure	you	seek	advice	and	feedback	from	other
researchers,	peers	and	your	pilot	group.

Organization	and	Length
Once	you	are	comfortable	with	all	the	various	elements	of	your	survey,	you	will
need	to	put	it	together	in	a	logical	format	that	is	neither	too	long	nor	too	short:



too	short,	and	you	won’t	get	all	the	data	you	need;	too	long,	and	your	survey
might	be	tossed	away,	returned	incomplete	or	filled	in	at	random.	People	might
not	mind	spending	a	few	minutes	answering	your	questions,	but	ask	for	much
more	and	they	may	not	be	bothered	to	help	you	out.	Appropriate	length	is
another	aspect	of	your	survey	you	can	assess	in	your	pilot	run.	Be	sure	to	ask
your	trial	respondents	what	they	thought	of	the	overall	length	and	the	time	it
took	to	complete	the	survey.

In	terms	of	logical	organization,	there	are	a	few	schools	of	thought.	Some
suggest	that	you	start	with	demographics	in	order	to	‘warm	up’	your	respondents.
Others,	however,	suggest	that	you	start	with	your	topical	questions	and	finish	off
with	questions	related	to	demographic	information.	What	is	right	for	your	survey
will	depend	a	lot	on	the	nature	of	both	your	questions	and	your	respondents.	In
fact,	you	may	want	to	pilot	two	different	versions	of	your	questionnaire	if	you
are	unsure	how	it	should	be	laid	out.

There	is	one	consistent	piece	of	advice,	however,	and	that	is	to	avoid	starting
your	survey	with	questions	that	might	be	considered	threatening,	awkward,
insulting,	difficult,	etc.	It	is	really	important	to	ease	your	respondents	into	your
survey	and	save	any	sensitive	questions	for	near	the	end.

Layout	and	Design
You	would	think	that	all	of	the	intense	intellectual	work	that	has	gone	into
operationalizing	your	concepts,	writing	clear	and	unambiguous	questions	with
appropriate,	well-thought-out	response	categories,	accompanied	by	clear
instructions	and	organized	into	a	sensitive,	logical	and	manageable	form	would
be	enough	to	ensure	a	‘good’	survey.	Not	quite.	Aesthetics	count!

If	your	survey	looks	unprofessional	(poor	photocopies,	faint	printing,	messy	and
uninteresting	layout,	etc.),	two	things	can	happen.	First,	respondents	are	less
likely	to	complete	a	survey	that	is	unprofessional	and	lacking	an	aesthetically
pleasing	layout	and	design.	Second,	the	potential	for	mistakes	increases
dramatically	if	surveys	are	cluttered,	cramped	or	messy.	So	the	effort	here	is	well
worthwhile.



Online	Surveys	and	Questionnaires
Online	surveying	is,	without	a	doubt,	on	the	rise.	And	it	is	easy	to	understand	its
popularity.	Online	surveys	offer	terrific	flexibility	in	how	questions	can	be
displayed	–	things	like	check	boxes	and	pull-down	and	pop-up	menus	are	easy	to
incorporate.	They	have	low	administration	costs	–	no	printing	or	postage.	And
data	is	automatically	entered	into	a	database	–	no	manual	data	entry	required	–
with	basic	statistical	analysis	also	something	that	can	happen	‘automatically’.
Together	these	are	huge	advantages.

But	there	is	an	absolutely	essential	need	to	consider	whether	your	targeted
response	group	has	the	ability	to	respond	to	your	online	survey.	For	example,
does	your	population	have	Internet	access?	Is	all	of	your	population	online?	If
not,	who	is	missing?	Do	you	attempt	to	capture	them,	and,	if	so,	how?	And	even
if	you’re	happy	that	your	online	sample	does	indeed	capture	your	intended
population,	have	you	considered	whether	or	not	they	could	be	bothered	to	fill	in
your	questionnaire?	Response	rates	can	be	notoriously	low,	and	with	the
proliferation	of	spam	mail,	this	is	a	trend	not	likely	to	abate.

It	is	important	to	remember	that	online	surveying	will	only	work	if	all	segments
of	your	population	are	online	and	you	are	able	to	reach	out	to	your	sample	and
convince	them	to	respond.	Without	a	representative	sample	and	adequate
response	rate,	you’re	likely	to	come	face-to-face	with	non-response	bias,	where
those	who	participate	in	your	survey	are	qualitatively	different	from	those	who
don’t,	thereby	leaving	you	with	results	that	cannot	be	generalized	back	to	your
population.

If	you	believe,	however,	that	your	research	question	warrants	an	online	approach
and	you	have	worked	through	the	challenges	of	adequate	and	representative
response,	there	are	some	fantastic	survey	development	and	administration	tools
online.	Most	have	limited	free	versions	–	with	more	sophisticated	elements
reserved	for	those	willing	to	pay.	A	few	choices	worth	a	look	include:
SurveyMonkey	(www.surveymonkey.com);	Wufoo	(www.wufoo.com);
SurveyGizmo	(www.surveygizmo.com);	Zoomerang	(www.zoomerang.com);
Qualtrics	(www.qualtrics.com);	Polldaddy	(www.polldaddy.com);	QuestionPro
(www.questionpro.com);	and	LimeSurvey	(www.limesurvey.org).	Keep	in	mind,
however,	that	programs	come	and	go,	so	it	is	worth	looking	on	the	Internet	to	see

http://www.surveymonkey.com
http://www.wufoo.com
http://www.surveygizmo.com
http://www.zoomerang.com
http://www.qualtrics.com
http://www.polldaddy.com
http://www.questionpro.com
http://www.limesurvey.org


what	the	latest	and	greatest	might	be.	Things	to	look	for	in	a	good	program
include	the	ability	to:

manipulate	the	look	and	feel	of	the	survey	–	look	for	high	flexibility	and
customization;
use	skip	logic	–	that	means	those	who	answer	‘no’	to	question	9	should	be
able	to	skip	to	question	13;
pipe	–	pull	answers	from	one	part	of	a	survey	into	another	–	so	if	your
respondent	says	she	went	to	Jefferson	High	School,	that	name	is	inserted
into	future	relevant	questions	such	as,	‘How	enjoyable	was	your	time	at
Jefferson	High	School?’;
randomize	–	automatically	randomize	question	order	within	selected
sections;
integrate	with	an	existing	website	–	allow	for	having	your	surveys	on	its
own	page	or	integrated	into	an	existing	site;
analyse	data	–	most	offer	simple	summary	descriptive	statistics,	but	others
offer	complex	inferential	statistics.



I	have	a	question!



I	had	no	idea	that	conducting	a	survey	was	so
complicated.	Should	I	give	up?
No!	Don’t	give	up,	but	do	think	strategically.	And	that	means	two	things.	First,	be	totally	aware	of	all
the	ins	and	outs	of	surveys.	I	have	not	shied	away	from	letting	you	know	how	challenging	it	can	be:
from	conceptualization,	to	design,	to	administration,	to	data	collection	and	analysis.	Being	aware
means	that	you	can	be	prepared	and	have	contingency	plans	ready.	Second,	think	about	possibilities
for	adopting,	adapting,	and	piggy	backing.	Can	you	adopt	a	survey	already	designed	and	validated
that	you	can	simply	plug	into	your	research	processes?	Can	you	adapt	a	survey	that	almost	meets	your
needs,	which	means	you	can	concentrate	more	on	refinements	and	adaptations?	Can	you	attach
survey	questions	to	data	collection	protocols	already	happening?	Can	you	make	your	survey	part	of
an	existing	survey	already	going	out	to	say,	customers,	students	or	community	members?	You	will
still	need	to	work	through	all	issues	of	design,	but	administration	is	taken	care	of.	Being	prepared	and
strategic	cannot	be	stressed	enough.



Interviewing

I	like	to	listen.	I	have	learned	a	great	deal	from	listening	carefully.	Most
people	never	listen.

Ernest	Hemingway

Interviewing:	the	‘art	of	asking’	or	the	‘art	of	listening’?	There	is	no	doubt	that
asking	and	listening	are	both	crucial	to	the	interview	process,	but	we	tend	to
spend	a	much	greater	proportion	of	our	time	working	on	getting	our	questions
and	questioning	right.	When	it	comes	to	the	listening	end	of	things,	we	barely
give	it	a	mention.	Well,	according	to	Hemingway,	‘Most	people	never	listen’,
and	unfortunately,	there	are	quite	a	few	researchers	who	would	rather	talk	than
listen.	Remember:	your	job	is	to	talk	only	enough	to	facilitate	someone	else’s
ability	to	answer.	It	is	your	interviewees’	voice	that	you	are	seeking,	and	it	is
their	voice	that	needs	to	be	drawn	out.

Interview A	method	of	data	collection	that	involves	researchers	seeking	open-ended	answers
related	to	a	number	of	questions,	topic	areas	or	themes.



Options	and	Possibilities
What	pops	into	your	mind	when	you	think	‘interview’?	Perhaps	you	conjure	up
an	image	of	a	job	interview	–	that	formal	scenario	where	the	interviewee	has	to
get	dressed	up,	do	the	firm	handshake,	make	a	formal	presentation	of	self,	all	the
while	feeling	quite	nervous,	while	the	interviewer	sits	behind	a	big	desk,	holds
all	the	cards	and	wields	all	the	power.	It	is	not	surprising	to	find	that	it	is	this
image	that	new	researchers	subconsciously	take	with	them	into	the	research
world;	they	tend	to	think	this	is	how	research	interviews	should	unfold.	But	they
do	not	have	to.	Research	interviews	can	be	formal	–	but,	as	covered	in	Table
12.2,	there	are	actually	quite	a	few	options	that	might	better	suit	your	research
agenda.





Issues	and	Complexities
What	could	be	better	than	getting	out	there	and	actually	talking	to	real	people,
asking	them	what	they	really	think,	finding	out	at	first-hand	how	they	genuinely
feel?	Well,	interviews	allow	all	of	this,	but	like	any	other	data-collection	method,
the	opportunities	are	balanced	by	a	series	of	challenges.	Interviews	allow	you	to
develop	rapport	and	trust;	provide	you	with	rich,	in-depth	qualitative	data;	allow
for	non-verbal	as	well	as	verbal	data;	are	flexible	enough	to	allow	you	to	explore
tangents;	are	structured	enough	to	generate	standardized,	quantifiable	data.

Now	many	of	these	‘pros’	are	the	result	of	the	human	element	in	interviewing	–
but	so	too	are	the	‘cons’.	The	closer	you	become	to	your	respondents	and	the
closer	they	become	to	you,	the	bigger	the	challenge	you	will	face	in	managing
the	process.

One	major	challenge,	for	example,	is	gaining	access	to	interviewees	in	an	ethical
manner.	Consider	how	you	can	use,	but	not	abuse	power.	Can	you:

use	official	channels	and	protocols,	and	not	avoid	or	skirt	around	them;
establish	points	of	contact,	but	not	go	around	or	above	the	appropriate
person’s	head;
use	gatekeepers	and	insiders,	without	asking	them	to	act	unethically	or	to
go	behind	management’s	back;
build	rapport	without	ingratiating	yourself	to	the	point	of	becoming
sycophantic;
leave	doors	open	without	becoming	a	nuisance;
offer	something	back	without	making	promises	you	cannot	or	do	not	intend
to	keep?

You	also	need	to	think	about	all	the	ways	in	which	you	can	make	a	good
impression	that	will	keep	doors	open.	And	for	me	this	means	doing	your
homework.	Be	prepared	to	talk	about	your	research.	The	ability	to	clearly
articulate	the	rationale,	aims,	objectives	and	methods	of	your	project	can	be
instrumental	in	getting	the	right	doors	opened.	Also	consider	preparing	a	brief
outline	of	your	project.	Certain	individuals	or	organizations	may	want	to	have	a
document	they	can	consider	and/or	present	to	‘gatekeepers’.	A	letter	of
introduction	can	also	help	you	professionally	answer	questions	like	‘Who	are
you	and	where	are	you	from?’	Finally,	find	out	about	appropriate	protocols.



Sometimes	the	contacts	that	are	most	willing	to	help	do	not	have	the	authority	to
authorize	access.	Finding	out	about	appropriate	protocols	can	help	avoid
awkward	situations.

Good	impressions	also	require	professionalism.	Always	be	respectful.	Choose
the	right	time	for	your	approach,	be	prompt,	dress	appropriately	and	be	modest
in	your	initial	requests.	It	also	pays	to	plan	for	the	unexpected.	Very	rarely	does
the	research	process	run	smoothly,	especially	when	you	are	dealing	with
individuals	–	be	prepared	for	glitches.	Resist	the	urge	to	lead	your	respondents
and	be	sure	to	facilitate	honest	and	open	responses.	Also	suspend	judgement	–	if
respondents	feel	judged,	ashamed	or	offended,	it	is	difficult	to	gather	credible
data.	You	will	also	need	to	consider	how	attributes	such	as	race,	gender,
ethnicity,	class	and	age	of	interviewer	and	interviewee	alike	might	affect	the
interview	process.

And	make	sure	you	leave	doors	open	–	many	researchers	swear	they	have
collected	all	the	data	they	are	going	to	need,	but	later	wish	they	could	go	back
and	ask	just	a	few	more	questions.	One	good	strategy	here	is	to	offer	something
back.	Don’t	disappear.	Let	your	contacts	know	how	things	are	progressing	and/or
send	a	note	of	thanks.	Even	better	make	results	available.	It	is	quite	natural	to
have	a	sense	of	curiosity	about	studies	of	which	you	are	a	part;	the	results	of
your	study	can	be	quite	valued	by	those	who	have	facilitated	your	research.

And	if	the	more	political	and	management	issues	above	are	not	enough,	you	will
also	need	to	watch	for	communication	miscues.	As	shown	in	Box	12.6,	moving
from	questions	to	answers	is	anything	but	a	straightforward	process.
Misunderstandings	and	misinterpretation	are	all	too	common.

Box	12.6:	It’s	Just	Q&A,	Isn’t	It?





The	Interview	Process
As	with	surveying,	conducting	a	‘good’	interview	is	a	process	that	requires	a	lot
more	steps	than	you	may	realize.	Interviewing	involves	the	need	to:	plan	for	all
contingencies;	prepare	an	interview	schedule	and	data-recording	system;	run	a
trial	and	modify	the	process	as	appropriate;	conduct	the	interviews;	and,	finally,
analyse	the	data.	Boxes	12.7–12.10	will	take	you	through	key	steps	and	can	be
used	as	both	guides	and	checklists.

Planning
So	exactly	how	much	planning	needs	to	go	into	an	interview?	Don’t	you	just
show	up	and	ask	a	few	questions?	If	only	it	were	that	easy.	As	well	as	being
clear	on	all	the	details	of	the	interview	process,	you	need	to	remember	that	there
are	two	key	players	who	need	to	be	considered.	The	first	is	your	interviewee.
You	need	to	thoughtfully	decide	on	who	you	will	be	interviewing.	The	second
key	player	is	you,	the	interviewer.	This	is	a	role	that	needs	to	be	reflexively
considered.	You	need	to	recognize	that	you	do	have	power	as	an	interviewer	and
that	you	can	influence	the	responses	of	your	interviewee.	If	you	do	not	work	up	a
plan	for	neutralizing	this	influence,	you	can	jeopardize	the	integrity	of	your
results.	Box	12.7	takes	you	through	the	essential	steps	in	planning	a	successful
interview.

Box	12.7:	Planning	–	Consideration	of	‘Who’,	‘Where’,	‘When’,	‘How’	and	‘What’

The	success	of	your	interview	will	hinge	upon	the	forethought	you	have	put	into	the	planning
process.

1.	 Population	and	sample/respondent/participants	–	Who	you	plan	to	speak	about
(population),	and	gather	data	from	(sample)	(see	Chapter	11).

2.	 Access	–	The	first	step	in	an	interview	is,	as	discussed	above,	gaining	access	in	an	ethical
way.

3.	 Your	role	–	How	will	you	present	yourself?	How	will	you	strike	a	balance	between
formality	and	rapport?	Is	your	interview	style	or	research	goal	better	suited	to
officiousness	or	informality?	What	tone	of	voice	will	you	use?	Will	you	joke	around?
Also	consider	body	language.	Reading	non-verbal	cues	(while	your	interviewee	is	reading
yours)	is	worth	thinking	about.	Are	you	both	making	eye	contact,	looking	down,	looking
around,	picking	your	nails,	coming	across	aggressively	or	looking	relaxed?

4.	 Your	biases	–	Recognizing	and	controlling	for	subjectivities	in	ways	that	can	best	ensure
the	credibility	of	any	survey	instrument	you	use.

5.	 Ethics/ethics	approval	–	Consideration	of	any	ethical	dilemmas	inherent	in	your	project,



and	getting	appropriate	ethics	approval.
6.	 Data	–	Exactly	what	it	is	you	want	to	elicit	from	your	respondents	(e.g.	memories,

descriptions,	feelings,	thoughts,	opinions).
7.	 Details	–	Appointments,	timing	(travel	time,	interview	time,	wait-around	time),	location,

recording	methods,	etc.
8.	 Potential	cultural/language	barriers	–	Familiarizing	yourself	with,	and	planning	for,	any

potential	language	and/or	cultural	issues.	Find	and	trial	a	good	translator	if	necessary.
9.	 Contingencies	–	The	unexpected,	the	unplanned	and	the	unfortunate.	This	means

developing	a	contingency	plan	in	case	key	interviews	fall	through.

Developing	Your	Interview	Schedule	and	Recording
System
Now	that	you	have	planned	all	the	preliminary	details,	it	is	time	to	delve	into	the
‘What’	and	‘How’	of	the	interview	process.	What	will	you	ask?	How	will	you
ask	it?	What	order	will	you	ask	it	in?	How	will	you	encourage	better	depth	and
breadth	in	responses?	How	will	you	record	the	information	provided?	What
checks	will	you	have	on	credibility?	All	of	these	things	will	influence	the	quality
of	responses	you	can	elicit	from	your	interviewee.	Box	12.8	takes	you	through
what	needs	to	be	considered	in	developing	your	interview	schedule.

Box	12.8:	Developing	an	Interview	Schedule/Recording	System

No	matter	what	style	of	interview	you	intend	to	conduct,	you	will	need	to	have	a	game	plan
ready	to	go.

1.	 Draft	questions	and/or	themes	–	For	a	structured	interview	this	will	involve	drafting	and
redrafting	your	questions.	For	a	less-structured	and	more	conversational	interview,	you
will	need	to	think	about	the	themes	you	want	to	cover	and	whether	you	will	put	any
boundaries	on	potential	conversation.

2.	 Review	–	Carefully	read	each	question	and	consider	whether	your	questions	might	be
confusing,	leading,	offensive	or	problematic	for	your	interviewees	(see	Box	12.5).

3.	 Rewrite	questions	–	Run	them	past	a	few	peers/supervisors	for	their	assessment.	Repeat
this	step	as	many	times	as	necessary	to	get	each	question	as	right	as	possible.

4.	 Order	questions	–	Put	questions	in	an	order	that	will	be	logical	and	ease	respondents	into
your	interview.

5.	 Prepare	additional	information	–	Consider	and	develop	any	instructions,	prompts	or
probes	you	feel	are	appropriate	to	the	interview.

6.	 Decide	on	recording	methods	–	If	note	taking,	consider/develop	a	form	that	can	aid	this
process.	If	audio	or	video	recording,	be	sure	to	acquire	and	become	familiar	with	the
equipment	(discussed	more	fully	in	the	next	section	–	‘Conducting	the	Interview’).

7.	 Train	any	note	takers/translators	–	If	using	note	takers	or	translators	you	will	want	to
work	as	a	team,	which	is	likely	to	involve	some	trial	and	error.



Piloting	and	Modification



I	have	a	question!’



‘I’ve	heard	of	piloting	a	survey,	but	not	really
piloting	an	interview.	Is	this	really	necessary?’
In	a	word,	yes.	Remember	that	you,	as	interviewer,	have	a	tremendous	amount	of	control	and
influence	over	the	direction	of	the	interview	and	the	potential	content	direction,	feel	and	tone	of	what
is	said.	So	you	need	to	check	yourself.	As	with	surveying,	it	is	essential	that	you	have	a	run-through
and	take	note	of	the	interviewees’	reflections	on	the	process	as	well	as	your	own	reflections.	Only
then	will	you	be	in	a	position	to	modify	your	processes	in	ways	that	maximize	the	potential
authenticity	of	your	data.	Box	12.9	takes	you	through	the	steps	in	piloting	and	modifying	your
interview	processes.

Box	12.9:	Piloting	and	Modification

Good	planning	and	development	are	essential	–	but	not	sufficient.	Interviewing	is	a	skill	that
takes	practice,	and	giving	your	process	a	run-through	can	be	invaluable.	You	can	then	review
and	refine	until	you	are	comfortable	with	the	process	and	data	collected.

1.	 Have	a	run-through	–	A	mock	interview	can	boost	confidence	and	highlight	potential
issues.

2.	 Reflect	–	Note	any	difficulties	you	encountered,	such	as	access,	time	taken,	question
clarity,	structure,	introductory	information,	instructions,	prompts,	pacing,	comfort	zones,
recording/note	taking,	roles,	objectivity,	conversational	flow,	ambiguities	and	cultural
issues.

3.	 Seek	feedback	–	Get	feedback	from	the	interviewees	on	the	issues	above	and	anything
else	they	wish	to	discuss.

4.	 Review	notes/transcribe	data	–	Make	sure	you	can	make	sense	of	notes	and	that
transcription	(if	a	goal)	is	doable.	You	may	be	surprised	at	how	labour-	and	time-intensive
transcription	tends	to	be.

5.	 Make	modifications	–	This	will	be	based	on	your	own	reflections,	feedback	from	your
interviewee,	as	well	as	the	quality	of	the	data	generated.

6.	 Back	to	the	start?	–	If	the	need	for	modification	is	substantial,	you	may	need	to	revisit
your	planning,	development	and	piloting	process.	This	may	involve	a	return	to	the	ethics
committee.

Conducting	and	Analysing	your	Interview
Okay	–	all	the	preliminaries	are	done.	Processes	have	been	developed,	trialled
and	modified.	Time	to	get	out	there	and	talk	to	some	people.	But	wait,	there	is
still	a	bit	more	to	consider	before	you	get	right	into	the	heart	of	the	matter.	You
still	need	to	get	set	up,	go	through	your	purpose	and	ethics,	establish	rapport,
ease	into	the	main	themes,	manage	the	whole	process	–	including	your	influence
within	the	process,	and	finally	wind	things	up.	Then	of	course	is	the	analysis	–



the	real	challenge	of	working	across	one	or	more	interviews	to	draw	out	themes
both	expected	and	unexpected.	Box	12.10	will	take	you	through	the	steps	in
interview	conduct	and	analysis.

Box	12.10:	Conducting	and	Analysing	Your	Interview

Finally,	you	get	to	talk	to	someone!	While	covered	more	fully	in	the	next	section,	conducting
your	interview	involves	the	need	to:

1.	 Take	care	of	preliminaries	–	Make	appointments	early	(people	can	put	you	off	for
months)	and	arrive	early	for	your	interview	so	that	you	have	time	to	set	up	and	check	any
equipment.

2.	 Make	your	interviewee	as	comfortable	as	possible	–	Establish	rapport,	introduce	the	study
and	discuss	‘ethics’.

3.	 Ease	into	main	questions/themes	–	It	is	easy	to	offend	when	you	jump	straight	into
controversial	areas,	so	ease	your	way	into	things.

4.	 Keep	a	balance	–	Manage	the	process	and	work	between	keeping	on	track	and/or
exploring	interesting	tangents	as	appropriate	to	your	interview	goals.

5.	 Wind	down	and	close	the	interview	–	Make	sure	you	show	your	gratitude	and	attempt	to
keep	the	door	open	for	future	interaction.

6.	 Organize/collate	your	data	as	soon	as	possible	–	When	the	time	comes	to	work	with	your
data,	nothing	is	worse	than	a	partially	forgotten	conversation	or	illegible	notes.	Be
systematic	and	organized.

7.	 Thematic	analysis	–	It’s	time	to	see	what	your	data	yields.	Most	interview	data	will	be
analysed	thematically	(see	Chapter	14),	but	if	you	have	30	or	more	interviews	you	may
want	to	engage	in	some	level	of	statistical	analysis	(see	Chapter	13).

(Checklists	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Conducting	the	Interview
‘Intimidating’:	I	do	not	think	there	is	a	better	word	to	describe	what	it	feels	like
to	conduct	your	first	interview.	No	matter	how	prepared	you	think	you	are,	you
are	still	likely	to	feel	nervous	at	the	beginning,	and	to	wish	you	had	done	things
differently	at	the	end.

When	you	start	to	prepare,	you	will	probably	spend	a	lot	of	time	thinking	about
what	to	ask	and	how	to	say	it,	and	this	is	important.	But	even	more	important	are
your	listening	skills.	Perhaps	the	golden	rule	of	interviewing	is	to	listen	more
than	talk.

The	main	game	is	facilitating	an	interviewee’s	ability	to	answer.	To	do	this	with
confidence	you	will	need	to:	take	care	of	preliminaries;	ease	respondents	into	the
interview;	ask	questions	that	facilitate	answers;	effectively	manage	the	process;
and	wind	down	at	the	right	time	–	all	the	while	being	true	to	your	role.

Take	Care	of	Preliminaries
Quite	a	few	things	need	to	come	together	before	you	are	in	a	position	to	ask	your
first	question.	Asking	good	questions	is	preceded	by:	making	appointments	early
–	allow	for	travel	time,	interview	time	and	wait-around	time;	arriving	on	time	–
building	rapport	can	be	a	real	challenge	if	you	keep	someone	waiting,	and	if	you
miss	an	appointment	altogether	you	may	not	get	a	second	chance;	setting	up	and
checking	any	recording	equipment	–	you	can	do	this	in	advance	or,	if	done
efficiently,	when	you	first	arrive	for	your	interview;	establishing	rapport	–	this
includes	introductions,	handshakes,	small	talk	and	expressions	of	appreciation;
introducing	the	study	–	this	includes	reviewing	who	you	are,	the	purpose	of	the
study,	why	involvement	is	important	and	approximately	how	long	the	interview
will	take;	explaining	ethics	–	this	can	involve	assurances	of	confidentiality,	the
right	to	decline	to	answer	any	particular	questions	and	the	right	to	end	the
interview	upon	request.

Ease	Your	Respondents	into	the	Interview
As	with	surveying,	it	is	important	to	ease	your	way	into	the	main	questions	and



themes.	If	you	start	off	with	a	‘sensitive’	question	or	one	that	might	be
considered	threatening,	you	may	find	yourself	facing	an	uphill	battle	for	the
remainder	of	the	interview.	In	fact,	it	can	be	easy	to	get	an	interviewee	off-side,
so	it	is	well	worth	considering	how	you	might	handle	such	a	situation.

Ask	Questions	that	Facilitate	Answers	and	be	Ready
to	Capture	Those	Answers
If	you	ask	a	yes/no	question,	you	should	expect	a	yes/no	answer.	Try	to	ask
questions	that	open	up	conversations	and	draw	out	rich	responses.	Questions
should	create	possibilities,	open	up	options,	dig	below	the	surface	and	lower
defences.	Remember	your	job	is	to	facilitate	an	interviewee’s	ability	to	answer	–
much	more	than	it	is	to	ask	questions.

Capturing	answers	can	be	done	in	a	number	of	ways,	and	you	may	need	to	trial	a
couple	of	recording	methods	in	order	to	assess	what	is	best	for	you	and	your
research	process.	In	most	cases	you	will	be	responsible	for	both	conducting	an
interview	and	capturing	responses.	Under	some	circumstances,	however,	you
may	use	a	note	taker,	which	can	allow	you	to	focus	and	engage	more	fully	in
listening	and	directing	your	interview,	or	even	a	translator	(see	Box	12.11).	But
as	well	as	considering	resource	implications,	you	will	need	to	carefully	consider
whether	a	third	party	is	likely	to	have	an	effect	on	the	respondent	and	the
interview	process.

Video	recording	–	The	potential	here	is	for	the	capture	of	raw	data	at	its
best.	Not	only	do	you	preserve	words,	tone	and	intonation,	you	get	the
added	bonus	of	being	able	to	record	visual	cues.	However,	it	is	more
intrusive;	is	prone	to	more	technical	difficulties;	and	can	generate	data	that
is	hard	to	analyse.
Audio	recording	–	This	is	highly	recommended	because	it	preserves	raw
data	for	review	at	a	later	date.	It	therefore	allows	you	to	focus	on	the
question/answer	process	at	hand,	while	giving	up	the	ability	to	re-engage	at
your	convenience.	The	disadvantages	of	taping	are:	its	inability	to	capture
non-verbal	cues;	the	enormous	time	and	financial	cost	of	transcribing	data
(a	half-hour	interview	can	generate	up	to	30	transcription	pages);	and	the
unease	it	can	cause	for	the	interviewee	–	a	good	thing	to	remember	here	is
that	if	you	sense	wariness	you	can	offer	to	stop	recording	and	just	take
notes.



Post-interview	data	dump	–	This	is	a	method	of	choice	for	me	and	involves
dumping	your	thoughts	and	impressions	into	a	digital	recorder	right	after	an
interview.	It	is	a	great	supplement	to	note	taking	and	can	be	helpful	even
after	a	recorded	interview.	Your	impressions	of	an	interview	can	be	a
valuable	source	of	data	in	their	own	right.	And	while	you	think	you	might
remember	your	insights,	it	is	easy	to	lose	them	a	few	interviews	later.
Note	taking	–	This	can	range	from	highly	structured	to	open	and
interpretive.	Highly	structured	note	taking	often	utilizes	a	form	that	can	be
filled	in	as	the	interviewee	speaks.	It	may	even	include	a	list	of	codes	for
common	responses	(this	can	allow	for	statistical	analysis	if	enough
interviews	are	conducted).	At	the	other	end	of	the	spectrum	is	unstructured
note	taking	that	may	take	the	form	of	a	concept	map	or	involve	jotting
down	interpretive	ideas	during	or	even	after	an	interview.	Remember	that	if
you	are	going	to	take	notes	during	an	interview,	be	sure	you	practice
talking,	listening	and	note	taking	simultaneously	–	and	that	you	can	read
your	own	writing.	You	also	need	to	keep	in	mind	that	note	taking	is	actually
a	preliminary	form	of	analysis	(you	are	making	decisions	about	what	to
record).	You	may	want	to	consider	taking	notes	in	conjunction	with	audio
or	video	recording.

Box	12.11:	Lost	in	Translation

If	you	require	a	translator,	there	are	plenty	of	issues	that	can	affect	your	ability	to	collect
credible	data.	You	will	need	to	consider	whether:	(1)	your	translator	is	experienced	–	being
bilingual	does	not	guarantee	the	necessary	skills,	so	be	sure	to	trial	and/or	seek	references;	(2)
your	translator	will	translate	for	you	and	the	interviewee	on	the	spot	or	will	conduct	the
interview	in	the	interviewee’s	native	language	and	translate	into	English	at	a	later	time;	(3)	you
would	like	to	capture	a	literal	translation	or	whether	you	want	your	translator	to	use	some
discretion	and	judgement	in	conveying	meaning;	(4)	you	can	(and	how	you	can)	manage	the
overall	process,	including	establishing	rapport,	keeping	on	time,	exploring	tangents,	keeping
respondents	focused,	etc.,	all	through	a	translator.

There	are	no	rights	and	wrongs	here.	It	is	the	context	of	your	particular	research	question	that
will	determine	the	best	course	of	action,	and	you	may	need	to	trial	a	couple	of	processes	before
you	know	which	way	to	go.

Photo	12.1	Lost	in	translation



Manage	the	Process
Conducting	an	interview	is	quite	a	complicated	management	task	because	you
are	actually	doing	three	things	at	once.	The	first	is	questioning,	prompting	and
probing	in	ways	that	will	help	you	gather	the	richest	possible	data.	The	second	is
actively	listening	to,	and	making	sense	of,	what	your	interviewee	is	saying.	The
third	is	managing	the	overall	process	so	that	you	know	how	much	time	has
passed,	how	much	time	is	left,	how	much	you	still	need	to	cover	and	how	you
might	move	it	all	forward.

Moving	the	interview	forward	might	involve	the	use	of	prompts	(giving	the
interviewee	some	ideas	that	might	jog	a	response)	and	probes	(comments	and
questions	that	help	you	dig	for	more,	such	as	‘tell	me	more’,	‘really’	or	‘why?’).
Sometimes	probes	can	be	an	inquisitive	look	or	a	few	moments	of	silence.	You
will	also	need	to	consider	the	balance	between	keeping	on	track	and	exploring
interesting	tangents.	If	you	are	conducting	a	structured	interview	and	have	a
limited	amount	of	time,	you	will	want	to	make	sure	you	are	keeping	your
interviewer	on	track	and	moving	at	a	good	pace.	If	your	interview	is	less
structured,	you	may	find	yourself	wanting	to	explore	interesting	tangents	as	they
develop.	The	trick	here	is	to	be	mindful	of	the	time,	and	be	sure	you	end	the
interview	with	the	full	range	of	data	you	aimed	to	gather.

Wind	Down/Close



Winding	down	involves	questions	that	‘round	off’	an	interview	and	ask
respondents	if	there	is	anything	else	they	would	like	to	cover,	contribute	or
clarify.	The	interview	then	ends	by	thanking	your	interviewees	for	their
contribution	and	their	time,	and	asking	them	if	it	might	be	possible	to	contact
them	again	if	you	need	to	ask	any	further	questions,	or	need	to	clarify	any	points.
It	is	also	good	practice	to	offer	something	back	(e.g.	a	copy	of	your	completed
report).

Be	True	to	Your	Role
It	is	easy	to	get	swept	up	in	your	interview	–	after	all,	you	are	probably	highly
interested	in	the	topic	and	full	of	your	own	informed	opinions.	But	this	needs	to
stay	in	check.	Remember:	before	anything	else,	and	regardless	of	the	style	of
interview	you	conduct,	you	are	a	researcher	whose	primary	objective	is	credible
data.	Even	if	your	goals	are	highly	change-oriented	and	even	emancipatory	(see
Chapter	9),	your	desire	for	change	should	not	leave	a	question	mark	over	your
interpretive	work.



Online	Interviews
Ever-increasing	bandwidth	has	certainly	expanded	the	possibility	of	conducting
interviews	and	focus	groups	online.	And	this	is	a	fantastic	thing.	Online
interviewing	allows	you	to	expand	your	geographic	boundaries	–	interviewing
someone	overseas	is	no	longer	an	issue.	In	fact,	a	single	focus	group	can	have
participants	from	all	over	the	globe.	You	can	also	reach	individuals	who	have
traditionally	been	difficult	to	interview	face-to-face,	for	example	drug	dealers	or
those	who	live	in	dangerous	places.	And,	of	course,	it	can	save	a	bundle	in	travel
costs.

There	are,	however,	trade-offs	that	need	to	be	considered.	If	you	are	conducting
an	online	interview	using,	for	example,	instant	messaging	or	a	webcam,	you	are
actually	engaged	in	a	computer-mediated	relationship.	As	such,	you	will	need	to
consider	how	you	will:	ensure	that	participants	have	access	to	the	needed
technology	–	computer,	webcam,	high-speed	Internet,	programs	such	as	Skype;
ensure	participants	have	the	technical	competence/motivation	to	get	it	all
working	properly	(think	of	the	aged	here);	if	using	instant	messaging,	ensure	that
participants	can	type/write	well;	establish	rapport	and	trust;	achieve	long-term
commitment,	if	necessary;	control	for	interruptions.

Remember:	a	key	factor	in	a	good	interview	or	focus	group	is	ease.	Respondents
need	to	feel	at	ease.	For	those	who	are	used	to	the	dark	arts	of	web
communication	–	instant	messaging,	Skyping	or	web-based	conferences	calls	–
this	will	be	second	nature,	so	you	probably	won’t	be	adding	technological
pressures	to	the	interview	process.	But	for	those	new	or	unpractised	in	web-
based	communication,	tackling	something	so	new	can	add	a	layer	of	‘dis’ease	to
the	interview.	And	this	is	enough	to	have	an	effect	on	the	entire	interview
process.

But	it	is	worth	pursuing.	As	the	speed	of	the	Internet	increases,	the	use	of
webcams	rises	and	communication/conference	technology	further	develops,
online	interviewing	will	grow	exponentially.	This	will	massively	expand
research	possibilities,	including	the	types	of	questions	researchers	can	ask	and
answer.



I	have	a	question!



How	different	is	running	focus	groups	from
interviewing	more	than	one	person	at	a	time?
It	is	actual	quite	different.	When	you	are	simultaneously	conducting	multiple	interviews,	you	are	not
looking	for	respondents	to	bounce	off	of	each	other.	It	is	more	a	matter	of	expediency	–	you	are
saving	time.	This	tends	to	work	best	with	formal	interviews.	But	keep	in	mind	that	it	does	very	much
limit	a	more	free-flowing	discussion.	The	agenda	for	focus	groups	is	quite	different.	With	a	focus
group	you	are	trying	to	encourage	the	development	of	thoughts	and	ideas	that	participants	may	not
even	have	in	their	minds	at	the	start	of	the	groups.	The	goal	here	is	to	facilitate	discussion	amongst
participants	that	can	lead	to	consolidated,	better,	or	even	new	ideas.	This	is	best	managed	when	you
are	facilitating	a	focus	group	tasked	to	work	on	solutions	rather	than	problems.	A	focus	group	that	is
working	on	‘what	is	wrong’	can	disintegrate	into	a	mass	of	tension	and	even	aggression.	You	might
also	find	yourself	circling	around	complaints	for	too	long.	Facilitators	need	to	be	quite	skilled	to	be
able	to	manage	this.	A	focus	group	tasked	with	working	on	solutions,	however,	is	more	readily
managed	in	ways	that	allow	more	positive	and	creative	energy.



Observation

He	plies	the	slow,	unhonored,	and	unpaid	task	of	observation	…	He	is	the
world’s	eye.

Ralph	Waldo	Emerson

We	sometimes	overlook	observation	as	a	potential	primary	data	collection
method;	surveying	and	interviewing	tend	to	corner	the	social	science	research
market.	But	I	can	give	you	three	good	reasons	for	thinking	about	conducting	an
observational	study.	First,	there	are	times	when	you	need	to	‘see	it	for	yourself’	–
having	it	explained	to	you	is	just	not	the	same.	Second,	the	gulf	between	what
people	say	they	do	and	what	they	actually	do	can	be	far	and	wide.	Third,	data
collected	through	observation	generally	takes	place	in	the	real	world,	not	a
constructed	research	world.	You	are	out	there	in	the	field,	in	the	heart	of	the
action.

Observation	invites	you	to	take	it	all	in	–	to	see,	hear,	smell,	feel	and	even	taste
your	environment.	It	allows	you	to	get	a	sense	of	a	reality	and	work	through	the
complexities	of	social	interactions.	In	the	words	of	Emerson,	you	become	the
‘world’s	eye’.

Observation A	systematic	method	of	data	collection	that	relies	on	a	researcher’s	ability	to
gather	data	through	his	or	her	senses.



Options	and	Possibilities
The	options	for	observation	are	incredibly	broad,	and	range	from	studies	that	are
highly	removed	and	structured	to	those	that	are	highly	involved	and	messy.	For
example,	at	the	structured	end,	you	might	be	talking	about	a	psychologist
holding	a	clipboard	and	watching	a	series	of	interactions	from	behind	a	one-way
mirror.	At	the	messy	end,	it	might	be	an	anthropologist	who	has	lived	in	a
remote	village	in	Papua	New	Guinea	for	the	past	15	years	and	is	dedicated	to
understanding	the	reality	of	this	village	from	the	perspective	of	the	observed.

On	the	surface,	there	may	appear	to	be	few	similarities	between	these	types	of
observations.	In	fact,	these	extremes	are	often	treated	as	two	distinct	methods	of
data	collection	derived	from	diverse	paradigms	and	disciplines.	But	when	you
get	down	to	brass	tacks	you	will	find	that	these	two	extremes	do	sit	on	a
continuum.	Table	12.3	covers	the	key	issues	you	will	need	to	negotiate	in	order
to	determine	how	your	own	observation	processes	should	best	unfold.	Now
while	the	observation	types	covered	in	this	table	can	be	combined	in	any	number
of	ways,	Figure	12.1	delves	into	four	major	strands	of	observation	that	combine
candid	and	covert	strategies	with	varying	levels	of	participation.





Issues	and	Complexities
It	is	easy	to	think	that	conducting	an	observation	study	will	be	straightforward	–
you	just	need	to	‘observe’	and	take	note	of	what	is	happening	in	a	given	situation
or	context.	But	it	is	important	to	recognize	observation	as	a	systematic	data
collection	method.	It	can	be	challenging	to	take	something	done	on	a	daily	basis
and	convert	it	into	a	rigorous	research	tool.	But	if	done	with	rigour,	observation
allows	you	to:	explore	what	people	actually	do,	and	not	just	what	they	say	they
do;	take	it	in	for	yourself,	often	in	the	field;	collect	both	rich,	in-depth	qualitative
data	and	standardized,	quantifiable	data;	collect	non-verbal	as	well	as	verbal
data.

Observation	studies,	however,	do	require	you	to	consider	continually	and
negotiate	how	your	inherent	biases	–	your	history,	interests,	experiences	and
expectations	–	can	colour	observations.	As	highlighted	in	Figure	12.2,	a	world
exists	but	we	cannot	capture	all	of	it	–	our	understandings	are	narrowed	by	what
we	can	manage	to	take	in	through	our	senses.	Sensory	input	is	then	filtered	and
processed	by	a	brain	that	has	been	socialized	into	thinking	and	understanding
through	very	structured,	defined	and	indeed	limited	frameworks.	Finally,	our
constructed	understandings	are	condensed	into	our	official	observations.

Figure	12.1	Four	major	strands	of	observation	studies



This	puts	a	lot	of	responsibility	for	the	generation	of	credible	data	squarely	on
the	thought	processes	of	the	researcher,	and	highlights	the	need	for	observational
studies	to	be	systematically	planned	and,	if	possible,	confirmed	through	the	use
of	other	methods.

The	other	thing	you	need	to	consider	is	how	you	will	manage	your	relationship
with	study	participants.	For	example,	people	don’t	always	act	the	same	when
they	know	they	are	being	observed.	You	will	need	to	consider	whether	you	can
expect	natural	behaviours	from	those	who	know	they	are	being	watched.	But
being	covert	in	your	observations	has	its	own	dilemmas,	and	you	will	need	to
have	a	plan	you	can	put	into	place	if	your	covert	study	suddenly	becomes
exposed.	And	what	if,	as	a	non-participant,	you	cannot	help	yourself	and	start	to
participate?	Or	what	if	you	get	too	immersed	in	the	culture	you	are	studying	and
begin	to	have	second	thoughts	about	your	research	role?	These	can	be	huge
challenges	and	may	require	you	to	rethink	your	methodological	design.

Figure	12.2	Filtering	observations



Of	course	the	paradox	here	is	that	the	more	entwined	you	become	with	the
researched,	the	richer	and	more	meaningful	the	data	you	might	generate.	But	this
entwining	can	also	make	it	a	much	more	difficult	process	to	navigate.	The	key
will	be	your	ability	to	think	through	such	issues,	to	plan	with	care	and	to	exercise
considered	flexibility.

Box	12.12	gives	an	example	of	the	difficulties	researchers	can	face	when	they
observe	without	reflexive	consideration	of	their	own	impact	and	positioning.

Box	12.12:	Come	from	Miles	Around,	Will	They?	Timothy’s	Story

I	remember	a	documentary	I	saw	in	an	anthropology	class	where	researchers	were	conducting	an
observational	study	of	a	small	community	somewhere	in	South	America.	They	were	filming	an
old	woman,	whom	they	described	as	a	local	‘guru’,	doing	her	‘Sunday	ritual’.	This	was	the	first
time	the	researchers	had	been	to	this	event	and	they	talked	about	how	far	people	were	coming
just	to	see	this	woman.	I	watched	this	film	and	thought,	‘Hold	on,	what	if	these	people	are
coming	here	to	see	you?	You	know	…	white	people	with	cameras,	lights	and	sound	booms.’	My
suspicions	became	even	greater	when	the	camera	briefly	panned	to	a	couple	of	laughing	children
trying	to	pat	the	big	fuzzy	microphone.	The	researchers	never	mentioned	the	potential	impact
they	had	on	what	they	were	observing,	and	ended	up	attributing	all	they	observed	to	the	local
context.



The	Observation	Process
Even	though	we	make	casual	observations	on	a	daily	basis,	observing	as	a	social
science	method	definitely	requires	planning.	You	will	need	to	plan	for	all	issues
and	contingencies;	observe	all	aspects	of	the	situation	and	record	observations;
review	the	process	and	refine	as	appropriate;	and,	finally,	analyse	the	data.	Boxes
12.13–12.15	outline	the	steps	involved	in	observation.	As	was	the	case	for
surveying	and	interviewing,	you	should	find	these	boxes	helpful	as	both	guides
and	checklists.

Planning
Do	you	know	why	planning	is	so	crucial	in	observational	studies?	It	is	because
most	of	us	do	not	have	well-defined	distinctions	within	our	minds	between
general	observation	and	observation	as	a	research	method.	We	observe	things,
people	and	places	every	day	–	but	not	with	the	rigour	demanded	of	it	as	an
approach	to	the	collection	of	credible,	valid,	authentic	data.	For	this	to	occur
there	is	a	need	to	really	think	through	a	variety	of	issues,	including:	the	type	of
observation	(candid	or	covert,	participant	or	non-participant);	who	and/or	what
you	will	be	observing	and	for	how	long;	how	you	will	capture	data;	the	role	you
will	take;	how	you	will	navigate	all	the	messy	ethical	issues	associated	with
watching	or	participating	with	others;	and	how	you	will	deal	with	the
unexpected.	Box	12.13	takes	you	through	the	essential	steps	in	planning	a
successful	observational	study.

Box	12.13:	Planning	–	Consideration	of	‘Who’,	‘Where’,	‘When’,	‘How’	and	‘What’

The	success	of	your	observation	study	will	hinge	on	the	thought	you	put	into	the	planning
process.

1.	 Consider	the	type	of	observation	study	–	Do	your	goals	and	context	lend	themselves	to	an
observation	study	that	is	candid	or	covert,	participant	or	non-participant,	structured	or
unstructured,	and	of	what	duration?

2.	 Population	and	sample/respondents/participants	–	Whom	you	plan	to	speak	about
(population),	and	gather	data	from	(sample)	(see	Chapter	11).

3.	 Access	–	Realistically	consider	access/acceptance	to	the	group/situation/activities	you
wish	to	observe.	That	is,	are	there	any	potential	language	and/or	cultural	issues	likely	to
affect	the	process?	Can	you	get	past	‘gatekeepers’?	Will	you	be	welcome?	Will	you	be
able	to	build	trust?

4.	 Your	biases	–	Recognizing	and	controlling	for	subjectivities	in	ways	that	can	best	ensure



credibility.	A	good	idea	is	to	brainstorm	preconceived	ideas/expectations	as	well	as
alternatives.

5.	 Your	skills	–	How	you	might	develop	the	skills/resources	needed	to	carry	out	your
observations.

6.	 Presentation	of	self	–	The	role	you	will	take	and	how	involved	you	will	be.
7.	 Credibility	–	Consider	strategies	for	ensuring	credibility	(see	Chapter	8,	Box	8.2).
8.	 Tools	–	Prepare	an	observation	schedule/checklist	or,	if	unstructured,	consider	any

relevant	themes	to	explore.
9.	 Details	–	What	timeframe	will	you	be	working	towards?	Will	you	observe	on	one

occasion,	multiple	occasions,	or	will	your	study	involve	prolonged	engagement?	How
will	you	record	your	data?

10.	 Ethics	approval	–	For	participant	studies,	you	will	need	to	consider	whether	immersion
will	have	a	physical,	mental	or	emotional	toll	on	the	observed	and/or	the	observer.	For
example,	observers	may	find	themselves	immersed	in	a	dangerous	situation;	they	may
feel	pressured	to	become	involved	in	immoral/illegal	activities;	or	they	may	feel	stressed
when	they	need	to	leave	the	setting	and	report	findings.	Issues	related	to	covert	studies
include	justifying	and	getting	approval	for	a	study	where	there	is	a	lack	of	informed
consent.	While	some	ethics	committees	are	loath	to	do	this	under	any	circumstances,
others	will	consider	such	studies	if	the	researcher	can	give	convincing	assurances	related
to	the	physical,	mental	and	emotional	welfare	of	the	observed	and	observer;	protection	of
confidentiality;	and	perceived	societal	benefits.

11.	 Contingencies	–	The	unexpected,	the	unplanned	and	the	unfortunate.	This	means	having	a
back-up	plan	ready	to	go	if	your	original	plan	does	not	pan	out.

Observing,	Recording	and	Preliminary	Analysis
Once	all	preliminaries	are	in	order,	you	can	actually	go	out	there	and	begin	to
observe.	There	are	several	types	of	observation	studies.	There	are	those	that	are
covert	and	those	that	are	candid,	those	that	are	participant	and	those	that	are
more	removed	(Figure	12.1).	This	means	that	the	protocols	you	adopt	will	need
to	meet	the	goals	you	have	set	for	your	study.	It	also	means	that	you	will	need
not	only	to	observe	the	object	of	your	observation,	but	also	to	keep	close	tabs	on
yourself.	So	take	notes	on	what	you	observe,	but	also	what	you	experience.	This
is	essential	for	reflecting	on	your	observation	processes	as	you	begin	your	data
collection;	in	fact,	it	is	part	of	your	analysis.	Box	12.14	takes	you	through	the
essential	steps	in	observing	and	recording	observations.

Box	12.14:	Observing,	Recording	and	Preliminary	Analysis

Rigour	and	reflection	in	both	observation	and	recording	are	key	to	successful	data	analysis	in
observational	studies.	To	do	this	you	need	to:

1.	 Ease	into	the	observation	situation	–	If	structured	and	candid,	this	will	be	similar	to	the
opening	stages	of	an	interview	where	you	need	to	be	on	time,	set	up	and	check	any
equipment,	introduce	the	study	and	establish	rapport.	If	your	study	involves	greater



immersion	into	a	culture,	the	early	stages	will	require	you	to	sit	back,	listen,	attempt	to
gain	trust	and	then	establish	rapport.

2.	 Be	ready	for	a	range	of	sensory	input	–	Use	all	your	senses,	and	possibly	your	intuition,
to	gather	data.

3.	 Invest	time	–	Because	you	will	not	be	directing	the	process,	you	need	to	be	prepared	to
invest	significant	time	in	your	observations.

4.	 Look	for	saturation	–	Try	to	ensure	your	observations	no	longer	yield	new	knowledge
before	ending	the	process.

5.	 Record	your	observations	as	soon	as	possible	–	Observations	need	to	be	recorded	in	a
timely	manner.	If	using	schedules,	they	should	be	filled	in	while	observations	occur.	If
you	are	more	immersed	in	your	research	context,	you	may	want	to	record	your
observations	when	removed	from	the	situation	either	on	data	sheets	or	in	a	journal.	Your
record	may	also	include	photographs	and	video/audio	recordings.

6.	 Analysis	–	Data	collected	by	observation	can	be	quantitative	(through	the	use	of
checklists;	see	Chapter	14)	or	can	be	much	more	qualitative	(through	the	use	of
journaling;	see	Chapter	15).	Remember:	analysis	should	work	towards	addressing	your
research	questions	in	insightful	ways.

Reviewing,	Refining	and	Continued	Analysis
In	observational	studies,	particularly	those	with	prolonged	engagement,
reviewing	and	refining	protocols	are	central	to	credibility.	This	reflection	is
crucial	because	in	observational	studies	the	judgements	that	are	made	about	what
and	how	something	is	recorded	are	a	form	of	analysis	in	their	own	right.	If	you
are	not	a	reflective	practitioner	and	you	do	not	keep	refining	as	you	go,	you	risk
your	data	being	tainted	with	bias,	and	your	analysis	being	full	of	your	own
subjectivities.	In	fact,	as	a	check	on	subjectivities,	observation	often	requires	you
to	confirm	your	insights	with	the	insights	and	knowledge	of	others.	Box	12.15
takes	you	through	the	steps	in	reflectively	refining	your	observation	protocols.

Box	12.15:	Reviewing,	Refining	and	Continued	Analysis

The	ability	to	reflectively	refine	your	observational	studies	is	essential.	You	will	need	to:

1.	 Review	the	process	–	Note	any	difficulties	encountered;	for	example,	access,	time	taken,
engagement,	cultural	‘ignorance’,	comfort	zones,	recording/note	taking,	roles,	objectivity.

2.	 Review	your	observation	records	–	Note	any	difficulties	you	might	encounter	in	making
sense	of	your	record.

3.	 Confirm	–	Check	with	an	insider;	ask	another	observer	to	compare	notes;	or	triangulate
your	observational	data	with	other	data	types.

4.	 Make	modifications	–	Based	on:	your	own	review	of	the	process;	any	confirmation
strategies	you	have	attempted;	and	the	quality	of	the	data	generated.

5.	 Keep	reviewing	and	refining	–	Observation	takes	practice;	keep	refining	until	you	are
comfortable	with	the	process	and	the	data	collected.

6.	 Major	issues?	–	If	there	are	major	issues,	you	will	need	to	openly	discuss	them	with	your
supervisor	and	consider	modifications.



7.	 Continued	analysis	–	Whether	data	is	quantitative	(see	Chapter	13)	or	qualitative	(see
Chapter	14),	keep	moving	between	your	observations,	your	theories,	your	research
questions,	your	aims	and	objectives,	and	the	checks	on	subjectivity	you	have	adopted.

(Checklists	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Receiving,	Reflecting,	Recording	and	Authenticating
As	highlighted	above,	a	common	feature	of	all	observation	studies	is	that	they
attempt	to	document	what	people	actually	do,	rather	than	what	they	say	they	do;
observational	studies	rely	on	actual	behaviour.	There	are	no	tools	used	to
generate	particular	responses	from	the	observed.	There	are	no	‘questions’.	It	is
simply	the	observed	doing	what	they	do,	and	observers	taking	that	in,	noting	it
and	making	sense	of	it.	While	the	perceived	advantage	here	is	genuineness,	the
disadvantage	is	how	complicated	it	can	be	for	researchers	to	work	through	the
process	of	receiving,	reflecting,	recording	and	authenticating	their	observations.

Receiving
When	it	is	time	to	begin	your	observations,	the	exact	protocol	you	will	use	will
be	highly	dependent	on	the	type	of	observation	study	you	plan	to	conduct.	Most
observation	processes,	however,	begin	by	attempting	to	build	rapport	and	gain
trust.	The	idea	is	to	try	to	make	the	observed	feel	as	comfortable	as	possible	–
comfortable	enough	to	carry	on	as	if	you	were	not	even	there.

The	next	step	is	opening	your	eyes,	ears	and	mind	to	all	that	is	going	on	around
you.	What	do	you	see,	what	do	you	hear,	what	do	you	sense?	We	tend	to	be	a
visual	society,	so	it	is	important	to	make	sure	you	are	taking	it	in	through	your
full	range	of	senses.	And	this	can	take	time.	Because	you	are	not	directing	the
process,	you	need	to	be	prepared	to	make	a	significant	investment	in	order	to	get
the	data	you	need.	In	fact,	unless	your	design	sees	you	observing	for	a
predetermined	period	of	time,	it	pays	to	look	for	saturation	(the	point	at	which
your	observations	no	longer	yield	new	knowledge)	before	ending	the	process.

Keep	in	mind	that	we	do	not	all	take	in	or	perceive	the	world	in	the	same	way.
Some	of	us	are	tuned	into	the	bigger	picture,	while	some	of	us	concentrate	on
separate	components.	Some	like	to	take	in	the	world	by	looking	around,	some
like	to	listen.	Others	understand	best	by	moving,	doing	and	touching.	So	when	it
comes	to	observation,	it	is	quite	likely	that	two	observers	in	the	same	situation
will	take	things	on	board	in	quite	different	ways.	Attempting	to	control	for	this	is
important.	If	your	observations	are	structured,	an	observation	schedule	that
requires	information	to	be	gathered	through	a	variety	of	senses	can	ensure	you
don’t	miss	any	potential	sources	of	data.	In	a	less	structured	study,	the	key	will



be	your	ability	to	critically	reflect	on	your	data	collection	processes	and	make
any	necessary	modifications.

Reflecting
While	not	always	conducted	as	a	‘pilot’,	there	is	still	a	need	to	review,	reflect	on
and	modify	your	observation	methods.	Such	modifications	are	generally	based
on	difficulties	you	encountered	in	your	initial	observation	work;	for	example,
difficulties	with	access,	timing,	cultural	‘ignorance’,	comfort	zones,
recording/note	taking,	roles	and	objectivity.	It	also	pays	to	review	your
observation	records	and	assess	if	they	make	sense,	and	are	logical,	rich	and
complete.

Also	look	for	‘bias’.	It	is	exceptionally	difficult	for	researchers,	particularly
those	who	choose	to	immerse	themselves	within	the	research	setting,	to	be
objective.	Our	worldviews	are	embedded	within	us.	We	carry	with	us	the	biases
and	prejudices	of	both	our	attributes	and	our	socialization.	They	are	a	part	of
how	we	understand	and	make	sense	of	the	world,	and	how	we	might	go	about
observing	it.	And	as	discussed	in	Chapter	4,	if	we	do	not	recognize	and	attempt
to	negotiate	our	subjectivities,	our	research	will	be	imprinted	with	our	own
biases	and	assumptions.	This	can	lead	to	observations	that:	are	interpreted
through	the	perspective	of	the	observer,	rather	than	the	observed;	are	insensitive
to	race,	class,	culture	or	gender;	have	difficulty	hearing	marginalized	voices;
tend	to	dichotomize	what	is	seen;	and	do	not	respect	the	power	of	language.

Remember:	it	is	quite	easy	to	see	the	things	you	expect	to	see	and	hear	the	things
you	want	to	hear.	It’s	like	when	you	get	a	new	car	and	you	suddenly	see	that
model	everywhere	you	go.	The	cars	were	always	there	–	you	just	never	noticed
them	before.	And	I	know	that	much	of	the	feedback	I	give	students	is	positive,
but	every	bit	of	(constructive!)	criticism	seems	to	loom	10	times	larger	in	their
brains.	Before	you	go	out	in	the	field,	it	is	well	worth	consciously	brainstorming
your	own	expectations.	You	can	then	brainstorm	a	range	of	alternatives,	so	that
you	are	less	likely	to	observe	and	reflect	on	your	observations	in	ways	that
confirm	what	you	already	suspect.

Recording
There	are	actually	two	quite	different	strategies	for	recording	observations.	The



first	involves	the	capture	of	raw	data	by	such	means	as	photography,	audio
and/or	video	recording.	This	allows	observations	to	be	‘preserved’	in	a	raw	form
so	that	they	can	be	reviewed	and	used	at	a	later	date.	These	methods,	however,
demand	the	use	of	‘equipment’	and	can	be	considered	intrusive.	The	second
strategy	is	note	taking	or	journaling.	These	methods	can	capture	anything	from
descriptive	and	formal	accounts	of	space,	actors,	acts	and	events	to	much	more
interpretive	narrative	accounts	that	include	goals,	feelings	and	underlying
‘stories’.	The	form	also	varies	and	can	range	from	coded	schedules	and
quantitative	tallying	to	qualitative	pictures,	concept	maps	and	jotted	ideas.

The	recording	method	(or	methods)	you	will	need	to	adopt	will	vary	depending
on	the	level	of	participation,	openness	and	structure	in	your	observational
processes.	For	candid	studies,	the	use	of	an	observation	schedule	that	you	fill	in
as	observations	occur	might	be	appropriate,	as	would	the	use	of	photography	and
audio	and/or	video	recording.	For	studies	that	involve	high	levels	of	immersion
and	are	perhaps	covert,	you	might	want	to	note,	journal,	doodle	or	map	your
observations	when	you	are	removed	from	your	observational	setting	and	have
some	privacy.	Your	circumstances	may	also	see	you	looking	to	employ	a
combination	of	the	above.	Regardless	of	the	methods	you	choose	to	adopt,	it	is
important	to	record	your	data	in	as	systematic	a	fashion	as	possible.	After	all,
this	is	data	you	will	need	to	analyse	in	the	future.

Authenticating
It	can	be	hard	to	assess	whether	you	have	been	able	to	control	for	your	biases
and	generate	credible	data	by	reflection	alone.	There	are,	however,	a	number	of
strategies	that	can	be	used	to	ensure	thoroughness	in	data	collection,	and	confirm
the	authenticity	of	reflections.	Thoroughness	can	be	achieved	through	broad
representation,	prolonged	engagement,	persistence,	crystallization,	saturation,
peer/supervisor	review	of	your	process	and	full	explication	of	method.	Strategies
for	confirmation	include	informant/member	checking	and	triangulation	(see	Box
8.2).



I	have	a	question!



Can	you	observe	online	behaviour?
As	in	more	than	Facebook	stalking?	☺	Yes,	you	can,	but	the	same	ethical	dilemmas	and	decisions
present	themselves.	It	is	difficult,	for	example,	to	get	permission	for	a	covert	study.	So	getting
permission	to	observe	what	happens	on	say,	Chatroulette.com,	without	the	express	permission	of
those	you	are	observing	is	unlikely	to	get	approval.	But	there	are	other	possibilities	where	you	might
be	able	to	disclose	your	research	intent.	Say,	for	example,	you	wanted	to	observe	virtual	reality	online
gaming	behaviours.	You	may	be	able	to	negotiate	some	sort	of	permission	to	gather	data	while
watching	a	game	unfold	–	perhaps	you	will	do	this	as	a	participant	observer	or	just	an	outside
observer.	When	it	comes	to	online	observation,	it	may	take	some	strategic	thinking,	but	I	think	it’s
worth	it.	After	all,	more	and	more,	lives	are	being	lived	in	the	virtual	world.

Chapter	summary

Primary	data	is	current,	wholly	owned	by	the	researcher	and	targeted	to	researcher	needs,
but	collecting	it	can	be	demanding,	time-consuming	and	expensive.
While	you	can	use	a	pre-existing	data	set,	designing	and	conducting	your	own	study	will
give	you	rich	insights	beyond	what	might	be	contained	in	captured	data.
Surveying	involves	gathering	information	from	respondents	related	to	their
characteristics,	attributes,	how	they	live,	opinions,	etc.	through	administration	of	a
questionnaire.	It	has	the	potential	to	reach	a	large	number	of	respondents,	generate
standardized,	quantifiable,	empirical	data	(as	well	as	some	qualitative	data),	and	offers
confidentiality/anonymity.
Interviewing	involves	researchers	seeking	open-ended	answers	to	any	number	of
questions,	topic	areas	or	themes.	It	can	generate	standardized,	quantifiable	data,	but	is
more	often	used	to	capture	in-depth	qualitative	data.
Observation	relies	on	researchers’	ability	to	gather	data	through	their	senses	and	allows
them	to	document	actual	behaviour	rather	than	responses	related	to	behaviour.



Further	Reading



Surveying
Dillman,	D.	A.,	Smyth,	J.	D.	and	Christian,	L.	M.	(2006)	Internet,	Phone,	Mail,
and	Mixed-Mode	Surveys:	The	Tailored	Design	Method.	Hoboken,	NJ:	John
Wiley	&	Sons.

A	good	guide	for	designing	and	administering	surveys.	Nice	tips	on	increasing
response	rates	for	both	for	snail	mail	and	e-mail.

Fink,	A.	(2016)	How	to	Conduct	Surveys:	A	Step-by-Step	Guide.	Thousand
Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

This	book	will	help	you	both	evaluate	surveys	(something	that	is	necessary,
given	that	the	quality	of	published	survey	work	is	not	always	assured)	and
develop	your	own	credible	survey	instruments.	Good,	clear,	accessible	read.

Fowler,	F.	J.,	Jr	(2013)	Survey	Research	Methods.	London:	Sage.

I	like	the	depth	here.	This	work	will	help	you	consider	how	survey	construction
and	administration	can	affect	credibility.	Also	has	good	coverage	of	Internet
survey	approaches	and	the	impact	of	mobile	phones	on	survey	research.

Groves,	R.	M.,	Fowler,	F.	J.,	Jr,	Couper,	M.	J.,	Lepkowski,	J.	M.,	Singer,	E.	and
Tourangeau,	R.	(2009)	Survey	Methodology.	Hoboken,	NJ:	John	Wiley	&	Sons.

This	is	quite	an	in-depth	and	comprehensive	work	that	draws	on	the	insights	of
six	authors.	Topics	such	as	ethics	in	survey	work,	question	development,	and
response	rates	and	response	bias	will	be	useful.	I	also	like	the	exercises	at	the
end	of	the	chapters.

Saris,	W.	E.	and	Gallhofer,	I.	N.	(2014)	Design,	Evaluation,	and	Analysis	of
Questionnaires	for	Survey	Research.	New	York:	Wiley-Interscience.

This	work	gets	into	the	nitty-gritty	of	questionnaire	design	–	a	science	in	itself.	It
looks	at	validity	and	reliability	within	the	survey	instrument	and	offers	criteria
for	good	design.	A	very	scientific	approach	to	survey	research	instruments.

Witte,	J.	C.	(2009)	‘Introduction	to	the	Special	Issue	on	Web	Surveys’,



Sociological	Methods	&	Research,	37:	283–90.

This	journal	article	will	introduce	you	to	many	of	the	potentialities	and
contentious	issues	that	need	to	be	managed	in	web-based	surveys.	It	also
identifies	issue-specific	articles	for	you	to	explore.	Full	text	available	on	the
companion	website.



Interviewing
Bogner,	A.,	Littig,	B.	and	Menz,	W.	(eds)	(2009)	Interviewing	Experts.
Basingstoke:	Palgrave	Macmillan.

I	think	this	is	a	great	find.	In	applied	research,	key	informant	interviews	are	quite
standard,	but	it	is	hard	to	find	expert	advice.	This	book	offers	it.	If	you	are	going
down	this	path,	it	is	well	worth	a	look.

Gubrium,	J.	F.,	Holstein,	J.	A.,	Marvasti,	A.	B.	and	McKinney,	K.	D.	(eds)
(2012)	The	SAGE	Handbook	of	Interview	Research:	The	Complexity	of	the
Craft.	London:	Sage.

Very	comprehensive.	I	like	the	acknowledgement	of	the	interview	as	more	than	a
one-way	data-gathering	technique.	Good	recognition	of	the	interview	as	a
communicative	interaction	and	the	effect	this	has	on	research	processes.

Kvale,	S.	and	Brinkman,	S.	(2014)	InterViews:	Learning	the	Craft	of
Qualitative	Research	Interviewing.	London:	Sage.

I	like	how	this	book	looks	at	interviewing	from	the	perspective	of	various
approaches	within	the	qualitative	paradigm,	including	narrative,	discursive,
relational,	linguistic	and	conversational	practice.	If	interviewing	within	a
qualitative	methodology,	this	is	a	good	book	to	have.

Lee,	R.	M.	(2011)	‘“The	most	important	technique	…”:	Carl	Rogers,	Hawthorne,
and	the	rise	and	fall	of	nondirective	interviewing	in	sociology’,	Journal	of	the
History	of	the	Behavioral	Sciences,	47(2):	123–46.

This	article	explores	the	trajectory	of	non-directive	interviewing	(interviewing
that	is	indirect,	non-authoritarian	and	based	on	free	association)	since	it	gained
popularity	in	the	1930s.	Full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Roulston,	K.	(2010)	Reflective	Interviewing:	A	Guide	to	Theory	and	Practice.
Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

I	think	this	is	a	good	read	that	will	take	you	through	design,	collection,	analysis
and	presentation	of	interview	data.	Advice	from	experienced	researchers	at	the



end	is	quite	interesting	and	helpful.

Rubin,	H.	J.	and	Rubin,	I.	S.	(2011)	Qualitative	Interviewing:	The	Art	of
Hearing	Data.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

A	good	description	of	the	interview	process,	including	the	importance	and
opportunities	of	interviewing	as	a	data-gathering	technique.	The	authors’
experience	comes	through.



Observation
DeWalt,	K.	M.	and	DeWalt,	B.	R.	(2010)	Participant	Observation:	A	Guide	for
Fieldwork.	Lanham,	MD:	AltaMira	Press.

If	you	are	going	to	engage	in	any	type	of	participant	observation	you	really	need
to	explore	the	literature	and	get	a	sense	of	the	opportunities	and	responsibilities
associated	with	this	approach	to	research.	This	is	a	terrific	place	to	start	that
exploration.

Gillham,	B.	(2008)	Observation	Techniques:	Structured	to	Unstructured.
London:	Continuum	International.

I	think	this	is	a	good	all-rounder	that	covers	the	ins	and	outs	and	options
associated	with	observation	studies.

Hume,	L.	and	Mulcock,	J.	(eds)	(2004)	Anthropologists	in	the	Field:	Cases	in
Participant	Observation.	Irvington,	NY:	Columbia	University	Press.

I	agree	with	the	authors	that	participant	observation	is	fraught	with	the
possibility	of	interpretive	miscues.	This	work	does	a	great	job	of	exploring	a
wide	range	of	issues	such	as	lack	of	communication,	developing	friendships	and
allegiances,	depression	and	danger	objectivity.

Lofland,	J.,	Snow,	D.	A.,	Anderson,	L.	and	Lofland,	L.	H.	(2005)	Analyzing
Social	Settings:	A	Guide	to	Qualitative	Observation	and	Analysis.	Belmont,
CA:	Wadsworth.

Originally	published	in	1971,	this	is	a	good	reference	guide	for	anyone
observing	social	settings.	Good	array	of	examples	and	applications.

Rosenbaum,	P.	R.	(2010)	Observational	Studies.	New	York:	Springer.

This	book	takes	a	more	quantitative/statistical	approach	to	observation	studies.
The	use	of	real-world	examples	helps	in	understanding	how	observations	can	be
quantified	and	appropriately	analysed.



Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

What	is	secondary	data?
To	become	familiar	with	the	benefits	and	challenges	of	working	with	secondary	data
To	become	familiar	with	various	types	of	secondary	data

Working	with	existing	data
To	be	able	to	analyse	various	types	of	‘texts’
To	be	able	to	analyse	existing	data	sets/databases

Working	with	online	generated	data
To	understand	the	value	of	the	Internet	as	a	way	of	capturing	moments	in	time
To	understand	the	value	of	Big	Data	and	web	mining
To	understand	approaches	studying	online	communities

Analysing	previous	studies
To	be	able	to	synthesize	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	findings	of	existing	studies



What	Is	Secondary	Data?
Secondary	data	is	data	that	is	situational.	It	is	data	that	exists	independent	of	a
research	project.	It	is	the	data	that	can	be	found	in	documents,	databases	and	on
the	Internet	–	none	of	which	was	created	by	the	researcher	for	the	express
purpose	of	his	or	her	research	project.	It	is	existing	data	that	researchers	simply
gather	and	analyse.

Secondary	data Data	that	is	not	generated	for	the	research	process;	it	exists	regardless	of	a
researcher’s	questioning,	prompting	and	probing.

Now	to	say	that	the	amount	of	existing	data	is	enormous,	colossal,	maybe	even
gargantuan,	doesn’t	come	close	to	capturing	the	nature	of	what’s	now	out	there.
The	Internet	has	put	us	well	and	truly	in	the	information	age.	Yes,	there	was
always	paper-based	data,	but	now	that	it	has	been	digitally	rendered	and	put
online,	it	is	readily	accessible.	But	it’s	not	just	paper.	Music,	movies,	artifacts,
art	…	virtually	all	of	our	history	has	been	captured	for	posterity	on	the	Internet.
And	new	data	is	being	generated	every	day;	websites,	feeds,	blogs,	posts,	photos
and	tweets	are	proliferating	at	an	unfathomable	pace.

This	makes	the	Internet	an	amazing	library.	Almost	every	bit	of	paper	that	every
organization,	government	agency,	NGO,	researcher,	etc.	produces	also	(and
sometimes,	only)	exists	online.	Digital	photographs,	records,	databases	and
government	files	are	available	at	your	fingertips.	You	may	not	even	realize	how
extraordinary,	how	fantastic,	how	amazing	it	is.	If	you	are	under	30,	you
probably	never	knew,	and	if	you	are	over	30	you	are	likely	to	have	forgotten,
what	it	was	like	before	everything	we	wanted	to	know	was	right	there.	BI	(before
Internet)	if	you	wanted	to	know	the	lyrics	of	a	song,	and	you	didn’t	have	the
album	cover	or	the	CD	case,	you	had	to	ask	a	friend.	BI,	we	visited	actual
buildings	called	libraries,	and	searched	through	rows	and	rows	of	index	cards	to
locate	books	made	of	real	paper	organized	by	the	Dewey	Decimal	System.	BI,
the	news	was	delivered	to	us	by	a	kid	on	a	bike	who	threw	rolled-up	sheets	of
paper	at	us.	BI,	Funk	&	Wagnalls	had	the	answer.

And	aside	from	accumulating	the	vast	sum	of	all	human	knowledge,	the	Internet
is	also	an	archive	of	itself.	Copies	of	websites	are	preserved	at	specific	moments
in	time.	This	means	that	web	pages	are	preserved	as	they	existed	in	1997	or



2006.	Think	of	it	as	a	virtual	time	machine,	where	the	dancing	animated	clip	art
of	the	1990s	comes	alive.	Websites	that	would	otherwise	be	overwritten,	updated
or	deleted	are	forever	preserved.

But	the	Internet	is	more	than	a	library;	it’s	also	a	source	of	data.	Primary	data
collection	is	such	an	entrenched	part	of	research	processes	that	we	sometimes
forget	that	the	data	we	seek	may	have	already	been	collected.	Censuses,	large-
scale	surveys,	organizational	records	and	existing	research	accounts	all	abound
and	can	potentially	hold	the	answers	to	research	questions.	There	is	a	good
chance	that	no	matter	your	topic,	somebody	has	asked	about	it,	researched	it	and
collected	data	on	it.	Capitalizing	on	secondary	data	thus	makes	sense,
particularly	for	small-scale	applied	research	projects.



Benefits	and	Challenges	of	Working	with	Secondary
Data

I	not	only	use	all	the	brains	that	I	have,	but	all	that	I	can	borrow.

Woodrow	Wilson

Using	secondary	data	in	documents,	databases	and	online	resources	can
undoubtedly	save	you	time,	energy	and	money.	Moreover,	it	provides	an
objective	buffer	between	the	researcher	and	the	researched.	Primary	research
such	as	interviewing,	surveying	and	even	observation	studies	are	driven	by	the
researcher	who	undoubtedly	has	an	impact	on	the	reality	of	the	situations,	events
or	people	being	explored;	researchers	and	researching	have	an	influence	on
social	environments.	However,	with	existing	data,	interaction	does	not	involve
the	researcher,	so	the	possibility	of	tainting	data	with	bias	is	removed.

There	are,	however,	a	few	caveats.	Existing	data	needs	to	be	carefully	screened
for	credibility.	Given	the	profusion	of	personal	websites,	blogs	and	hacks,	the
trick	is	not	finding	information,	but	finding	accurate	and	credible	information.
Aside	from	gauging	credibility	and	authenticity,	a	crucial	step	in	using	existing
data	is	knowing	what	you	are	looking	for	–	that	is,	having	a	clearly	articulated
research	question	and	knowing	what	types	of	data	might	address	that	question.

Secondary	data	presents	further	challenges	in	terms	of	relevance,	currency	and
methodological	issues.	Since	it	is	data	that	has	generally	been	collected	for	an
alternative	purpose,	it	may	not	be	as	relevant	or	current	as	primary	data.
Moreover,	you	may	not	be	aware	of	methodological	flaws	in	any	previous
collection	methods.	Older	data	sets	may	suffer	from	bias	inherent	in	the
classification	and	coding	systems	that	is	not	immediately	obvious.	For	instance,
a	longitudinal	study	of	individual	time	use	over	the	last	50	years	suggests	that
leisure	time	is	increasing,	particularly	for	women.	However,	embedded	in	this
conclusion	is	that	time	spent	child-rearing	is	categorized	as	leisure	time.
Nonetheless,	the	trade-offs	involved	with	existing	data	are	worth	exploring,	but
it	does	require	an	observant	researcher.



Benefits
There	are	some	real	advantages	in	exploring	secondary	data.	First	of	all	it	is
everywhere	–	and	answers	to	your	question	may	not	require	a	new	data-
collection	protocol.	And	that	is	a	massive	advantage.	Existing	data	also	allows
you	to:	explore	what	people	have	actually	produced;	collect	for	rich,	in-depth
qualitative	data	and	standardized,	quantifiable	data	–	as	well	as	both	verbal	and
non-verbal	data;	and	eliminate	the	need	for	physical	access	to	research
participants	–	which	can	reduce	costs	as	well	as	minimize	stress	for	both
researchers	and	research	participants.

It	can	also	eliminate	worries	related	to:	building	trust;	getting	people	to	act
naturally;	role	playing;	and	figuring	out	how	attributes	such	as	race,	gender,
ethnicity,	class	and	age	of	researcher	and	researched	might	confound	data
collection.	Finally,	working	with	secondary	data	allows	researchers	to	be	neutral;
and	overcomes	the	expectation	that	‘real’	research	demands	interviews	and
surveys.

Challenges
So	there	are	a	host	of	benefits;	benefits	that	will	hopefully	pique	your	interest	in
exploring	data	that	is	traditionally	underutilized.	But	there	are	some	challenges
associated	in	working	with	pre-existing	data.	Pre-existing	data	requires	you	to:
work	through	data	not	expressly	generated	to	answer	your	particular	research
question(s);	make	sure	your	own	biases	do	not	colour	your	interpretations	and
understandings;	avoid	taking	records	out	of	context;	protect	the	needs	of	an
uninformed	researched,	i.e.	protection	of	privacy,	anonymity	and/or
confidentiality;	question	a	text’s	origin/agenda	–	remember	that	some	sources	are
by	their	nature	subjective,	i.e.	media	coverage,	personal	communication	or	‘party
line’	material	with	an	express	political	agenda,	and	even	authoritative	texts	with
an	explicit	goal	of	unbiased	knowledge	can	be	tainted	by	subjectivities.

In	fact,	because	you	are	working	with	secondary	data,	assessing	credibility	is
essential.	Ask	yourself	if	the	pre-existing	data	you	are	working	with	is	unbiased,
complete	and	accurate.	The	Internet,	for	example,	is	full	of	the	good	(credible,
authentic,	valid,	reliable	information),	the	bad	(incorrect,	erroneous,	inaccurate,
false	information)	and	the	ugly	(misleading,	deceptive,	bogus,	counterfeit,	fake
information).	And	it	is	imperative	that	you	are	able	to	wade	through	this	with	a



critical	eye.	When	searching	online	ask	yourself	about:

Credentials:	What	is	the	authority	of	the	author?	What	are	the	author’s
qualifications	or	credentials?
Motive/intention:	Affiliation	or	sponsorship.	What	organization	are	they
associated	with?	Is	there	a	link	to	a	contact	number	or	e-mail	address
associated	with	that	organization?	A	link	to	an	association	does	not
necessarily	mean	that	the	organization	has	approved	the	content.
Recognised	authority:	Does	the	author	have	publications	in	scholarly	or
professional	publications?	These	publications	are	peer-reviewed	by	other
experts,	meaning	that	mistakes	are	caught	and	usually	ruthlessly
exterminated	by	a	community	of	scholars.
Objectivity:	Are	there	clues	to	author	bias?	Are	they	promoting	a	product?
Verifiability:	Does	the	author	provide	a	complete	list	of	works	cited?	If	so,
who	do	they	reference	and	are	they	experts	in	their	field?
Currency:	Is	the	web	information	current?	Are	links	missing	or	broken?
Poor	web	maintenance	may	mean	the	site	has	been	abandoned	and	it	may
be	difficult	to	determine	if	information	presented	is	current.

With	all	the	data	that	is	readily	available,	you	need	to	strategies	for	assessing
credibility.	Try:	(1)	triangulating	data	–	do	not	rely	on	a	single	source;	(2)
seeking	peer/expert	review	(what	are	others	saying	about	this	source	of
information?);	(3)	doing	a	background	check	(what	is	the	credibility	of	the
person,	site,	organization	that	is	offering	the	information?);	(4)	exploring	the
references	they	offer	for	their	information	(have	they	substantiated	their
information,	or	if	original	do	they	outline	their	methods?).

Credibility	will	also	rest	on	how	well	you	are	able	to	manage	your	own
subjectivities.	How	you	‘read’	and	make	sense	of	your	data	will	be	coloured	by
your	own	researcher	reality.	You	need	to	ensure	that	your	biases	do	not	colour
your	interpretations	and	understandings,	and	that	your	data	is	interpreted	within
its	original	context.	Strategies	for	ensuring	credibility	are	similar	to	those	used	to
authenticate	observations	and	include:	well-designed	and	reviewed	methods;
broad	representation	that	explores	multiple	sources	of	data;	crystallization	and
saturation	that	sees	a	full	‘story’	come	together;	triangulation	of	unobtrusive	data
with	other	data	sources;	and,	if	possible,	checking	and	comparing	notes	with	an
insider	or	other	researcher	(see	Chapter	8,	Box	8.2).



I	have	a	question!



Are	there	are	tips	specific	to	website	credibility
that	I	should	think	about?
One	idea	is	to	deconstruct	the	web	address.	Web	addresses,	or	URLs,	provide	one	of	the	most	obvious
hints	about	the	origin	of	information	and	thus	its	credibility.	For	instance,	if	there	is	a	tilde	(~)	in	the
URL,	the	website	is	probably	a	personal	web	page	or	blog	and	should	be	used	only	with	extreme
caution.	Domain	names	matter	as	well.	You	might	find	the	following	table	useful.

Vastness	is	another	challenge	you	will	need	to	consider.	The	Internet	is	a
tremendous	research	tool,	but	it	can	be	a	virtual	rabbit	hole	that	you	will	emerge
from	hours	later	with	nothing	accomplished!	Remember	the	programmers’
mantra:	GIGO	(Garbage	In,	Garbage	Out).	A	tool	is	only	as	useful	as	the	typing
fingers	wielding	it.	Search	engines	will	try	to	place	the	most	relevant	results	at
the	top	of	the	list,	but	if	search	terms	are	too	broad	or	ambiguous,	the	results	will
be	unhelpful.	The	most	productive	searches	are	those	that	use	engines	to	filter
suitable	results.	For	example,	Google	Scholar	returns	results	from	peer-reviewed
academic	journals	and	scientific	papers.

Also	think	about	honing	your	search	skills.	I	thought	I	could	google	with	the	best
of	them,	but	after	working	on	Box	13.1	below,	I	realized	that	there	were	quite	a
few	shortcuts	I	was	not	aware	of.



Box	13.1:	Refining	Your	Online	Search

Put	the	tilde	operator	~	before	your	search	term	to	return	results	that	include	synonyms.
Use	the	term	‘or’	to	search	for	either	of	two	terms.
Use	the	minus	–	sign	to	identify	terms	you	don’t	want	in	your	results.
Put	quotation	marks	around	words	“	”	to	search	for	that	exact	phrase.
Use	the	wildcard	operator	*	–	Google	calls	it	the	‘fill	in	the	blank’	operator.	For	example,
amusement*	will	return	pages	with	amusement	and	any	other	term(s)	the	Google	search
engine	deems	relevant.	You	can’t	use	wildcards	for	parts	of	words.	So	for	example,
amusement	p*	is	invalid.
Start	your	search	with	‘site’	–	this	limits	your	search	to	specific	sites	or	types	of	site
(.org,.edu).
Add	‘filetype:’	and	the	three	letter	file	abbreviation	to	limit	your	search	to	only	that	type
of	file,	e.g.	PDF	or	PPT.
Use	the	Google	Goggles	app	and	take	a	photo	instead	of	typing	a	search.
Add	a	zip	code/postcode	to	the	end	of	a	search	to	get	local	offerings.
Use	‘related:’	to	find	similar	sites.	For	example,	‘related:www.youtube.com’	can	be	used
to	find	sites	similar	to	YouTube.

http://www.youtube.com


Types	of	Secondary	Data
Evidence	of	where	we	have	been	and	what	we	have	done	is	absolutely
everywhere.	We	document	it	in	a	million	ways,	we	research	it,	report	on	it,	log	it,
video	it,	journal	it,	blog	it,	legislate	it,	develop	policy	on	it,	leave	our	fingerprints
on	it,	draw	it,	photograph	it,	write	poetry	about	it,	capture	it	in	song,	send
postcards,	write	letters,	send	e-mails	and	texts,	post	about	it	on	social	media,	etc.
The	physical	traces	of	this	activity	literally	surround	us.	The	challenge	is	making
sense	of	it.	One	way	to	delineate	such	data,	particularly	as	related	to	research
methods,	is	to	look	at	‘existing’	versus	online	generated	data.

Existing	Data
By	existing	data,	we	are	referring	to	data	that	while	often	found	on	the	Internet,
still	exists	independent	of	it.	It	can	refer	to	almost	any	human/social	artefact	and
cover	a	huge	array	of	data	types	that	might	be	derived	from	an	organization,	an
individual	or	perhaps	a	family.	Your	text	might	also	be	located	on	the	web,	on
the	television,	at	the	movies,	at	a	school,	or	at	a	museum	or	park.	It	may	be	in	the
public	domain,	or	it	might	be	private.	It	may	be	held	by	other	researchers,	local
government,	national	government	or	international	agencies.	And	getting	your
hands	on	it	may	involve	writing	away	for	it,	going	to	the	library,	making	a
personal	appeal	or	going	into	the	field.	Types	of	existing	data	include:

Official	data	and	records	–	While	you	may	have	to	work	at	getting	access,
it	may	be	worth	exploring:

International	data	held	by	organizations	such	as	the	United	Nations,
World	Bank	or	World	Health	Organization.
National	data	held	by	many	federal	or	national	governments	and
government	departments,	e.g.	National	Census	data.
Local	government	data	such	as	state	of	environment	reports,
community	surveys,	water	quality	data,	land	registry	information,	etc.
Non-governmental	organization	data	collected	through	commissioned
or	self-conducted	research	studies.
University	data,	which	is	abundant	and	covers	just	about	every
research	problem	ever	studied.
Archival	data	such	as	records	of	births,	deaths,	marriages,	etc.
Legislation	including	local	ordinances,	State	and	Federal



regulations/laws.
Policy	documents	from	both	the	public	and	private	sectors.

Organizational	communication,	documents	and	records	–	Official
communication	that	includes,	but	is	not	limited	to:	websites;	press	releases;
catalogues,	pamphlets	and	brochures;	meeting	agendas	and	minutes;	inter-
and	intra-office	memos;	safety	records;	sales	figures;	human	resource
records;	client	records	(these	might	be	students,	patients,	constituents,	etc.,
depending	on	organization	type).
Personal	communications,	documents	and	records	–	Personal	and	often
private	communications	that	include,	but	are	not	limited	to:	e-mails;	letters;
journals,	diaries	and	memoirs;	texts;	sketches	and	drawings;	poetry	and
stories;	photographs	and	videos;	medical	records;	educational	records;
household	records,	e.g.	cheque	book	stubs,	bills,	insurance	documents,	etc.
The	media/contemporary	entertainment	–	Data	here	is	often	examined	in
relation	to	questions	of	content	or	portrayal;	for	example,	the	content	of
personal	ads,	how	often	male	characters	are	shown	crying,	or	how	often
sexual	assault	has	made	the	national	news	over	the	past	two	years.	Data	can
come	from:	newspaper	or	magazine	columns/articles/advertisements;	news
programmes	and	current	affairs	shows;	TV	dramas,	sitcoms	and	reality
shows;	commercials;	music	videos;	biographies	and	autobiographies.
The	arts	–	The	arts	have	captured	and	recorded	the	human	spirit	and
condition	over	the	ages	in	every	corner	of	the	globe,	making	them	perfect
for	comparing	across	both	culture	and	time.	Societal	attitudes	are	well
captured	in:	paintings,	drawings	and	sketches;	photography;	music;	plays
and	films.
Social	artefacts	–	These	include	any	product	of	social	beings.	Examples	of
social	products	or	social	traces	are	extremely	broad	ranging	and	can	include
things	like:	garbage;	graffiti;	children’s	games;	rites	and	rituals;	jokes;	T-
shirt	slogans;	tools;	crafts;	videos	(YouTube	has	created	a	huge	and
accessible	database	here).

Given	this	diversity,	the	key	to	success	is	being	prepared.	You	will	need	to	know
well	in	advance	where	your	data	sources	are	located;	who	the	gatekeepers	might
be;	how	to	best	approach	them;	whether	or	not	you	will	need	to	use	a	sampling
strategy;	and	whether	the	collection	of	sensitive	or	private	data	will	require
ethics	approval.

Online	Generated	Data



Now	while	there	is	certainly	overlap	with	existing	data	(much	existing	data	can
be	found	online),	what	I	am	referring	to	as	online	generated	data	is	data	that	is
produced	on	or	by	the	Internet.	It	includes	social	data	such	as	Twitter	feeds,
blogs,	Facebook	posts,	Instagram	photos	and	Vine	and	YouTube	videos.	It	also
includes	websites	and	their	click-throughs.	And	while	this	paragraph	may	be
short,	don’t	be	fooled,	this	pool	of	data	is	massive,	and	just	waiting	to	be
explored	through	various	means	of	research.

Online	generated	data The	vast	array	of	qualitative	and	quantitative	data	that	is	produced	on
or	by	the	Internet.



Working	with	Existing	Data
Existing	data	can	come	in	many	forms,	but	is	classed	here	as:	(1)	contemporary
documents	(defined	quite	broadly),	best	explored	through	a	process	of	document
analysis;	(2)	historical	documents,	best	explored	through	historical	analysis;	(3)
artefacts,	best	explored	with	cultural	artefact	analysis;	and	(4)	data	sets,	best
explored	through	secondary	analysis.



Textual/Document	Analysis
Often	the	answers	to	research	questions	are	held	in	documents,	perhaps	letters,
journals,	policy	documents	and	reports.	The	method	we	use	for	analysing	such
documents	is	aptly	named	document	analysis.	But	we	might	also	be	interested	in
forms	of	communication	such	as	videos,	TV	shows,	radio	broadcasts,	even
websites.	In	this	case,	rather	than	refer	to	these	as	documents,	we	use	a	slightly
more	generic	term	‘texts’	and	engage	in	textual	analysis.	The	logic	for	both	these
approaches,	however,	is	quite	similar.	They	both	involve	exploring	various	forms
of	text	as	a	source	of	research	data.

Textual	analysis Exploration	of	traces	of	social	activity	including	documents	as	well	as	blogs,
videos,	photographs,	posts,	memes,	poetry,	songs,	tweets,	etc.

Document	analysis A	research	tool	for	collecting,	reviewing,	interrogating	and	analysing
various	forms	of	written	‘text’	as	a	primary	source	of	research	data.

Before	jumping	into	analysis,	however,	the	issue	of	bias	is	worth	a	mention.	In
document/textual	analysis,	pre-existing	texts	need	to	be	thoughtfully	considered
in	relation	to	subjectivity.	The	credibility	of	the	data	you	generate	will,	in	part,
be	dependent	on	recognition	of	the	bias/purpose	of	the	author/creator.	It	may	be
tempting	to	treat	the	printed	word	as	the	truth	but,	if	you	do,	you	will	need	to	ask
whose	truth.	A	second	source	of	bias	lies	with	you	as	the	researcher.	As	with	any
method,	how	you	read	and	draw	from	the	documents	will	be	coloured	by	your
own	reality.	You	will	need	to	consider	your	biases,	your	skills,	what	exactly	you
are	looking	for	and	how	you	will	ensure	credibility	for	data	you	did	not	yourself
collect.

Because	document	analysis	does	not	involve	document	production,	the	steps
involved	differ	somewhat	from	other	methods	of	data	collection.	In	order	to
carry	out	textual	analysis	you	need	to:	plan	for	all	contingencies;	gather	your
‘texts’,	review	their	credibility	and	interrogate	their	witting	and	unwitting
evidence;	and	finally,	reflect,	refine	your	process	and	analyse	your	data.	Boxes
13.2–13.4	provide	the	steps/checklists	for	the	process	of	textual	analysis.

Planning
Did	you	know	that	even	when	exploring	texts,	just	like	when	working	with



human	respondents,	you	need	to	consider	population,	sample	and	access?	In
other	words,	you	will	need	to	think	about	what	range	of	documents	you	are
considering	as	your	pool	of	potential	works;	which	ones	you	will	you	actually
look	at;	and	how	you	plan	to	get	your	hands	on	them.	And	just	like	other
methods	that	deal	with	human	participants,	you	also	need	to	consider	your
biases;	your	skills;	what	exactly	you	are	looking	for;	how	you	will	ensure
credibility	when	you	did	not	collect	the	data	yourself;	and	how	you	will	plan	for
the	unexpected.	Box	13.2	takes	you	through	the	essential	steps	in	planning
textual/document	analysis.

Box	13.2:	Planning	–	Consideration	of	‘Who’,	‘Where’,	‘When’,	‘How’	and	‘What’

The	success	of	your	analysis	will	hinge	upon	the	thought	you	have	put	into	the	planning	process.

1.	 Population	and	sample/respondents/participants	–	In	textual	analysis	this	involves
creating	a	list	of	‘texts’	you	wish	to	explore	and	understanding	who	they	will	speak	for.	If
the	breadth	of	texts	you	wish	to	explore	is	overly	wide,	you	will	need	to	develop	an
appropriate	sampling	strategy	(see	Chapter	11).

2.	 Access	–	How	you	will	locate	and	access	texts.	You	will	also	need	to	consider	any
language	or	cultural	barriers	that	might	keep	you	from	fully	drawing	from	your	texts.

3.	 Your	biases	–	Recognizing	and	controlling	for	subjectivities	in	ways	that	can	best	ensure
you	explore	‘texts’	with	an	open	mind.

4.	 Your	skills	–	How	you	might	develop	the	skills/resources	needed	to	carry	out	your
analysis.

5.	 Credibility	–	Consider	strategies	for	ensuring	credibility	(see	Box	8.2).
6.	 Data	–	Knowing	exactly	what	it	is	you	are	looking	for	or	trying	to	find	in	your	texts.
7.	 Ethics/ethics	approval	–	Consideration	of	any	ethical	dilemmas	inherent	in	your	project,

and	getting	appropriate	ethics	approval,	i.e.	seeking	approval	to	explore	texts	that	might
be	classified,	in	confidence,	sensitive	or	private.

8.	 Contingencies	–	The	unexpected,	the	unplanned	and	the	unfortunate.	This	means	having	a
back-up	plan	ready	to	go	if	your	original	plan	does	not	pan	out.

Unwitting	evidence The	background	information	related	to	a	text,	such	as	author/creator,
audience,	circumstances	of	production,	document	type,	style,	tone,	agenda,	political	purpose,	etc.

Witting	evidence Information	that	the	original	author/creator	of	a	text	wanted	to	share	with
his/her	audience.

Gathering,	Reviewing	and	Interrogating	Texts
So	how	do	you	get	a	text	to	talk?	Once	you	locate,	acquire	and	assess	the
credibility	of	your	texts,	you	will	be	ready	to	‘extract’	the	data.	Now	the	first	step
is	to	ask	yourself	questions	about	the	text.	This	refers	to	questions	related	to	the



author/creator,	audience,	circumstances	of	production,	type,	whether	it	is	a
typical	or	exceptional	example,	the	style,	tone,	agenda,	political	purpose,
whether	it	contains	facts,	opinions	or	both;	basically	any	background
information	related	to	the	document.	This	is	sometimes	called	the	latent	content
or	‘unwitting’	evidence.	Answers	to	these	questions	may	lie	within	the	text	itself
(e.g.	type,	tone	and	style),	or	may	require	further	investigation	(e.g.	information
about	the	author	or	the	document’s	genre).

The	next	step	involves	exploration	of	the	‘witting’	evidence	or	the	content	within
the	document.	There	are	a	couple	of	ways	you	can	do	this.	The	first	is	by	using
an	‘interview	technique’,	while	the	second	involves	noting	occurrences,	a
method	akin	to	formal	structured	observation:

The	interview	–	In	‘interviewing’	your	documents,	you	are,	in	a	sense,
treating	each	document	as	a	respondent	who	can	provide	you	with
information	relevant	to	your	enquiry.	The	questions	you	ask	will	be
dependent	on	the	nature	of	your	enquiry	and	on	the	document	type.	As	with
an	interview,	you	will	need	to	determine	what	it	is	you	want	to	know,	and
whether	your	document	can	provide	you	with	the	answers.	You	then	need	to
‘ask’	each	question	and	highlight	the	passages	in	the	document	that	provide
the	answer.	Organizing	your	responses	can	be	done	by	using	a	colour-coded
highlighting	system,	or	you	can	turn	to	qualitative	data	management
programs	such	as	Nvivo	or	NUD*IST	to	help	you	with	document	indexing.

Noting	occurrences	–	Noting	occurrences	is	a	process	that	quantifies	the
use	of	particular	words,	phrases	and	concepts	within	a	given	document.	As
in	formal	structured	observations,	the	researcher	determines	what	is	being
‘looked	for’	and	notes	the	amount,	the	frequency	and	often	the	context	of
the	occurrence.

For	example,	say	you	wanted	to	trace	the	growth	of	climate	change	as	a
point	of	reference	in	Federal	legislation.	You	would	first	determine	what
legislative	documents	you	would	want	to	explore	and	ensure	you	have
access.	Noting	occurrences	would	consist	of	a	search	for	the	phrase	‘climate
change’	and	other	related	terms	you	feel	relevant.	Interviewing	the
document	is	more	in	situ	and	involves	‘asking’	relevant	questions	of	the
document,	and	exploring	them	for	the	answers	so	that	you	have	better
context	for	how	and	why	the	term	is	used.	Box	13.3	will	take	you	through
the	steps	of	thorough	document	interrogation.



Box	13.3:	Gathering,	Reviewing	and	Interrogating	‘Texts’

To	start	the	process	of	interrogating	texts	you	need	to:

1.	 Gather	relevant	texts	–	Most	of	the	texts	outlined	above	can	be	collected,	but	a	few	will
require	you	to	go	out	in	the	field;	for	example,	you	may	want	to	look	at	graffiti,	museum
exhibits	or	waste	in	situ.

2.	 Organize	–	For	collected	texts,	you	will	want	to	develop	and	employ	an	organization	and
management	scheme.

3.	 Copy	–	Make	copies	of	original	text	for	the	purpose	of	annotation.
4.	 Confirm	authenticity	–	Assess	the	authenticity	and	credibility	of	the	text.
5.	 Explore	the	text’s	agenda	–	Review	the	text	and	consider	any	inherent	biases.
6.	 Explore	background	information	–	Extract	background	information	on	author/creator,

audience,	purpose	and	style,	as	is	appropriate	to	the	text	being	explored.
7.	 Ask	questions	about	the	text	–	Who	produced	it?	What	did	they	produce	it	for?	What	were

the	circumstances	of	production?	When,	where	and	why	was	it	produced?	What	type	of
data	is	it?	Basically,	you	want	to	explore	any	background	information	that	is	available
(sometimes	called	the	latent	content	or	unwitting	evidence).

8.	 Explore	content	–	This	will	vary	by	the	type	of	text	and,	as	discussed	in	the	next	section,
can	involve	qualitative	and	quantitative	processes.	The	key	to	success	here	is	outlining
what	you	plan	to	extract	from	the	text	well	in	advance.

Reflecting,	Refining	and	Analysing
Any	time	you	take	on	the	challenge	of	collecting	data	in	a	new	way,	you	will
start	off	as	a	novice	and	need	to	go	on	a	learning	journey	before	you	can	become
a	competent	researcher,	and	perhaps	someday	even	an	expert.	And	while	you
may	read	all	about	the	approach,	you	are	unlikely	to	get	your	head	around	it	until
you	get	your	hands	dirty.	And	for	me	this	means	reflection.	As	with	any	method,
good	textual	analysis	requires	you	to	reflect,	refine	and	improve	as	you	go.	You
may	also	need	to	be	flexible.	Because	the	documents	you	will	be	exploring	were
not	written	for	your	express	research	purpose,	each	will	need	a	critical	eye	that
can	uncover	and	discover	what	you	are	looking	for,	and	maybe	even	relevant
information	you	did	not	know	you	were	looking	for.	Once	you	develop	this	skill,
analysis	can	be	a	rich	endeavour.	Box	13.4	takes	you	through	the	steps	of
reflecting,	refining	and	analysing,	while	Box	13.5,	below,	takes	you	through	a
relevant	example.

Box	13.4:	Reflecting,	Refining	and	Analysing

1.	 Learn	and	improve	as	you	go	–	View	analysis	as	an	iterative	and	ongoing	process.
2.	 Review	the	process	–	Reflect	on	any	difficulties	associated	with	gathering	the	texts,

reviewing	the	sources	and	exploring	the	content.



3.	 Review	your	notes	–	Reflect	on	any	difficulties	you	might	encounter	in	making	sense	of
your	record.

4.	 Make	modifications	–	Based	on	your	own	review	of	the	process	and	the	quality	of	the
data	generated.

5.	 Keep	reviewing	and	refining	–	Keep	refining	until	you	are	comfortable	with	the	process
and	data	collected.

6.	 Major	issues?	–	If	there	are	major	issues	you	will	need	to	openly	discuss	them	with	your
supervisor	and	consider	modifications.

7.	 Analysis	–	Data	collected	in	textual	analysis	can	be	quantitative	(through	various	modes
of	tallying	and	more	in-depth	statistical	analysis;	see	Chapter	14)	or	can	be	much	more
qualitative	(through	deeper	reflective	processes;	see	Chapter	15).	Remember:	analysis
should	work	towards	addressing	your	research	questions	in	insightful	ways.

(Checklists	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

Historical	analysis Collection,	review,	interrogation	and	analysis	of	various	forms	of	data	in
order	to	establish	facts	and	draw	conclusions	about	past	events.

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Historical	Analysis
Historical	analysis	is	a	specific	form	of	textual	analysis	that	can	include	any	and
all	forms	of	‘text’	covered	above,	and	generally	involves	all	the	steps	covered	in
Boxes	13.2–13.4.	The	main	point	of	distinction,	however,	is	that	historical
analysis	has	a	quite	defined	purpose	of	establishing	facts	and	drawing
conclusions	about	the	past.	While	this	goal	may	seem	straightforward,	it	is
actually	a	multi-pronged	goal	that	involves:	(1)	ascertaining	what	actually
happened	–	sometimes	the	myth	or	the	legend	is	not	based	on	facts,	or	at	least	a
full	array	of	facts;	(2)	ascertaining	why	it	happened	–	historical	analysis	goes
beyond	‘what’	and	asks	about	multiple	realities,	circumstances,	context	and
conditions	–	there	is	an	attempt	to	understand	situated	complexity;	(3)
understanding	implications	–	historians	believe	the	past	is	the	key	to	unlocking
the	future;	historical	analysis	therefore	attempts	to	link	analysis	of	the	past	to
present	conditions	and	future	possibilities.

To	accomplish	these	goals,	researchers	turn	to	a	wide	variety	of	sources	that	may
be	primary	(e.g.	the	testimony	of	those	who	were	witness	to	events,	or	social
bookkeeping,	which	refers	to	records	that	survived	from	the	past)	or	secondary
(accounts	of	the	past	that	were	not	generated	within	the	historical	period	being
explored,	namely	someone	else’s	account/analysis	of	the	past).

The	challenges	here	are:	(1)	ensuring	the	authenticity	and	credibility	of	the
resources	used;	(2)	gathering	enough	data	for	an	account	to	be	considered
complete;	and	(3)	finding	trends	and	patterns	among	what	might	be	disparate	and
contradictory	evidence.



Analysis	of	Cultural	Artefacts
When	we	interact	with	the	world	we	leave	our	mark.	Evidence	of	where	we	have
been	and	what	we	have	been	up	to	is	everywhere.	And	as	any	crime	scene
investigator	will	tell	you,	through	this	evidence	we	reveal	something	about
ourselves.

Beyond	the	written	word,	evidence	of	our	interactions	includes	the	wear	and	tear
we	cause	as	well	as	the	things	we	leave	behind.	In	the	world	of	social	science
research,	we	refer	to	these	as	measures	of	erosion	and	accretion:

Erosion	–	Explores	wear	and	tear.	In	a	crime	scene	this	might	mean	looking
at	footprints	or	skid	marks.	In	the	world	of	social	science	we	might	look	at
how	worn	seats	are	to	determine	where	people	most	prefer	to	sit	on	the
train,	or	determining	patient	reading	preferences	by	examining	the
condition	of	waiting-room	magazines.
Accretion	–	Explores	what	people	leave	behind.	For	example,	if	we	go	back
to	the	crime	scene	we	might	look	for	DNA	or	a	dropped	matchbook.	In	the
social	science	world	we	attempt	to	determine	if	staff	are	conforming	with
waste	disposal	policy	by	looking	through	hospital	garbage	bins	or	we	might
study	toilet	door	graffiti	to	examine	attitudes	to	promiscuity.

Cultural	artefact	analysis Collection,	review,	interrogation	and	analysis	of	various	human-
made	objects	in	order	to	ascertain	information	about	the	culture	of	the	objects’	creator(s)	and
users.

This	type	of	exploration	often	goes	unconsidered	by	project	students,	but	it	can
offer	huge	insight	in	certain	types	of	research.	Historical	research,	for	example,
might	be	illuminated	by	exploration	of	artefacts	such	as	dwellings,	tools	and	art
–	in	fact,	just	about	anything	that	sheds	light	on	the	social	condition	of	the	period
being	explored.	Cross-cultural	studies	can	also	be	enhanced	through	this	type	of
exploration.	Comparing	children’s	games	or	the	marriage	ceremonies	of	different
cultures,	for	example,	can	be	extremely	enlightening.

In	fact	you	could	argue	that	understanding	any	culture	can	be	enhanced	by
exploring	its	physical	evidence	or	its	‘tracks’.	One	contemporary	example	here	is
‘carbon	footprinting’,	or	the	estimate	of	the	carbon	produced	by	an	individual,
household	or	business	(and	thus	its	contribution	to	global	warming).	This



measure	of	accretion	has	actually	become	newsworthy	and	a	part	of	everyday
discourse.

Box	13.5:	Document	and	Textual	Analysis	Examples

Halabi,	S.,	Smith,	W.,	Collins,	J.,	Baker,	D.	and	Bedford,	J.	(2012)	‘A	document	analysis	of
HIV/AIDS	education	interventions	in	Ghana’,	Health	Education	Journal,	published	online	10
July	2012.

This	document	analysis	involved	using	a	snowball	sampling	procedure	to	gather	24	curricula	–
seven	school-based,	15	adult-based	and	two	multi-purpose	curricula	of	prevention	programmes
–	and	explore	them	for	informational	accuracy.	Each	curriculum	was	coded	independently	by
two	reviewers,	who	noted	specific	lines,	sections,	or	images	of	the	curriculum	which	were
problematic.	Findings	included	factual	errors;	omitted	information;	oversimplified	facts;
promotion	of	fear-based	abstinence;	confusing	condom	information;	a	presentation	of	infection
as	a	women’s	problem;	and	misrepresentation	of	individual	risk.

Sofalvi,	A.	(2011)	‘Health	education	films	of	the	silent	era:	A	historical	analysis’,	International
Electronic	Journal	of	Health	Education,	14:	135–41.

This	historical/textual	analysis	explored	11	health	education	films	produced	in	the	silent	film
era	as	well	as	published	reviews	of	these	films.	The	films	of	this	era	dealt	with	tuberculosis,
hookworms,	breastfeeding,	traffic	safety,	dental	care	and	children’s	health.	The	authors	set	the
films	in	their	socio-historic	context	and	argue	that	such	works	are	important	historical	resources
for	health	education	specialists.

Wales,	E.	and	Brewer,	B.	(1976)	‘Graffiti	in	the	1970s’,	Journal	of	Social	Psychology,	99(1):
115–23.

This	classic	artefact	analysis	explored	graffiti	from	male	and	female	restrooms	in	four	high
schools	selected	to	represent	different	socio-economic	and	racial	populations.	The	graffiti	were
sorted	by	three	independent	judges	into	16	content	categories.	The	researchers	found	that	88%
of	graffiti	was	produced	by	females,	with	content	being	predominantly	romantic.	Students	from
higher	socio-economic	backgrounds	wrote	less	romantic	and	more	erotic	material	than	those
from	lower	socio-economic	backgrounds.	The	authors	suggest	that	this	may	be	an	effect	of	an
increased	emphasis	on	female	sexuality	and	freedom	of	expression.

(The	full	text	of	these	readings	is	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

Secondary	data	analysis Collection,	review,	interrogation	and	analysis	of	existing	data	sets	in
order	to	answer	questions	not	previously	or	adequately	addressed.

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Secondary	Analysis
Data	collection	is	such	an	entrenched	part	of	research	processes	that	we
sometimes	forget	that	the	data	we	seek	may	have	already	been	collected	–
censuses,	large-scale	surveys	and	organizational	records	can	all	potentially	hold
the	answers	to	research	questions.	Capitalizing	on	these	data	sets	makes	sense.
Using	secondary	data	allows	you	to	‘skip’	data	collection	processes	and	all	the
stress,	cost	and	time	they	involve.	It	can	also	allow	you	to	work	with	samples
that	might	otherwise	have	been	inaccessible,	or	samples	much	larger	than	you
would	have	been	able	to	generate	on	your	own.	But	remember:	secondary	data	is
only	as	good	as	its	collection	processes	–	and	you	have	no	control	over	these.

Now	perhaps	the	most	crucial	step	in	secondary	analysis	is	knowing	exactly
what	you	are	looking	for	–	that	is,	having	a	clearly	articulated	research	question
and	knowing	what	types	of	data	might	answer	that	question.	When	it	comes	to
secondary	analysis,	this	can	actually	be	more	difficult	than	you	might	realize.
When	you	are	working	with	an	existing	data	set,	you	skip	the	process	of	design,
including	working	through	decisions	about	population,	samples,	questions,
response	categories,	etc.	You	also	do	not	get	to	explore	data	as	it	comes	in.	And
both	of	these	processes	offer	tremendous	opportunity	for	conceptual	work.	In
secondary	analysis,	you	need	to	consciously	think	through	such	issues,	even	if
design	and	preliminary	data	were	done	by	others.	Only	then	will	you	be	in	a
position	to	assess	the	relevance	of	an	existing	data	set	to	your	research	question.

The	basic	steps	of	secondary	analysis	are	covered	in	Box	13.6

Box	13.6:	Steps	in	Secondary	Analysis

1.	 Determining	your	research	question	–	as	indicated	above,	knowing	exactly	what	you	are
looking	for.

2.	 Locating	data	–	knowing	what	is	out	there	and	whether	you	can	gain	access	to	it.	A	quick
Internet	search,	possibly	with	the	help	of	a	librarian,	will	reveal	a	wealth	of	options.

3.	 Gaining	access	to	the	data	–	knowing	where	it	is,	does	not	ensure	you	will	gain	access	to
it.	You	made	need	to	seek	permission.	Being	ready	to	share	your	agenda,	and	the	benefits
of	your	research	can	help	here.

4.	 Evaluating	relevance	of	the	data	–	considering	things	like	the	data’s	original	purpose,
when	it	was	collected,	population,	sampling	strategy/sample,	data	collection	protocols,
operationalization	of	concepts,	questions	asked	and	form/shape	of	the	data.

5.	 Assessing	credibility	of	the	data	–	establishing	the	credentials	of	the	original	researchers,
searching	for	full	explication	of	methods	including	any	problems	encountered,
determining	how	consistent	the	data	is	with	data	from	other	sources,	discovering	whether



the	data	has	been	used	in	any	credible	published	research.
6.	 Analysis	–	this	will	generally	involve	a	range	of	statistical	processes	(see	Chapter	14).

An	example	here	might	be	as	follows.	Step	1,	determine	your	research	question:	‘How	has
religious	affiliation	in	Canada	changed	over	the	past	30	years?’	Step	2:	determine	what	data	sets,
including	possibly	the	census,	might	have	this	information.	Step	3:	explore	relevance	by
exploring	how	the	question	is	asked;	if	there	is	any	bias	or	assumption	in	how	it	is	asked;	and	if
it	has	been	asked	in	the	same	way	over	the	30-year	period	you	wish	to	explore.	Step	4:	assess
credibility:	in	the	case	of	the	census,	methods	should	be	well	documented.	Step	5:	analyse	by
exploring	trends	in	affiliation	and	how	this	might	vary	by	demographic	characteristics	such	as
geographic	region,	age,	socio-economic	status,	gender	and	education.



I	have	a	question!



Just	how	helpful	are	online	databases	and	the	data
sets	they	might	have?
Online	databases	can	offer	a	wealth	of	information	including	census	information,	demographic
statistics,	conflict	data	and	economic	development	indicators.	This	research	is	useful	for	nearly	every
field	of	inquiry	including	business,	social	sciences,	health,	education	and	STEM	(Science,
Technology,	Engineering	and	Mathematical)	fields.	Some	comprehensive	national	and	international
databases	worth	exploring	include:	the	World	Bank	http://data.worldbank.org;	the	United	Nations
https://data.un.org;	US	Federal	Statistics	http://fedstats.sites.usa.gov;	the	Australia	Bureau	of
Statistics	www.abs.gov.au;	UK	government	data	www.data.gov.uk;	and	Gapminder
www.gapminder.org.	A	quick	Google	search	using	your	discipline	of	interest	will	uncover	many
more.

http://data.worldbank.org
https://data.un.org
http://fedstats.sites.usa.gov
http://www.abs.gov.au
http://www.data.gov.uk
http://www.gapminder.org


Working	with	Online	Generated	Data
According	to	DOMO,	a	software	company	specializing	in	business	intelligence,
and	the	live	website	www.internetlivestats.com,	each	and	every	minute	we:

swipe	left	or	right	on	Tinder	590,278	times
submit	over	3,250,800	queries	to	Google
view	7,480,200	YouTube	videos
like	4,1666,667	Facebook	posts
send	more	than	347,000	tweets
share	284,722	snapchats
like	1,736,111	Instagram	photos
play	1,041,666	Vine	videos
send	149,	885,700	e-mails.

I’ll	say	it	again.	In	one	minute.	And	that’s	in	2016.	In	three	to	five	years’	time
these	figures	will	be	but	a	fraction	of	what	is	happening.	And	of	course	there	will
be	new	forums	for	data	creation	that	I	can’t	even	fathom.	I	agree	with	the
experts,	that’s	‘big	data’.	But	there’s	also	the	phenomenon	of	living	your	life,	or
at	least	part	of	your	life,	online	–	online	communities,	online	dating,	online
learning,	online	gaming/warfare.

So	how,	as	researchers,	do	we	not	only	cope	with	but	take	advantage	of	this	new
world	order?	How	do	we	design	studies	that	take	advantage	of	big	social	data?
How	do	we	wade	through	the	challenges	posed	by	a	world	where	every	actor	is
producing	data	without	mediation,	controls	or	gatekeepers?	And	how	can	we
begin	to	understand	communities	that	only	exist	in	a	virtual	space?	How	do	we
immerse	ourselves	in	something	we	cannot	touch?	How	do	we	keep	pace	with
technology	and	the	impact	it	has	on	how	we	interact	and	communicate?

I	wish	I	had	all	the	answers	–	but	the	answers	keep	moving,	and	are	certainly
moving	faster	than	the	pace	of	book	publishing.	The	best	I	can	do	is	simply
highlight	the	opportunities	and	challenges	associated	with	this	space,	and	outline
the	approaches	we	are	adopting	and	adapting	in	an	attempt	to	keep	up	and	build
understandings.

http://www.internetlivestats.com


Capturing	a	moment
A	very	interesting	application	of	online	generated	data,	quite	new	to	me,	is	the
‘Internet	preserved	for	posterity’.	Since	1996,	the	WayBack	Machine	has
archived	more	than	450	billion	webpages	and	saved	for	posterity	two	petabytes
of	data	(1	petabyte	=	1,000	terabytes	=	1,000,000	gigabytes).	This	type	of	data
can	be	extremely	useful	for	analysing	the	impact	of	significant	events,
movements	or	technologies.	How	has	financial	regulation	changed	after	9/11	or
the	Global	Financial	Crisis?	Open-source	Internet	archives	hold	back-ups	of
specific	websites,	saved	periodically	over	the	last	two	decades.	The	best	part	is
that	these	web	pages	are	not	a	static	screen	shot,	but	rather	a	back-up	version	of
the	page,	meaning	some	links	can	still	be	accessed	within	them.	Two	of	the	best
sources	for	Internet	time	travel	include:

Wayback	Machine	–	the	Wayback	Machine,	from	the	Internet	Archive,	lets
you	see	a	particular	website’s	development	over	time,
http://archive.org/web/web.php.
Library	of	Congress	Web	Archives	–	the	Library	of	Congress	Web	Archives
project	has	archived	sites	relating	to	significant	events,	such	as	the	9/11
attacks,	US	elections	and	the	Iraq	War,
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/lcwa/html/lcwa-home.html.

While	this	may	appear	to	be	a	quirky	tool,	the	truth	is	the	opportunities	for
original	research	abound	(see	Box	13.7).	These	archived	webpages	could	be
used	for	anything	from	auditing	a	company’s	marketing	strategy	(to	determine
consistency	of	brand	image	and	message	through	their	website	over	time)	to
researching	information	about	local	community	agendas.	Archived	websites
from	the	Wayback	Machine	have	even	been	used	as	evidence	in	commercial
court	cases	(such	as	patent	litigation)	or	to	unravel	mysteries.	Just	as	detectives
can	learns	lots	from	your	trash,	so	to	can	you	learn	from	the	discarded	remnants
of	the	Internet.

Internet	archives	like	the	Wayback	Machine	are	a	particularly	handy	tool	for
triangulation.	In	research	methods,	triangulation	is	locating	and	validating	data
through	cross-verification	with	other	known	(i.e.	located)	sources.	For	instance,
you	have	data	from	a	couple	of	sources	(perhaps	literature,	or	interviews)	that
suggests	an	early	marketing	strategy	of	X	product	was	unabashedly	sexist.	By

http://archive.org/web/web.php
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/diglib/lcwa/html/lcwa-home.html


looking	at	the	board	members	listed	for	the	company	in	that	year,	you	may	find
that	there	is	no	female	representation.

If	you	use	online	archive	tools	as	part	of	triangulation,	be	aware	that	not
everything	on	the	Internet	has	been	archived.	The	web	existed	before	1996,	and
since	then	various	pages	may	have	been	excluded.	An	absence	of	a	website	from
the	archive	does	not	prove	that	it	did	not	exist	at	that	time.	Moreover,	more	and
more	sites	have	sought	to	exclude	archiving.	In	fact,	anyone	can	use	a	robots.txt
file	on	the	server	to	exclude	the	Internet	Archive’s	web	crawler.	As	a	result,	far
too	many	pages	have	already	implemented	this	impediment	to	archiving.

Box	13.7:	Internet	Sleuthing

The	Wayback	Machine	is	a	non-profit	web	crawler	that	archives	old	versions	of	Internet	pages.
In	2014,	it	preserved	this	social	media	posting:	‘In	the	vicinity	of	Torez,	we	just	downed	a	plane,
an	AN-26.	It	is	lying	somewhere	in	the	Progress	Mine.	We	have	issued	warnings	not	to	fly	in
our	airspace.	We	have	video	confirming.	The	bird	fell	on	a	waste	heap.	Residential	areas	were
not	hit.	Civilians	were	not	injured.’

Only	minutes	later,	international	news	broke	that	a	Malaysian	Airlines	commercial	flight,	MH17
had	been	downed	over	Ukraine	killing	all	298	people	on	board.	Could	this	be	the	same	plane?
Page	administrators	for	the	group	responsible	for	the	social	media	posting	seemed	to	think	so.
When	news	of	the	civilian	airliner	disaster	broke,	the	group	tried	to	delete	their	post.	They	could
not,	however,	remove	the	screen	grab	from	the	Internet	Archive.	‘Here’s	why	we	exist’,	the
Wayback	Machine	wrote	on	Facebook,	with	links	to	earlier	versions	of	the	Facebook	page.	‘A
Ukrainian	Separatist	boasted	his	pro-Russian	Group	shot	down	a	Ukrainian	plane	on	his
website.	When	it	turned	out	to	be	#MH17	#MalaysiaAirlines	he	erased	it,	but	our	WayBack
Machine	captured	the	page	for	history.’

The	Internet	Archive	and	others	like	it	are	powerful	testaments	for	a	new	wave	of	pro-
transparency	bots	and	tools,	all	of	them	dedicated	to	leveraging	technology	to	expose	how
governments,	politicians	and	other	powerful	figures	can	manipulate	the	digital	landscape.
‘Important	work’,	one	commenter	wrote	on	the	Internet	Archive	page.	‘Without	it,	we’re	in
Orwell’s	1984.’

Big	Data Information/data	sets	so	large	and	complex	that	they	cannot	be	analysed	using
traditional	databases	or	data	processing	applications.

Social	data Data	that	individuals	create	and	knowingly	and	voluntarily	share.	Examples
include	tweets,	posts	and	videos	shared	on	Twitter,	Facebook	and	YouTube.



Big	Data
Big	Data	certainly	has	big	potential.	The	trends	they	can	track	are	significant	in
many	ways.	The	Australian	Tax	Office,	for	example,	is	using	the	analysis	of	Big
Data	to	understand	trends	in	tax	evasion.	Big	Data	is	also	associated	with	social
data,	data	that	individuals	create	that	is	knowingly	and	voluntarily	shared	by
them;	examples	include	tweets,	posts	and	videos	shared	on	Twitter,	Facebook
and	YouTube.	The	unprecedented	use	of	these	mediums	means	that	much	social
data	is	also	Big	Data.

One	of	the	great	things	about	social	data	is	how	massive	and	current	it	is.	It	has
the	ability	to	give	us	both	a	snapshot	of	now	and	a	look	into	the	future.
Understanding	travel	plans,	outbreaks	of	flu,	political	opinion,	responses	to
social	disasters	and,	in	fact,	anything	that	an	Internet	community	is	currently
discussing,	represents	the	potential	to	draw	on	an	extremely	large	pool	of	data.
This,	of	course,	saves	you	the	time	and	cost	associated	with	commissioning
studies	that	rely	on	the	collection	of	primary	data.

Big	social	data	means	variety,	volume	and	velocity.	There	is	ease	of	access	to
user	content	and	ample	evidence	of	network	ties.	Topics	and	data	are	virtually
limitless	and	there	is	great	ability	to	create	event	timelines.

There	are,	however,	significant	challenges.	For	one,	we	can	become	bamboozled
by	the	amount	of	data	and	forget	that	we	don’t	have	a	representative	sample.
And	we	are	not	just	talking	about	a	lack	of	representativeness	within	a	narrowly
defined	population;	we	are	also	talking	about	the	ability	to	misrepresent	a	global
population.	If,	for	example,	international	policy	decisions	are	to	be	influenced	by
social	data,	then	developing	countries	with	limited	computer	and	Internet	access
will	not	be	in	a	strong	position	to	perform	informed	decision-making.

Privacy	is	another	major	issue.	Is	something	public	just	because	it	is	blogged	or
on	Facebook?	There	is	a	real	blurring	of	public	and	private	spheres.
Additionally,	the	ability	of	Internet	data	to	be	traced	means	that	researchers	are
not	in	a	position	to	ensure	anonymity.	On	the	flip	side,	when	there	is	a	need	to
verify	the	identity	of	research	participants	to	ensure	credibility,	this	can	be
equally	difficult	to	do.

The	sheer	volume	and	rate	of	change	also	pose	massive	challenges	for



researchers.	Traditional	research	methods	were	never	designed	for	what	the
Internet	is	now	delivering	and	certainly	not	for	what	it	will	be	delivering	in	the
future.	Our	processes	of	funding,	design	and	conduct,	writing	up	and	publication
of	research	studies	are	undeniably	slow.	Data	collected	in	one	year,	may	not	be
published	in	a	study	for	two	to	three	years	–	and	in	that	time	is	likely	to	be
outdated.

User-generated	social	data	is	also	inherently	flawed.	We	may	want	to	track
Twitter	followers,	Facebook	likes	and	YouTube	hits,	but	these	can	all	be	bought.
Fake	traffic	is	a	reality.	If	there	is	a	financial	incentive	to	falsify	such	data,	it	will
happen.	We	also	have	to	look	at	the	interests	of	Google,	which	is	there	to	take
advertising	and	make	money.	Yes,	it	may	be	tracking	what	we	do,	but	through	its
tracking	and	targeted	ad	placements,	it	also	influences	what	we	do.	Google	has
vested	interests	that	have	an	influence	on	data.

Given	all	these	challenges,	what	research	approaches	can	help	us	wade	through
masses	of	messy,	less	than	trustworthy	data;	and	what	strategies	can	we	call	on
to	ensure	credibility	of	results?

Well,	such	strategies	are	ever-developing.	What	is	interesting,	however,	is	that
methodological	developments	in	this	space	are	not	necessarily	being	led	by
academics.	It	is	market	researchers	and	advertising	agencies	who	have	come	to
the	fore	as	they	recognize	the	profits	that	can	come	from	data	mining.
Companies	like	Datasift.com	and	Gnip.com,	for	example,	build	filtered	data
streams	so	clients	can	get	answers	to	their	questions	from	social	media	in	real
time.	And	while	they	definitely	offer	information	on	the	retail	sector	and,	in
particular,	brands,	they	are	also	in	the	business	of	tracking	political	opinion,
emergent	health	issues	and	influential	people	–	showing	the	overlap	into
traditional	academic	areas	of	health,	social	and	political	science.	Rather	than
academics,	it’s	private	enterprise	that’s	developing	the	tools	needed	to	mine	the
web.	Box	13.8	give	a	couple	of	examples	of	Big/social	data	studies	in	academia.

Box	13.8:	Studies	Using	Big/Social	Data

Academic	research	in	this	area	is	in	its	infancy.	Bloomberg	News	recently	reported	that
‘Facebook	opens	up	site	data	to	suicide	research’.	In	the	article,	Elizabeth	Lopatto	reports	that
Facebook	is	providing	researchers	at	the	suicide	prevention	group	SAVE.org	access	to	the	posts
of	those	who	take	their	own	lives	in	the	days	leading	up	to	their	suicides.	Researchers	will	be
able	to	explore	changes	in	content,	tone,	type	of	language	being	used,	intervals	between	posts,
etc.	to	gather	information	on	pre-suicidal	cues.



While	the	goal	of	better	identifying	suicide	warning	signs	is	highly	admirable,	privacy	is	a
massive	issue	here.	There	is	already	great	Big-Brother-type	fear	over	Facebook’s	new	tool	for
searching	the	information	posted	to	its	social	network.

A	less	controversial	example	comes	from	the	study	of	Wikipedia’s	user-generated	content:

Leetaru,	K.	H.	(2012)	‘A	Big	Data	approach	to	the	humanities,	arts	and	social	sciences:
Wikipedia’s	view	of	the	world	through	supercomputing’,	Research	Trends,	30	September.

In	this	study,	Wikipedia’s	world	history	content	is	explored	and	visualized	through	spatial,
temporal	and	emotional	data	mining.	Using	Big	Data	content-mining	approaches,	more	than	80
million	locations	and	42	million	dates	between	Ad	1000	and	2012	were	explored.	The
limitations	of	metadata-based	data	mining	and	the	ability	of	full	text	analysis	and	spatial	and
temporal	analysis	to	overcome	such	limitations	is	discussed.	The	author	also	explores	the
challenges	and	opportunities	facing	Big	Data	analysis	in	the	humanities,	arts	and	social	sciences,
including	computational	approaches,	data	acquisition	workflow,	data	storage,	metadata
construction	and	translating	text	into	knowledge.

(The	full	text	of	these	readings	is	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

Web	mining The	process	of	discovering	patterns	in	large	web-based	data	sets.	Methods
include	content	analysis,	artificial	intelligence,	machine	learning,	statistics	and	database	systems.

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Web	Mining
Web	mining	is	the	process	of	discovering	patterns	in	web-based	large	data	sets
involving	methods	that	call	on	artificial	intelligence,	machine	learning,	statistics
and	database	systems.	When	it	comes	to	the	web,	there	are	actually	three	distinct
things	you	can	mine	for:	web	usage,	which	looks	at	users’	history	and	tell	us
what	people	are	looking	at	on	the	Internet;	web	content,	which	extracts	and
integrates	data	from	web	page	contents;	and	web	structure,	which	analyses	the
connection	structure	of	a	website	by	exploring	hyperlinks.	Because	of	structural
diversity	and	ever-expanding	sources,	it	is	getting	more	and	more	difficult	to
mine	effectively	with	current	search	tools.	This	has	led	to	the	quest	for
intelligent	web	agents,	basically,	sophisticated	artificial	intelligence	systems	that
can	autonomously	extract	and	organize	web-based	information.

The	benefits	here	include	information	that	can	aid	targeted	marketing.
Government	agencies	are	also	using	this	technology	to	identify	criminal
activities	and	even	classify	threats	of	terrorism.	In	the	public	sector,	web	mining
can	help	pinpoint	public	perceptions	and	needs.	In	health	care,	it	can	uncover
disease	outbreaks	as	well	as	health	fears.

As	a	research	strategy,	however,	there	are	methodological	concerns	related	to
data	quality	and	representativeness	that	need	to	be	approached	with
transparency;	as	well	as	concerns	related	to	ethics.	Mining	usage,	for	example,	is
an	invasion	of	privacy.	There	are	plenty	of	places	we	go	on	the	web	that	we
might	not	want	others	to	know	about,	and	the	process	of	de-individualization	is
not	foolproof.	Ethics	committees	will	need	to	develop	and	redevelop	their
policies	as	academic	research	becomes	ever	more	common	in	this	space.



Exploring	Online	Communities
So	what	exactly	constitutes	an	online	community	and	how	can	we	explore	it?

A	regular	old	community,	you	know,	back	in	the	day,	was	a	geographically
bound	group	of	individuals	–	a	neighbourhood,	a	village	or	a	local	church	group.
People	within	the	community	got	together	in	a	social	setting	and	communicated
face-to-face.	Communities	offered	individuals	shared	points	of	reference,
support,	a	bit	of	gossip,	friendship,	belonging,	as	well	as	norms,	judgement	and
even	social	sanctions.

Online	communities	can	offer	similar	social	‘benefits’,	but	they	are	not
geographically	bound.	Physical	social	settings	like	town	squares,	local	parks	or
church	grounds	are	replaced	by	chatrooms,	newsgroups,	e-mails,	bulletin	boards,
forums	and	sometimes,	as	in	the	case	of	gaming,	virtual	worlds.	This	means
individuals	within	online	communities	can	be	located	just	about	anywhere	and
that	proximity	is	no	longer	the	main	commonality.	Online	communities	can	form
over	any	type	of	shared	interest.	So	whether	it	be	Facebook,	a	dating	site,	a
learning	environment	or	a	gaming	world,	there	are	new	virtual	sites	of	human
interaction	that	make	up	a	growing	part	of	our	social	world.	And	with	ever-
improving	innovations	in	online	communication,	online	communities	are	likely
to	grow	and	take	on	new	dimensions.

Online	ethnography Attempts	to	understand	online	communities	from	the	perspective	of
community	members,	based	on	classic	anthropological	assumptions.	Individual	researchers
develop	methodological	approaches	that	generally	involve	observing	and	participating	in
websites,	blogs,	discussion	boards	and	social	networking.

Netnography Attempts	to	understand	the	unique	nature	of	computer-mediated	online
communities	from	the	perspective	of	community	members	through	new	agreed-upon
standardized	approaches	to	observing	and	participating	in	websites,	blogs,	discussion	boards	and
social	networking.

How	do	we	best	study	this	phenomenon?	When	it	comes	to	communities,	the
first	methodology	any	social	science	researcher,	particularly	an	anthropologist,
will	think	of	is	ethnography.	Now	ethnography,	as	covered	in	Chapter	8,	involves
exploration	of	a	cultural	group	in	a	bid	to	understand,	discover,	describe	and
interpret	a	way	of	life	from	the	point	of	view	of	its	participants.	It	involves
participant	observation,	prolonged	engagement	and	rich	immersion	in	the	group



you	are	exploring.	The	question	is	whether	this	approach	can	be	or	should	be
adapted	for	the	online	world.

Those	who	advocate	this	adoption	and	adaptation	often	refer	to	online
ethnography.	But	there	are	those	who	believe	that	online	communities	are
inherently	different	in	nature	from	real-world	communities,	and	that	the
traditional	methods	of	ethnography	are	not	suited	to	the	online	world.	The	term
‘netnography’	was	introduced	as	an	alternative	that	recognizes	the	unique	nature
of	online	communities	and	the	need	for	standardized	approaches	to	their	study.
For	examples,	see	Box	13.9.

In	practice,	online	ethnography	and	netnography	can	be	very	similar.	Proponents
of	netnography,	however,	argue	that	it	is	worth	defining	a	new	approach	for	a
new	form	of	‘community’.	They	argue	this	is	necessary	(and	most	online
ethnographers	would	agree)	because	online	communities	are:

a	non-physical	environment	in	which	social	cues	can	be	missing;
somewhere	in	between	private	and	public;
easier	to	join,	making	access	less	problematic;
a	place	where	social	interactions	are	captured	and	archived,	creating	an
unprecedented	database.

Now	regardless	of	nomenclature,	there	are	standard	means	and	ways	of	doing
online	ethnographic	and	netnographic	studies.	These	generally	include:

1.	 Working	through	ethics	–	You	are	unlikely	to	get	ethics	approval	for
participant	observation	without	full	disclosure.	And	this	might	be	a
stumbling	block	–	your	agenda	might	not	be	appreciated	by	all	members.
But	it	is	unclear	what	constitutes	informed	consent,	who	exactly	you	need
consent	from	and	how	often	you	need	to	remind	them	who	you	are.	This	is
a	new	and	contentious	space	for	ethics	committees.

2.	 Gaining	access	to	and	acceptance	into	the	online	communities	you	wish	to
explore	–	This	involves	both	understanding	how	the	community	works	and
participating	in	forums,	blogs,	bulletin	board,	chats,	instant	messaging,
game	worlds	and	whatever	else	ties	the	community	together.

3.	 Collecting	data	–	This	is	both	what	is	captured	in	downloads	of	forums,
blogs,	bulletin	boards,	chats,	instant	messages,	etc.,	and	what	is	reflected	by
the	researcher	in	their	journaling	(a	classic	ethnographic	approach).	The
goal	is	rich	understandings	based	on	prolonged	engagement.



4.	 Analysing	data	–	This	is	more	than	just	data	mining	for	content.
Ethnographic	approaches	require	the	cultural	context	likely	to	come	from
prolonged	engagement	and	immersion.	This	is	particularly	important	online
where	visual	and	social	cues	are	often	limited.

Box	13.9:	Ethnographic	Research	on	Online	Communities

Blevins,	K.	R.	and	Holt,	T.	J.	(2009)	‘Examining	the	virtual	subculture	of	johns’,	Journal	of
Contemporary	Ethnography,	38(5):	619–48.

This	study	examined	the	subculture	of	‘johns’	by	collecting	and	analysing	6,899	sample	posts
from	public	web	forums	run	by	and	for	male	customers	who	visit	female	prostitutes.	While
ethnographic	techniques	stress	the	importance	of	participant	observation,	the	nature	of	this	study
required	researchers	to	engage	in	strict	observation-only	protocols.	Researchers	explored	open
forums	and	did	not	interact	with	participants.	A	sense	of	deep	understanding	was	garnered
through	a	grounded	theory	analysis	of	forum	posts.

Nelsen,	M.	R.	and	Otnes,	C.	C.	(2005)	‘Exploring	cross-cultural	ambivalence:	A	netnography	of
intercultural	wedding	message	boards’,	Journal	of	Business	Research,	58(1):	89–95.

This	study	explored	cross-cultural	ambivalence	and	how	it	influences	brides-to-be	while	they
plan	cross-cultural	weddings.	A	netnographic	approach	was	used,	with	the	first	author
participating	in	and	observing	online	conversations	among	cross-cultural	brides-to-be.
Approximately	400	postings	from	brides-to-be	in	16	countries	were	analysed.	The	authors	then
used	the	constant	comparative	method	of	grounded	theory	to	generate	themes	related	to	cross-
cultural	ambivalence	and	coping	strategies.

(The	full	text	of	these	readings	is	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Analysing	Previous	Studies
Finally,	in	the	existing	data	stakes,	we	need	to	talk	about	exploring	existing
research	studies	–	of	which	there	are	plenty!	Research	abounds:	I	recently	read
that	there	are	over	three	million	new	journal	articles	produced	every	year.	And	a
solid	research	question	is	one	that	asks	whether	there	any	definitive	results	we
can	draw	on	from	a	range	of	similar	studies.	This	is	necessary	because	research
findings	can	often	conflict	and	there	is	a	real	need	to	collate	findings	to	see	if
anything	definitive	can	be	found.

There	are	two	strategies	for	working	with	existing	studies	and	their	data,
systematic	review	and	meta-analysis.	Systematic	reviews	are	used	to	assess	and
synthesize	a	range	of	studies	to	determine	more	conclusive	results.	Meta-
analysis	is	a	subset	of	systematic	analysis	and	involves	running	combined	data
sets	through	analysis	to	synthesize	or	confirm	results.	So	let’s	start	with
systematic	reviews.

Systematic	reviews An	overview	of	primary	studies	on	a	particular	topic	that	relies	on
transparent	reproducible	methods	to	locate,	critically	appraise	and	synthesize	the	findings	and
results	of	credible	studies.



Systematic	Reviews
So	is	a	systematic	review	just	a	literature	review?	In	a	word,	no.	A	literature
review	is	a	critical	review	of	a	body	of	knowledge,	including	findings	and
theoretical	and	methodological	contributions.	It	is	an	overview	of	a	body	of
literature.	A	systematic	review	goes	beyond	this	and	attempts	to	determine	the
validity	of	individual	studies	and	synthesize	the	results	of	these	in	order	to	find
some	‘truth’.	The	goal	is	to	offer	a	thorough	yet	condensed	view	on	the	evidence
in	a	particular	area.

Systematic	reviews	are	most	common	in	the	area	of	medicine,	in	particular,
randomized	controlled	clinical	trials.	But	they	are	of	value	anywhere	a	rigorous
assessment	of	validity	and	truth	within	a	particular	area	of	study	will	aid
understanding	and	decision-making.	In	fact,	systematic	reviews	are	increasingly
used	to	inform	policy	and	practice	decisions.	And	while	systematic	reviews	are
well	suited	to	quantitative	studies,	they	can	also	be	applied	to	studies	that	sit
under	the	qualitative	paradigm.	Systematic	reviews	offer:

a	transparent,	verifiable	and	replicable	approach;
minimization	of	bias	and	error;
conclusions	of	higher	validity	and	reliability;
a	comprehensive	picture	of	a	research	area	that	can	be	quickly	disseminated
to	researchers,	practitioners	and	policy-makers;
context	for	interpreting	the	results	of	a	new	study.

The	basic	steps	of	a	systematic	review	are:

1.	 Formulate	the	research	question	–	like	any	research	process,	a	clear,
unambiguous	research	question	will	help	set	the	direction	for	your	study.
For	example,	‘What	types	of	health	promotion	campaign	have	been	most
effective	in	reducing	smoking	rates	of	Australian	teenagers?’	or	‘Does
school	leadership	make	a	difference	to	educational	standards?’

2.	 Develop	and	use	an	explicit,	reproducible	methodology	–	key	to	systematic
reviews	are	that	bias	is	minimized	and	that	methods	are	transparent	and
reproducible.

3.	 Develop	and	use	clear	inclusion/exclusion	criteria	–	the	array	of	literature
out	there	is	vast.	Determining	clear	selection	criteria	for	inclusion	is
essential.



4.	 Develop	and	use	an	explicit	search	strategy	–	it	is	important	to	identify	all
studies	that	meet	the	eligibility	criteria	set	in	point	3.	The	search	for	studies
needs	to	be	extensive	and	should	draw	on	multiple	databases.

5.	 Critically	assess	the	validity	of	the	findings	in	included	studies	–	this	is
likely	to	involve	critical	appraisal	guides	and	quality	checklists	that	cover
participant	recruitment,	data	collection	methods	and	modes	of	analysis.
Assessment	is	often	conducted	by	two	or	more	reviewers	who	know	both
the	topic	area	and	commonly	used	methods.

6.	 Analysis	of	findings	across	the	studies	–	this	can	involve	analysis,
comparison	and	synthesis	of	results	using	methodological	criteria.	This	is
often	the	case	for	qualitative	studies.	Quantitative	studies	generally	attempt
to	use	statistical	methods	to	explore	differences	between	studies	and
combine	their	effects	(see	meta-analysis	below).	If	divergences	are	found,
the	source	of	the	divergence	is	analysed.

7.	 Synthesis	and	interpretation	of	results	–	synthesized	results	need	to	be
interpreted	in	light	of	both	the	limitations	of	the	review	and	the	studies	it
contains.	An	example	here	might	be	the	inclusion	of	only	studies	reported
in	English.	This	level	of	transparency	allows	readers	to	assess	the
credibility	of	the	review	and	the	applicability	of	findings.

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

Now	with	all	the	methodological	safeguards	in	place,	systematic	reviews	should
be	bullet-proof.	But	varying	degrees	of	quality	and	even	divergent	results	of
supposed	replicable	methods	have	been	found.	The	reality	of	real-world	research
means	that	there	are	likely	to	be	differing	opinions	on	what	constitutes	quality,
and	how	to	deal	with	results	from	various	research	traditions,	plus	limited
resources	and	varying	levels	of	research	skills	and	experience.	It	is	worth
remembering	that	systematic	reviews	are	only	as	good	as	the	ability	of
researchers	to	follow	protocols.

Box	13.10	overviews	three	centres	dedicated	to	the	advancement	of	systematic
reviews.

Box	13.10:	Centres	Dedicated	to	Advancing	Systematic	Reviews

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


The	Cochrane	Collaboration
(www.cochrane.org)

The	Cochrane	Collaboration	is	an	international	network	of	more	than	37,000	dedicated
people	from	over	130	countries.	We	work	together	to	help	health	care	providers,	policy-
makers,	patients,	their	advocates	and	carers,	make	well-informed	decisions	about	health
care,	by	preparing,	updating	and	promoting	the	accessibility	of	Cochrane	Reviews	–	over
5,000	so	far,	published	online	in	the	Cochrane	Database	of	Systematic	Reviews.

Concentrating	on	the	area	of	health	care,	the	Cochrane	Collaboration	site	offers	systematic-
review	training	links,	an	extensive	library	and	vast	review	resources,	including	the	world’s
largest	collection	of	randomized	controlled	trial	records.

http://www.cochrane.org


The	EPPI	Centre	(eppi.ioe.ac.uk)

The	Evidence	for	Policy	and	Practice	Information	and	Co-ordinating	Centre	(EPPI-Centre)
is	part	of	the	Social	Science	Research	Unit	at	the	Institute	of	Education,	University	of
London.	Since	1993,	we	have	been	at	the	forefront	of	carrying	out	systematic	reviews	and
developing	review	methods	in	social	science	and	public	policy.	We	are	dedicated	to	making
reliable	research	findings	accessible	to	the	people	who	need	them,	whether	they	are	making
policy,	practice	or	personal	decisions.

The	Eppi-Centre	site	offers	a	series	of	links	to	systematic	review	training,	tools,	methods	and
databases.	It	also	has	a	library	of	over	200	reviews	in	education	and	in	public	health	and
participative	research.



The	Campbell	Collaboration
(www.campbellcollaboration.org)

The	Campbell	Collaboration	is	an	international	research	network	that	produces	systematic
reviews	of	the	effects	of	social	interventions.	The	Campbell	Collaboration	…	helps	people
make	well-informed	decisions	by	preparing,	maintaining	and	disseminating	systematic
reviews	in	education,	crime	and	justice,	and	social	welfare.

The	Campbell	Collaboration	site	offers	a	library	of	over	300	reviews	as	well	as	a	resource	centre
with	policy	documents,	guidelines,	review	templates,	useful	links	and	video	tutorials.

Meta-analysis Statistical	analysis	and	synthesis	of	the	results	of	two	or	more	primary	studies
that	address	the	same	hypothesis	in	the	same	way	–	common	in	systematic	reviews.

http://www.campbellcollaboration.org


Meta-Analysis
So	what	exactly	is	the	difference	between	a	systematic	review	and	a	meta-
analysis?

Well	a	systematic	review	–	as	indicated	above	–	locates,	critically	appraises	and
synthesizes	the	findings	and	results	of	credible	studies	by	using	transparent
reproducible	methods.	Meta-analysis	is	simply	one	of	those	transparent
reproducible	methods.	In	fact,	it	is	the	gold	standard	of	systematic	review
methods.	This	is	because	it	implies	that	studies	under	review	are	quantitative
(which,	particularly	in	medical	research,	is	seen	as	being	more	objective	than
qualitative	studies),	highly	comparable	and	treated	statistically,	thereby
minimizing	bias.	Meta-analysis,	if	carried	out	within	a	rigorous	systematic
review,	should	offer	an	unbiased	synthesis	of	empirical	data.	The	goal	is	a	more
statistically	robust	analysis	than	that	which	could	be	achieved	with	a	single	study
with	a	single	set	of	assumptions	and	conditions.

As	compared	to	single	studies,	meta-analysis	offers:

more	statistical	power;
more	confidence	in	results;
possible	explanations	of	variance;
greater	ability	to	apply	findings	to	the	general	population.

On	the	downside,	meta-analysis	can:

be	costly,	as	it	can	be	a	time-consuming	challenge	to	find	‘combinable’
studies;
require	advanced	statistical	techniques;
be	tainted	by	publication	bias	(studies	with	results	that	fit	a	particular
agenda	are	more	likely	to	be	published).

Since	meta-analysis	is	a	subset	(but	not	a	requirement)	of	systematic	reviews,	the
basic	steps	are	similar.	Therefore,	only	point	6	is	expanded	upon.	For	more	on
the	other	points	see	systematic	reviews	above:

1.	 Formulate	the	research	question.
2.	 Develop	and	use	an	explicit,	reproducible	methodology	(this	step	was	done



when	meta-analysis	was	originally	decided	upon).
3.	 Develop	and	use	clear	inclusion/exclusion	criteria.
4.	 Develop	and	use	an	explicit	search	strategy.
5.	 Critically	assess	the	validity	of	the	findings	in	included	studies.

6.	 Analysis	of	findings	across	the	studies	–	Statistical	analysis	would	involve
decisions	related	to:
1.	 the	dependent	and	independent	variables	under	review;
2.	 how	studies	will	be	weighted	according	to	sample	size;
3.	 how	to	conduct	sensitivity	analysis	(the	extent	to	which	study	results

stay	the	same,	given	different	approaches	to	aggregating	data);
7.	 Synthesis	and	interpretation	of	results.

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

Box	13.11	offers	brief	summaries	of	systematic	reviews	that	used	meta-analysis
as	their	methodological	approach	towards	synthesis.

Box	13.11:	Meta-analysis	Examples

It’s	quite	easy	to	search	databases	for	meta-analyses,	since	the	term	‘meta-analysis’	is	often
included	in	the	article	title.	Here	is	a	very	brief	summary	of	three	studies	that	show	a	diversity	of
topic	and	approach.

Jeynes,	W.	H.	(2001)	‘A	meta-analysis	of	the	relation	of	parental	involvement	to	urban
elementary	school	student	academic	achievement’,	British	Journal	of	Cancer,	85(11):	1700–5.

This	meta-analysis	synthesized	41	studies	that	explored	the	relationship	between	parental
involvement	and	the	academic	achievement	of	urban	elementary	school	children.	The	statistical
analysis	sought	to	determine	the	effect	of	parental	involvement	overall	and	subcategories	of
involvement.	The	analysis	showed	a	significant	relationship	between	parental	involvement	and
academic	achievement.	This	relationship	was	found	to	hold	for	both	white	and	minority	children
and	also	for	males	and	females.

Doucouliagos,	H.	and	Ali	Ulubaşğlu,	M.	(2008)	‘Democracy	and	economic	growth:	A	meta-
analysis’,	American	Journal	of	Political	Science,	52(1):	61–83.

This	meta-analysis	synthesized	84	studies	on	democracy	and	growth	using	meta-regression
analysis.	The	analysis	found	that	democracy	does	not	have	a	direct	impact	on	economic	growth.
It	did	find,	however,	that	democracy	has	significant	and	positive	indirect	effects	on	economic
growth	through	higher	human	capital,	lower	inflation,	lower	political	instability	and	higher
levels	of	economic	freedom.	Larger	governments	and	less	free	international	trade	were	also
found	to	be	associated	with	democracy.

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Ferguson,	S.	S.	(2008)	‘Nicotine	patch	therapy	prior	to	quitting	smoking:	A	meta-analysis’,
Addiction,	103(4):	557–63.

This	meta-analysis	synthesized	four	pre-cessation	patch	treatments	in	order	to	evaluate	the
incremental	efficacy	of	starting	nicotine	patch	treatment	prior	to	quitting	compared	to	the
current	regimen	of	starting	patch	treatment	on	the	target	quit	day.	Patch	treatment	prior	to
quitting	was	found	to	double	the	odds	of	quitting.	Co-treatment	with	mecamylamine	did	not
modify	these	effects.

(The	full	text	of	these	readings	is	available	on	the	companion	website.	)



I	have	a	question!



I	was	just	going	to	collect	primary	data.	I	had	no
idea	there	were	so	many	options	for	secondary
data.	Does	this	mean	I	need	to	add	it	to	my	study?
When	I	first	started	teaching	methods	and	supervising	students,	it	was	all	about	primary	data.	In	fact,
a	study	wasn’t	a	study	if	primary	data	wasn’t	collected.	Secondary	data	was,	well,	secondary.	But
times	have	changed.	There	is	just	too	much	data	out	there	to	reinvent	the	wheel	if	an	existing	wheel	is
pretty	good	and	serves	the	purpose.	So	do	you	need	to	collect	secondary	data?	Well,	you	may	or	may
not	end	up	making	it	a	part	of	your	study,	but	I	believe	you	absolutely	need	to	consider	it,	and	look
for	it.	I	always	ask	my	students	if	there	is	any	data	out	there	we	can	use.	And	if	it	can	help	answer	the
research	question,	it	definitely	needs	to	be	considered	as	a	potential	research	approach.

Chapter	summary

Secondary	data	is	existing	data	that	can	be	found	in	documents,	databases	and	on	the
Internet	–	none	of	which	was	created	by	the	researcher	for	their	research	purposes.
Working	with	secondary	data	can	save	time	and	resources	as	well	as	eliminate	researcher
bias/influence.	But	because	secondary	data	will	have	been	collected	for	another	purpose	it
may	lack	relevance,	lack	currency	and	be	tainted	with	methodological	flaws.
Traces	of	social	activity	literally	surround	us.	Reports,	legislation,	policy,	diaries	and
journals,	articles,	videos,	blogs,	photographs,	poetry,	songs,	letters	and	Facebook	posts
are	all	documents	or	broader	‘texts’	that	can	be	explored	through	research	processes.
Unprecedented	amounts	of	data	currently	exist	online.	This	opens	up	the	possibility	to	use
the	Internet	as	a	living	library	ready	for	exploration.	The	Internet	is	also	a	site	for	the
production	of	user-generated	content	and	virtual	communities.	In	order	to	unlock	the
research	potential	here,	there	is	a	need	to	continuously	develop	innovative
methodological	approaches.
There	is	a	good	chance	that	your	research	question	has	already	been	explored.	You	can
offer	overarching	analysis	of	existing	studies	by	using	systematic	reviews	and	meta-
analysis.



Further	Reading
Working	with	secondary	data	is	quite	a	challenge.	The	diversity	of	data	types	is
only	matched	by	diversity	of	methods.	The	following	will	open	up	this	world	to
you,	but	do	keep	in	mind	that	methods	related	to	online	data	are	ever-evolving.	It
is	well	worth	having	a	look	online	for	what	the	current	state	of	play	might	be.



‘Texts’	and	documents
Danto,	E.	A.	(2008)	Historical	Research.	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press.

While	it	does	have	a	social	work	and	social	welfare	flavour,	this	work	offers
practical	and	systematic	approaches	to	the	exploration	of	texts	and	other	forms
of	data	that	can	illuminate	historical	periods	of	interest.

Halabi,	S.,	Smith,	W.,	Collins,	J.,	Baker,	D.	and	Bedford,	J.	(2012)	‘A	document
analysis	of	HIV/AIDS	education	interventions	in	Ghana’,	Health	Education
Journal,	published	online	10	July	2012.

See	Box	13.5	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Prior,	L.	(ed.)	(2011)	Using	Documents	and	Records	in	Social	Research.
London:	Sage.

I	love	how	the	author	sells	the	value	of	documents	in	social	research.	By	using
examples	drawn	from	criminology,	health,	education,	organizational	research,
science	and	technology,	she	highlights	the	value	that	documents	can	bring	to	our
understanding	of	the	social.

Rapley,	T.	(2008)	Doing	Conversation,	Discourse	and	Document	Analysis.
London:	Sage.

I	think	this	is	a	good	introduction	to	the	challenges	and	promise	of	collecting	and
analysing	conversations	and	documents.	Clear	and	easy	to	understand.

Sofalvi,	A.	(2011)	‘Health	education	films	of	the	silent	era:	A	historical
analysis’,	International	Electronic	Journal	of	Health	Education,	14:	135–41.

See	Box	13.5	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Wales,	E.	and	Brewer,	B.	(1976)	‘Graffiti	in	the	1970s’,	Journal	of	Social
Psychology,	99(1):	115–23.

See	Box	13.5	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Webb,	E.	J.,	Campbell,	D.	T.,	Schwartz,	R.	D.	and	Sechrest,	L.	([1966]	2015)



Unobtrusive	Measures:	Nonreactive	Research	in	the	Social	Sciences.	London:
Sage.

This	book	is	a	classic	and	really	opened	our	eyes	to	research	that	looks	at	traces
of	human	activity	and	how	this	can	supplement	more	traditional	research	data.
Terrific	illustrations	help	make	arguments	undeniable.



Secondary	Data	Analysis
Bulmer,	M.,	Sturgis,	P.	and	Allum,	N.	(eds)	(2009)	The	Secondary	Analysis	of
Survey	Data.	London:	Sage.

With	four	volumes,	1,600	pages	and	a	price	tag	of	1,050	Australian	dollars,	this
is	not	one	you	are	going	to	pick	up	at	the	university	bookstore.	But	if	you	are
serious	about	secondary	analysis,	as	the	ultimate	reference	guide,	this	is	just
waiting	for	you	to	come	visit	it	at	the	library.

Vartanian,	T.	(2010)	Secondary	Data	Analysis.	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press.

I	like	the	way	this	starts	by	having	students	consider	whether	a	secondary	data
set,	and	which	one,	is	right	for	their	project.	Good	coverage	of	how	to	download,
merge	and	analyse	secondary	data.



Online	Generated	Data
Blevins,	K.	R.	and	Holt,	T.	J.	(2009)	‘Examining	the	virtual	subculture	of	johns’,
Journal	of	Contemporary	Ethnography,	38(5):	619–48.

See	Box	13.9	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Markham,	A.	N.	and	Baym,	N.	K.	(eds)	(2013)	Internet	Inquiry:	Conversations
about	Method.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

A	terrific	introduction	to	the	challenges	and	opportunities	of	working	with
qualitative	online	data.	I	like	that	the	contributors	have	all	worked	in	this	space.
A	good	range	of	viewpoints.

Russell,	M.	A.	(2013)	Mining	the	Social	Web:	Data	Mining	Facebook,	Twitter,
LinkedIn,	Google+,	GitHub,	and	More.	Sebastopol,	CA:	O’Reilly	Media.

This	work	will	help	you	get	your	head	around	the	social	web	and	give	you	some
strategies	for	analysing	its	content.	This	is	an	ever-changing	landscape,	so	make
sure	you	look	for	the	latest	edition.

Hine,	C.	M.	(ed.)	(2012)	Virtual	Research	Methods.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

This	four-volume	reference	collection	definitively	covers	the	online	research
space	as	it	exists	now,	and	ponders	innovations	that	might	be	on	the	horizon.	It
covers	both	theoretical	and	practical	issues.	At	US$995.00/£600	you	might	not
want	to	rush	out	to	buy	a	set,	but	it’s	worth	a	browse	at	your	library.

Kozinets,	R.	V.	(2010)	Netnography:	Doing	Ethnographic	Research	Online.
London:	Sage.

For	anyone	wanting	to	undertake	an	online	ethnography,	this	book	is	worth	a
read.	It	is	one	of	the	more	thorough	attempts	at	redefining	ethnography	for
virtual	communities	and	sets	out	clear	protocols	for	ethical	exploration	of	this
space.

Lopatto,	E.	(2013)	‘Facebook	opens	up	site	data	to	suicide	research’.	Bloomberg
News,	27	January.



See	Box	13.8	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Leetaru,	K.	H.	(2012)	‘A	Big	Data	approach	to	the	humanities,	arts,	and	social
sciences:	Wikipedia’s	view	of	the	world	through	supercomputing’,	Research
Trends,	30	September.

See	Box	13.8	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Myatt,	G.	J.	and	Johnson,	W.	P.	(2014)	Making	Sense	of	Data:	A	Practical
Guide	to	Exploratory	Data	Analysis	and	Data	Mining.	New	York:	Wiley-
Interscience.

A	practical	approach	to	working	with	existing	data	sets.	Good,	logical	coverage
of	key	issues	and	excellent	step-by-step	coverage	of	the	things	you	need	to	do	to
get	existing	data	working	for	you.

Nelsen,	M.	R.	and	Otnes,	C.	C.	(2005)	‘Exploring	cross-cultural	ambivalence:	A
netnography	of	intercultural	wedding	message	boards’,	Journal	of	Business
Research,	58(1):	89–95.

See	Box	13.9	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.



Previous	studies
Cooper,	H.	M.	(2016)	Research	Synthesis	and	Meta-analysis:	A	Step-by-Step
Approach.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

Good	advice	here	for	systematic	reviews	and	meta-analyses	across	the	social,
behavioural	and	medical	sciences.	A	clear	seven-step	process	to	follow	and	lots
of	grounded	examples.

Doucouliagos,	H.	and	Ali	Ulubaşğlu,	M.	(2008)	‘Democracy	and	economic
growth:	A	meta-analysis’,	American	Journal	of	Political	Science,	52(1):	61–83.

See	Box	13.11	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Gough,	D.,	Oliver,	S.	and	Thomas,	J.	(eds)	(2012)	An	Introduction	to
Systematic	Reviews.	London:	Sage.

I	like	this	book.	It	is	short	and	accessible	and	covers	qualitative	approaches	such
as	meta-ethnography	and	statistical	approaches	such	as	meta-analysis.	A	good,
user-friendly	introduction.

Higgins,	J.	P.	T.	and	Green,	S.	(2008)	Cochrane	Handbook	for	Systematic
Reviews	of	Interventions.	New	York:	Wiley-Interscience.

The	Cochrane	Collaboration	(see	Box	13.10)	is	a	world	leader	in	the	conduct	of
systematic	reviews,	particularly	in	the	area	of	health.	This	handbook	outlines	the
methodological	protocols	required	for	doing	a	Cochrane	review,	but	can	be
easily	applied	to	systematic	reviews	of	all	kinds.

Jeynes,	W.	H.	(2001)	‘A	meta-analysis	of	the	relation	of	parental	involvement	to
urban	elementary	school	student	academic	achievement’,	British	Journal	of
Cancer,	85(11):	1700–5.

See	Box	13.11	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

Moving	from	raw	data	to	significant	findings
To	understand	the	importance	of	maintaining	a	sense	of	the	overall	project	while
analysing	data

Managing	data	and	defining	variables
To	be	able	to	meticulously	manage	quantitative	data
To	be	able	to	identify	distinct	variable	types

Descriptive	statistics
To	be	able	to	use	appropriate	statistics	to	describe	a	data	set

Inferential	statistics
To	understand	what	types	of	questions	are	suitable	for	inferential	statistics
To	be	able	to	select	appropriate	statistical	tests

Presenting	quantitative	data
To	be	able	to	appropriately	represent	quantitative	data	through	tables,	charts,	graphs	and
infographics



Moving	from	Raw	Data	to	Significant
Findings

All	meanings,	we	know,	depend	on	the	key	of	interpretation.

George	Eliot

It’s	easy	to	fall	into	the	trap	of	thinking	the	major	hurdle	in	your	research	project
is	data	collection.	And	yes,	as	covered	in	the	previous	chapters,	gathering
credible	data	is	certainly	a	challenge	–	but	so	too	is	making	sense	of	it.	That
intimidating	mound	of	data	you	have	managed	to	collect	cannot	really	tell	you
anything	until	you	have	gone	through	a	systematic	process	of	interrogation	and
interpretation.	In	fact,	just	as	English	novelist	George	Eliot	states,	the	key	to
meaning	is	‘interpretation’.



Keeping	a	Sense	of	the	Overall	Project
I	think	one	of	the	most	important	challenges	in	interpreting	quantitative	data	is
staying	on	top	of	it	the	whole	way	through	your	analysis.	Alvin	Toffler	is	once
reputed	to	have	said,	‘You	can	use	all	the	data	you	can	get,	but	you	still	have	to
distrust	it	and	use	your	own	intelligence	and	judgement.’	In	fact,	there	can	be	a
real	temptation	to	relinquish	control	of	the	data	to	your	computer	–	and	without	a
doubt,	there	are	ever	more	powerful	and	user-friendly	statistics	programs	that
can	help	you	manage	and	analyse	your	data.	But	it	is	important	to	remember	that
there	is	no	substitute	for	the	insight,	acumen	and	commonsense	you	need	to
manage	the	process.	Computer	programs	might	be	able	to	facilitate	analysis	and
do	the	‘tasks’,	but	it	is	the	researcher	who	needs	to	work	strategically,	creatively
and	intuitively	to	get	a	‘feel’	for	the	data,	to	cycle	between	that	data	and	existing
theory,	and	to	follow	the	hunches	that	can	lead	to	significant	findings	–	both
expected	and	unexpected.	Researchers	cannot	afford	to	get	lost	in	a	swarm	of
numbers	and	lose	their	sense	of	what	they	are	trying	to	accomplish.	Keeping	a
keen	sense	of	their	overall	project	is	imperative.

Figure	14.1	depicts	analysis	as	a	process	that	is	much	more	comprehensive	and
complex	than	simply	plugging	numbers	into	a	computer.	Reflexive	analysis
involves	staying	as	close	to	the	data	as	possible	–	from	initial	collection	right
through	to	the	drawing	of	final	conclusions.	It	is	a	process	that	requires	you	to:
manage	and	organize	your	raw	data;	systematically	code	and	enter	your	data;
engage	in	statistical	analysis;	interpret	meaning;	uncover	and	discover	findings;
and,	finally,	draw	relevant	conclusions,	all	the	while	keeping	an	overall	sense	of
the	project	that	has	you	consistently	moving	between	your	data	and	your
research	questions,	aims	and	objectives,	theoretical	underpinnings	and
methodological	constraints.

It	is	important	to	remember	that	even	the	most	sophisticated	analysis	is	worthless
if	you	are	struggling	to	grasp	the	implications	of	your	findings	to	your	overall
project.	To	do	this	you	need	to	conduct	your	analysis	in	a	critical,	reflexive	and
iterative	fashion	that	cycles	between	your	data	and	your	overarching
frameworks.	Rather	than	hand	your	thinking	over	to	a	computer	program,	the
process	of	analysis	should	see	you	persistently	interrogating	the	data,	and	the
findings	that	emerge	from	that	data.	Stay	engaged.	It’s	not	that	hard	to	produce
an	amazing	array	of	‘findings’,	but	not	know	what	it	all	means.	Box	14.1	runs



through	a	series	of	questions	you	should	ask	before	and	during	data
interrogation.	The	questions	are	designed	to	help	you	keep	your	eye	on	the
bigger	picture.

Figure	14.1	The	process	of	reflective	analysis

Box	14.1:	Questions	for	Keeping	the	Bigger	Picture	in	Mind



Questions	Related	to	Your	Own	Expectations
What	do	I	expect	to	find,	i.e.	will	my	hypothesis	be	borne	out?
What	don’t	I	expect	to	find,	and	how	can	I	look	for	it?
Can	my	findings	be	interpreted	in	alternative	ways?	What	are	the	implications?



Questions	Related	to	the	Research	Question,
Aims	and	Objectives

How	should	I	treat	my	data	in	order	to	best	address	my	research	questions?
How	do	my	findings	relate	to	my	research	questions,	aims	and	objectives?



Questions	Related	to	Theory
Are	my	findings	confirming	my	theories?	How?	Why?	Why	not?
Does	my	theory	inform/help	to	explain	my	findings?	In	what	ways?
Can	my	unexpected	findings	link	with	alternative	theories?



Questions	Related	to	Methods
Have	my	methods	of	data	collection	and/or	analysis	coloured	my	results?	If	so,	in	what
ways?
How	might	my	methodological	shortcomings	be	affecting	my	findings?

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )
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I	have	a	question!



I	plan	on	using	an	online	survey	tool	like
SurveyMonkey,	and	I	think	they	do	all	the	stats
stuff	for	you.	Do	I	need	to	read	the	rest	of	the
chapter?
That	is	totally	up	to	you.	You	won’t	be	the	first	person	to	avoid	stats!	But	I	will	give	you	a	few
reasons	to	press	on.	(1)	SurveyMonkey	will	give	you	basic	descriptive	statistics,	but	you	need	a
‘Gold’	package	for	anything	inferential,	and	even	then	it	is	limited.	If	you	don’t	know	what	you	don’t
know,	you	won’t	be	able	to	assess	if	what	they	do	is	adequate	or	appropriate.	(2)	You	just	might
change	your	mind	as	you	get	into	things	and	want	to	be	more	hands-on	with	your	data.	(3)	Even	if
you	never	do	a	quantitative	study	again,	it	is	still	worth	knowing	the	language	of	statistics.	That	way
you	are	better	placed	to	understand	the	findings	of	quantitative	studies	conducted	by	others.	(4)	It
might	be	on	the	test	I’ve	asked	your	professor	to	set.☺



Doing	Statistical	Analysis
It	was	not	long	ago	that	‘doing’	statistics	meant	working	with	formulae,	but	I
cannot	believe	in	the	need	for	everyone	attempting	a	research	project	to	master
formulae.	Doing	statistics	in	the	twenty-first	century	is	more	about	your	ability
to	use	statistical	software	than	your	ability	to	calculate	means,	modes,	medians
and	standard	deviations	–	and	look	up	p-values	in	the	back	of	a	book.

Okay,	I	admit	these	programs	do	demand	a	basic	understanding	of	the	language
and	logic	of	statistics.	But	focusing	on	formulae	is	like	trying	to	learn	to	ride	a
bike	by	being	taught	how	to	build	one.	Sure,	being	able	to	perform	the
mechanics	can	help	you	understand	the	logic	of	application	(and	there	are	many
excellent	resources	that	can	help	you	build	that	knowledge),	but	if	your	primary
goal,	like	most	students	tackling	a	project,	is	to	be	able	to	undertake	relatively
straightforward	statistical	analysis	your	needs	will	include	understanding:	(1)
how	to	manage	your	data;	(2)	the	nature	of	variables;	(3)	the	role	and	function	of
both	descriptive	and	inferential	statistics;	(4)	appropriate	use	of	statistical	tests;
and	(5)	effective	data	presentation.

While	this	chapter	will	do	its	best	to	help	you	through	the	above,	you	are	well
advised	to	supplement	your	reading	with	some	hands-on	practice	(even	if	this	is
simply	playing	with	the	mock	data	sets	provided	in	statistics	programs).	Very
few	students	can	get	their	heads	around	statistics	without	getting	into	some	data
–	so	success	depends	on	getting	your	hands	dirty	by	working	with	relevant
statistical	programs.	For	this	type	of	knowledge	‘to	stick’,	it	needs	to	be	applied.

The	other	piece	of	advice	is	to	ask	for	help.	When	you	get	deeper	into	the
mysteries	of	statistics,	particularly	inferential	statistics	and	multivariate	analysis,
it	becomes	hard	for	even	experienced	researchers	to	know	the	best	way	forward.
If	your	analysis	is	likely	to	reach	this	level	of	sophistication,	it	is	worth	seeking
the	help	of	a	statistics	specialist.	In	fact	in	many	universities,	doctoral	candidates
doing	high-level	statistics	are	not	only	allowed,	but	also	sometimes	encouraged,
to	have	their	data	analysed	by	an	expert.	But	even	if	you	are	outsourcing	(which
generally	requires	funding),	there	is	no	getting	around	the	need	to	know	the
basics.	You	will	still	need	to	run	your	own	preliminary	analysis,	direct	the
higher-level	outsourced	analysis,	understand	and	interpret	results,	and	be
knowledgeable	enough	to	ask	critical	questions.



Managing	Data	and	Defining	Variables
There	are	two	important	steps	that	sit	between	the	raw	quantitative	data	you	have
managed	to	collect	and	your	ability	to	take	on	statistical	analysis.	These	are
effectively	and	efficiently	managing	your	data	so	that	you	can	build	a	full
database,	and	defining	your	data	as	variables	in	relation	to	both	cause	and	effect
and	measurement	scales.



Data	Management
Data	can	build	pretty	quickly,	and	you	might	be	surprised	by	the	amount	you
have	managed	to	collect.	The	challenge	is	employing	a	rigorous	and	systematic
approach	to	data	management	that	will	allow	you	to	build	or	create	a	data	set
that	can	be	managed	and	utilized	throughout	the	process	of	analysis.	There	are
five	steps	I	believe	are	essential	for	effectively	managing	your	data.

1	Familiarize	Yourself	with	Appropriate	Software
Familiarizing	yourself	with	appropriate	software	involves	accessing	programs
and	arranging	necessary	training.	Most	universities	have	licences	that	allow
students	access	to	certain	software,	and	many	universities	provide	relevant	short
courses.	Programs	themselves	generally	contain	comprehensive	tutorials
complete	with	mock	data	sets.	Programs	you	are	likely	to	come	across	include:

IBM	SPSS	statistics	–	sophisticated	and	user-friendly	(www.spss.com);
SAS	–	often	an	institutional	standard,	but	some	feel	it	is	not	as	user-friendly
as	SPSS	(www.sas.com);
Minitab	–	more	introductory,	good	for	learners	and	small	data	sets
(www.minitab.com);
Excel	–	while	not	a	dedicated	statistics	program,	it	can	handle	the	basics
and	is	readily	available	on	most	PCs	(Microsoft	Office	product);
R	–	free	software	environment	for	statistical	computing	and	graphics
(www.r-project.org).

2	Keep	a	Record	of	Your	Data
Data	can	come	from	a	number	of	sources	at	various	stages	throughout	the
research	process,	so	it	is	well	worth	keeping	a	record	of	your	data	as	it	is
collected.	Keep	in	mind	that	original	data	should	be	kept	for	a	reasonable	period
of	time;	researchers	need	to	be	able	to	trace	results	back	to	original	sources.

3	Screen	Your	Data	for	Any	Potential	Problems
Data	screening	is	a	preliminary	check	to	see	if	your	data	is	legible	and	complete.

http://www.spss.com
http://www.sas.com
http://www.minitab.com
http://www.r-project.org


If	done	early	enough,	you	can	uncover	potential	problems	not	picked	up	in	your
pilot,	and	make	improvements	to	your	data	collection	protocols.	There’s	nothing
worse	than	discovering	too	late	that	you	have	a	systemic	issue.

4	Enter	the	Data
There	are	actually	two	steps	involved	in	data	entry.	The	first	is	to	define	your
variables.	Figure	14.2	shows	an	SPSS	Variable	View	window,	which	requires
you	to	input	variable	information	such	as	name,	measurement	type,	labels,
values,	etc.

The	second	step	is	to	systematically	enter	your	data	into	a	database.	While	your
data	can	be	entered	as	it	comes	in	or	after	it	has	been	collected	in	its	entirety,
other	than	for	the	purpose	of	a	trial	run,	full	analysis	does	not	take	place	until
after	data	entry	is	complete.	Figure	14.3	shows	an	SPSS	data	entry	screen.

5	Clean	the	Data
Cleaning	the	data	involves	combing	through	it	to	make	sure	any	entry	errors	are
found,	and	that	the	data	set	looks	in	order.	When	entering	quantified	data	it	is
easy	to	make	mistakes	–	particularly	if	you’re	moving	fast.	It	is	essential	that
you	go	through	your	data	to	make	sure	it	is	as	accurate	as	possible.

Figure	14.2	IBM	SPSS	Statistics	Variable	View



Figure	14.3	IBM	SPSS	Statistics	Data	View



Understanding	Variables	–	Cause	and	Effect
A	key	way	to	differentiate	variables	is	through	cause	and	effect.	This	means
being	able	to	clearly	identify	and	distinguish	your	dependent	and	independent
variables.

Variables Constructs	that	have	more	than	one	value;	variables	can	be	‘hard’	(e.g.	gender,
height,	income)	or	‘soft’	(e.g.	self-esteem,	worth,	political	opinion).

Dependent	variables The	things	you	are	trying	to	study	or	what	you	are	trying	to	measure.
For	example,	you	might	be	interested	in	knowing	what	factors	cause	chronic	headaches,	a	strong
income	stream,	or	levels	of	achievement	in	secondary	school	–	headaches,	income	and
achievement	would	all	be	dependent	variables.

Independent	variables The	things	that	might	be	causing	an	effect	on	the	things	you	are	trying
to	understand.	For	example,	reading	might	cause	headaches;	gender	may	have	a	role	in
determining	income;	parental	influence	may	impact	on	levels	of	achievement.	The	independent
variables	here	are	reading,	gender	and	parental	influence.

While	understanding	the	theoretical	difference	between	dependent	and
independent	variables	is	not	too	difficult,	being	able	to	readily	identify	each	type
comes	with	practice.	One	way	of	doing	this	is	simply	to	ask	what	depends	on
what:	achievement	depends	on	parental	influence;	income	depends	on	gender.
As	I	like	to	tell	my	students,	it	does	not	make	sense	to	say	gender	depends	on
income	unless	you	happen	to	be	saving	for	a	sex-change	operation!



Understanding	Variables	–	Measurement	Scales
Measurement	scales	refer	to	the	nature	of	the	differences	you	are	trying	to
capture	within	a	particular	variable.	There	are	four	basic	measurement	scales	that
become	respectively	more	precise:	nominal,	ordinal,	interval	and	ratio	(see	Table
14.1).	The	precision	of	each	is	directly	related	to	the	statistical	tests	that	can	be
performed	on	them.	The	more	precise	the	measurement	scale,	the	more
sophisticated	the	statistical	analysis	you	can	do.



Descriptive	Statistics
As	the	name	implies,	descriptive	statistics	are	used	to	describe	the	basic	features
of	a	data	set	and	are	key	to	summarizing	variables.	The	goal	is	to	present
quantitative	descriptions	in	a	manageable	and	intelligible	form.	More
specifically,	descriptive	statistics	provide	measures	of	central	tendency,
dispersion	and	distribution	shape.	Such	measures	vary	by	data	type	(nominal,
ordinal,	interval,	ratio)	and	are	standard	calculations	in	statistics	programs.

Nominal A	measurement	scale	in	which	numbers	are	arbitrarily	assigned	to	represent
categories.	Since	they	are	arbitrary	and	have	no	numerical	significance,	they	cannot	be	used	to
perform	mathematical	calculations.	For	example,	in	the	case	of	gender	you	would	use	one
number	for	female,	say	1,	and	another	for	male,	2.	In	an	example	used	later	in	this	chapter,	the
variable	‘plans	after	graduation’	is	also	nominal,	with	numerical	values	arbitrarily	assigned	as	1
=	vocational/technical	training,	2	=	university,	3	=	workforce,	4	=	travel	abroad,	5	=	undecided
and	6	=	other.	In	nominal	measurement,	codes	should	not	overlap	(they	should	be	mutually
exclusive)	and	together	should	cover	all	possibilities	(be	collectively	exhaustive).	The	main
function	of	nominal	data	is	to	allow	researchers	to	tally	responses	in	order	to	understand
population	distributions.

Ordinal A	measurement	scale	that	orders	categories	in	some	meaningful	way.	Magnitudes	of
difference,	however,	are	not	indicated.	For	example,	socio-economic	status	can	be	classed	as
lower,	middle	or	upper	class.	Lower	class	may	denote	less	status	than	the	other	two	classes	but
the	amount	of	the	difference	is	not	defined.	Other	examples	are	air	travel	(economy,	business,
first	class),	and	items	where	respondents	are	asked	to	rank-order	selected	choices	(biggest
environmental	challenges	facing	developed	countries).	Likert-type	scales,	in	which	respondents
are	asked	to	select	a	response	on	a	point	scale	(e.g.	‘I	enjoy	going	to	work’:	1	=	strongly
disagree,	2	=	disagree,	3	=	neutral,	4	=	agree,	5	=	strongly	agree),	are	ordinal	since	a	precise
difference	in	magnitude	cannot	be	determined.	Many	researchers,	however,	treat	Likert	scales	as
interval	because	doing	so	allows	them	to	perform	more	precise	statistical	tests.	In	most	small-
scale	studies	this	is	not	generally	viewed	as	problematic.



Measuring	Central	Tendency
One	of	the	most	basic	questions	you	can	ask	of	your	data	concerns	central
tendency.	For	example:	‘What	was	the	average	score	on	a	test?’	‘Do	most	people
lean	left	or	right	on	the	issue	of	abortion?’	or	‘What	do	most	people	think	is	the
main	problem	with	our	health	care	system?’	In	statistics,	there	are	three	ways	to
measure	central	tendency:	mean,	median	and	mode	–	and	the	example	questions
above	respectively	relate	to	these	three	measures	(see,	for	example,	Table	14.2).
While	measures	of	central	tendency	can	be	calculated	manually,	all	statistics
programs	can	automatically	calculate	these	figures.



Measuring	Dispersion
While	measures	of	central	tendency	are	a	standard	and	highly	useful	form	of
data	description	and	simplification,	they	need	to	be	complemented	with
information	on	response	variability.	Suppose	you	had	a	group	of	students	with
IQs	of	100,	100,	95	and	105,	and	another	group	of	students	with	IQs	of	60,	140,
65	and	135.	Then	the	central	tendency,	in	this	case	the	mean,	of	both	groups
would	be	100.	Dispersion	around	the	mean,	however,	will	require	you	to	design
the	curriculum	and	engage	learning	with	each	group	quite	differently.	There	are
several	ways	to	understand	dispersion,	which	are	appropriate	for	different
variable	types.	As	with	central	tendency,	statistics	programs	can	automatically
generate	these	figures	(Table	14.3).

*	Figures	generated	with	SPSS.



*	Figures	generated	with	SPSS.

Interval A	measurement	scale	that	orders	data	and	uses	equidistant	units	to	measure
difference.	This	scale	does	not,	however,	have	an	absolute	zero.	For	example,	the	year	2016
occurs	51	years	after	the	year	1965,	but	time	did	not	begin	in	AD	1.	IQ	is	also	considered	an
interval	scale	even	though	there	is	some	debate	over	whether	points	on	the	scale	can	be
considered	equidistant.

Ratio A	measurement	scale	where	each	point	on	the	scale	is	equidistant,	and	there	is	an
absolute	zero.	Because	ratio	data	is	‘real’	numbers,	like	age,	height	and	distance,	all	basic
mathematical	operations	can	be	performed.	Examples	of	ratio	data	include	age,	height,	distance
and	income.	Because	ratio	data	is	‘real’	numbers,	all	basic	mathematical	operations	can	be
performed.

Descriptive	statistics Summary	characteristics	of	distributions,	such	as	shape,	central
tendency	and	dispersion.

Central	tendency Measures	indicate	the	middle	or	the	centre	of	a	distribution:	mean,	median
and	mode.

Mean The	mathematical	average.	To	calculate	the	mean,	you	add	the	values	for	each	case	and
then	divide	by	the	number	of	cases.	Because	the	mean	is	a	mathematical	calculation,	it	is	used	to
measure	central	tendency	for	interval	and	ratio	data,	and	cannot	be	used	for	nominal	or	ordinal
data	where	numbers	are	used	as	‘codes’.	For	example,	it	makes	no	sense	to	average	the	1s,	2s
and	3s	that	might	be	assigned	to	Christians,	Buddhists	and	Muslims.

Median The	midpoint	of	a	range.	To	find	the	median	you	simply	arrange	values	in	ascending
(or	descending)	order	and	find	the	middle	value.	This	measure	is	generally	used	in	ordinal	data,
and	has	the	advantage	of	negating	the	impact	of	extreme	values	(e.g.	one	extreme	salary	of	$3
million	will	push	mean	income	levels	up	–	but	it	will	not	affect	the	midpoint).	Of	course,	this
can	also	be	a	limitation	given	that	extreme	values	can	be	significant	to	a	study.

Mode The	most	common	value	or	values	noted	for	a	variable.	Since	nominal	data	is
categorical	and	cannot	be	manipulated	mathematically,	it	relies	on	mode	as	its	measure	of	central



tendency.

Dispersion How	spread	out	individual	measurements	are	from	a	central	measure.

Range This	is	the	simplest	way	to	calculate	dispersion,	and	is	the	highest	minus	the	lowest
value.	For	example,	if	your	respondents	varied	in	age	from	8	to	17,	the	range	would	be	9	years.
While	this	measure	is	easy	to	calculate,	it	is	dependent	on	extreme	values	alone,	and	ignores
intermediate	values.

Quartiles This	involves	subdividing	your	range	into	four	equal	parts	or	‘quartiles’	and	is	a
commonly	used	measure	of	dispersion	for	ordinal	data,	or	data	whose	central	tendency	is
measured	by	a	median.	Quartiles	allows	researchers	to	compare	the	various	quarters	or	present
the	inner	50%	as	a	dispersion	measure.	This	is	known	as	the	inter-quartile	range.

Variance This	measure	uses	all	values	to	calculate	the	spread	around	the	mean,	and	is	actually
the	‘average	of	the	squared	differences	from	the	mean’.	Variance	needs	to	be	calculated	from
interval	and	ratio	data	and	gives	a	good	indication	of	dispersion.	It	is	much	more	common,
however,	for	researchers	to	use	and	present	the	square	root	of	the	variance,	which	is	known	as
the	standard	deviation.

Standard	deviation	(s.d.) This	is	the	square	root	of	the	variance,	and	is	the	basis	of	many
commonly	used	statistical	tests	for	interval	and	ratio	data.

Inferential	statistics Statistical	measures	used	to	make	inferences	about	a	population	based	on
samples	drawn	from	that	population.

Statistical	significance Generally	refers	to	a	‘p-value’.	It	assesses	the	probability	that	your
findings	are	more	than	coincidence.



Measuring	the	Shape	of	the	Data
To	understand	a	data	set	fully,	central	tendency	and	dispersion	need	to	be
considered	in	light	of	the	shape	of	the	data,	or	how	the	data	is	distributed.	As
shown	in	Figure	14.4,	a	normal	curve	is	‘bell-shaped’;	the	distribution	of	the
data	is	symmetrical,	with	the	mean,	median	and	mode	all	coinciding	at	the
highest	point	of	the	curve.	If	the	distribution	of	the	data	is	not	symmetrical,	it	is
considered	skewed.	In	skewed	data	the	mean,	median	and	mode	fall	at	different
points.

Kurtosis	characterizes	how	peaked	or	flat	a	distribution	is,	compared	with
‘normal’.	Positive	kurtosis	indicates	a	relatively	peaked	distribution,	while
negative	kurtosis	indicates	a	flatter	distribution.

Figure	14.4	Shape	of	the	data

Figure	14.5	Areas	under	the	normal	curve



*	Figures	and	histogram	generated	with	SPSS.

The	significance	in	understanding	the	shape	of	a	distribution	is	in	the	statistical
inferences	that	can	be	drawn.	As	shown	in	Figure	14.5,	a	normal	distribution	is
subject	to	a	particular	set	of	rules	regarding	the	significance	of	a	standard
deviation,	namely	that:

68.3%	of	cases	will	fall	within	one	standard	deviation	of	the	mean;
95.4%	of	cases	will	fall	within	two	standard	deviations	of	the	mean;
99.7%	of	cases	will	fall	within	three	standard	deviations	of	the	mean.

So	if	we	had	a	normal	curve	for	the	sample	data	relating	to	‘age	of	participants’
(mean	=	12.11,	s.d.	=	2.22;	see	Tables	14.2	and	14.3),	68.3%	of	participants
would	fall	between	the	ages	of	9.89	and	14.33	(12.11	−	2.22	and	12.11	+	2.22).



Table	14.4	shows	the	actual	curve,	skewness	and	kurtosis	of	our	sample	data	set.

These	rules	of	the	normal	curve	allow	for	the	use	of	quite	powerful	statistical
tests	and	are	generally	used	with	interval	and	ratio	data	(sometimes	called
parametric	tests).	For	data	that	does	not	follow	the	assumptions	of	a	normal
curve	(nominal	and	ordinal	data),	the	researcher	needs	to	call	on	non-parametric
statistical	tests	in	making	inferences.



Inferential	Statistics
While	the	goal	of	descriptive	statistics	is	to	describe	and	summarize	the
characteristics	of	your	sample,	the	goal	of	inferential	statistics	is	to	draw
conclusions	that	extend	beyond	your	immediate	data/sample.	For	example,
inferential	statistics	can	be	used	to	test	various	hypotheses	about	the	relationship
between	different	variables	or,	perhaps	more	importantly,	to	allow	you	to
estimate	characteristics	of	a	population	from	sample	data.	In	other	words,
inferential	statistics	allow	you	to	generalize.



Questions	Suitable	for	Inferential	Statistics
So	exactly	what	can	inferential	statistics	tell	us?	Well,	inferential	statistics,	as
shown	in	Box	14.2,	can	help	us	interrogate	our	data	at	a	number	of	levels.

Box	14.2:	Questions	for	Interrogating	Quantitative	Data	Using	Inferential	Statistics



How	Do	Participants	in	My	Study	Compare	to	a
Larger	Population?
These	types	of	question	compare	a	sample	with	a	population.	Suppose	you	are	conducting	a
study	of	students	doing	a	particular	university	course.	You	might	ask	if	the	percentages	of	males
or	females	in	your	sample,	or	their	average	age,	or	their	interests	are	statistically	similar	to
university	students	across	the	country.	To	answer	such	questions	you	will	need	access	to
population	data	for	this	larger	range	of	students.



Are	There	Differences	between	Two	or	More
Groups	of	Respondents?
Questions	that	compare	two	or	more	groups	are	very	common	and	are	often	referred	to	as
‘between	subjects’.	To	stick	with	a	student	theme,	you	might	ask	if	male	and	female	students	are
likely	to	have	similar	interests;	or	whether	students	of	different	ethnic	backgrounds	are	likely	to
do	different	courses;	or	whether	students	studying	at	different	campuses	have	different	grade
point	averages.



Have	My	Respondents	Changed	Over	Time?
These	types	of	questions	involve	before	and	after	data	with	either	the	same	group	of	respondents
or	respondents	who	are	matched	by	similar	characteristics.	They	are	often	referred	to	as	‘within
subject’.	An	example	of	this	type	of	question	might	be	‘Have	final-year	students’	study	habits
changed	since	their	first	year	at	university?’



Is	There	a	Relationship	between	Two	or	More
Variables?
These	types	of	questions	can	look	for	relationships	and	correlations,	or	cause	and	effect.
Examples	of	relationship	questions	are	‘Is	there	an	association	between	time	spent	studying	and
satisfaction	with	university?’	and	‘Is	there	a	correlation	between	students’	gender	and	the
extracurricular	activities	they	are	involved	in?’	Questions	looking	for	cause	and	effect
differentiate	dependent	and	independent	variables.	For	example,	‘Does	satisfaction	depend	on
study	time?’	and	‘Does	stress	depend	on	the	course	taken?’	Cause-and-effect	relationships	can
also	look	to	more	than	one	independent	variable	to	explain	variation	in	the	dependent	variable
(multivariate	analysis).	For	example,	‘Does	satisfaction	with	university	course	depend	on	a
combination	of	length	of	study	habits,	age	and	career	aspirations?’



Statistical	Significance
As	discussed,	the	goal	of	inferential	statistics	is	to	be	able	to	generalize	beyond	a
sample.	But	because	the	data	is	still	limited	to	a	sample,	it	is	impossible	to	say
with	100%	conviction	that	any	generalization	is	without	the	potential	for	error.
What	inferential	statistics	do	allow	you	to	do,	however,	is	assess	the	probability
that	an	observed	difference	is	more	than	a	fluke	or	chance	finding,	and	is	in	fact
statistically	significant.

Statistical	significance	generally	refers	to	a	‘p-value’,	which	assesses	the	actual
probability	that	your	findings	are	more	than	coincidence.	Conventional	p-values
are	0.05,	0.01	and	0.001,	which	tell	you	that	the	probability	that	your	findings
have	occurred	by	chance	is	5/100,	1/100	or	1/1,000	respectively.	Basically,	the
lower	the	p-value,	the	more	confident	that	researchers	can	be	that	findings	are
genuine.	Keep	in	mind	that	researchers	do	not	usually	accept	findings	that	have	a
p-value	greater	than	0.05	because	the	probability	that	findings	are	coincidental	or
caused	by	sampling	error	is	too	great.



Understanding	and	Selecting	the	Right	Statistical	Test
There	are	a	baffling	array	of	statistical	tests	out	there	that	can	help	you	answer
the	types	of	questions	highlighted	in	Box	14.2.	And	while	it	is	important	to
understand	the	underlying	logic	that	drives	the	most	common	statistical	tests	(see
Table	14.5),	programs	such	as	SPSS	and	SAS	are	capable	of	running	such	tests
without	your	needing	to	know	the	technicalities	of	their	mathematical
operations.	The	problem	of	knowing	which	test	is	right	for	your	particular
application,	however,	still	remains.	Luckily,	you	can	turn	to	a	number	of	test
selectors	now	available	on	the	Internet	(see	Bill	Trochim’s	test	selector	at
www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/index.htm)	and	through	programs	such	as
MODSTAT	and	SPSS.

Univariate	analysis A	statistical	analysis	of	one	variable	at	a	time.	It	consists	of	measures
such	as	central	tendency,	dispersion	and	distribution.	While	univariate	analysis	does	not	look	at
correlation,	cause	and	effect	or	modelling,	this	type	of	analysis	is	a	cornerstone	of	a	descriptive
study	and	is	an	essential	preliminary	stage	in	all	types	and	levels	of	statistical	analysis.

Bivariate	analysis A	statistical	analysis	of	the	relationship	between	two	variables.	Bivariate
analysis	assesses	relationships	between	two	variables;	for	example,	whether	there	is	a
relationship	between	education	level	and	television	viewing	habits,	or	between	gender	and
income.	As	covered	in	Table	14.5,	the	range	of	tests	that	are	used	to	explore	such	relationships	is
quite	extensive	and	varies	by	variable	type.	The	most	common	tests	are	cross-tabulations	(chi-
squared,	used	for	two	nominal	variables),	ANOVA	(used	for	one	nominal	and	one	ratio	variable)
and	correlations	(used	for	two	ratio	variables).

Multivariate	analysis A	statistical	analysis	that	explores	the	relationship	between	three	or
more	variables	and	allows	researchers	to	search	for	cause	and	effect,	build	models	and	test
theories.	With	multivariate	analysis	researchers	can	not	only	explore	if	a	dependent	variable	is
dependent	on	two	or	more	independent	variables	(i.e.	income	is	dependent	on	both	gender	and
educational	attainment),	but	also	acknowledge	the	relationship	between	the	dependent	variables
(i.e.	the	relationship	between	gender	and	educational	attainment).	Some	of	the	methods	used	in
multivariate	analysis	are	factor	analysis,	elaboration,	structural	equation	modelling,	MANOVA,
multiple	regression,	canonical	correlation	and	path	analysis.	It	is	worth	noting	that	statistics
specialists	are	often	called	on	at	this	level	of	analysis.

But	even	with	the	aid	of	such	selectors	(including	the	tabular	one	I	offer	in	Table
14.5),	you	still	need	to	know	the	nature	of	your	variables
(independent/dependent),	scales	of	measurement	(nominal,	ordinal,	interval,
ratio),	distribution	shape	(normal	or	skewed),	the	types	of	questions	you	want	to
ask	and	the	types	of	conclusions	you	are	trying	to	draw.

http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/index.htm


The	glossary	terms	below	explain	the	distinction	between	univariate	(one
variable),	bivariate	(two	variable)	and	multivariate	(three	or	more	variable)
analysis,	while	Table	14.5	covers	common	tests	for	undertaking	such	analyses.
Table	14.5	can	be	read	down	the	first	column	for	univariate	data	(the	column
provides	an	example	of	the	data	type,	its	measure	of	central	tendency,	dispersion



and	appropriate	tests	for	comparing	this	type	of	variable	with	a	population).	It
can	also	be	read	as	a	grid	for	exploring	the	relationship	between	two	or	more
variables.	Once	you	know	what	tests	to	conduct,	your	statistical	software	will	be
able	to	run	the	analysis	and	assess	statistical	significance.



Presenting	Quantitative	Data
When	it	comes	to	presenting	quantitative	data,	there	can	be	a	real	temptation	to
offer	graphs,	charts	and	tables	for	every	single	variable	in	your	study.	But	it	is
important	to	resist	this	temptation	and	actively	determine	what	is	most	important
in	your	work.	Your	findings	need	to	tell	a	story	related	to	your	aims,	objectives
and	research	questions.

Now	when	it	comes	to	how	your	data	should	be	presented,	I	think	there	is	one
golden	rule:	your	presentation	should	not	be	hard	work	for	the	reader.	Most
people’s	eyes	glaze	over	when	it	comes	to	statistics,	so	your	data	should	not	be
hard	to	decipher.	You	should	not	need	to	be	a	statistician	to	understand	it.	Your
challenge	is	to	present	your	data	graphically	and	verbally	so	that	meanings	are
clear.	Any	graphs	and	tables	you	present	should	ease	the	task	for	the	reader.	So
while	you	need	to	include	adequate	information,	you	do	not	want	to	go	into
information	overload.



Using	Graphs
As	they	say,	a	picture	is	worth	a	thousand	words,	so	a	good	graph	can	go	a	long
way	in	communicating	your	findings.

In	order	to	run	you	through	the	most	commonly	used	graphs	in	quantitative
analysis,	I	mocked	up	a	four-variable	data	set	in	SPSS	using	a	hypothetical
example	of	survey	data	from	60	students	(30	males	and	30	females)	about	to
graduate	from	high	school	(Table	14.6).

‘Plans	after	graduation’	is	a	nominal	variable,	so	bar	and	pie	graphs	tend	to	work
well.	The	line	graph,	however,	does	not	work	because	it	is	better	suited	to
showing	change	over	time	–	which	is	not	what	we	are	trying	to	do.

Bar	Graph



Pie	Graph



Line	Graph

A	line	graph	would	be	better	suited	for	data	that	showed	something	like	changes
in	a	student’s	grade	point	average	(GPA)	over	their	high	school	career	(GPA
would	sit	on	one	axis	and	year	of	study	on	the	other).

Clustered	Bar	Graph



A	clustered	bar	graph	allows	you	to	compare	the	distribution	of	a	nominal
variable	for	two	or	more	groups.	In	this	example,	‘plans	after	graduation’	is
compared	by	gender.

Exploring	GPA
A	histogram	is	appropriate	for	showing	the	distribution	of	interval	and	ratio	data.
Here	we	can	see	the	distribution	of	GPA	(a	ratio	variable),	complete	with	mean,
standard	deviation,	and	the	plotting	of	a	normal	curve.

Histogram	with	Normal	Curve



Exploring	the	Relationship	between	GPA	and
‘Importance	of	University’
In	this	example,	a	scatter	graph	is	used	to	plot	a	ratio	variable	(GPA)	against	an
ordinal	variable	(importance	of	university).	The	graph	shows	a	positive
correlation	between	GPA	and	perceived	university	importance:	that	is,	while	the
relationship	is	not	perfect,	as	GPA	goes	up	so	too	does	perceived	importance.	To
find	out	the	exact	level	of	association	you	can	run	a	Pearson’s	correlation,	which
shows	a	0.773	correlation,	significant	at	the	0.01	level	(you	are	99%	sure	the
pattern	is	not	a	fluke).

Scatter	graph





Generating	the	Graphs
OK	–	so	how	do	you	go	about	generating	these	types	of	graphs?	Well	there	are
two	ways	to	go	about	this	and	both	involve	sitting	in	front	of	a	computer.	The
first	is	to	have	someone	in	the	know	show	you	what	to	do,	and	then	practise	it.
The	second	is	to	sit	down	by	yourself	and	have	a	play	with	a	stats	program.	Most
have	great	interactive	online	tutorials	that	can	take	you	through	the	process	from
A	to	Z.	While	reading	can	give	you	familiarity,	I	truly	believe	that	the	best	way
to	learn	this	kind	of	stuff	is	by	doing.



Generating	Tables
The	idea	here	is	to	present	complexity	with	simplicity.	Tables	are	generally	more
complex	than	graphs	because	they	attempt	to	summarize	the	relationship
between	a	number	of	variables	(multivariate	analysis).	And	because	this
summary	can	involve	multiple	statistical	operations,	statistics	programs	rarely
spit	tables	out	in	a	ready-to-use	form.	Now	you	can	use	an	automatic	table
generator	(you	can	find	these	on	the	Internet	–	one	example	is	TableMaker	at
www.bagism.com/tablemaker),	and	this	can	certainly	help,	but	the	chances	are
you	will	still	need	to	do	some	manual	manipulation.	The	challenge	here	is
walking	the	line	between	enough	and	too	much	information.

Your	tables	should	not:	(1)	give	your	readers	a	headache;	(2)	make	their	eyes
glaze	over;	or	(3)	make	them	even	more	confused.	While	your	tables	should	not
stand	alone	(you	will	need	to	walk	your	readers	through	them)	they	should	be
something	that	the	non-specialist	can	engage	with	and	learn	from.	Your	tables
will	be	most	effective	if:	you	can	provide	clear	and	adequate	information;	you	do
not	assume	too	much	knowledge;	and	you	keep	them	as	simple	as	possible.
Below	are	three	examples	taken	from	a	study	I	did	some	time	ago	on	the	process
of	giving	up	religion.

Example	Table	1	simply	outlines	the	criteria	I	used	to	classify	three	distinct
processes	of	religious	disaffiliation	and	the	percentage	of	my	sample	(n	=	80)
that	fell	into	these	categories.	While	this	information	is	pretty	self-explanatory
and	could	have	been	presented	in	a	non-tabular	form,	I	thought	the	table	allowed
readers	to	get	a	quick	sense	of	the	distinctions	I	was	trying	to	make.

Example	Table	2	is	a	bit	more	complex	because	it	looks	at	the	frequency

http://www.bagism.com/tablemaker


distribution	(cross-tabulation)	of	these	three	types	of	disaffiliation	journey	by
both	gender	and	religion.	It	also	shows,	through	chi-squared	statistics,	that
religion	is	significant,	i.e.	the	distribution	is	not	even.	You	cannot	assume	that
your	readers	will	know	what	this	means,	so	it	is	up	to	you	to	walk	them	through
your	table.	An	example	of	this	type	of	walk-through	(the	italic	text)	is	given
below.

*	One-way	ANOVA	p	<	0.05.

As	shown	in	this	table,	those	having	gone	through	each	of	the	three	disaffiliation
journeys	are	as	likely	to	be	male	as	female.	The	results	for	religion,	however,	are
somewhat	more	interesting.	Catholics	and	Protestants	both	tend	to	go	through
journeys	of	discontented	doubt	and	open	exploration	in	similar	proportions.
Those	whose	journeys	are	more	rebellious	in	nature,	however,	are	somewhat
more	likely	to	have	a	Catholic	heritage.

Example	Table	3	is	even	more	complex,	because	I	attempt	to	compare	certain
characteristics	of	the	three	disaffiliation	journeys.	In	other	words,	I	want	to	show
if	there	is	a	statistically	significant	distinction	between	the	types	of	journey	in
relation	to:	how	old	individuals	were	when	they	first	doubted	their	faith;	how
long	the	process	took;	whether	it	was	still	ongoing	at	the	time	of	interview;	and
how	intense	the	process	was.	The	complexity	of	the	table	meant	I	definitely	had
to	walk	readers	through	it.



*	Chi-squared	test	of	significance	p	<	0.05.	All	numbers	expressed	as
percentages.

The	figures	in	this	table	point	to	varying	and	distinct	patterns	of	disaffiliation	for
each	type	of	journey.	Those	on	a	rebellious	path	generally	complete	an	intense
and	relatively	short	journey	away	from	faith.	For	those	whose	journey	is	marked
by	discontented	doubts,	however,	the	process	is	quite	lengthy,	lasting	an	average
of	almost	11	years,	with	one-third	still	in	the	process	of	moving	away	from
religion	at	the	time	of	interview.	The	journey	for	this	discontented	group,
however,	is	not	as	intense	as	that	of	the	rebellious	contingent.	Those	whose
journey	out	of	faith	is	characterized	by	open	exploration,	on	the	other	hand,	go
through	a	relatively	short	and	often	finalized	process	of	disaffiliation	that	begins
earlier	in	life.	The	process	of	disaffiliation	is	not	generally	seen	as	intense.



A	Final	Word
Good	tables	do	take	time	to	construct,	and	if	you	struggle	at	the	high	end	of
word	processing,	creating	tables	can	be	extraordinarily	frustrating.	But	if	you
can	manage	to	create	tables	that	are	well	constructed	and	well	explained,	they
can	be	an	exceedingly	important	and	effective	communication	tool.



I	have	a	question!



Help!	There	is	so	much	information	here	and	to	be
honest	–	most	of	it	is	going	over	my	head.	Is	this	a
lost	cause?
I	think	the	hardest	thing	I	am	asked	to	do	is	teach	statistics	in	a	lecture	room	(or	in	a	chapter).	That’s
because	no	matter	how	much	you	know,	or	how	well	you	teach,	stats	is	one	of	those	things	that	is
hard	to	get	your	head	around	unless	you	are	sitting	at	a	computer	working	with	it.	It	is	Greek	to	most
people.	Well,	literally	–	they	actually	use	some	Greek	☺.	So	I	would	not	even	consider	it	a	lost	cause
until	you	have	sat	down	with	some	data,	in	front	of	the	most	recent	user-friendly	stats	program,	with
someone	in	the	know.	This	will	bring	all	the	abstract	concepts	to	the	real	world	–	and	I	think	you	will
be	surprised	at,	not	just	how	well	you	absorb	it	all,	but	how	exciting	it	is	to	see	your	data	tell	you
things.

Chapter	summary

Data	interpretation	is	a	major	hurdle	in	any	research	study.	Effective	data	analysis
involves:	keeping	your	eye	on	the	main	game;	managing	your	data;	engaging	in	the	actual
process	of	analysis;	and	effectively	presenting	your	data.
Data	management	involves:	familiarizing	yourself	with	appropriate	software;
systematically	logging	in	and	screening	your	data;	entering	the	data	into	a	program;	and
‘cleaning’	your	data.	It	also	means	being	able	to	distinguish	variables’	cause	and	effect
(dependent	or	independent)	and	their	measurement	scales	(nominal,	ordinal,	interval	and
ratio).
Descriptive	statistics	are	used	to	summarize	the	basic	features	of	a	data	set	through
measures	of	central	tendency	(mean,	mode	and	median),	dispersion	(range,	quartiles,
variance	and	standard	deviation)	and	distribution	(skewness	and	kurtosis).
Inferential	statistics	allow	researchers	to	assess	their	ability	to	draw	conclusions	that
extend	beyond	the	immediate	data.	For	example,	if	a	sample	represents	the	population;	if
there	are	differences	between	two	or	more	groups;	if	there	are	changes	over	time;	or	if
there	is	a	relationship	between	two	or	more	variables.
Presenting	quantitative	data	often	involves	the	production	of	graphs	and	tables.	These
need	to	be	(1)	selectively	generated	so	that	they	make	relevant	arguments,	and	(2)
informative	yet	simple	so	that	they	aid	the	reader’s	understanding.



Further	Reading



General	Social	Science	Statistics
Hardy,	M.	A.	and	Bryman,	A.	(eds)	(2009)	Handbook	of	Data	Analysis.
London:	Sage.

A	comprehensive	edited	volume	that	covers	a	vast	range	of	statistical	options
from	basic	descriptive	techniques	to	complex	modelling.	A	good	reference
guide.

Jackson,	S.	L.	(2015)	Research	Methods	and	Statistics:	A	Critical	Thinking
Approach.	Belmont,	CA:	Wadsworth.

I	like	that	this	book	works	at	integrating	the	logic	of	research	methods	and
statistics.	Rather	than	just	applying	mathematical	approaches	to	a	study,	this
work	will	help	you	think	about	statistical	analysis	as	an	integral	part	of	making
meaning.

Rumsey,	D.	(2016)	Statistics	for	Dummies.	Hoboken,	NJ:	John	Wiley	&	Sons.

So	is	a	‘For	Dummies’	guide	appropriate?	Well,	I	appreciate	them.	They	tend	to
be	clear,	user-friendly	and	full	of	examples	–	and	they’re	written	by	academics.
Deborah	Rumsey	is	a	Fellow	of	the	American	Statistical	Association	and	a
professor	at	Ohio	State	University.	If	you	want	an	introduction	to	statistics,	this
is	not	a	bad	place	to	start.



Program-specific
Argyrous,	G.	(2011)	Statistics	for	Research:	With	a	Guide	to	SPSS.	London:
Sage.

Learning	statistics	is	very	different	from	when	I	was	a	student.	No	more	manual
calculations.	Today	it	is	all	about	linking	the	logic	of	statistics	to	the	statistics
program	you	will	be	using.	This	work	does	this	with	ease	and	clarity.	If	you’re
new	to	stats	and	need	to	engage	with	SPSS,	then	this	is	the	way	to	go.

Field,	A.	and	Miles,	J.	(2010)	Discovering	Statistics	Using	SAS.	London:	Sage.

If	you	need	to	use	SAS,	but	don’t	feel	you	have	the	prerequisite	statistics
knowledge,	let	alone	SAS	program	knowledge,	this	is	a	terrific	find.	From	basic
principles	to	in-depth	analysis,	the	authors	ground	all	learning	in	the	SAS
program.

Field,	A.,	Miles,	J.	and	Field,	Z.	(2012)	Discovering	Statistics	Using	R.	London:
Sage.

R	is	free	statistical	software	–	so	a	guide	to	its	use	is	going	to	be	mighty	handy.
This	one	is	comprehensive	and	uses	complete	worked	examples.	Believe	it	or
not,	this	almost-1000-page	guide	is	user-friendly.

Salkind,	N.	J.	(2016)	Statistics	for	People	Who	(Think	They)	Hate	Statistics:
Using	Microsoft	Excel	2016.	London:	Sage.

I	can’t	say	I’m	a	fan	of	using	Excel	for	statistics.	I	would	generally	recommend	a
program	like	SPSS.	But	Excel	is	already	on	most	students’	computers,	the	stats
pack	is	free,	and	there	is	likely	to	be	a	familiarity	with	its	spreadsheets.	So	it
makes	sense	to	recommend	a	reading	here.	The	user-friendly	nature	of	this	work
makes	it	a	very	good	choice.

Wagner,	W.	E.	(2016)	Using	IBM®	SPSS®	Statistics	for	Research	Methods	and
Social	Science	Statistics.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

Yes,	SPSS	has	tutorials,	but	sometimes	they	just	aren’t	enough.	If	you	are	feeling
lost,	or	want	to	avoid	feeling	lost,	this	is	a	good	choice.	It	will	take	you	through



the	basics	onto	more	sophisticated	SPSS	analysis.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


15	Analysing	Qualitative	Data

The	Promise	of	Qualitative	Data	324
The	Logic	of	QDA	329
The	Methods	of	QDA	331
Specific	QDA	Strategies	339
Presenting	Qualitative	Data	339
A	Thought	343
Further	Reading	344



Learning	objectives

The	promise	of	qualitative	data
To	understand	the	value	of	qualitative	analysis
To	become	familiar	with,	and	understand	the	value	of,	qualitative	data	analysis	(QDA)
software

The	logic	of	QDA
To	understand	how	inductive	and	deductive	reasoning	work	together	in	QDA

The	methods	of	QDA
To	be	able	to	move	from	raw	data	to	theoretically	meaningful	understanding
To	understand	the	basic	steps	of	QDA

Specific	QDA	strategies
To	become	familiar	with	various	discipline-based	QDA	strategies

Presenting	qualitative	data
To	be	able	to	appropriately	represent	qualitative	data	including	the	incorporation	of
direct	quotes



The	Promise	of	Qualitative	Data

Not	everything	that	can	be	counted	counts,	and	not	everything	that	counts
can	be	counted.

Albert	Einstein

You	may	think	of	Einstein	as	an	archetypal	‘scientist’,	but,	as	I	have	come	to
find,	he	is	archetypal	only	if	this	means	scientists	are	extraordinarily	witty,
insightful,	political,	creative	and	open-minded.	Which,	contrary	to	the
stereotype,	is	exactly	what	I	think	is	needed	for	groundbreaking	advances	in
science.	So	when	Einstein	himself	recognizes	the	limitations	of	quantification,	it
is	indeed	a	powerful	endorsement	for	working	with	qualitative	data.

Yes,	quantitative	data	and	the	use	of	statistics	are	a	clearly	defined	and	effective
way	of	reducing	and	summarizing	data.	But	statistics	rely	on	the	reduction	of
meaning	to	numbers.	And	when	meanings	are	intricate	and	complex	(which	is
often	the	case),	reduction	can	be	incredibly	difficult.	There	can	be	a	loss	of
‘richness’	associated	with	the	process.

This	concern	has	led	to	the	development	of	a	plethora	of	qualitative	data	analysis
(QDA)	approaches	that	aim	to	create	new	understandings	by	exploring	and
interpreting	complex	data	from	sources	such	as	interviews,	group	discussions,
observation,	journals	and	archival	documents,	without	the	aid	of	quantification.
But	the	literature	related	to	these	approaches	is	quite	thick,	and	wading	through
it	in	order	to	find	appropriate	and	effective	strategies	can	be	a	real	challenge.
Many	students	end	up:	(1)	spending	a	huge	amount	of	time	attempting	to	work
through	the	vast	array	of	approaches	and	associated	literature;	(2)	haphazardly
selecting	one	method	that	may	or	may	not	be	appropriate	to	their	project;	(3)
conducting	their	analysis	without	any	well-defined	methodological	protocols;	or
(4)	doing	a	combination	of	these.

So	while	we	know	there	is	inherent	power	in	words	and	images,	the	challenge	is
working	through	options	for	managing	and	analysing	qualitative	data	that	best
preserve	richness,	yet	crystallize	meaning.	I	think	the	best	way	to	go	about	this	is
to	become	familiar	with	both	the	logic	and	methods	that	underpin	most	QDA



strategies.	Once	this	foundation	is	set,	working	through	more	specific,	specialist
strategies	becomes	much	easier.

Qualitative	data	analysis Processes	for	moving	from	qualitative	data	to	understanding	and
interpretation	of	people	and	situations	under	investigation.



Keeping	the	Bigger	Picture	in	Focus
In	the	methods	literature,	we	tend	to	dichotomize	quantitative	and	qualitative
analysis.	But	when	it	comes	right	down	to	it,	the	logic	underlying	them	is	very
similar.	As	shown	in	Figure	15.1,	the	process	of	reflective	qualitative	analysis
requires	researchers	to:	(1)	organize	their	raw	data;	(2)	enter	and	code	that	data;
(3)	search	for	meaning	through	thematic	analysis;	(4)	interpret	meaning;	and	(5)
draw	conclusions	–	all	the	while	keeping	the	bigger	picture,	i.e.	research
questions,	aims	and	objectives,	methodological	constraints,	and	theory,	clearly	in
mind.	While	this	is	very	much	in	line	with	quantitative	analysis,	the	main	points
of	difference	are	the	use	of	thematic	(rather	than	statistical)	analysis,	and	a
closer,	more	entwined	relationship	between	entering	and	coding	data,	data
analysis	and	interpretation.	Rather	than	being	three	distinct,	ordered	steps,
qualitative	analysis	demands	a	more	organic	process	that	sees	these	three	steps
all	influencing	each	other	and	working	in	overlapping	cycles.

Figure	15.1	The	process	of	reflective	analysis

As	with	quantitative	analysis,	it	is	easy	to	get	lost	in	the	detail	and	lose	focus.	It
is	therefore	extremely	important	to	keep	asking	yourself	questions	that	can	help
you	maintain	an	overarching	perspective.	As	fully	articulated	in	Box	14.1	in	the
previous	chapter,	this	means	asking	yourself	questions	related	to:

1.	 your	own	expectations	–	both	what	you	expect	and	do	not	expect	to	find;



2.	 research	questions,	aims	and	objectives	–	how	you	can	work	with	your	data
so	that	it	helps	you	achieve	your	project’s	stated	goals;

3.	 theory	–	how	your	data	confirms	your	theories,	how	theory	can	help	explain
your	data	and	whether	your	data	is	pointing	to	alternative	theories;	and

4.	 methods	–	how	the	methods	employed	might	affect	results.

In	the	world	of	qualitative	analysis,	raw	data	can	be	extremely	messy.	You	might
be	facing	a	host	of	digital	recordings,	a	mound	of	interview	transcripts,	a
research	journal	(which	can	range	from	highly	organized	to	highly	disorganized),
scribbled	notes,	highlighted	documents,	photographs,	video	recordings,	mind
maps	–	in	fact	the	array	is	almost	endless.	And	there	is	no	doubt	that	a	mound	of
messy	data	is	extremely	intimidating,	especially	if	you	are	new	to	qualitative
analysis.

The	best	advice	is	to	be	systematic.	No	matter	how	reflexive	and	iterative	you
intend	your	analysis	to	be,	you	still	need	to	approach	the	management	of	your
data	with	methodical	rigour.	And	that	starts	with	methodical	data	management.	It
is	worth	noting,	however,	that	it	is	almost	impossible	to	‘manage’	qualitative
data	without	engaging	in	some	level	of	analysis.	The	process	of	organizing	your
data	(e.g.	deciding	how	you	will	group	it)	will	see	you	engaging	with	your	data
and	making	decisions	that	will	have	an	effect	on	analysis,	and	should	therefore
be	recognized	as	a	part	of	analysis.	Nonetheless,	qualitative	data,	whether
analysed	manually	or	with	the	help	of	a	software	package,	needs	to	be
effectively	organized.	The	following	steps	will	help	you	in	that	task.

Familiarize	Yourself	with	Appropriate	Software
There	is	definitely	some	debate	as	to	the	necessity	for	all	research	students	to	use
specialist	software	for	QDA,	but	it	is	certainly	worth	becoming	familiar	with
available	tools.	Programs	worth	exploring	include:

NVivo,	MAXQDA,	The	Ethnograph	–	used	for	indexing,	searching	and
theorizing	text;
ATLAS.ti	–	can	be	used	for	images	as	well	as	words;
Concordance,	HAMLET,	DICTION	–	popular	for	content	analysis;
CLAN	–	popular	for	conversation	analysis.

(Information	on	all	of	the	above	is	available	at	www.textanalysis.info.)

http://www.textanalysis.info


As	with	quantitative	software,	most	universities	have	licences	that	allow	students
access	to	certain	qualitative	programs.	Universities	may	also	provide	relevant
short	courses.

Log	in	Your	Data
It	is	rare	that	qualitative	data	comes	in	at	the	same	time,	or	in	the	same	form,	and
can	end	up	being	a	lot	messier	than	a	pile	of	questionnaires,	so	it	is	wise	to	keep
track	of	your	qualitative	data	as	it	is	collected.	It	is	well	worth	noting	the
respondents/source,	data	collection	procedures,	collection	dates	and	any
commonly	used	shorthand.

Organize	Your	Data	Sources
This	involves	grouping	like	sources,	making	any	necessary	copies	and
conducting	an	initial	cull	of	any	notes,	observations,	etc.	not	relevant	to	the
analysis.	As	well	as	organizing,	this	process	allows	you	to	screen	your	data.	If
done	early,	you	can	uncover	potential	problems	not	picked	up	in	your	pilot,	and
make	improvements	to	any	ongoing	data	collection	protocols.

Read	Through	and	Take	Overarching	Notes
It	is	extremely	important	to	get	a	feel	for	qualitative	data.	This	means	reading
through	your	data	as	it	comes	in	and	taking	a	variety	of	notes	that	will	help	you
decide	on	the	best	way	to	sort	and	categorize	the	data	you	have	collected.	This	is
where	data	management	and	data	analysis	become	highly	blurred	since	any	notes
related	to	emerging	themes	are	analysis.

Prepare	Data	for	Analysis
If	using	a	specialist	QDA	program,	you	will	need	to	transcribe/scan	your	data	so
that	it	is	ready	to	be	entered	into	the	program.	If	you	plan	on	manually	analysing
your	qualitative	data,	you	may	still	need	to	go	through	this	step	so	that	you	can
print	out	your	interviews,	photographs,	etc.	You	need	to	be	able	to	actually	put
your	hands	on	your	data.



Enter	Data/Get	Analysis	Tools	Prepared
If	you	are	using	QDA	software,	you	will	need	to	enter	your	data	into	the
program.	If	you	are	manually	handling	your	data,	you	won’t	need	to	‘enter’	your
data,	but	you	will	need	to	arm	yourself	with	qualitative	analysis	tools	such	as
index	cards,	whiteboards,	sticky	notes	and	highlighters.	In	both	cases,	analysis
tends	to	be	ongoing	and	often	begins	before	all	the	data	has	been
collected/entered.



QDA	Software
It	was	not	long	ago	that	QDA	was	done	‘by	hand’	with	elaborate	filing,	cutting,
sticky	notes,	markers,	etc.	But	QDA	software	now	abounds	and	‘manual
handling’	is	no	longer	necessary.	QDA	programs	can	store,	code,	index,	map,
classify,	notate,	find,	tally,	enumerate,	explore,	graph,	etc.	Basically,	they	can:
(1)	do	all	the	things	you	can	do	manually,	but	more	efficiently;	and	(2)	do	things
that	manual	handling	of	a	large	data	set	simply	will	not	allow.	While	becoming
proficient	in	the	use	of	such	software	can	mean	an	investment	in	time	(and
possibly	money),	if	you	are	working	with	a	large	data	set	you	are	likely	to	get
that	time	back.

Figure	15.2	NVivo	screen	shot:	NVivo	qualitative	data	analysis	software;	QSR
International	Pty	Ltd.	Version	10,	2012

To	get	started	with	QDA	software,	I	would	recommend	talking	to	your
supervisor/lecturer	to	find	out	what	programs	might	be	most	appropriate	for	your
goals	and	data.	I	would	also	have	a	look	at	relevant	software	websites	(see
above);	there	is	a	lot	of	information	there	and	some	sites	even	offer	trial
programs.	Finally,	I	would	recommend	that	you	take	appropriate	training
courses.	NVivo	(see	Figure	15.2)	is	very	popular	and	short	courses	are	pretty
easy	to	find.



I	have	a	question!



If	QDA	programs	are	so	efficient	and	effective,
why	aren’t	they	used	more	often	by	researchers
working	with	qualitative	data?
Well,	there	are	three	answers	here:	(1)	lack	of	familiarity	–	researchers	may	not	be	aware	of	the
programs,	let	alone	what	they	can	do;	(2)	the	learning	investment	is	seen	as	too	large	and/or	difficult;
(3)	they	may	realize,	or	decide,	that	they	really	don’t	want	to	do	that	much	with	their	qualitative	data.
They	may	just	want	to	use	it	sparingly	to	back	up	a	more	quantitative	study.

There	are	definitely	pros	and	cons	here.	If	you’re	working	with	a	small	data	set	and	you	cannot	see
any	more	QDA	in	your	future	–	manual	handling	might	be	enough.	But	if	you’re	after	a	deeper	level
of	rigorous	qualitative	analysis,	have	a	large	data	set	to	manage,	or	see	yourself	needing	to	work	with
qualitative	data	in	the	future,	it	is	probably	worth	battling	the	learning	curve.



The	Logic	of	QDA
Whether	you	are	working	with	qualitative	or	quantitative	data,	the	main	game	of
any	form	of	analysis	is	to	move	from	raw	data	to	meaningful	understanding.	In
quantitative	methods,	this	is	done	through	statistical	tests	of	coded	data	that
assess	the	significance	of	findings;	coding	the	data	is	preliminary	to	any	analyses
and	interpretation.	In	qualitative	analysis,	understandings	are	built	by	a	more
tangled	and	creative	process	of	uncovering	and	discovering	themes	that	run
through	the	raw	data,	and	by	interpreting	the	implication	of	those	themes	in
relation	to	your	research	questions.



Balancing	Creativity	and	Focus
There	is	no	doubt	that	good	qualitative	analysis	demands	a	degree	of	openness,	a
high	level	of	curiosity	and	a	willingness	to	accept	fluidity.	Qualitative	analysis
demands	that	you	think	your	way	through	analysis	and	work	your	data	so	that	it
yields	significant	meaning.	And	such	meaning	may	not	be	handed	to	you	on	a
silver	platter.	As	Isaac	Asimov	once	said,	‘The	most	exciting	phrase	to	hear	in
science,	the	one	that	heralds	new	discoveries,	is	not	“Eureka!”	(I	found	it!)	but
“That’s	funny	…	”.’

At	the	same	time,	however,	we	are	not	talking	about	airy-fairy	metaphysical
exploration.	We	are	talking	about	science,	with	all	the	protocols	and	rigour
thereof.	As	shown	in	Box	15.1,	there	is	a	real	need	for	researchers	to	actively
work	between	creativity	and	rigour.	Creativity	needs	to	be	managed.	You	never
want	the	cost	of	creativity	to	be	credibility.

Box	15.1:	Balancing	Creativity	and	Rigour

Think	outside	the	box	…	yet	stay	squarely	on	target.
Be	original,	innovative	and	imaginative	…	yet	know	where	you	want	to	go.
Use	your	intuition	…	but	be	able	to	share	the	logic	of	that	intuition.
Be	fluid	and	flexible	…	yet	deliberate	and	methodical.
Be	inspired,	imaginative	and	ingenious	…	yet	realistic	and	practical.



Moving	between	Inductive	and	Deductive	Reasoning
Moving	from	raw	data,	such	as	transcripts,	pictures,	notes,	journals,	videos	and
documents,	to	meaningful	understanding	is	a	process	reliant	on	the
generation/exploration	of	relevant	themes;	and	these	themes	can	either	be
discovered	(through	inductive	reasoning)	or	uncovered	(through	deductive
reasoning).	So	what	do	I	mean	by	this?

Well,	you	may	decide	to	explore	your	data	inductively	from	the	ground	up.	In
other	words,	you	may	want	to	explore	your	data	without	a	predetermined	theme
or	theory	in	mind.	Your	aim	might	be	to	discover	themes	and	eventuating	theory
by	allowing	them	to	emerge	from	the	data.	This	is	often	referred	to	as	the
production	of	grounded	theory	or	‘theory	that	was	derived	from	data
systematically	gathered	and	analysed	through	the	research	process’	(Corbin	and
Strauss,	2014:	12).

Inductive	logic Using	specific	individual	facts	to	draw	an	overall	conclusion,	principle	or
theory.	In	qualitative	analysis	this	mean	letting	your	raw	data	tell	the	story	and	building	theory
through	your	observations	and	analysis.

Deductive	logic Using	an	overarching	principle	to	draw	a	conclusion	about	a	specific
individual	fact	or	event.	In	qualitative	analysis	this	means	having	some	ideas	or	theories	in	mind
and	searching	your	data	for	potential	confirmation	of	these.

In	order	to	generate	grounded	theory,	researchers	engage	in	a	rigorous	and
iterative	process	of	data	collection	and	‘constant	comparative’	analysis	that	finds
raw	data	brought	to	increasingly	higher	levels	of	abstraction	until	theory	is
generated.	This	method	of	theory	generation	(which	shares	the	same	name	as	its
product	–	grounded	theory)	has	embedded	within	it	very	well-defined	and
clearly	articulated	techniques	for	data	analysis	(see	readings	at	the	end	of	the
chapter).	And	it	is	precisely	this	clear	articulation	of	grounded	theory	techniques
that	has	seen	them	become	central	to	many	QDA	strategies.

Students	who	only	engage	with	grounded	theory	literature,	however,	can	fall
prey	to	the	false	assumption	that	QDA	is	always	inductive.	But	this	need	not	be
the	case.	Discovering	themes	is	not	the	only	QDA	option.	You	may,	for	example,
have	predetermined	(a	priori)	themes	or	theory	in	mind	–	they	might	have	come
from	engagement	with	the	literature;	your	prior	experiences;	the	nature	of	your
research	question;	or	from	insights	you	had	while	collecting	your	data.	In	this



case,	you	are	trying	to	uncover	data	deductively.	You	are	mining	your	data	for
predetermined	categories	of	exploration	in	order	to	support	‘theory’.	Rather	than
theory	emerging	from	raw	data,	theory	generation	depends	on	progressive
verification.

As	shown	in	Figure	15.3,	another	likely	possibility	is	that	you	will	end	up
engaging	in	cycles	of	inductive	and	deductive	reasoning.	For	example,	you	may
design	your	study	so	that	theory	can	emerge	through	inductive,	ground-up
processes,	but	as	those	theories	begin	to	emerge	from	the	data,	it	is	likely	that
you	will	move	towards	a	process	of	deductive	confirmation.	In	this	case,	theory
generation	depends	on	ongoing	verification.	On	the	other	hand,	the	credibility	of
those	testing	hypotheses	through	deductive	verification	can	depend	on	their
willingness	to	acknowledge	the	unexpected	that	just	might	arise	from	their	data.
Researchers	need	to	be	able	to	generate	alternative	explanations	inductively.

Figure	15.3	Cycles	of	inductive	and	deductive	reasoning



The	Methods	of	QDA
When	it	comes	to	QDA,	the	most	important	thing	to	recognize	is	the	pressing
need	for	ongoing	rich	engagement	with	the	documents,	transcripts,	images	and
texts	that	make	up	your	raw	data.	This	will	involve	lots	of	reading	and	rereading
that	needs	to	start	right	from	the	point	of	data	collection	and	continue	through
processes	of	data	management,	data	analysis	and	even	the	drawing	of
conclusions.	As	articulated	more	fully	bellow	and	drawn	out	even	further	in	Box
15.2,	analysis	then	involves:	(1)	identifying	biases	and	noting	overall
impressions;	(2)	reducing	(an	evil	word	I	know,	but	an	essential	step	in	moving
from	messy	raw	data	to	rich	understanding),	organizing	and	coding	your	data;
(3)	searching	for	patterns	and	interconnections;	(4)	mapping	and	building
themes;	(5)	building	and	verifying	theories;	and	(6)	drawing	conclusions.

There	are	two	important	things	to	note	here.	The	first	is	that	while	the	goal	is	to
move	from	raw	data	to	rich	theoretical	understanding,	this	process	is	far	from
linear.	Qualitative	data	demands	cycles	of	iterative	analysis.	The	discovery	of
anything	interesting	will	take	you	back	to	an	earlier	step	including	rereading,
reviewing	and	re-engaging.	The	second	thing	to	note	is	related	to	the	notion	of
reduction.	Students	can	get	a	bit	worried	when	I	tell	them	that	part	of	the	process
is	‘reducing’.	They	think	this	is	antithetical	to	QDA’s	goal	of	preserving
richness.

Well,	richness	is	important,	but	qualitative	analysis	involves	more	than	just
preserving	richness.	Good	qualitative	analysis	actually	requires	you	to	build	it.
Put	it	this	way:	raw	data	may	be	rich,	but	it	is	also	messy	and	not	publishable.	If
publishing	in	a	journal,	for	example,	you	need	to	move	from	up	to	1,000	or	more
pages	of	raw	data	to	a	10-page	article,	and	this	necessarily	involves	processes	of
reduction	that	make	the	data	manageable	and	understandable.	But	you	will	also
want	to	make	the	data	meaningful.	So	after	processes	of	reduction,	you	will	want
to	find	interconnections,	develop	themes	and	build	theories.	As	shown	in	Figure
15.4,	getting	to	the	point	of	meaningful	understanding	means	abstracting	your
data	back	outwards	so	that	it	tells	a	full	and	powerful	story	that	is	in	rich
dialogue	with	theory.

Figure	15.4	Working	with	qualitative	data:	drilling	in	and	abstracting	out





Identifying	Biases	and	Noting	Impressions
Because	it	is	difficult	to	completely	separate	the	process	of	data	collection	from
analysis	(you	simply	do	not	have	the	ability	to	constrain	all	thinking	processes
while	engaged	in	listening	to	people’s	stories),	you	tend	to	analyse	as	you	go.
But	this	can	be	hazardous,	since	interpretations	are	always	entwined	with	a
researcher’s	biases,	prejudices,	worldviews	and	paradigms	–	both	recognized	and
unrecognized,	conscious	and	subconscious.

Because	of	these	biases,	a	good	way	to	start	your	analysis	is	to	list	as	many	of
your	assumptions	and	preconceived	notions	as	possible.	You	need	conscious
recognition	of	biases	if	you	are	to	engage	in	analysis	that	manages	subjectivities.
Think	about	what	you	expect	to	find	as	well	as	what	you	don’t	expect.	And	be
completely	ready	to	be	surprised	by	what	you	didn’t	even	think	to	expect!	Not
only	will	this	help	mediate	bias,	it	will	also	help	you	elicit	potential	categories
for	exploration.

The	second	step	is	to	engage	in	careful	reading	of	all	collected	data,	with
‘general	impression’	notes	recorded	throughout	the	reading	process.	The
objective	here	is	to	get	an	overall	feel	for	the	data	and	begin	a	process	of
holistically	looking	at	disparate	sources	of	data	as	an	overarching	story.	As	well
as	various	topics,	this	might	involve	identifying	feelings	and	emotions.	If	you
were	exploring	experiences	of	divorce,	for	example,	anger,	frustration	and	hurt
would	be	as	important	as	division	of	property	or	custody	arrangements.



Reducing	and	Coding	into	Themes
The	next	stage	of	analysis	is	to	undertake	a	‘line-by-line’;	examination	of	all
data	sources.	This	involves	systematic	drilling	into	the	raw	data	in	order	to	build
up	categories	of	understanding.	The	idea	is	to	reduce	your	data	and	sort	it	into
various	themes.	If	you	are	doing	your	analysis	manually,	a	good	approach	is	to
make	multiple	copies	of	transcripts	that	you	can	highlight,	cut	and	stack	into
relevant	piles	and	play	around	with	as	your	analysis	progresses.	You	can	also	do
something	similar	by	replaying	section	of	videos	and	taking,	organizing	and
reorganizing	notes.	If	you	are	using	QDA	software,	your	program	will	allow	you
to	undertake	a	comparable	process	electronically.

As	discussed	above,	this	can	be	highly	disconcerting.	Suddenly	your	rich	data	is
sorted	and	stacked	into	what	may	seem	like	superficial	heaps.	But	remind
yourself	that	this	is	just	one	stage	in	your	analysis	–	and	that	this	is	a	stage	you
can	revisit	as	your	insights	grow.

What	you	are	looking	for	in	this	line-by-line	exploration	are	categories	and
themes,	but	this	might	be	alluded	to	in	several	ways:	that	is,	through	the	words
that	are	used;	the	concepts	that	are	discussed;	the	linguistic	devices	that	are
called	upon;	and	the	non-verbal	cues	noted	by	the	researcher

Exploring	Words
Words	can	be	explored	through	their	repetition,	or	through	exploration	of	their
context	and	usage	(sometimes	called	key	words	in	context).	Specific	cultural
connotations	of	particular	words	can	also	be	important.	Patton	(2001)	refers	to
this	as	‘indigenous	categories’,	while	Corbin	and	Strauss	(2014)	refer	to	it	as	‘in
vivo’	coding.	When	working	with	words,	researchers	often	systematically	search
a	text	to	find	all	instances	of	a	particular	word	(or	phrase),	making	note	of	its
context/meaning	(see	content	analysis	in	Chapter	15).	Several	software	packages
such	as	DICTION	or	Concordance	can	quickly	and	efficiently	identify	and	tally
the	use	of	particular	words	and	even	present	such	findings	in	a	quantitative
manner.

Exploring	Concepts



To	explore	concepts,	researchers	generally	engage	in	line-by-line	or	paragraph-
by-paragraph	reading	of	transcripts,	engaging	in	what	grounded	theory
proponents	refer	to	as	‘constant	comparison’.	In	other	words,	concepts	and
meaning	are	explored	in	each	text	and	then	compared	with	previously	analysed
texts	to	draw	out	both	similarities	and	disparities.	The	concepts	you	explore	can
arise	from	the	literature,	your	research	question,	intuition	or	prior	experiences.
Concepts	may	also	be	derived	from	‘standard’	social	science	categories	of
exploration	(e.g.	power,	race,	class,	gender).	To	find	these	you	read	through	your
text	and	deductively	uncover	the	themes.	The	other	option	is	to	look	for	concepts
to	emerge	inductively	from	your	data	without	any	preconceived	notions	(the
practice	of	grounded	theory).	With	predetermined	categories,	researchers	need	to
be	wary	of	‘fitting’	their	data	to	their	expectations,	and	not	being	able	to	see
alternative	explanations.	However,	purely	inductive	methods	are	also	subject	to
bias	since	unacknowledged	subjectivities	can	impact	on	the	themes	that	emerge
from	the	data.	As	discussed	above,	working	towards	meaningful	understanding
often	involves	both	inductive	and	deductive	processes.

Exploring	Linguistic	Devices
Metaphors,	analogies	and	even	proverbs	are	often	explored	because	of	their
ability	to	bring	richness,	imagery	and	empathetic	understanding	to	words.	These
devices	often	organize	thoughts	and	facilitate	understanding	by	building
connections	between	speakers	and	an	audience.	Once	you	start	searching	for
such	linguistic	devices,	you	will	find	they	abound	in	both	the	spoken	and	written
word.	Qualitative	data	analysts	often	use	these	rich	metaphorical	descriptions	to
categorize	divergent	meanings	of	particular	concepts.

Exploring	Non-verbal	Cues
One	of	the	difficulties	in	moving	from	raw	data	to	rich	meaning	is	what	is	lost	in
the	process.	And	certainly	the	tendency	in	qualitative	data	collection	and
analysis	is	to	concentrate	on	words	rather	than	the	tone	and	emotive	feeling
behind	the	words,	the	body	language	that	accompanies	the	words,	or	even	words
not	spoken.	Yet	this	world	of	the	non-verbal	can	be	central	to	thematic
exploration.	If	your	raw	data,	notes	or	transcripts	contain	non-verbal	cues,	it	can
lend	significant	meaning	to	content	and	themes:	exploration	of	tone,	volume,
pitch	and	pace	of	speech;	the	tendency	for	hearty	or	nervous	laughter;	the	range
of	facial	expressions	and	body	language;	and	shifts	in	any	or	all	of	these	can	be



central	in	a	bid	for	meaningful	understanding.



Looking	for	Patterns	and	Interconnections
Once	your	texts	have	been	explored	for	relevant	themes,	the	quest	for
meaningful	understanding	moves	to	an	exploration	of	the	relationship	between
and	among	various	themes.	For	example,	you	may	look	to	see	if	the	use	of
certain	words	and/or	concepts	is	correlated	with	the	use	of	other	words	and/or
concepts.	Or	you	may	explore	whether	certain	words/concepts	are	associated
with	a	particular	range	of	non-verbal	cues	or	emotive	states.	You	may	also	look
to	see	if	there	is	a	connection	between	the	use	of	particular	metaphors	and	non-
verbal	cues.	And,	of	course,	you	may	want	to	explore	how	individuals	with
particular	characteristics	vary	on	any	of	these	dimensions.

Interconnectivities	are	assumed	to	be	both	diverse	and	complex,	and	can	point	to
the	relationship	between	conditions	and	consequences,	or	how	the	experiences	of
the	individual	relate	to	more	global	themes.



Mapping	and	Building	Themes
As	your	range	of	patterns	and	interconnections	grows,	it	is	worth	‘mapping’	your
data.	Technically,	when	deductively	uncovering	data	related	to	a	priori	themes,
the	map	would	be	predetermined.	However,	when	inductively	discovering
themes	using	a	grounded	theory	approach,	the	map	would	be	built	as	you	work
through	your	data.	In	practice,	however,	the	distinction	is	unlikely	to	be	that
clear,	and	you	will	probably	rely	on	both	strategies	to	build	the	richest	map
possible.

Figure	15.5	Mapping	your	themes

Figure	15.5	offers	a	map	exploring	poor	self-image	in	young	girls	built	through
both	inductive	and	deductive	processes.	That	is,	some	initial	ideas	were	noted,
but	other	concepts	were	added	and	linked	as	data	immersion	occurred.	It	is	worth
noting	that	this	type	of	mind	map	can	be	easily	converted	to	a	‘tree	structure’	that
forms	the	basis	of	analysis	in	many	QDA	software	programs	(see	Figure	15.6).

Figure	15.6	QDA	‘tree	structure’



At	this	stage,	it	is	also	a	good	idea	to	turn	back	to	the	literature,	both	past
research	studies	and	broader	theoretical	writings,	and	see	how	they	might	inform
your	data	given	the	categories	of	understanding	that	have	begun	to	emerge.	This
simultaneous	engagement	with	the	text	and	existing	literature	allows	you	to
build	much	greater	depth	of	understanding.	Not	only	are	you	able	to	explore	the
content	of	your	data,	but	also	how	and	why	that	content	is	related	to	theory.

This	then	moves	your	data	from	piles	sorted	under	simple	categories	of	reduction
to	understandings	that	sit	under	much	more	meaningful	themes.	Mapping
becomes	an	exercise	that	involves	engaging	themes	in	a	dialogue	and
juxtaposing	the	themes	(as	well	as	the	tensions	among	the	themes)	with	relevant
research	and	theoretically	oriented	literature.	Reductive	processes	have	thus
expanded	back	out	at	a	much	more	sophisticated	level.



Developing	Theory
While	your	analysis	may	culminate	with	thematic	mapping,	the
conceptualization	and	abstraction	involved	can	become	quite	advanced	and	can
go	from	model	building	to	theory	building.	In	other	words,	rich	mapping	is
likely	to	spurn	new	ideas	–	that	‘Hey,	you	know	what	might	be	going	on	here’
moment.	It	is	quite	exciting	when	you	suddenly	realize	you	are	not	just	taking
from	the	literature,	but	that	you	are	ready	to	contribute	back.



Drawing	Conclusions
Drawing	conclusions	is	your	opportunity	to	pull	together	all	the
significant/important	findings	of	your	study	and	consider	why	and	how	they	are
significant/important.	It	is	about	clearly	summarizing	what	your	data	reveals	and
linking	this	back	to	your	project’s	main	questions,	aims	and	objectives.	Your
findings	will	need	to	be	considered	in	relation	to	both	current	literature	and	your
study’s	methodological	constraints,	and	should	clearly	point	to	your	overarching
arguments.	Remember:	clarity	is	important,	but	do	not	force-fit	your	findings	to
portray	a	world	without	ambiguity	and	complexity.

In	addition	to	summary,	you	can	also	consider	sharing	your	findings,	insights
and	ideas	in	the	form	of	an	original	framework	or	model.	Such	devices	not	only
add	clarity	to	your	reporting,	but	also	help	you	establish	your	credibility	as	a
researcher	able	to	make	original	contributions	back	to	the	literature.

Box	15.2	takes	you	through	the	steps	involved	in	effective	QDA	through	a
working	example.

Box	15.2:	QDA	Steps	–	Number	1	Music	Videos

I	thought	it	would	be	a	good	idea	to	take	you	through	a	brief	example	of	how	the	steps	outlined
above	might	unfold	in	practice.	So	let’s	look	at	music	videos.	For	the	purpose	of	this	exercise
imagine	you	want	to	undertake	a	study	that	explores	the	Number	1	music	videos	of	the	past
three	years	in	order	to	find	any	common	elements.	Analysis	of	the	37	Number	1	hits	of	this
period	might	unfold	as	follows:



Step	1:	Identifying	Biases/Noting	Overall
Impressions
We	all	have	them.	You	might,	for	example,	think	that	music	videos	objectify	women,	that	they
have	shallow	lyrics	and	that	country	music	videos	are	the	most	inane.	Performing	this	step	fully
is	extremely	important.	If	you	do	not	acknowledge	preconceived	notions	and	actively	work	to
neutralize	them,	you	are	likely	to	find	exactly	what	you	expect	to	find!

The	next	step	is	to	watch	all	37	videos	and	take	notes	of	overall	impressions,	perhaps	related	to
content,	lyrics,	dancers,	movement,	emotions,	style	(these	categories	may	derive	from	your	own
interests,	insights	or	the	literature).



Step	2:	Reducing	and	Coding	into	Themes
This	involves	watching	each	video	in	turn	and	noting	everything	you	possibly	can	related	to	the
categories	you	noted/generated	in	step	1	(a	deductive	process)	as	well	as	any	other	categories
you	uncover	along	the	way	(an	inductive	process).	When	it	comes	to	lyrics	for	video	1,	for
example,	you	might	find	themes	of	cheating,	heartbreak	and	trust.	In	this	way,	you	build	both
categories	and	subcategories	that	are	likely	to	expand	as	you	work	your	way	through	each	video.



Step	3:	Searching	for	Patterns	and
Interconnections
You	are	likely	to	have	overlapping	themes	across	your	37	videos	–	so	this	step	asks	you	to
search	for	commonalities	and	divergences.	For	example,	you	may	find	that	the	video	with	the
most	explicit	content	comes	from	videos	featuring	bands	rather	than	female	artists,	or	that	the
dancers	feature	most	heavily	in	country	videos.



Step	4:	Mapping	and	Building	Themes
One	small	section	of	a	preliminary	map	might	be	as	follows:

From	here	you	would:	(1)	continue	mapping	all	the	main	themes	(genre,	gender,	etc.);	(2)	create
even	more	subcategories	as	appropriate	(e.g.	under	independence	you	might	put	males/females);
and	(3)	map	various	interconnections.	Don’t	forget	to	call	on	the	literature	in	doing	these	tasks.

Now	if	you	did	not	have	clear	boundaries	on	your	study	at	the	outset,	you	will	probably	come	to
realize	that	doing	qualitative	analysis	of	all	aspects	of	music	videos	is	a	huge	task	that	may	not
be	manageable	–	so	you	may	decide	to	narrow	in	on	one	or	two	particular	interesting	areas,	for
example,	gender.	Remember:	it	is	much	better	to	do	a	really	rigorous	job	on	a	smaller	scale	than
a	bad	job	on	a	larger	scale.



Step	5:	Building	and	Verifying	Theories
This	is	your	‘Hey,	you	know	what	might	be	going	on	here’	moment	that	will	hopefully	dawn	on
you	as	you	watch	your	videos	for	the	103rd	time	and	play	around	with	your	maps	for	the	72nd
time.	Who	knows?	You	may	just	come	up	with	a	mind-blowing	theory	that	sets	the	music
industry	on	fire.



Step	6:	Drawing	Conclusions
You	are	likely	to	find	out	much	more	through	the	processes	than	you	could	possibly	share,	so
you	will	need	to	decide	what	is	most	significant/important	and	link	this	back	to	your	project’s
main	questions,	aims	and	objectives	in	the	most	compelling	and	credible	way.

QDA	studies	abound.	A	few	that	give	a	good	explication	of	methods	and	cover	a
range	of	strategies	and	topics	are	offered	in	Box	15.3.

Figure	15.7	Music	video	word	map

Box	15.3:	Studies	Using	QDA	and	Thematic	Analysis

Borrell,	J.	(2008)	‘Thematic	analysis	identifying	concepts	of	problem	gambling	agency:	With
preliminary	exploration	of	discourses	in	selected	industry	and	research	documents’,	Journal	of
Gambling	Issues,	22:	195–218.

This	study	thematically	explores	annual	reports	and	papers	from	research	bodies,	noting
instances	where	agency	was	indicated	in	relation	to	both	gambling	and	problem	gambling.	The
thematic	analysis	went	beyond	semantic	content	in	a	bid	to	examine	the	underlying	ideas,
assumptions,	conceptualizations	and	ideologies.

Bischof,	G.	H.,	Warnaar,	B.	L.,	Barajas,	M.	S.	and	Dhaliwal,	H.	K.	(2011)	‘Thematic	analysis	of
the	experiences	of	wives	who	stay	with	husbands	who	transition	male-to-female’,	Michigan
Family	Review,	15(1):	16–33.

This	qualitative	study	analysed	14	cases	of	the	wives	of	male-to-female	transsexuals.	Thematic



analysis	was	used	to	identify	and	organize	key	themes	in	the	experiences	of	wives	who	stayed
with	male-to-female	transsexual	partners.	Themes	clustered	in	three	main	areas:	intrapersonal,
couple	relationship,	and	family	and	social	relationships.

Pehlke	II,	T.	A.,	Hennon,	C.	B.,	Radina,	M.	E.	and	Kuvalanka,	K.	A.	(2009)	‘Does	father	still
know	best?	An	inductive	thematic	analysis	of	popular	TV	sitcoms’,	Fathering,	7(2):	114–39.

In	this	study	12	programmes	from	the	six	major	networks	were	recorded	and	analysed	for
themes	related	to	father	involvement.	Inductive	thematic	analysis	led	to	the	identification	of
three	themes:	various	ways	fathers	interact	with	children	(spending	quality	time,	emotion-based
behaviours	and	teaching	life	lessons);	how	fathers	of	varying	racial/ethnic	groups	and	socio-
economic	status	are	depicted;	and	negative	messages	regarding	fathering	(foolish	or	immature
behaviours	and	being	the	butt	of	family	members’	jokes).



Specific	QDA	Strategies
Up	to	this	point,	I	have	been	treating	QDA	as	a	homogeneous	approach	with
underlying	logic	and	methods,	and	I	have	not	really	discussed	the	distinct
disciplinary	and	paradigmatic	approaches	that	do	exist.	But	as	mentioned	at	the
start	of	this	section,	a	number	of	distinct	approaches	have	developed	over	the
past	decades.	Each	has	its	own	particular	goals,	theory	and	methods	–	and	each
will	have	varying	levels	of	applicability	to	your	own	research.	Now	while	I
would	certainly	recommend	delving	into	the	approaches	that	resonate	with	you,
it	is	worth	keeping	in	mind	that	you	don’t	have	to	adopt	just	one	approach.	It	is
possible	to	draw	insights	from	various	strategies	in	a	bid	to	evolve	an	approach
that	best	cycles	between	your	data	and	your	own	research	agenda.

The	glossary	terms	below	are	not	designed	to	be	comprehensive	enough	to	make
you	an	expert	on	any	particular	branch	of	QDA,	but	they	do	provide	a
comparative	summary	of	some	of	the	more	commonly	used	strategies.	You	can
explore	these	strategies	further	by	delving	into	the	readings	offered	at	the	end	of
the	chapter.



Presenting	Qualitative	Data
Not	many	books	adequately	cover	the	presentation	of	qualitative	data,	but	they
should.	Students	often	struggle	with	the	task	and	end	up	falling	back	on	what
they	are	most	familiar	with,	or	what	they	can	find	in	their	methods	books	(which
are	often	quantitatively	biased).	So	while	students	working	on	a	qualitative
project	may	only	have	three	cases,	five	documents,	or	eight	interviews,	they	can
end	up	with	some	pseudo-quantitative	analysis	and	presentation	that	includes	pie
charts,	bar	graphs	and	percentages.	For	example,	they	may	say	50%	feel	…	and
25%	think	…,	when	they	are	talking	about	a	total	of	only	four	people.

Content	analysis To	interpret	meaning	in	speech.	Can	involve	linguistic	‘quantification’
where	words	and	‘text’	are	units	of	analysis	that	are	tallied.	Can	also	refer	to	thematic	analysis
through	coding.	Taken	up	in	studies	where	occurrence	is	assumed	to	indicate	important	trends.
For	example,	analysing	the	newsworthiness	of	a	particular	topic,	or	looking	at	an	individual’s
subconscious	references	to	a	particular	concept.

Discourse	analysis To	interpret	language	as	it	is	situated	in	a	socio-historic	context.	Rather
than	focus	on	simply	what	is	said,	discourse	analysis	explores	language	as	it	constitutes	and
embodies	a	socio-historic	context	tied	to	power	and	knowledge.	Analysis	necessarily	involves
data	exploration	that	is	‘critical’;	in	other	words,	it	challenges	the	dominant	ideology.	Taken	up
in	studies	where	‘text’	is	assumed	to	have	real	political	power	and	influence	on	social
consciousness.

Narrative	analysis To	interpret	the	‘stories’	of	individuals.	Data	collection	and	interpretation
are	often	iterative,	with	focus	on	story	building.	Metaphors	seen	as	important.	Taken	up	in
studies	where	there	is	a	belief	that	it	is	helpful	to	draw	out	an	individual’s	story.	Usually
involving	a	small	sample	and	often	called	on	in	phenomenological	research.

Conversation	analysis To	understand	the	structure	and	construction	of	conversation.
Painstakingly	transcribed	conversations	are	explored	for	structural	organization	of	speech.	Turn-
taking	between	speakers	and	sequential	ordering	of	utterances	are	of	particular	importance	in
understanding	conversation.	Often	taken	up	in	ethnomethodological	studies	that	look	at	how
individuals	create	meaning	through	dialogue.

Semiotics To	interpret	the	meanings	behind	signs	and	symbols.	Involves	identification	of
‘cognitive	domains’	–	or	the	learning	skills	and	mental	processes	used	to	make	meaning.
Attempts	to	deconstruct	specific	meanings	in	order	to	reconstruct	understanding.	Taken	up	in
linguistics	and	humanities	–	social	researchers	using	semiotics	often	attempt	to	understand	how
signs	are	created	and	used	to	affect	social	consciousness.

Hermeneutics To	interpret	text	in	a	dialogic	fashion.	Involves	moving	in	and	out	of	text	using
a	‘hermeneutic	spiral’,	or	a	process	that	cycles	in	on	richer	understandings	by	altering
viewpoints.	Focus	on	alternative	perspectives	–	global	versus	detailed,	conventional	versus
critical,	etc.	Often	used	in	the	study	of	literature,	including	historical	documents,	novels,	lyrics,
art	works	and	theatre.	Taken	up	when	there	is	an	assumption	that	meaning	is	a	product	of	the



relationship	between	author	and	audience

Grounded	theory To	generate	theory	directly	from	data.	Highly	inductive	(analytic
induction).	Use	of	‘constant	comparative	method’	to	explore	each	data	source	in	relation	to	those
previously	analysed.	Taken	up	by	researchers	who	believe	it	is	important	to	cast	aside	all
preconceived	notions	and	simply	let	the	data	tell	the	story.

Visual	analysis To	interpret	still	and	moving	images.	Can	involve	the	logic	of	all	of	the
strategies	above,	the	point	of	difference	being	the	analysis	of	images	rather	than	words.	Can	also
involve	gathering	people’s	opinions	on,	and	reactions	to,	particular	images,	clips,	artwork,	etc.
When	photographs	are	used	this	is	called	photo	elicitation.	Taken	up	by	researchers	who	argue
the	importance	of	images	to	full	social	understanding	–	something	increasingly	recognized	in	our
world	with	its	Facebook,	YouTube,	TV	and	DVDs

This	simply	isn’t	where	the	power	of	qualitative	data	lies.	The	power	of
qualitative	data	is	in	the	actual	words	and	images	themselves	–	so	my	advice	is
to	use	them.	If	the	goal	is	the	rich	use	of	words,	then	avoid	inappropriate
quantification	and	preserve/capitalize	on	language.	I	think	the	best	way	to
preserve	and	capitalize	on	words	and	images	is	through	storytelling.	What	you
need	here	is	a	clear	message,	argument	or	storyline,	and	to	selectively	use	your
words	and/or	images	in	a	way	that	gives	weight	to	that	story.	The	qualitative	data
you	present	should	be	pointed	and	powerful	enough	to	draw	your	readers	in.

An	example	is	probably	the	best	way	to	get	this	across.	Let’s	go	back	to	my	own
study	on	religious	disaffiliation.	Now	for	this	study,	I	actually	conducted	in-
depth	interviews	with	80	‘apostates’	(those	who	had	given	up	religious	faith),	so
I	was	able	to	effectively	quantify	and	present	the	data	in	tabular	form	(see	the
end	of	Chapter	14).	But	while	this	quantification	definitely	makes	for	a	nice
summary,	it	is	the	words	and	stories	of	the	apostates	themselves	that	are	most
compelling.

Box	15.4:	An	Example	of	Qualitative	Data	Presentation

This	example	centres	on	the	individuals	whose	processes	of	religious	disaffiliation	are	best
represented	not	by	angry	rebellion	or	open	exploration,	but	by	‘discontented	doubts’.	In	my
research	such	individuals	were	labelled	‘egoistic	apostates’,	one	of	three	types	of	apostate
identified	through	the	research	(apostates	being	individuals	who	have	given	up	religious	faith).



The	Egoistic	Apostate



The	Common	Road
Egoistic	apostates	have	a	difficult	time	reconciling	religion	with	the	condition	of	the	world	or
the	condition	of	themselves.	Processes	of	disaffiliation	are	inscribed	with	introspection,	negative
self-reflection	and	an	emptiness	that	leads	to	a	sense	of	disenchantment	with	God,	religion	and	–
at	times	–	for	the	self.	Apostasy	tends	to	be	an	intense	intellectual	exercise	in	confusion	and
detachment.	The	following	narrative	captures	the	essence	of	egoistic	disaffiliation:

I	was	starting	to	have	a	really	hard	time;	I	think	it	was	in	year	eight.	My	parents	were
fighting	a	fair	bit,	and	…	God	didn’t	seem	to	want	to	help.	My	life	at	times	has	not	been
easy	…	I	have	been	depressed,	I	have	had	some	mighty	lows	and	as	a	youth	it	was	during
these	lows	that	I	really	doubted	God.	It’s	hard	to	believe	in	anything	when	you	do	not
believe	in	yourself	and	I	wanted	to	turn	to	God,	but	he	didn’t	reach	out.	I	often	felt	that	God
was	not	there	for	me	…	It	made	me	wonder	whether	he	existed	at	all;	I	used	to	think	about
that	all	the	time.	Was	he	there?	Did	he	just	not	care	about	me?	(Interview	No.	13)

Quite	telling	in	this	egoistic	passage	is	a	clearly	articulated	sense	of	disenchantment	with	both
God	and	religion.	The	statements	‘God	did	not	seem	to	want	to	help’	and	‘he	didn’t	reach	out’
show	both	disenchantment	with	familial	religion	and	painful	internalization	of	God’s	rejection
of	a	personal	relationship.	Focus	is	placed	on	the	self,	and	there	is	clear	indication	of	the
emptiness	associated	with	religious	doubts.

For	egoistic	apostates,	the	process	of	disaffiliation	tends	to	be	an	introspective	journey	of	doubt
and	questioning	arising	from	a	very	personalized	sense	of	disappointment.	The	hallmark	of	the
egoistic	journey	is	a	meditative	and	intellectual	focus	accompanied	by	a	sense	of	alienated	loss.
The	following	narrative	further	illustrates	the	point:

I	was	sort	of	isolated	as	a	child,	I	lived	in	a	safe	cocoon	of	ignorance,	I	didn’t	think	that	my
parents	really	…	that	I	really	ever	felt	that	what	they	did	or	thought	was	right,	but	I	didn’t
really	know	why.	When	I	went	to	uni	and	met	a	few	people	that	made	me	question	things
for	the	first	time.	All	the	inconsistencies	that	go	along	with	the	Church.	I	had	never	really
looked	at	religion	objectively;	I	don’t	even	think	I	looked	at	it	at	all.	Anyway,	it’s
depressing.	I	mean	you	just	have	to	look	at	the	opulence	of	the	Church	as	compared	to	that
of	the	poor	who	they	say	they	want	to	help,	and	you,	ah,	realize	that	there	may	be	a
problem	with	the	idea	of	God.	I	really	…	I	had	a	hard	time	with	that	revelation;	I	mean	I
just	think	that,	well	that	nothing	makes	sense.	I	just	don’t	know.	(Interview	No.	67)

This	passage	clearly	shows	a	sense	of	disenchantment	with	the	notion	of	God	and	religion.	The
‘inconsistencies’	of	the	Church	leave	this	egoistic	apostate	with	an	internalized	sense	of
disenchantment.	The	hypocrisy	perceived	in	the	Church	leads	to	a	loss	of	religion	that	is	quite
mournful.	The	statement	‘I	really	…	I	had	a	hard	time	with	that’	shows	a	sense	of	lost	confusion
that	is	difficult	to	resolve;	God	and	religion	are	thoughtfully	considered	to	the	point	of
vulnerable	uncertainty.



Divergent	Paths
While	lost	and	confused	introspection	is	a	common	theme	in	egoistic	journeys	away	from	faith,
the	journey	can	still	take	somewhat	divergent	paths.	For	example,	the	depressed	introspection
that	marks	the	egoistic	respondent’s	journey	can	be	associated	with	reactionary	pain	and	anger:

I	was	16	when	I	started	to	doubt	the	traditional	Church	and	a	traditional	God.	There	is	just
so	much	suffering	in	the	world.	How	could	there	be	a	God	who	would	allow	so	many
people	to	die	and	so	many	children	to	suffer?	…	How	could	we	make	sense	of	the	world	if
there	is	a	God	who	is	such	a	strong	father,	yet	such	an	absolute	bastard?	God	made	no
sense.	Either	he	is	mean	and	vindictive	or	there	is	no	God.	I	myself	think	that	there	is	no
male	God.	No	religion	that	I	have	ever	heard	of	really	captures	the	essence	of	this	world.	I
was	completely	disenchanted	with	religion,	and	with	what	it	tries	to	give	me	…	the	more	I
looked,	the	more	I	realized	that	the	Christian	faiths	were	all	bastions	of	greed	and
oppression.	It	is	such	a	waste,	on	both	a	personal	and	social	level.	That’s	why	I	became	an
atheist.	(Interview	No.	38)

For	this	respondent,	egoistic	disenchantment	is	the	result	of	a	resentful	recognition	of	‘suffering
in	the	world’.	The	perceived	‘greed	and	oppression’	of	Christianity	leads	to	both	anger	and
alienation.	For	example,	words	such	as	‘mean’,	‘vindictive’	and	‘bastard’	point	to	angry
reactionism,	while	an	egoistic	sense	of	personalized	alienation	and	emptiness	is	pointed	to	by
the	phrases	‘It	is	such	a	waste’	and	‘I	was	completely	disenchanted’.	This	respondent	thus
presents	a	simultaneous	sense	of	mourning	and	anger.

Anger,	however,	is	not	the	only	construct	associated	with	egoistic	apostasy.	Many	egoistic
journeys	actually	have	a	strong	rational	and	logical	component.	In	this	case,	disenchantment	is
coupled	with	a	rational	reflection	on	familial	faith.	The	following	narrative	is	indicative:

I	can’t	remember	what	exactly	started	me	on	the	path,	but	I	think	that	it	is	just	all	the
problems	in	the	world.	Holy	wars	always	spun	me	out.	King	Arthur	and	all	that.	I	mean,
Holy	War,	isn’t	that	an	oxymoron?	Anyway,	I	think	I	just	gave	up	the	notion	of	God,	God
first.	There	can	be	no	God	in	this	world,	and	then,	I	mean	look	at	it.	Old	people	handing
money	to	preachers	over	the	phone	and	people	still	going	to	war.	I	don’t	get	it,	never	will;
how	can	you	not	have	some	serious	question	of	both	religion	and	God,	how	can	you	not	let
it	get	to	you?	I	mean	I	really	let	that	worry	me	…	once	I	gave	up	on	God,	well	then	you	can
start	to	really	see	religion	for	what	it	is	…	it	is	a	mess.	Yeah,	it	may	be	hard,	but	once	you
think	about	it	logically,	what	else	can	you	do	but	let	religion	go?	(Interview	No.	68)

For	this	respondent,	the	egoistic,	emotive	components	of	the	process	appear	to	be	tempered	with
a	sense	of	logic.	Egoism	is	present,	particularly	at	the	start	of	the	apostatic	journey.	This	egoism,
however,	has	been	negotiated	with	a	less	emotive	plea	to	the	intellect;	that	is,	to	‘think	about	it
logically’.



Concluding	Remarks
A	journey	in	which	both	God	and	religion	are	examined	and	deconstructed	on	a	personal	level
with	a	relatively	acute	sense	of	disenchantment,	loss,	confusion	and	emptiness	may	best
characterize	egoistic	apostasy.	From	this	common	ground,	however,	the	journey	can	take	various
paths,	including	journeys	tainted	with	angry	reactionism,	and	journeys	that	incorporate	a	sense
of	rationality	and	logic.



I	have	a	question!



Is	it	really	that	bad	to	tally	up	and	quantify
qualitative	data?	I	just	did	interviews	with	10
people	–	are	you	saying	not	to	use	pie	charts	or	bar
graphs?
I	have	to	say,	I’m	not	a	fan.	Think	about	a	pie	chart	–	the	inference	is	that	the	percentage	of	people
who	do	something	or	think	something	is	important.	So	say	70%	of	the	people	you	interviewed	think
Las	Vegas	is	tacky.	What	does	that	mean?	Are	you	trying	to	say	that	70%	of	some	population	think
that?	Well	there	aren’t	very	many	populations	of	interest	where	seven	people	will	be	representative	of
anything.	So	you	really	need	to	think	about	why	you	are	telling	us	this.	That	the	data	is	there,	isn’t	a
good	enough	reason.	Get	to	the	heart	of	what	your	interviews	were	really	seeking	to	explore.	If	it	is
only	general	opinions,	I	would	question	your	research	methods.	But	if	you	were	going	for	depth,	say
interviewing	people	who	regularly	go	to	Vegas	about	how	they	deal	with	particular	temptations,	talk
about	that.	‘How’	questions	are	particularly	interesting	in	qualitative	work,	and	lend	themselves	well
to	the	type	of	write-up	offered	in	Box	15.4	above.



A	Thought
When	we	say	social	science,	health	science	or	applied	science,	the	words	social,
health	and	applied	are	the	adjectives	we	use	to	describe	a	type	of	science.	Our
research	traditions	reflect	this.	Methods	for	research	conduct	and	reporting	are
undeniably	born	of	a	science	tradition	–a	tradition	where	objectivity	rules	and
report	writing	is	based	on	fact	and,	let’s	face	it,	is	usually	dry.	But	let’s	suspend
this	for	a	moment	and	think	about	what	we	aim	to	achieve.	What	we	actually
want	to	accomplish	through	research	is	to	contribute	to	evidence-based	decision-
making,	to	influence	change	–	and	to	do	this	we	must	influence	others.	And
while	no	one	is	denying	the	power	of	solid	credible	research	–	such	research	is
essential	–	it	may	be	time	to	stop	denying	the	power	that	is	generated	when	we
share	our	stories,	our	challenges	and	our	passions.	This	is	the	power	of
qualitative	data.	It	is	the	power	to	share	the	human	condition	in	ways	that	simply
cannot	happen	with	statistical	analysis	of	quantified	experiences.	So	if	you’ve
collected	it,	use	it,	share	it	and	be	true	to	the	experiences	you	have	captured.	You
may	be	surprised	at	how	powerful	your	‘reporting’	can	become.

Chapter	summary

Qualitative	data	analysis	(QDA)	creates	new	understandings	through	critical	and	reflexive
exploration	and	interpretation	of	complex	data	from	sources	such	as	interviews,	group
discussions,	observation,	journals	and	archival	documents,	without	the	aid	of
quantification.
The	logic	of	QDA	involves	balancing	creativity	and	focus	while	inductively	uncovering
and	deductively	discovering	themes	that	run	through	raw	data.	It	is	a	process	that
demands	researchers	stay	close	to	their	data.
QDA	generally	involves:	identifying	biases	and	noting	impressions;	reducing,	organizing
and	coding;	searching	for	patterns	and	interconnections;	mapping	and	building	themes;
building	and	verifying	theories;	and	drawing	conclusions.
There	are	a	number	of	paradigm/discipline-based	strategies	for	QDA	including:	content,
discourse,	narrative	and	conversation	analysis;	semiotics;	hermeneutics;	and	grounded
theory.	Visual	analysis	intersects	with	all	of	these	and	reminds	researchers	of	the
importance	of	images.
Effective	presentation	of	qualitative	data	can	give	your	report	writing	real	power.	The
challenge	is	to	create	a	clear	storyline	and	selectively	use	your	words	and/or	images	to
give	weight	to	your	story.



Further	Reading



General	Qualitative	Analysis
Bazeley,	P.	(2013)	Qualitative	Data	Analysis:	Practical	Strategies.	London:
Sage.

I	think	this	is	a	good	overarching	introduction	to	QDA.	It	is	clear	and	accessible
and	takes	you	through	all	the	necessary	stages	of	analysis.	Good	use	of	examples
from	a	range	of	disciplines.

Bischof,	G.	H.,	Warnaar,	B.	L.,	Barajas,	M.	S.	and	Dhaliwal,	H.	K.	(2011)
‘Thematic	analysis	of	the	experiences	of	wives	who	stay	with	husbands	who
transition	male-to-female’,	Michigan	Family	Review,	15(1):	16–33.

See	Box	15.3	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Borrell,	J.	(2008)	‘Thematic	analysis	identifying	concepts	of	problem	gambling
agency:	With	preliminary	exploration	of	discourses	in	selected	industry	and
research	documents’,	Journal	of	Gambling	Issues,	22:	195–218.

See	Box	15.3	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Grbich,	C.	(2012)	Qualitative	Data	Analysis:	An	Introduction.	London:	Sage.

Some	good	theory,	good	practical	strategies	and	good	examples.	A	solid	book	if
you	are	interested	in	the	rationale	for	the	qualitative	as	well	as	its	strategies.

Guest,	G.	S.,	MacQueen,	K.	M.	and	Namey,	E.	E.	(2011)	Applied	Thematic
Analysis.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Sage.

I	think	a	guide	like	this	is	essential	if	you	are	attempting	to	analyse	qualitative
data.	This	one	offers	a	grounded	step-by-step	approach	that	is	both	systematic
and	rigorous.	Worth	a	look.

Miles,	M.	B.,	Huberman,	M.	and	Saldana,	J.	(2013)	Qualitative	Data	Analysis:
A	Methods	Sourcebook.	London:	Sage.

This	is	a	classic	text	on	QDA	that	will	take	you	through	five	distinct	methods	of
analysis:	exploring,	describing,	ordering,	explaining	and	predicting.	A	terrific
introduction	to	the	art	of	QDA.



Pehlke	II,	T.	A.,	Hennon,	C.	B.,	Radina,	M.	E.	and	Kuvalanka,	K.	A.	(2009)
‘Does	father	still	know	best?	An	inductive	thematic	analysis	of	popular	TV
sitcoms’,	Fathering,	7(2):	114–39.

See	Box	15.3	above	–	full	text	available	on	the	companion	website.

Saldana,	J.	(2015)	The	Coding	Manual	for	Qualitative	Researchers.	London:
Sage.

One	of	the	main	techniques	of	QDA,	particularly	from	the	school	of	grounded
theory,	is	coding	data.	This	work	offers	32	different	techniques	for	doing	so,	with
the	breadth	making	it	applicable	to	all	types	of	qualitative	analysis.

Silverman,	D.	(2015)	Interpreting	Qualitative	Data:	Methods	for	Analysing
Talk,	Text	and	Interaction.	London:	Sage.

This	book	is	a	modern	classic	in	this	area	and	covers	some	data	collection
strategies	as	well	as	various	strategies	for	analysis.	Great	use	of	worked
examples.

Wertz,	F.,	Charmaz,	K.,	McMullen,	L.,	Josselson,	R.,	Anderson,	R.	and
McSpadden,	E.	(2011)	Five	Ways	of	Doing	Qualitative	Analysis:
Phenomenological	Psychology,	Grounded	Theory,	Discourse	Analysis,
Narrative	Research,	and	Intuitive	Inquiry.	New	York:	Guilford	Press.

It	is	hard	to	find	one	book	that	compares,	contrasts	and	covers	the	techniques	of
a	variety	of	QDA	strategies	–	but	this	one	does.	I	particularly	like	the	way	they
use	one	narrative	explored	in	five	ways.



Content	Analysis
Kripppendorf,	K.	(2012)	Content	Analysis:	An	Introduction	to	Its
Methodology.	London:	Sage.

As	well	as	offering	a	step-by-step	process,	this	work	also	offers	strong
arguments	for	the	relevance	of	content	analysis	to	understanding	today’s
markets,	political	preferences	and	emergent	ideas.

Schreier,	M.	(2012)	Qualitative	Content	Analysis	in	Practice.	London:	Sage.

A	good	step-by-step	account	of	content	analysis	including	how	to	create	and	trial
a	coding	frame,	organize	material	and	carry	out	the	main	coding.	Good	use	of
examples	to	illustrate	each	step.



Discourse	Analysis
Gee,	J.	P.	(2014)	An	Introduction	to	Discourse	Analysis:	Theory	and	Method.
London:	Routledge.

When	it	comes	to	discourse	analysis	you	need	a	bit	of	theory	to	go	with	your
methods.	Understanding	the	socio-historical	context	of	‘talk’	when	you	are
immersed	in	that	very	socio-historical	period	is	not	easy.	This	is	an	accessible
work	that	can	help	you	overcome	common	challenges.

Wodak,	R.	and	Meyer,	M.	(eds)	(2015)	Methods	of	Critical	Discourse	Analysis.
London:	Sage.

This	edited	volume	brings	together	a	range	of	researchers	who	share	their
sometimes	diverse	approaches	to	discourse	analysis.	Good	use	of	examples
drawn	from	a	range	of	contemporary	issues.



Narrative	Analysis
Holstein,	J.	A.	and	Gubrium,	J.	F.	(eds)	(2011)	Varieties	of	Narrative	Analysis.
London:	Sage.

An	edited	volume	worth	exploring.	This	comprehensive	work	has	quite	a
practical	focus	and	covers	a	variety	of	approaches	used	by	the	contributors	to
analyse	stories	and	storytelling.

Clandinin,	D.	J.	(ed.)	(2006)	Handbook	of	Narrative	Inquiry:	Mapping	a
Methodology.	London:	Sage.

This	edited	volume	draws	together	experts	in	narrative	analysis	who	cover
historical	development	of	the	field,	philosophical	underpinnings	and	a	variety	of
strategic	approaches.



Conversation	Analysis
Sidnell,	J.	(2010)	Conversation	Analysis:	An	Introduction.	Chichester:	Wiley-
Blackwell.

A	terrific	introductory	student	guide	that	covers	the	history,	methods	and
techniques	of	conversation	analysis	with	real-life	examples	and	step-by-step
explanations.

Sidnell,	J.	and	Stivers,	T.	(eds)	(2014)	The	Handbook	of	Conversation	Analysis.
Chichester:	Wiley-Blackwell.

An	impressive	list	of	contributors	offer	a	comprehensive	overview	of	not	only
conversation	analysis,	but	also	discourse	analysis,	linguistic	anthropology,
interpersonal	communication,	discursive	psychology	and	sociolinguistics.	A
somewhat	advanced	book	that	covers	a	wide	range	of	topics	and	disciplines.



Semiotics
Chandler,	D.	(2007)	Semiotics:	The	Basics.	London:	Routledge.

Quite	clear,	concise	and	relatively	jargon-free.	Covers	the	basics,	including	what
signs	are,	and	how	we	can	analyse	and	embed	them	in	textual	analysis.	Not	a	bad
choice.

Hall,	S.	(2012)	This	Means	This,	This	Means	That:	A	User’s	Guide	to
Semiotics.	London:	Laurence	King	Publishers.

As	an	introductory	guide,	I	really	like	the	non-theoretical	way	this	books
demystifies	semiotics	–	an	area	of	study	that	is	sometimes	presented	in	overly
complex	and	philosophical	ways.	Very	helpful	visual	examples.



Hermeneutics
Friesen,	N.,	Hendriksson,	C.	and	Saevi,	T.	(eds)	(2012)	Hermeneutic
Phenomenology	in	Education:	Method	and	Practice.	Boston:	Sense	Publishers.

While	hermeneutic	analysis	attempts	to	offer	reflective	interpretations	of	lived
experience	and	is	called	upon	in	education,	health	care	and	social	work,	it	is	very
difficult	to	find	a	work	that	gives	practical	advice	for	the	conduct	of	this	type	of
analysis.	This	edited	volume	begins	to	address	this	gap	by	describing
hermeneutic	approaches	in	education.

Rettig,	S.	and	Hayes,	T.	(2012)	Hermeneutics	and	Discourse	Analysis	in	Social
Psychology.	Hauppauge,	NY:	Nova	Science	Publishers.

This	work	looks	at	hermeneutic	analysis	as	a	means	for	understanding	how
rational	consensus	is	enacted	among	a	group	of	peers.	It	is	worth	a	look	if	you
are	interested	in	studying	social	interactions.



Grounded	Theory
Bryant,	A.	and	Charmaz.	K.	(eds)	(2010)	The	SAGE	Handbook	of	Grounded
Theory.	London:	Sage.

This	is	an	edited	volume	that	brings	together	leading	researchers	and
practitioners	from	around	the	globe,	who	together	cover	all	the	theory,	all	the
techniques,	and	all	the	debates	that	surround	this	incredibly	popular	approach	to
analysing	qualitative	data.

Corbin,	J.	and	Strauss,	A.	(2014)	Basics	of	Qualitative	Research:	Techniques
and	Procedures	for	Developing	Grounded	Theory.	London:	Sage.

This	is	probably	the	most	popular	explication	of	grounded	theory	methods
around.	It	is	highly	practical	and	offers	a	clearly	defined	approach	to	the
inductive	analysis	of	qualitative	data	and	subsequent	theory	building.	Essential
for	anyone	undertaking	grounded	theory.

Glaser,	B.	and	Strauss,	A.	(1967)	Discovery	of	Grounded	Theory.	Chicago:
Aldine.

A	classic.	The	discovery	of	theory	from	data	is	a	major	contribution	to	the
qualitative	paradigm.	You	should	not	do	a	grounded	theory	study	without	at	least
a	quick	read	of	this	work.	Still	highly	applicable	today.



Visual	Analysis
Banks,	M.	and	Zeitlyn,	D.	(2015)	Visual	Methods	in	Social	Research.	London:
Sage

Drawing	from	an	anthropological	tradition,	this	books	covers	all	the	basics	of
visual	analysis	and	makes	it	relevant	across	various	disciplines.	This	work	also
gives	good	coverage	of	digital	media	–	a	massive	new	source	of	visual	imagery.

Spencer,	S.	(2011)	Visual	Research	Methods	in	the	Social	Sciences:	Awakening
Visions.	London:	Routledge.

Documents	and	texts	…	texts	and	documents	–	well,	what	about	photos,
sketches,	maps	and	videos?	If	you	are	interested	in	incorporating	more	visual
forms	of	representation	into	your	analysis	then	this	book	is	worth	a	look.	Good
clear	strategies	and	relevant	examples.

Van	Leeuwen,	T.	and	Jewitt,	C.	(eds)	(2001)	Handbook	of	Visual	Analysis.
London:	Sage.

An	edited	volume	that	offers	a	wide	range	of	visual	analysis	approaches,
including	content	analysis,	historical	analysis,	structural	analysis,	iconography,
psychoanalysis,	social	semiotic	analysis,	film	analysis	and	ethnomethodology.
Very	comprehensive.



QDA	programs
Bazeley,	P.	and	Jackson,	K.	(2013)	Qualitative	Data	Analysis	with	NVivo.
London:	Sage.

NVivo	is	an	extremely	helpful	program	for	anyone	embarking	on	large-scale
qualitative	analysis,	particularly	those	using	a	grounded	theory	approach.	But	it
is	worth	getting	some	help	in	understanding	the	ins	and	outs	of	the	program.
When	I	was	doing	my	PhD,	Pat	Bazeley	was	the	one	who	taught	me	how	to	do
qualitative	analysis	with	NUD*IST	(a	precursor	of	NVivo).	It’s	good	to	see	her
teaching	expertise	in	print.

Friese,	S.	(2014)	Qualitative	Data	Analysis	with	ATLAS.ti.	Thousand	Oaks,
CA:	Sage.

ATLAS.ti	is	a	QDA	program	that	will	help	you	organize	and	analyse	text	and
images.	This	book	offers	a	clear	step-by-step	guide	to	using	this	program.	Good
array	of	exercises	and	examples.

Lewins,	A.	and	Silver,	C.	(2014)	Using	Software	in	Qualitative	Research:	A
Step-by-Step	Guide.	London:	Sage.

This	book	offers	a	nice	overview	of	computer	assisted	qualitative	data	analysis
(CAQDAS)	packages	that	can	aid	your	analysis.	It	is	designed	to	help	you
choose	the	right	program	and	understand	how	to	get	the	most	out	of	it	once
selected.	With	this	type	of	work	it	is	always	worth	looking	for	the	latest	edition.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e
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Learning	objectives

The	writing	challenge
To	appreciate	writing	as	the	challenge	it	can	be
To	understand	the	research	write-up	as	a	communication	exercise

The	writing	process
To	be	able	to	construct	a	convincing	narrative
To	understand	the	requirements	of	each	section	of	a	research	report
To	appreciate	the	value	of	drafting	and	re-drafting	your	work

Creating	powerful	presentations
To	understand	the	key	elements	in	a	persuasive	presentation

Disseminating	your	work
To	appreciate	the	need	for	your	work	to	have	exposure
To	understand	the	publication	process



The	Writing	Challenge

I	always	write	a	good	first	line,	but	I	have	trouble	in	writing	the	others.

Molière

I	have	not	come	across	many	students	who	consider	writing	up	an	easy	or	hassle-
free	process.	In	fact,	writing	up	is	almost	always	approached	with	a	sense	of
apprehension	and	wariness.	And	in	many	ways	this	is	justified.	For	one	thing,
this	could	well	be	the	biggest	single	piece	of	academic	writing	you	have	ever
attempted.	Second,	there	are	major	consequences	attached	to	the	quality	of	your
write-up	–	research	is	often	judged	not	by	what	you	did,	but	by	your	ability	to
report	on	what	you	did.	Finally,	you	probably	are	not	too	practised	in	the	art	of
writing	research	reports.	This	is	likely	to	be	new	terrain.

So	I	know	there	is	a	good	chance	you	wish	this	whole	research	thing	could
happen	without	the	need	to	write	it	up.	But	that	is	not	the	reality.	This	is
something	you	have	to	tackle.	Luckily	there	are	quite	a	few	practical	strategies
for	negotiating	the	writing	process	in	a	way	that	improves	the	overall	quality	of
the	project,	and	makes	the	task	less	daunting.	If	you	can	(1)	make	a	start,	(2)	see
writing	as	part	and	parcel	of	the	research	journey	rather	than	just	an	account	of
that	journey,	(3)	craft	a	good	story	that	engages	others	in	your	research	and	(4)
accept	the	need	to	draft	and	redraft,	you	can	produce	and	submit	a	research
account	that	will	impress	examiners	and	maybe	even	make	a	real	contribution
back	to	the	literature.

Box	16.1:	The	Perils	(and	Joys)	of	Writing!



It	is	not	easy:

Composition	is,	for	the	most	part,	an	effort	of	slow	diligence	and	steady	perseverance.

Samuel	Johnson	(1709–84),	English	author

No	pen,	no	ink,	no	table,	no	room,	no	time,	no	quiet,	no	inclination.

James	Joyce	(1882–1941),	Irish	author

Writing	…	a	combination	of	ditch-digging,	mountain-climbing,	treadmill	and	childbirth.

Edna	Ferber	(1887–1968),	US	writer



But	then	again:

Writing	is	a	dreadful	Labour,	yet	not	so	dreadful	as	Idleness.

Thomas	Carlyle	(1795–1881),	Scottish	essayist	and	historian

Writing	is	a	sweet,	wonderful	reward.

Franz	Kafka	(1883–1924),	German	author



Research	as	Communication
If	there	were	only	one	piece	of	advice	I	could	give	to	someone	tackling	a	writing
project	it	would	be	to	view	writing	as	an	exercise	in	communication.	Now	you
may	think	the	ultimate	goal	in	writing	up	your	project	is	simply	reporting	on
what	you	did	and	what	you	found,	but	there	is	much	more	to	it	than	this.	The
ultimate	goal	is	to	explain,	illuminate	and	share	your	research	with	others.	You
need	your	readers	to	understand	your	research	journey	and	appreciate	its
consequences.

When	you	view	writing	as	a	communication	process	you	recognize	that	good
writing	demands	consideration	of	your	readers.	It	is	worth	remembering	that
very	few	people	(yourself	probably	included)	have	the	ability	to	sit	through	a
monotonous	monologue	or	stay	engaged	with	dry	and	turgid	writing	–	they	need
to	be	mentally,	intellectually	and/or	emotionally	involved.	For	an	audience	to
appreciate	what	you	have	to	say,	you	need	to	engage	their	thinking,	predict	their
questions	and	respond	to	their	inquiries.	They	may	not	be	able	to	respond
iteratively,	but	it	is	their	response	that	gauges	your	success.



Knowing	and	Engaging	Your	Audience
A	major	factor	in	effective	research	communication	is	the	ability	to	connect	with
your	readers,	and	this	starts	with	knowing	who	they	are:

Who	am	I	writing	for?	–	Writing	should	be	a	communication	process	with
your	readers,	and	this	means	writing	with	your	readers	in	mind.	Consider
whether	your	readers	will	be	limited	to	academics	or	if	your	work	is	likely
to	be	read	by	other	groups	such	as	community	leaders,	community
members,	managers,	politicians	and	practitioners.
What	do	they	know?	–	In	most	forms	of	writing	the	challenge	is	starting
where	readers	are,	not	over	or	under	their	heads.	This	means	considering
what	your	readers	are	likely	to	know	about	your	topic,	as	well	as	what	they
know	about	research	processes.	You	need	to	‘add	value’	to	what	people
already	know	without	losing	them	in	the	process.	The	challenge	in	student
writing	is	somewhat	different.	In	this	case,	your	readers	are	likely	to	know
as	much	as	or	even	more	about	your	topic	than	you	do	–	and	are	likely	to	be
charged	with	the	responsibility	of	judging	your	work.	The	trick	here	is	not
being	the	‘expert’	but	tackling	your	writing	in	a	way	that	impresses	your
readers	with	your	engagement,	logic	and	insights.
What	are	their	expectations?	–	The	expectation	of	academics,	assessors	or
examiners	is	not	that	you	will	blow	them	away	with	your	incredible
knowledge	(although	that	would	be	nice!),	but	that	you	are	able	to	show
thoughtful	engagement	with	relevant	literature	and	logically	sound	research
processes.	The	other	thing	they	will	definitely	expect	is	polished	work.	You
simply	cannot	impress	with	spelling	mistakes,	typos	and	missing
references.



Finding	an	Appropriate	Structure	and	Style
One	of	the	biggest	challenges	in	writing	up	a	research	report	is	knowing	how
best	to	organize	it.	This	will	be	determined	by	a	number	of	factors,	including	the
advice	of	your	supervisor,	your	own	sense	of	comfort	and,	perhaps	most
importantly,	the	paradigm	you	are	working	under.	Studies	that	sit	under	the
positivist	umbrella,	for	example	a	study	with	a	quantitative	methodology,
generally	use	a	traditional	format	and	formal	style.	But	with	a	more	qualitative
methodology,	there	is	some	debate	on	how	to	best	capture	what	you	have	done
and	find	a	voice	that	best	reflects	that	paradigm.

The	Traditional	Format
When	it	comes	to	research	reports,	there	is	certainly	a	traditional	structure	that	is
recognized,	accepted,	expected	and	often	advocated.	This	is	the	‘introduction,
literature	review,	methods,	findings,	discussion,	conclusion’	format	that
dominates	the	literature.	And	it	is	quite	easy	to	see	why	so	many	researchers
adopt	this	approach.	Not	only	does	it	tend	to	be	expected,	but	it	also	answers
readers’	questions	in	a	sequence	quite	natural	to	the	flow	of	a	normal
conversation.	As	shown	in	Table	16.1,	project-related	questions	and	their
respective	answers	can	easily	structure	a	report	or	thesis	that	readily	falls	into	a
traditional	format.

While	this	format	may	not	be	appropriate	for	all	approaches	to	research,	it	is	a
format	that	undeniably	limits	the	work	readers	need	to	do	to	make	sense	of	your
write-up,	and	therefore	your	research	–	something	that	should	never	be
underestimated,	regardless	of	whether	your	goal	is	examination,	publication	or
broad	dissemination.	It	is	also	a	format	that	does	allow	some	flexibility.	For
example,	the	voice	you	adopt	and	the	emphasis	you	place	on	each	section	will
vary	in	accordance	with	the	specifics	of	your	projects.

Alternative	Formats
Depending	on	the	nature	of	the	paradigm	you	are	working	under,	your	comfort
zone,	your	research	topic,	your	methods	and	your	readers,	you	might	decide	that
an	alternative	structure	will	best	get	your	message	across.	Alternative	structures



for	writing	up	your	research	report	can	be	based	on:

Chronology	–	Describing	how	the	events	within	your	research	project
unfolded	over	time.
Theory	building	–	Describing	how	theory	was	inductively	generated,	and
allowing	that	theory	to	build	throughout	your	report.
Findings	first	–	Providing	readers	with	your	conclusions	up	front,	and	then
describing	how	you	got	there.

Any	one	of	these	formats,	a	combination	of	them,	or	in	fact	something
completely	original	might	be	better	suited	to	your	project	than	the	traditional
structure.	But	it	is	crucial	that	you	consider	whether	your	readers	will	be	familiar



with	and/or	accepting	of	something	considered	alternative.

There	are	two	cases	where	the	‘risks’	of	alternative	formats	are	minimized,	and
perhaps	even	rewarded.	The	first	is	when	you	are	using	a	format	that	is	accepted
as	appropriate	for	your	particular	paradigmatic,	disciplinary	or	methodological
approach;	for	example,	the	use	of	a	‘theory-building	structure’	for	studies	that
have	adopted	a	grounded	theory	approach,	or	perhaps	a	‘chronological	structure’
for	a	case	study	exploring	change.

The	second	is	when	you	know	(or	can	confidently	assume)	that	your	readers	are
likely	to	be	open	to	a	more	creative	structure.	If	your	write-up	is	to	be	assessed,
consider	whether	your	examiner(s)	are	likely	to	be	open	to	the	alternative,
having	perhaps	written,	or	having	had	students	who	have	written,	in	alternative
ways.	If	they	are	firmly	planted	in	the	positivist	tradition,	you	may	want	to
reconsider	your	approach	or,	if	possible,	your	examiner.	If	your	goal	is	to	have
your	research	published,	the	key	will	be	to	find	a	journal	for	which	the
alternative	is	quite	standard.

If	you	decide	to	buck	the	system,	and	go	with	a	structure	that	is	new	to	your
readers,	you	need	to	take	great	care	that	the	logic	of	that	structure	becomes	self-
evident	as	your	readers	progress	through	your	account.	You	cannot	afford	for
them	to	get	‘lost’	as	you	take	them	through	your	research	project.	In	fact,	it	is
absolutely	crucial	that	your	readers	do	not	end	up	scratching	their	heads	and
questioning	the	credibility	of	your	entire	research	project	just	because	they	are
unfamiliar	or	uncomfortable	with	the	way	you	have	chosen	to	write	it	up.



The	Writing	Process
Traditionally,	research	has	been	a	three-step	process:	(1)	write	and	submit	a
research	proposal;	(2)	conduct	the	research;	(3)	write	up	the	report.	And	while
fewer	and	fewer	academics	advocate	this	process,	it	is	a	process	whose	legacy
seems	to	linger	in	the	practice	of	many	supervisors	and	their	students.	For	the
inexperienced	researcher,	however,	this	can	be	perilous.	For	many,	‘writing’	can
be	a	huge	obstacle.	If	you	leave	it	until	the	end,	you	risk	writer’s	block,	which
can	lead	to	inevitable	delays	and	even	put	completion	at	risk.



Writing	as	You	Go
More	commonly	advised	(if	not	entirely	practised)	is	to	approach	writing	as	a
process	central	to	every	stage	of	the	research	journey.	Writing	should	be
considered	an	activity	that	progresses	as	your	research	progresses.	For	example,
if	you	formulate	even	your	earliest	ideas	in	written	form,	you	will	have	begun	to
produce	notes	for	the	first	draft	of	your	‘introduction’	and	‘methods’;	and
annotating	your	sources	can	lead	to	preliminary	drafts	of	your	‘literature	review’.
These	sections	can	then	be	redrafted	as	you	go	through	the	process	of	data
collection.	Similarly,	preliminary	analysis,	note	taking	and	writing	throughout
data	collection	will	provide	you	with	a	good	start	on	‘findings’.	Keep	in	mind
that	writing	actually	helps	you	think	through	what	you’re	doing	and	will	give
you	useful	insight.

Keep	in	mind	that	even	if	you	are	a	procrastinator	and	you	are	not	that	keen	on
writing	as	you	go,	it	is	a	highly	attractive	option	compared	with	facing	the
daunting	prospect	of	having	to	start	your	writing	from	scratch	when	you
complete	your	data	collection	and	analysis.	Writing	is	a	skill;	a	skill	that	needs	to
be	practised.	The	more	you	write	and	the	sooner	you	write	the	easier	it	will
become.	I’d	strongly	suggest	writing	as	you	go	and	to	avoid	leaving	it	all	until
the	very	end.	If	you	can	force	yourself	to	see	writing	as	part	and	parcel	of	the
research	process	rather	than	just	an	account	of	that	process,	you	will	never	have
to	face	what	looks	like	an	insurmountable	obstacle.



Writing	as	Analysis
As	well	as	a	head	start	on	report	production,	‘writing	as	you	go’	can	actually	be
part	of	analysis.	Very	few	people	can	formulate	finalized	ideas	in	their	heads
without	committing	them	to	paper.	Ideas	almost	always	evolve	as	you	write,	and
in	this	way	each	draft	of	your	writing	will	drive	the	evolution	of	your	ideas.
Writing,	for	example,	can	be	central	to	the	construction	and	interpretation	of
meaning.	It	can	move	you	from	the	production	of	specific	descriptive
understandings,	through	to	broader	synthesis,	and	on	to	crafting	significant,
relevant,	logical	and	coherent	storylines.	In	fact,	many	find	writing	and	rewriting
the	key	to	bringing	storylines	into	focus.

Now	while	this	is	true	for	all	types	of	research	(it	is	virtually	impossible	to
evolve	ideas	if	they	stay	planted	in	the	realm	of	the	mind),	it	is	particularly
relevant	to	research	that	sits	under	post-positivist	(subjectivist,	interpretivist	or
constructivist)	paradigms	that	demand	iterative	engagement	with	narrative,
discourse	and/or	text.	As	you	work	through	each	draft,	understandings	evolve
and	your	analysis	goes	one	step	deeper.



Constructing	Your	‘Story’
So	why	am	I	using	the	word	‘story’?	Well,	I	am	using	it	because	good	stories
grab	reader	interest,	hold	that	interest,	have	a	strong	plot,	take	readers	on	a
journey	and	lead	them	to	logical,	yet	sometimes	surprising,	conclusions.	The
other	implication	of	stories	is	that	people	simply	won’t	read	them	if	they	are
boring,	tedious,	long-winded	and	pretentious.	Your	write-up	needs	to	report	on
your	research,	but	it	should	do	more	than	that:	it	should	unfold,	it	should	engage
and	it	should	tell	an	interesting	story.	Now	as	the	author	of	that	‘story’,	there	are
a	number	of	things	you	need	to	do:

1.	 Think	of	your	research	account	as	a	‘conversation’	–	I	realize
conversations	are	two-way,	but	you	can	apply	this	even	in	writing.	You	may
not	be	there	to	see	or	hear	a	response,	but	you	should	be	trying	to	engage
your	readers	as	if	they	are	listening.	In	fact,	if	you	can	give	relevant
information,	predict	questions	and	respond	to	them,	your	writing	will
become	‘interactive’.	Remember	that	readers	who	feel	involved	are	the
most	engaged.

2.	 Become	familiar	with	the	craft	–	Very	few	authors	are	not	avid	readers.
One	of	the	most	effective	things	you	can	do	is	find	‘good’	examples	of	what
you	intend	to	write.	As	you	read	through	your	literature,	take	note	of	not
just	content,	but	also	structure	and	style.	Also	have	a	look	at	theses	or
reports	that	have	been	well	received.	These	examples	may	not	be
prototypes,	but	they	can	certainly	give	you	some	sense	of	the	shape	of	your
end	product.

3.	 Find	a	voice	–	There	is	likely	to	be	a	tension	between	‘engaging
storytelling’	and	‘take-me-seriously	reporting’.	How	to	best	negotiate	this
tension	will	depend	on	you,	your	goals	and	your	readers’	expectations.	The
more	you	know	about	these	elements,	the	better	placed	you	will	be	to	find
an	effective	voice.	Now	the	general	rule	of	thumb	is	to	avoid	use	of	first
person	so	that	your	research	does	not	appear	to	be	tainted	with	personal	bias
and	subjectivities.	But	even	within	the	positivist	paradigm,	this	convention
is	relaxing	(i.e.	using	the	first	person	to	give	personal	opinion	will	not	be
well	received,	but	doing	so	to	report	factually	on	things	you	did	is	now
more	commonly	accepted).	Objectivity	is	no	longer	seen	as	reliant	upon
masking	a	researcher’s	role.	Under	post-positivist	paradigms,	recognition	of
researcher	role	is	paramount	so	there	aren’t	really	any	hard-and-fast	rules



against	use	of	the	first	person.	In	fact,	many	‘qualitative’	researchers	use	a
highly	reflexive	first-person	voice	to	outline	their	personal	story,	agendas,
biases,	etc.	very	early	in	their	report/thesis.	This,	however,	can	leave	some
struggling	to	negotiate	formality,	as	they	move	between	a	relaxed
conversation	and	a	logical	and	comprehensive	research	account.	The	key	is
a	confident	and	consistent	style	that	will	be	deemed	appropriate	to	your
project.

4.	 Develop	your	structure	–	Decide	on	a	structure	and	work	up	an	appropriate
outline	for	your	write-up	early	on.	The	more	you	know	about	where	you
want	to	go,	the	easier	it	will	be	to	set	a	course	that	can	help	you	get	there.
Remember	that	your	structure	can	always	be	modified	as	your	thinking
evolves.

5.	 Craft	the	storyline	–	Whether	you	opt	for	a	traditional	or	alternative
structure,	your	report	will	need	to	take	your	readers	through	a	clear,
coherent	and	hopefully	compelling	storyline	with	a	beginning,	a	middle	and
an	end.	It	needs	to	engage	your	readers,	pique	their	interest	and	take	them
through	your	research	journey	in	a	way	that	unfolds	the	story	and	logically
leads	to	your	conclusion.	A	good	idea	is	to	use	Table	16.1	as	a	checklist	that
can	help	you	assess	if	your	storyline	will	logically	answer	the	questions
readers	are	likely	to	ask.	Some	good	tips	for	beginning	this	process	include:
writing	a	creative	working	title;	constructing	one	or	more	draft	outlines;	and
writing	a	one-page	abstract	(a	task	many	researchers	find	exceptionally
difficult,	but	extremely	focusing).

6.	 Be	ready	to	make	convincing	arguments	–	It	is	essential	that	you	write
purposefully.	The	quality	and	credibility	of	your	write-up	is	largely
dependent	on	your	ability	to	construct	logical	and	convincing	arguments.
Whether	we	are	talking	about	your	study’s	rationale,	a	review	of	the
literature	or	the	presentation	of	methods,	findings	and	conclusions,	the
process	of	research	demands	more	than	simple	summary	and	reporting.	It	is
a	process	reliant	on	the	ability	of	the	author	to	convince,	reason	and	argue	a
case	–	as	well,	of	course,	as	your	ability	to	back	up	your	arguments	with
appropriate	data	and	references.

7.	 Write/construct	your	first	draft	–	You	can	think	about	it,	and	you	can	keep
thinking	about	it,	and	you	can	think	about	it	some	more,	but	it	will	not
happen	unless	you	do	it.	If	you	have	constructed	writing	as	part	of	the
research	process	rather	than	its	product,	the	bones	of	your	first	draft	will	be
there	for	you	to	put	together	and	flesh	out.	If,	however,	you	have	followed
the	‘write-up	after’	approach,	you	will	need	to	gather	your	notes	and	put	it
all	down	on	paper.	Regardless	of	approach,	students	generally	find	they



need	more	time	than	they	initially	thought	to	write	up	that	first	draft.
8.	 Get	appropriate	feedback	–	Reader	expectations	can	vary	widely,	so	do	not

wait	until	the	last	minute	to	find	out	that	your	approach	is	inappropriate.	Be
sure	to	pass	a	draft	of	your	write-up	to	someone	who	either	has	some
experience	in	research,	or	has	some	insights	into	reader	expectations.

9.	 Be	prepared	to	redraft	–	This	should	be	an	expectation.	In	fact,	as
discussed	below,	very	few	people	can	get	away	with	submitting	a	second
draft	or	even	third	draft,	let	alone	a	first.



Developing	Each	Section/Chapter
Let’s	get	specific	and	talk	about	the	writing	needs	within	each	section/chapter	of
your	project	write-up.	Now	I	have	decided	to	focus	on	the	‘traditional’	format,
since	it	is	the	one	most	projects	will	adopt/adapt	and	the	sections	within	it	are
likely	to	show	up	in	some	form	even	if	you	choose	an	alternative	structure.	As
for	the	length	of	your	document	–	well,	regardless	of	whether	the	expectation	is
20	or	350	pages,	the	expected	sections	are	basically	the	same.	Obviously	the
depth	will	vary	dramatically,	but	the	actual	structure	and	guidelines	for	effective
construction	vary	very	little.

The	Front	End
In	Chapter	5,	I	went	through	each	section	expected	in	a	research	proposal.	Now
when	it	comes	to	the	front	end	of	your	project	write-up,	you	can	draw	on	this
work	to	build	various	sections	expected	in	your	final	write-up:

Title	–	This	is	something	I	wouldn’t	work	on	again	until	you	have	written
up	your	entire	project.	At	that	stage	you	can	take	a	look	at	the	clear,	concise
and	unambiguous	title	you	constructed	for	your	proposal	and	see	if	it	still
fits	or	if	it	can	be	reworked	to	better	match	your	project.
Summary/abstract	–	Abstracts	are	so	condensed	that	they	are	hard	to	get
right.	But	they	are	extremely	informative	to	your	processes.	If	you	wrote
one	for	your	proposal,	have	a	look	at	it	now.	If	your	learning	is	as	rich	as	it
should	have	been	over	the	course	of	your	research,	you	are	likely	to	want	to
do	a	complete	rewrite.	I	advise	my	students	to	take	this	on	before	writing
their	discussion	and	conclusion	so	that	they	can	think	through	how	they
might	focus	their	argument.	But	I	also	suggest	that	they	go	over	it	again	at
the	very	end	so	that	it	completely	and	utterly	matches	the	body	of	their
work	from	aims	and	objectives	through	to	methods,	findings,	discussion
and	conclusions.
Research	question/hypothesis	–	Given	the	emphasis	in	this	book	on	the
importance	of	a	well-defined	research	question,	I	am	hoping	this	is
something	that	has	been	very	close	to	you	throughout	your	research	project.
Now	is	your	last	chance	to	really	nail	the	articulation	of	what	you	attempted
to	find	out.
Introduction/rationale	–	If	you	wrote	this	up	for	your	proposal,	you	will



now	need	to	revisit,	strengthen	and	expand	it.	Keep	in	mind	that,	as
highlighted	in	Chapter	5,	the	main	job	of	this	section	is	to	introduce	your
topic	and	convince	readers	that	the	problem	you	want	to	address	is
significant	and	worth	exploring	(which	is	why	a	few	existing	statistics
related	to	the	extent/depth	of	the	problem	can	be	effective).	This	section
should	give	some	context	to	the	problem	(and	in	a	more	humanities-
oriented	write-up	even	some	indication	of	your	relationship	to	the	problem),
and	lead	your	readers	to	a	‘therefore’	conclusion	that	sets	up	your	aims	and
objectives.	The	trick	is	to	write	purposefully.
Aims/objectives	–	If	you	are	writing	these	for	the	first	time,	have	a	look	at
the	advice	in	Chapter	5.	If	you	have	already	articulated	these,	this	is	your
opportunity	to	make	sure	you	have	a	good	fit	between	what	you	set	out	to
do	and	what	you	eventually	did.	You	may	need	to	rewrite	completely
(particularly	if	your	project	took	a	turn	in	an	unexpected	direction)	or
simply	refine	and	tighten.
Overview	of	the	study	–	A	common	convention	in	a	thesis	write-up	is	to
give	a	brief	and	straightforward	overview	of	each	thesis	chapter.	This	is
usually	done	in	one	or	two	paragraphs	per	chapter	and	can	cover	not	only
content,	but	also	purpose	and	argument.	Paragraphs	are	likely	to	start	with:
Chapter	One	introduces	…	Chapter	Two	discusses	…	The	purpose	of	the
chapter	is	twofold	…	Chapter	Three	outlines	…	The	chapter	goes	on	to
argue	….
Literature	review	–	Hopefully,	you	will	come	to	the	final	write-up	stage
with	a	draft	literature	review	in	hand.	If	not,	start	now!	And	follow	the
fairly	detailed	advice	in	Chapter	6.	If	you	have	a	draft,	review	it,	add	any
new	research,	and	try	to	find	and	tighten	lines	of	argument.	Remember	that
the	goal	here	is	to	review	past	research	in	order	to	show	a	place	for	your
own	research	processes.	Depending	on	the	nature	of	your	project,	as	well	as
covering	past	research,	your	literature	review	may	have	a	section	that
situates	your	study	in	a	conceptual	or	theoretical	framework.
Background	–	This	is	a	fairly	straightforward	chapter/section	that	offers	the
reader	contextual	information	about	your	research	setting,	culture,	political
arena,	etc.	For	example,	if	your	study	were	on	the	threats	of	tourism	to	the
traditional	culture	of	Palau,	you	would	need	to	offer	your	readers	context
regarding	Palau’s	geography;	tourism	potential,	history	and	culture;	as	well
as	tourism	trends.	Remember	to	include	only	what	a	reader	needs	in	order
to	work	through	your	thesis.	If	it	is	not	essential,	don’t	include	it.



The	Research	Design	Section
The	research	design	section	of	your	thesis	is	really	the	crux	of	your	report.	It	is
what	defines	your	project	as	a	true	research	study.	It	is	how	credibility	will	be
judged	–	both	the	credibility	of	your	project	and	your	credibility	as	a	social
scientist.

Methodology	–	Most	research	design	sections	of	social	science	and
certainly	humanities	write-ups	will	demand	you	engage	with	methodology,
or	the	overarching	framework	you	have	used	to	situate	your	study	within
the	paradigm(s)	of	science.	Now	this	section	can	be	quite	theoretical	and
have	you	delving	into	the	debates	on	paradigm	outlined	in	Chapter	1.	At
this	level,	methodology	situates	understandings	of	truth,	objectivity	and	the
construction	of	knowledge,	and	the	researcher	might	be	integral	to	the
discussion.	This	is	also	where	you	situate	your	study	in	terms	of
‘qualitative’	and	‘quantitative’	approaches	such	as	action	research,
experimental	design	and	phenomenology.
Methods	–	All	research	design	sections	include	methods,	comprising:
information	on	how	you	found	respondents	(population	and
sample/sampling	procedures);	data	collection	methods	(surveying,
interviewing	and	document	analysis);	and	methods	of	analysis	(statistical	or
thematic	analysis).	These	sections	are	relatively	straightforward	reports	of
what	you	did	(as	compared	with	your	proposal,	which	is	what	you	were
going	to	do).
Limitations/delimitations	–	As	discussed	in	Chapter	5,	you	will	need	to
clearly	articulate	all	factors	that	have	had	an	impact	on	your	research
processes	and	results.	While	it	is	crucial	that	you	offer	full	disclosure	here,
try	to	avoid	being	overly	apologetic.	You	need	to	offer	strong	justification
for	what	you	did	and	why	your	data	is	credible	in	spite	of	any	constraints.
Ethical	considerations/approval	procedures	–	Finally,	you	will	need	to
review:	all	ethical	considerations;	the	processes	you	adopted	in	order	to
ensure	the	emotional,	physical	and	intellectual	well-being	of	your	study
participants;	and	the	approval	processes	you	may	have	gone	through.	Again
this	is	a	relatively	straightforward	reporting-type	section.

The	Back	End
There	are	actually	three	ways	you	can	handle	the	findings	and	discussion



sections/chapters.	The	first	is	to	offer	one	(or	more)	findings	sections	followed
by	one	(or	more)	discussion	sections.	This	means	you	present	all	the	findings
first,	with	all	the	discussion	to	follow.	The	second	approach	is	thematic
organization	with	findings	and	discussion	related	to	one	particular	theme	found
within	one	section/chapter.	This	is	repeated	for	as	many	strategic	themes	as	you
might	have.	The	third	approach	is	again	thematic,	but	with	less	distinction
between	findings	and	discussion.	These	types	of	chapters	are	generally	found	in
more	humanities-oriented	projects	and	are	highly	thematic	in	their	organization.

Findings	–	Findings	are	the	presentation	of	the	answers	you	have	found	to
your	key	questions.	They	are	not	raw	data	nor	the	full	abstraction	of	your
data	back	to	theory.	Rather,	this	is	a	summative	description	of	data	that	you
find	most	significant.	It	is	therefore	important	to	resist	the	temptation	to
summarize	the	answer	to	every	question	you	asked	in	your	research
processes.	What	you	need	to	present	is	what	is	most	key,	interesting,
educative,	informative	and	which	best	makes	the	case	regarding	your
research	question/hypothesis.	But	avoid	doing	too	much	with	this
information.	Abstraction	generally	waits	until	the	discussion	section.	The
presentation	of	quantitative	and	qualitative	data	is	covered	in	Chapters	14
and	15,	respectively.
Discussion	–	This	is	where	you	get	to	make	something	of	your	data.	The
structure	here	is	almost	always	thematic	and	tied	to	the	storylines	that	have
emerged	from	your	data.	It	is	your	opportunity	to	take	what	you	discovered
in	your	findings	and	argue	their	implications	and	significance.	So	while	the
findings	section	may	be	fairly	straightforward	reporting,	the	discussion
section/chapter	is	made	up	of	purposeful	arguments	–	arguments	that
emerge	from	your	findings	and	show	that	you	have	met	your	aims	and
objectives.	To	do	this	well,	you	are	likely	to	find	yourself	working
iteratively	with	both	your	data	and	the	literature.	In	the	case	of	qualitative
data,	the	discussion	section	is	often	combined	with	findings.
Conclusion	–	Drawing	conclusions	is	all	about	clearly	summarizing	what
your	research	processes	have	revealed	and	linking	this	back	to	your
project’s	main	questions,	aims	and	objectives	in	the	most	compelling	and
credible	way.	This	is	generally	a	tight	section/chapter	(and	should	be,	given
the	work	your	‘discussion’	has	done).	You	do	not	tend	to	introduce	new
material	in	the	conclusion	other	than	the	possibility	of	an	original
framework	or	model.	This	would	be	appropriate	if	you’ve	begun	to
conceptualize	a	bigger	picture	in	a	fairly	sophisticated	manner.
Recommendations	–	In	social	science	research,	recommendations	are	often



limited	to	‘recommendations	for	future	research’	–	made	on	the	basis	of
need	for	further	verification	due	to	the	limitations	and	delimitations	of	the
study;	the	next	logical	step	in	understanding	an	issue;	or	the	identification
of	an	existing	gap	in	the	literature.	Such	recommendations	are	generally
included	in	the	conclusion.	In	applied	science	research,	however,
recommendations	are	an	essential	part	of	the	back	end	of	a	report	and	often
warrant	their	own	section.	Such	recommendations	should	be	clearly	linked
to	findings;	highly	applied;	and	practicable.	Consider	grouping	these	by
ease	of	implementation	in	terms	of	timeframe,	cost,	difficulty	and
stakeholder	involvement.
References	–	Perfection!	Nothing	less	is	expected	or	accepted.	Take	the
time	to	do	this	right	–	it’s	a	good	time	to	be	anal.



From	First	to	Final	Draft

What	is	written	without	effort	is	in	general	read	without	pleasure.

Samuel	Johnson

Whether	you	decide	to	write	in	a	way	that	is	formal	or	casual,	traditional	or
alternative,	dry	or	emotive,	there	is	a	common	denominator.	Regardless	of
format,	style	or	voice,	your	final	work	needs	to	be	highly	polished	and
unarguably	professional	–	you	cannot	afford	to	come	across	as	an	amateur.	Your
authority	can	be	enhanced	or	destroyed	not	only	by	the	quality	of	your	research,
but	also	by	its	presentation.	And	I	honestly	do	not	know	anyone	who	can
accomplish	this	without	working	through	a	number	of	drafts.	Bottom	line?	Be
ready	(1)	to	seek	and	take	advice	and	(2)	to	draft,	redraft	and	redraft	again.

Seeking	and	Using	Feedback
There	really	is	no	way	around	it.	If	you	want	to	move	from	a	first	to	a	final	draft,
you	need	to	take	the	sometimes	uncomfortable	step	of	seeking	quality	feedback.
Now	you	might	think	this	would	be	a	straightforward	process,	but	that	is	not
always	the	case.	A	PhD	candidate	of	mine,	for	example,	once	submitted	a
preliminary	draft	of	a	chapter	to	a	co-supervisor	for	comment.	After	a	nervous
wait	of	over	two	months,	we	found	that	the	eventuating	comments	were	all
related	to	minor	editing	–	spelling,	grammar	and	even	proper	margins	for	quotes.
And	while	that	might	be	really	helpful	for	a	final	draft,	it	was	completely	useless
at	the	first-draft	stage	where	ideas,	concepts	and	logic	were	the	things	that
needed	to	be	reviewed.

This	really	brings	home	the	need	to	ask	the	right	people	for	advice,	and	to	be
specific	in	your	requests.	You	need	to	know	where	you	are	in	the	process	and	to
ask	for	comments	related	to	your	current	needs.	A	good	strategy	here	is	to	ask
your	readers	to	comment	on	the	same	questions	you	need	to	ask	yourself	as	you
work	through	various	drafts	of	your	document	(see	questions	in	the	next
section).	If	it	is	a	first	draft,	you	will	probably	want	advice	on	overall	ideas,
arguments,	logic	and	structure,	while	later	stages	will	see	you	seeking



suggestions	for	consistency,	coherence,	readability	and,	finally,	copy-editing.

This	means	that	you	may	not	always	go	to	the	same	person	for	advice.	One
professor	I	work	with,	for	example,	is	excellent	at	broadening	ideas,	but	is
extremely	sloppy.	I	do	not	think	he	could	edit	a	children’s	picture	book.	Others
will	be	great	at	the	nitty-gritty	detail,	but	will	not	be	able	to	engage	with	the
bigger	picture.	Now	while	the	advice	of	your	supervisor(s)	can	be	invaluable,	so
too	can	the	advice	of	colleagues,	peers	and	family.	In	fact,	at	some	stage,	it	is
worth	asking	a	non-specialist	to	read	your	work	to	see	if	the	logic	makes	sense	to
him	or	her	–	because	it	should.	And	don’t	forget	to	try	to	get	a	sense	of
timeframe.	It	can	take	some	readers	months	to	get	back	to	you.

Now	knowing	who	to	ask	and	what	to	ask	is	one	thing,	but	being	willing	to	hand
over	what	you	have	written	is	another.	What	if	your	secret	fears	of	not	being
good	enough	are	validated?	Handing	over	is	always	exposing,	but	keep	in	mind
that	fears	of	incompetence	are	often	a	crisis	of	confidence	–	not	a	lack	of	ability.
And	besides,	it	is	better	to	find	out	if	you	are	off	track	early,	than	wait	until	you
have	invested	a	huge	amount	of	time	in	an	iffy	direction.

OK,	suppose	you	have	managed	to	ask	the	right	person	the	right	questions	and
you	get	your	draft	back.	If	you	are	lucky,	it	is	full	of	constructive,	relevant	and
thought-provoking	comments.	You	should	be	happy	–	not	only	has	someone	put
in	a	lot	of	time	and	effort,	but	they	have	provided	you	with	a	road	map	for
moving	forward.	But,	of	course,	you’re	human.	So	instead	of	being	happy,	you
are	devastated.	In	fact,	you	may	feel	insulted,	frustrated	and	even	incompetent.
You	are	not	alone	here.	Personally,	I	wish	feedback	on	my	own	work	was	limited
to	validation	of	just	how	clever	I	am.	But	what	I	really	need	–	like	it	or	not	–	is
criticality.	Validation	simply	doesn’t	move	you	forward.	You	need	to	accept
advice	and	not	take	criticism	personally.	If	you	do,	writing	up	will	become	an
emotional	minefield.

So	now	that	you	have	the	advice,	what	do	you	do	with	it?	Well,	unreflexive
incorporation	is	just	as	bad	as	blanket	dismissal.	You	need	to	mentally	take	the
feedback	on	board,	consider	it	in	light	of	the	source	and	work	through	the
implications	that	the	advice	has	for	what	you	are	trying	to	say.	And	of	course	this
is	particularly	important	if	you	find	yourself	getting	conflicting	advice.	Talk	to
your	supervisor/lecturer,	but	remember	that	it	is	your	work,	and	you	are	the	one
who	must	make	the	final	call.



Drafting	and	Redrafting
There	is	no	doubt	that	the	journey	from	first	draft	to	submission	can	be	long	and
challenging.	In	fact,	contrary	to	the	desire	of	just	about	every	fibre	in	your	body,
you	may	find	that	your	final	document	does	not	retain	much	from	that	first	draft.
The	irony,	of	course,	is	that	you	could	not	get	to	that	final	draft	without	that	first
draft	and	all	the	drafts	in	between.

Now	as	you	work	through	various	drafts,	you	will	be	tightening	up	different
aspects	of	your	writing	(see	Box	16.2).	But	you	can	approach	this	in	any	number
of	ways.	Some	like	to	work	sentence	by	sentence	in	a	slow	and	diligent	fashion,
while	others	do	not	want	to	break	a	stream	of	consciousness	–	they	try	to	get	new
ideas	down	on	paper	all	at	once,	to	be	cleaned	up	later	on.	As	long	as	you	find	a
process	that	works	for	you,	there	is	nothing	wrong	with	developing	your	own
approach.	It	is	the	end	result	that	counts.

Box	16.2	offers	a	number	of	checklists	for	helping	you	get	to	a	quality	end
product.	While	it	may	seem	somewhat	tedious,	almost	all	good	writers	do	go
through	some	variation	of	this	process.

Box	16.2:	Checklists	for	the	Redrafting	Process



Reworking	the	First	Draft
It	would	be	nice	if	your	first	draft	were	it.	But	it	rarely	works	that	way.	When	you	step	back	and
take	stock,	you	are	likely	to	find	that	the	process	of	writing	itself	has	evolved	your	ideas,	and
that	your	thoughts	have	moved	beyond	what	you	initially	managed	to	capture	on	paper.	As	you
work	through	your	first	draft	ask	yourself:

☑ Is	this	making	sense?	Does	the	logic	flow?	Do	I	need	to	alter	the	structure?
☑ Am	I	using	a	‘voice’	I	am	comfortable	with?
☑ Do	I	need	to	incorporate	more	material/ideas	–	or	are	sections	really	repetitive?
☑ Am	I	happy	with	my	overall	argument,	and	is	it	coming	through?
☑ Does	each	chapter	or	section	have	a	clear	and	obvious	point	or	argument?
☑ Have	I	sought	and	responded	to	feedback?



Reworking	the	Second	Draft
Once	you	are	happy	with	the	overall	ideas,	arguments,	logic	and	structure,	it	is	time	to	fine-tune
your	arguments	and	strive	for	coherence	and	consistency.	In	doing	this,	ask	yourself:

☑ How	can	I	make	my	points	and	arguments	clearer?	Do	I	‘waffle	on’	at	any	point?	Am
I	using	lots	of	jargon	and	acronyms?	Should	I	incorporate	some/more	examples?
☑ Do	I	want	to	include	some/more	diagrams,	photos,	maps,	etc.?
☑ Is	the	structure	coherent?	Are	there	clear	and	logical	links	between	chapters/sections?
☑ Is	there	consistency	within	and	between	chapters/sections?	Do	I	appear	to	contradict
myself	at	any	point?	Is	my	voice	used	consistently	throughout	the	work?
☑ Is	the	length	on	target?
☑ Have	I	sought	and	responded	to	feedback?



Moving	Towards	the	Penultimate	Draft
Being	ready	to	move	towards	a	penultimate	draft	implies	that	you	are	reasonably	happy	with	the
construction	and	logic	of	the	arguments	running	through	your	document.	Attention	can	now	be
turned	to	fluency,	clarity	and	overall	readability.	Ask	yourself:

☑ Are	there	ways	I	can	further	increase	clarity?	Are	my	terms	used	consistently?	Have	I
got	rid	of	unnecessary	jargon?
☑ Are	there	ways	I	can	make	this	read	more	fluently?	Can	I	break	up	my	longer
sentences?	Can	I	rework	my	one-sentence	paragraphs?
☑ Are	there	ways	I	can	make	this	more	engaging?	Can	I	limit	the	use	of	the	passive
voice?	Do	I	come	across	as	apologetic?	Are	my	arguments	strong	and	convincing?
☑ Am	I	sure	I	have	protected	the	confidentiality	of	my	respondents/participants?
☑ Have	I	guarded	against	any	potential	accusations	of	plagiarism?	Have	I	checked	and
double-checked	my	sources,	both	in	the	text	and	in	the	references	or	bibliography?
☑ Have	I	written	and	edited	any	preliminary	and	end	pages,	namely	title	page,	table	of
contents,	list	of	figures,	acknowledgements,	abstract,	preface,	appendices	and	references?
☑ Have	I	thoroughly	checked	my	spelling	and	grammar?
☑ Have	I	done	a	word	count?
☑ Have	I	sought	and	responded	to	feedback?



Producing	the	Final	Draft
You	would	think	that	if	you	did	all	the	above,	your	final	document	would	be	done.	Not	quite;
you	now	need	to	do	a	final	edit.	If	it	is	a	large	work	and	you	can	fund	it,	you	might	want	to
consider	using	a	copy-editor.	It	is	amazing	what	editorial	slip-ups	someone	with	specialist	skills
can	find,	even	after	you	have	combed	through	your	own	work	a	dozen	times.	Some	things	you
may	want	to	ask	prior	to	submission	are:

☑ Have	I	looked	for	typos	of	all	sorts?
☑ Have	I	triple-checked	spelling	(especially	those	things	that	spell	checkers	cannot	pick
up,	like	typing	‘form’	instead	of	‘from’)?
☑ Have	I	checked	my	line	spacing,	fonts,	margins,	etc.?
☑ Have	I	numbered	all	pages,	including	preliminary	and	end	pages,	sequentially?	Have
I	made	sure	they	are	all	in	the	proper	order?
☑ Have	I	checked	through	the	final	document	to	make	sure	there	were	no	printing
glitches?

(Checklist	available	on	the	companion	website.	 )

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


I	have	a	question!



I	like	the	way	you	write	–	it	sounds	easy	and
natural.	I’m	just	not	a	good	writer.	Any	tips?
Yep,	what	I	write	may	sound	easy	and	natural	by	the	time	it	gets	to	you,	but	that	is	not	how	it	starts
out.	Take	this	book	as	an	example.	Each	chapter	takes	about	four	or	five	attempts	just	to	find	a	start	I
am	happy	with	(and	that’s	just	the	first	couple	of	paragraphs).	Once	I	am	comfortable	with	the	start,	I
rewrite	it	sentence	by	sentence	until	I	feel	like	it	is	pretty	good.	Only	then	do	I	move	on	to	the	next
section.	The	next	time	I	sit	down	to	write,	I	reread	that	first	bit	and	work	through	it	a	couple	more
times.	Only	at	this	stage	do	I	feel	like	it	is	beginning	to	sound	easy	and	natural,	so	I	move	on.	This
painstakingly	slow	process	is	repeated	throughout	the	entire	chapter	until	I	get	through	it	all.	When	a
full	draft	of	the	chapter	is	finished,	I	review	it	again,	make	more	modifications,	and,	when	happy,
give	it	to	a	reader	who	is	tough,	but	whose	opinion	I	respect.	Undoubtedly	he/she	will	have
comments,	and	I	will	take	them	into	consideration	and	modify	the	text	as	I	see	fit.	Now	when	the
entire	book	is	complete	I	will	look	at	all	the	chapters	in	context	to	make	sure	the	whole	thing	nests
together	well.	Again	more	modification	is	guaranteed.	I	will	then	do	a	copy-edit	and	send	it	off	to	my
publisher.	Done?	Not	quite	…	from	there	SAGE	Publications	will	help	me	with	more	reviews	(and
possible	modifications),	professional	copy-editing,	layout	and	design,	and	final	proofing	–	and	this	is
what	you	will	eventually	see.	Tips?!	Tenacity	and	drafts,	and	more	tenacity	and	more	drafts!



Creating	Powerful	Presentations
So	you	have	written	up	your	study.	You	now	have	a	report,	thesis	or	dissertation
you	can	present	to	the	world.	And	as	far	as	oral	presentations,	well,	you	can	just
pop	the	main	points	into	PowerPoint	and	away	you	go.

Please,	no.	Don’t	do	it.	Jam-packing	as	much	of	your	study	into	a	seemingly
unending	series	of	slides	and	then	simply	telling	people	what	you	did	and	what
you	found	will	cause	your	audience	a	great	deal	of	unnecessary	pain.	The	last
one	of	those	I	sat	through	saw	me	mind-numbed	at	slide	no.	7.	Then	I	saw	it,	tiny
in	the	corner	of	the	slide	–	are	you	ready	for	it?	–	7	of	132.	I	think	I	may	have	let
out	an	audible	groan.

Trust	me,	you	can	do	better	than	this.	Dry,	tedious,	uninspired	presentations	do
not	need	to	be	the	norm.	After	all,	we	all	know	outstanding	presentations	and
inspirational	speakers	when	we	hear	them.	We	know	because	we	are	moved.	We
know	because	we	want	to	tell	others	about	it.	We	know	because	we	feel	inspired.
This	can	be	emulated	–	and	needs	to	be.	Research	presentations	are	all	about
wanting	to	share	information	for	a	change-oriented	purpose.	So	there	is	a	need	to
drive	your	presentation	and	motivate	your	audience	to	action.



Elements	of	a	Powerful	Presentation
Yes,	they	may	expect	you	to	present	in	a	particular	fashion.	They	may	even
indicate	various	sections	you	need	to	cover.	But	even	when	there	are	such
restrictions,	there	is	still	an	opportunity	to	present	in	a	way	that	engages	your
audience	and	makes	them	care.	Remember	that	even	a	presentation	is	a	two-way
conversation;	you	need	to	engage	your	audience	and	play	to	them.	It	is	their
reaction	you	seek.	Things	to	consider	include:

Expertise	and	knowledge	–	Without	a	doubt	you	need	to	know	your	stuff.
You	do	not	have	a	right	to	present,	if	you	don’t	know	what	you	are	talking
about.	Knowing	your	stuff	gives	you	credibility	and	confidence.	But	here	is
the	kicker.	You	do	not	need	to	tell	them	everything	you	know!	Let	your
knowledge	be	obvious.	Let	it	be	obvious	by	showing	that	you	can	extract
essential,	compelling	elements;	by	your	confidence;	by	your	flexibility.	This
is	not	about	your	ego.	This	is	not	about	showing	people	how	much	you
know.	This	is	about	your	audience	and	what	they	walk	away	with.
Your	objective	–	You	will	undoubtedly	have	an	objective	related	to	your
study.	Suppose	it’s	‘To	outline	your	study	and	communicate	findings.’	But
also	stop	and	think	about	what	you	want	your	audience	to	achieve.	Is	your
goal	for	your	audience	to	know	all	the	ins	and	outs	of	your	research	process
and	know	exactly	what	you	found?	Or	could	it	also	be	that	you	want	them
to	be	shocked,	be	motivated,	be	willing	to	change	behaviours,	be	willing	to
get	on	board,	be	a	change	agent?	I	think	these	are	the	things	that	matter
when	we	are	presenting	–	and	the	things	we	often	forget.	But	if	you	can
articulate	this	type	of	audience-related	goal,	it	will	change	how	you
structure	and	deliver	your	presentation.	You	have	no	choice	but	to	go	from
reporting	to	motivating.
Storytelling	–	Without	a	doubt	the	best	presenters	know	how	to	tell	a	story.
They	tell	a	tale,	they	build	anticipation,	they	shoot	for	‘aha’	moments,	they
use	anecdotes,	and	they	are	not	afraid	of	weaving	in	appropriate	bits	of
emotion.
The	power	of	you	–	Here	is	a	fact.	People	are	motivated	by	people.
Compare	your	favourite	university-lecture-based	subject	with	your	most
hated.	I	bet	that	content	is	only	a	minor	player	in	that	differentiation.	It	is
the	lecturer	who	motivates	and	inspires.	And	that	means	you	count.	Your
presentation	needs	to	have	your	stamp	on	it,	you	need	to	‘show	up’.	Now



that	doesn’t	mean	you	should	try	to	be	funny	if	you’re	not	(that	will	flop!)
or	try	to	be	authoritative	if	you’re	shy	(that	will	only	make	you	more
nervous),	but	do	bring	out	your	unique	brand	of	warmth.	I	tell	my	students
to	think	about	what	their	best	friend,	partner	or	parents	would	say	is	their
best	quality	–	authoritativeness,	sincerity,	humour,	warmth,	wisdom.	I	then
challenge	them	to	present	in	a	way	such	that	their	audience	can	see	that
quality	reflected	in	the	presentation.
Audio-visual	aids	–	These	should	support	you,	not	replace	you.	If	you	are
using	PowerPoint,	go	for	the	minimum.	I	recommend	no	more	than	one
slide	for	every	two	minutes	on	stage	–	fewer	if	possible.	Also	try	to	move
away	from	text-based	slides	to	more	powerful	visuals.	Think	about	video	as
well	–	Internet	streaming	is	not	as	problematic	as	it	once	was.	Also	think
about	animating	yourself.	I	always	use	a	lapel	microphone	and	a	wireless
mouse	so	that	I	can	move	around	and	draw	focus.	Hiding	behind	a	podium
is	less	likely	to	be	engaging.

It	is	well	worth	assessing	yourself	against	some	of	the	better	speakers	out	there.
TED	talks	can	be	a	great	source	of	inspiration.	Some	of	the	best	are	cited	in	Box
16.3

Box	16.3:	Great	TED	Talks	(www.ted.com)

These	TED	talks	are	well	worth	a	look	–	pay	attention	to	style	and	try	to	identify	what	makes
these	presenters	so	compelling.

Brené	Brown	(2010)	The	Power	of	Vulnerability
Susan	Cain	(2012)	The	Power	of	Introverts
William	Stephen	(2015)	A	Talk	about	Nothing
Simon	Sinek	(2010)	How	Great	Leaders	Inspire	Action
Keren	Elazari	(2014)	Hackers:	the	Internet’s	Immune	System
Hans	Rosling	(2006)	The	Best	Stats	You’ve	Ever	Seen
Glen	Greenwald	(2014)	Why	Privacy	Matters
Margaret	Heffernan	(2012)	Conflict	as	Thinking
Ken	Robinson	(2006)	Do	Schools	Kill	Creativity?

http://www.ted.com


I	have	a	question!



I	get	super	anxious	when	I	have	to	give	a
presentation.	Any	ideas	for	overcoming	this?
One	strategy	I	find	really	works	for	well	for	students	is	what	I	call	the	Q&A	approach.	Nervous
presenters	are	almost	always	better	at	Q&A	then	they	are	in	their	main	presentation.	They	relax,	and
talk	much	more	confidently	about	what	they	know	…	rather	than	what	they	rehearsed.	If	this	sounds
like	you,	take	advantage	of	it.	Structure	your	slides	as	if	they	were	Q&A.	Try	labelling	each	slide
with	a	question	and	offer	just	a	few	dot	points	of	things	that	you	want	to	cover	or	maybe	a	visual	that
will	answer	that	question.	And	then	talk.	So	instead	of	heading	your	slide	‘Rationale’,	head	it	‘Why	is
this	research	question	significant?’,	instead	of	‘Method’,	head	it,	‘How	did	I	collect	my	data?’	Then
answer	the	question	as	you	would	if	someone	asked	you	it	while	you	were	having	dinner	together.
You	know	the	information,	so	try	changing	the	context	in	your	head!	You	may	revert	to	more
traditional	headings	in	your	final	draft	–	but	the	idea	of	simply	answering	questions	in	a	logical	order
should	make	it	much	less	anxiety	producing.



Disseminating	Your	Work

It	is	of	great	importance	that	the	general	public	be	given	the	opportunity	to
experience,	consciously	and	intelligently,	the	efforts	and	results	of	scientific
research.	Restricting	the	body	of	knowledge	to	a	small	group	deadens	the
philosophical	spirit	of	a	people	and	leads	to	spiritual	poverty.

Albert	Einstein

A	tremendous	amount	of	effort	goes	into	the	conduct	of	rigorous	and	credible
research.	So	the	last	thing	you	want	to	do	is	go	through	the	whole	research
process	and	not	capitalize	on	your	achievements.	But	this	can	actually	be	the	rule
rather	than	the	exception.	An	unbelievable	amount	of	research	ends	up	as
nothing	more	than	a	thesis/report	sitting	somewhere	on	a	shelf.	True,	as	a	student
researcher	your	immediate	goal	may	be	a	grade	or	even	a	degree,	but	do	not
forget	that	the	ultimate	goal	of	research	is	to	contribute	to	a	body	of	knowledge,
and	your	findings	cannot	add	to	a	body	of	knowledge	if	they	are	not
disseminated.

Unfortunately,	conducting	a	research	project,	even	if	it	is	done	well,	in	no	way
assures	wide	dissemination.	Take,	for	example,	the	PhD	thesis,	probably	the
most	prestigious	piece	of	academic	research	writing	there	is.	Sadly,	it	can	also	be
the	most	poorly	disseminated.	Most	theses	are	read	by	the	author,	a	reviewer	or
editor,	the	supervisor	or	supervisory	panel	and	examiners.	At	the	high	end,	that	is
about	seven	or	eight	people	–	not	a	lot	of	dissemination	for	a	work	that	usually
takes	more	than	three	or	four	years.	Now	this	does	not	mean	that	research
dissemination	will	not	happen,	but	it	does	remind	us	that	we	need	to	take	defined
steps	to	facilitate	it.



Attending	Conferences
There	are	three	good	reasons	for	attending	conferences.	The	first	is	to	expose
yourself	to	an	incredible	array	of	cutting-edge	research	and	researchers	in	your
field.	Not	only	do	you	get	to	hear	about	their	work,	you	get	to	converse	and	chat
about	what	they/you	are	doing.	The	web	has	really	made	the	search	for	relevant
conferences	quite	easy.	You	are	likely	to	be	amazed	at	the	depth	and	breadth	of
topics	being	discussed	and	researched.	The	second	reason	is	to	network.
Whether	you	plan	to	pursue	a	job	or	a	higher	degree,	knowing	who’s	out	there
and	having	an	opportunity	to	meet	them	can	be	invaluable	to	your	future.	The
third	reason	is	the	opportunity	for	fun.	Making	and	catching	up	with	friends;
exploring	new	regions	of	the	state,	country	or	world;	getting	away	–	when	you
put	it	all	together,	it	is	an	experience	not	to	be	missed.



Giving	Presentations
So	you’ve	prepared	a	powerful	presentation,	now	you	have	to	give	it,	hopefully
more	than	once.	And	while	it	might	be	intimidating,	it	can	be	extremely
rewarding.	It	is	an	amazing	opportunity	to	get	feedback	as	well	as	a	sense	of
your	work’s	potential	impact.	Most	students	are	anxious	before	a	presentation,
but	generally	happy	they	did	it	afterwards.	Presentations	can	be	made:

Within	the	university	system	–	It	can	be	within	a	class,	as	part	of	a	seminar
series,	or	as	part	of	a	postgraduate	group.
At	conferences	–	Conference	presentations	can	give	you	and	your	work	a
heightened	profile.	Not	only	do	they	allow	you	to	disseminate	your	work,
but	they	also	give	you	experience	and	confidence	in	this	type	of	forum,	help
you	generate	new	research	ideas,	and,	of	course,	allow	you	even	more
opportunities	when	it	comes	to	networking.
To	various	stakeholder	groups	–	If	your	study	is	relevant	to	a	community
group,	local	government	authority	or	particular	workplace,	it	is	well	worth
sharing	your	findings.	As	well	as	getting	your	research	out	there,
networking	is	again	a	bonus.



Getting	Published
If	you	have	undertaken	a	major	project,	you	might	want	to	(should)	consider
publication.	In	fact,	if	you	are	pursuing	a	PhD,	it	is	well	worth	trying	to	publish
some	of	your	work	as	you	go.	Not	only	can	it	focus	your	thesis,	but	it	can	also	be
invaluable	for	your	career.	You	know	what	they	say	…	‘publish	or	perish’,	‘write
or	be	written	off’.	You	will	not	get	into	academia,	or	progress	once	you’ve
arrived,	unless	you	keep	up	with	the	journal	publication	train.

Now	the	ultimate	in	publication	is	a	single-authored	work	in	an	international
refereed	journal.	And	this	is	certainly	a	worthwhile	goal.	But	it	is	one	that	can	be
quite	difficult	for	the	inexperienced	researcher	to	achieve.	An	option	here	is	co-
authorship.	Quite	often,	your	supervisor	will	be	willing	to	co-author	a	work,
which	will	give	you	expert	advice	and	put	more	weight	behind	your	submission.
Just	be	sure	to	openly	discuss	issues	of	primary	authorship.

Many	of	the	writing	tips	above	will	apply,	but	you	will	probably	need	to
condense,	and	sometimes	drastically.	The	key	here	is	to	make	sure	you	do	not
sacrifice	logic.	Arguments	need	to	be	front	and	centre.	Do	not	expect	your
readers	to	do	the	work.	Lay	it	out	for	them.

When	it	comes	time	to	get	published	some	good	tips	are	to:

1.	 Find	academic	journals	directly	suited	to	your	area	of	expertise	–	most
journals	describe	their	focus	and	scope	on	their	website.	The	closer	your
work	is	to	their	core	agenda,	the	better	the	likelihood	of	acceptance.

2.	 Review	submission	guidelines	and	stick	to	them	–	this	means	modifying
your	article	so	that	it	pedantically	follows	required	formatting,	word	length
and	referencing	system.

3.	 Write	a	professional	cover	letter	that	includes	all	relevant	information,
including	contact	details.

4.	 Share	your	contribution	and	where	it	sits	within	the	wider	scholarly
landscape.

5.	 If	you	are	asked	to	recommended	reviewers,	do	not	pass	on	this.	Take	up	the
opportunity.	Your	supervisor	is	likely	to	be	a	good	source	for	contacts	here.

6.	 Breathe	deeply	when	your	reviews	come	in.	If	you	feel	gutted	–	step	away
and	reread	later.	I	guarantee	that	it’s	not	as	bad	as	you	thought	on	first	read.

7.	 Revise	and	respond	to	reviewers’	points	when	you	resubmit.	If	you	are



rejected,	see	it	as	an	opportunity	to	get	more	feedback,	rewrite	and	try
again.



Applying	for	Grants
Even	when	it’s	over,	it’s	not	over.	It	is	really	thrilling	to	get	your	work	published,
but	it	will	soon	be	time	to	think	about	the	next	project.	And	part	of	the	academic
game	is	getting	grants	that	can	fund	your	research.	I	won’t	go	into	too	much
detail	here,	but	suffice	it	to	say	that	it’s	not	a	bad	thing	to	become	familiar	with
grantwriting	early	on.	When	applying	for	grants	it	is	worth	thinking	about:	if	you
have	an	well-considered	research	topic,	question	and	plan;	what	you	need	the
funds	for;	how	your	project	fits	into	the	overall	grant	scheme;	whether	you	can
look	at	past	applications;	bringing	a	strong	team	together;	getting	feedback	on
your	application;	making	all	deadlines;	and	reviewing	and	resubmitting	if
rejected.



Finding	Work
Just	a	quick	word	on	leveraging	your	research	experience	when	looking	for	a
job.	After	all,	you	may	not	want	to	be	a	student	forever.	Now	you	may	be
thinking	you	can	talk	about	your	new-found	knowledge	in	water	recycling	or
Internet	bullying	or	delivering	public	value	in	times	of	fiscal	restraint.	And	by	all
means	do	this.	But	also	consider	selling	how	your	research	processes	have
enhanced	your	broader	skill	set,	for	example:

your	experience	in	problem	identification;
your	ability	to	engage	in	problem-based	learning;
your	ability	to	commission	research	and	evaluative	studies;
your	ability	to	read	and	interpret	evidence;
your	experience	in	contributing	evidence	to	evidence-based	decision-
making;
your	exceptional	listening	skills;
your	ability	to	manage	and	complete	a	complex	project	on	time.

It	is	well	worth	brainstorming	all	the	challenges	you’ve	overcome	as	you’ve
tackled	your	research	project.	Each	challenge	points	to	the	development	of	skills
likely	to	be	highly	valued	by	a	potential	employer.



The	Final	Word
So	you	have	reached	the	end	of	the	journey	–	or	at	least	the	end	of	this	book.
Hopefully,	your	research	journey	will	continue.	So	what	last	words	of	wisdom
do	I	have	for	you?	Well,	I	don’t	think	I	will	take	that	on	by	myself.	In	fact,	I
think	I	will	leave	it	to	Albert	Einstein:

Einstein	on	continuing	the	journey:

The	important	thing	is	not	to	stop	questioning.

Einstein	on	overcoming	challenges:

In	the	middle	of	difficulty	lies	opportunity.

Einstein	on	the	sometimes	confusing	research	process:

If	we	knew	what	it	was	we	were	doing,	it	would	not	be	called	research,
would	it?

Einstein	on	the	joys	of	being	a	professional	researcher:

If	I	had	only	known,	I	would	have	been	a	locksmith.

Good	luck	with	your	project.	Hopefully	you	will	become	a	research	addict	and
be	back	for	more!

Chapter	summary



Because	your	write-up	will	be	a	considerable	piece	of	academic	work	with	major
consequences	attached	to	its	quality,	writing	can	be	intimidating.	There	are,	however,
practical	strategies	that	can	improve	the	quality	of	your	work	and	make	the	task	less
daunting.
To	write	effectively	you	need	to	know	your	audience,	decide	on	structure,	craft	a
compelling	storyline,	write	purposively	and	be	prepared	to	redraft	and	redraft	again.
Oral	presentations	are	your	opportunity	not	only	to	share	your	work,	but	also	to	get	others
excited	about	the	possibilities	that	arise	from	your	research.	It	is	well	worth	creating	a
presentation	that	will	motivate	your	audience.
The	ultimate	goal	of	any	research	project	is	to	add	to	a	body	of	knowledge.	Once	your
project	is	complete,	it	is	worth	thinking	about	broader	dissemination,	including	attending
conferences,	giving	presentations,	and	writing	and	submitting	papers.
Conducting	a	research	process	offers	you	more	learning	than	you	probably	realize.	You
have	just	completed	a	challenging	journey	of	discovery	–	discovery	about	the	social
world,	but	also	discovery	about	yourself.	It	is	worth	reflecting	and	capitalizing	on	this.



Further	Reading



Writing	Up
There	are	three	types	of	reading	I	would	recommend	to	those	at	the	final	stages
of	writing	up	a	project.	The	first	is	the	internal	documents	produced	by	your
university.	Subject/course	outlines,	style	guides	and	manuals	produced	by	and
for	your	institution	or	programme	will	not	only	provide	you	with	hard	and	fast
criteria,	but	also	likely	steer	you	in	directions	that	meet	with	more	general
expectations.	The	second	is	readings	that	act	as	examples.	If	you	know	what
‘product’	you	are	trying	to	produce,	finding	a	few	effective	examples	can	offer	a
world	of	learning.	Finally,	the	third	type	of	reading	(recommendations	below)	is
related	to	managing	the	actual	writing	process.

Booth,	W.	C.,	Colomb,	G.	C.	and	Williams,	J.	M.	(2008)	The	Craft	of	Research.
Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press.

A	bestseller	with	clear	guidance	on	good	writing.	Terrific	for	clarifying	how
building	a	strong	argument	helps	readers	accept	your	claims.	I’d	get	a	copy	of
this.

Joyner,	R.	L.,	Rouse,	W.	A.	and	Glatthorn,	A.	A.	(2013)	Writing	the	Winning
Thesis	or	Dissertation:	A	Step-by-Step	Guide.	Thousand	Oaks,	CA:	Corwin
Press.

I	think	this	book	will	help	take	away	some	of	the	anxiety	that	tends	to
accompany	a	major	thesis	write-up.	This	book	is	step-by-step	and	practical.	It
should	help	you	see	some	light	at	the	end	of	the	tunnel.

Pyrczak,	F.	and	Bruce,	R.	R.	(2011)	Writing	Empirical	Research	Reports:	A
Basic	Guide	for	Students	of	the	Social	and	Behavioral	Sciences.	Glendale,	CA:
Pyrczak.

I	like	the	simple,	straightforward	guidelines	that	are	offered	here.	It	outlines	each
expected	section	of	an	empirical	report	and	helps	you	structure	needed
arguments.	It	will	give	you	a	handle	on	required	structure.

Wolcott,	H.	F.	(2009)	Writing	Up	Qualitative	Research.	London:	Sage.

Qualitative	report	writing	is	an	art	in	itself.	This	book	is	highly	accessible	and



user-friendly.	The	grounded	examples	will	give	you	plenty	of	ideas	for	best
presenting	qualitative	work.



Presentations
Altman,	R.	(2012)	Why	Most	PowerPoint	Presentations	Suck.	Seattle,	WA:
Create	Space.

A	pet	peeve	of	mine	is	bad	PowerPoint	presentations	–	so	this	title	intrigued	me.
Since	PowerPoint	will	be	with	us	for	quite	a	while	yet,	it	is	well	worth	figuring
out	how	to	use	it	effectively.

Donovan,	J.	(2013)	How	to	Deliver	a	TED	Talk:	Secrets	of	the	World’s	Most
Inspiring	Presentations.	Seattle,	WA:	CreateSpace.

To	be	able	to	give	an	outstanding	TED	Talk	is	something	to	aspire	to.	If	you	are
unfamiliar	with	TED	talks,	google	the	‘Top	10	TED	Talks’,	and	be	ready	to	be
impressed.	Inspiring	stuff.	This	book	will	offer	you	some	good	guidelines	for
improving	just	about	any	presentation.



Getting	Published
Hartley,	J.	(2008)	Academic	Writing	and	Publishing:	A	Practical	Handbook.
London:	Routledge.

A	practical	guide	that	will	take	you	through	all	relevant	publishing	steps.	Good
examples	offered	here.

Rocco,	T.	and	Hatcher,	T.	(2011)	The	Handbook	of	Scholarly	Writing	and
Publishing.	San	Francisco,	CA:	Jossey-Bass.

Getting	published	is	quite	a	process.	Not	only	do	you	need	a	significant	study
that	you	write	up	appropriately	and	convincingly,	you	also	need	to	understand
how	the	publishing	game	works,	as	well	as	be	able	to	deal	with	the	ups	and
downs	of	the	submission	process.	This	book	gives	good	coverage	of	all	these
challenges.

Thomson,	P.	and	Kamler,	B.	(2012)	Writing	for	Peer	Reviewed	Journals:
Strategies	for	Getting	Published.	London:	Routledge.

This	is	quite	a	comprehensive	guide	that	goes	beyond	simple	steps	and	delves
into	the	dilemmas	and	struggles	writers	often	face.	A	good	blend	of	theory	and
practice	grounded	in	a	wide	range	of	examples.

Companion	website	materials	available	at	https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e

https://study.sagepub.com/oleary3e


Glossary

Action	research
Research	strategies	that	tackle	real-world	problems	in	participatory	and
collaborative	ways.	Action	research	produces	change	and	knowledge	in	an
integrated	fashion	through	a	cyclical	process.

Aim
What	you	hope	to	achieve	through	your	research	project	–	generally	a
restatement	of	the	research	question.

Annotated	bibliography
A	list	of	citations	with	a	brief	descriptive	and	evaluative	paragraph
indicating	the	relevance,	accuracy	and	quality	of	the	cited	sources.

Anonymity
Protection	against	identification	even	from	the	researcher.

Auditability
Full	explication	of	methods	that	allows	others	to	see	how	and	why	the
researchers	arrived	at	their	conclusions.

Authenticity
Concerned	with	describing	the	deep	structure	of	experiences	and
phenomena	in	a	manner	that	is	‘true’	to	the	experience.

Basic	research
Research	driven	by	a	desire	to	expand	knowledge	rather	than	a	desire	for
situation	improvement.

Big	Data
Information/data	sets	so	large	and	complex	that	they	cannot	be	analysed
using	traditional	databases	or	data	processing	applications.

Bivariate	analysis
A	statistical	analysis	of	the	relationship	between	two	variables;	for	example,
education	and	income.



Breaching	experiments
Exposing	the	rules	of	the	everyday	by	breaking	them	and	taking	note	of
your	own	reactions	as	well	as	the	reactions	of	others.

Broad	representation
Representation	wide	enough	to	ensure	that	a	targeted	institution,	cultural
group	or	phenomenon	can	be	spoken	about	confidently.

Case
A	site	or	a	particular	instance	or	entity	that	can	be	defined	by	identifiable
boundaries.

Case	study
A	method	of	studying	elements	of	our	social	fabric	through	comprehensive
description	and	analysis	of	a	single	situation	or	case.

Census
A	survey	that	does	not	rely	on	a	sample.	Every	element	within	a	defined
population	is	included	in	the	study.

Central	limit	theorem
A	random	sample	of	observations	for	any	distribution	with	a	finite	mean
and	finite	variance	will	have	a	mean	that	follows	a	normal	distribution.
Thus,	samples	will	be	approximately	equal	to	the	mean	of	the	population.

Central	tendency
Measures	indicate	the	middle	or	the	centre	of	a	distribution:	mean,	median
and	mode.

Cluster	sampling
A	sampling	strategy	that	surveys	whole	clusters	within	a	population;
clusters	can	include	things	like	regions,	government	departments	and
shopping	complexes.

Confidence	interval
A	range	of	possible	values	for	an	unknown	number	–	computed	in	such	a
way	as	to	have	a	specified	probability	of	including	the	unknown	number.

Confidence	level
The	degree	of	certainty	that	a	statistical	prediction	is	accurate.



Confidentiality
Protecting	the	identity	of	those	providing	research	data;	all	identifying	data
remains	solely	with	the	researcher.

Content	analysis
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	seeks	to	interpret	meaning	in	speech
by	looking	at	the	occurrence	of	particular	words	and/or	phrases;	for
example,	noting	the	occurrence	of	the	term	‘climate	change’	in	newscasts
over	the	last	five	years.

Conversation	analysis
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	seeks	to	understand	the	structure
and	construction	of	conversation.

Copyright
A	legal	concept,	enacted	by	most	governments,	giving	the	creator	of	an
original	work	exclusive	rights	to	it,	usually	for	a	limited	time.

Correlation
A	statistical	technique	that	can	show	whether,	and	how	strongly,	pairs	of
variables	are	related.

Coverage	error
When	your	sample	frame	is	deficient	and	does	not	adequately	represent
your	target	population.

Credibility
The	quality,	capability	or	power	to	elicit	belief.

Critical	emancipation
Fundamental	or	revolutionary	changes	in	current	thinking,	practices,
conditions	or	institutions	that	can	free	people	from	the	constraints	of
dominant	social	structures	that	often	limit	self-development	and	self-
determination.

Critical	ethnography
As	well	as	exploring	cultural	groups	from	the	point	of	view	of	its
participants,	critical	or	radical	ethnography	attempts	to	expose	inequitable,
unjust	or	repressive	influences	that	act	on	‘marginalized’	groups,	in	a	bid	to
offer	avenues	for	positive	change.



Criticality
Challenging	taken-for-granted	ways	of	knowing.	Asking	not	only	what	it	is,
but	why	it	is,	who	benefits	and	what	alternative	possibilities	there	might	be.

Cross-sectional	surveys
Surveys	that	use	a	sample	or	cross-section	of	respondents.	The	goal	is	to	be
able	to	represent	your	target	population	and	generalize	findings	back	to	that
population.

Crystallization
The	process	of	developing	a	rich	and	diverse	understanding	of	a	situation	or
phenomenon	by	seeing	the	world	in	all	its	complexity.

Cultural	artefact	analysis
Collection,	review,	interrogation	and	analysis	of	various	human-made
objects	to	ascertain	information	about	the	culture	of	the	objects’	creator(s)
and	users.

Deductive	logic
Using	an	overarching	principle	to	draw	a	conclusion	about	a	specific
individual	fact	or	event.

Delimitations
A	study’s	boundaries,	for	example,	conscious	exclusions	in	your	defined
population.

Dependability
That	methods	are	systematic,	well	documented	and	designed	to	account	for
research	subjectivities.

Dependent	variables
Things	you	are	trying	to	study	or	what	you	are	trying	to	assess;	for
example,	in	the	hypothesis	‘Income	is	dependent	on	level	of	education’,
income	would	be	the	dependent	variable.

Descriptive	statistics
Summary	characteristics	of	distributions,	such	as	shape,	central	tendency
and	dispersion.

Descriptive	survey



A	survey	that	aims	to	describe	your	sample	by	gathering	information	on
demographics,	knowledge	and	attitudes.

Discourse	analysis
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	seeks	to	interpret	language	as	it	is
situated	in	a	particular	socio-historic	context.

Dispersion
How	spread	out	individual	measurements	are	from	a	central	measure.

Document	analysis
Collection,	review,	interrogation	and	analysis	of	various	forms	of	written
text	as	a	primary	source	of	research	data.

Documentary	method
Selecting	cues	from	a	social	interaction	that	conforms	to	a	recognizable
pattern,	then	making	sense	of	that	interaction	in	terms	of	that	pattern.

Emancipatory	research
Research	that	exposes	underlying	ideologies	in	order	to	liberate	those
oppressed	by	them.

Emergent	design
A	research	design	in	which	full	protocols	develop	as	the	research	process
progresses.

Empiricism
The	view	that	all	knowledge	is	limited	to	what	can	be	observed	through	the
senses.	The	cornerstone	of	scientific	method.

Epistemology
How	we	come	to	have	legitimate	knowledge	of	the	world;	rules	for
knowing.	Our	personal	epistemology	points	to	how	we	come	to	understand
the	world;	for	example,	how	I	came	to	believe	in	God,	how	I	came	to
understand	love,	or	how	I	adopted	the	morals	I	have.

Ethics
Refers	to	a	professional	‘code	of	practice’	designed	to	protect	the
researched	from	an	unethical	process,	and	in	turn	protect	the	researcher
from	legal	liabilities.	Key	ethical	considerations	include	informed	consent,



causing	no	harm	and	a	right	to	privacy.

Ethnography
The	study	of	cultural	groups	in	a	bid	to	understand,	describe	and	interpret	a
way	of	life	from	the	point	of	view	of	its	participants.

Ethnomethodology
The	study	of	the	rules,	norms,	patterns,	codes	and	conventions	that	people
employ	in	making	social	life	and	society	intelligible	to	themselves	and
others.

Evaluative	research
Research	that	attempts	to	identify	an	initiative’s	consequences	as	well	as
opportunities	for	modification	and	improvement.

Experimental	design
A	rigorous	and	controlled	search	for	cause	and	effect.	Researchers	vary	an
independent	variable	in	order	to	see	if	it	has	an	impact	on	their	dependent
variable.

Explanatory	surveys
Surveys	that	aim	to	explore	why	things	might	be	the	way	they	are;	in	other
words,	to	determine	cause	and	effect.

Fair	dealing/fair	use
Limitation	and	exception	to	the	exclusive	right	granted	by	copyright	law	to
the	author	of	a	creative	work.

Feminist	methodology
The	conduct	of	research	from	a	feminist	perspective.	While	the	approaches
are	varied,	common	characteristics	include	a	critical	perspective,
overcoming	patriarchal	biases,	working	towards	social	change,	empowering
marginalized	voices,	as	well	as	acknowledging	the	position	of	the
researcher.

Focus	group
A	planned	and	guided	discussion	among	a	group	of	participants	for	the
purpose	of	examining	a	specific	issue	or	issues.

Formative	evaluation



Also	referred	to	as	process	evaluation,	it	investigates	an	initiative’s	delivery
and	provides	data	and	information	that	can	aid	further	development	of	a
particular	change	initiative.

Generalizability
Whether	findings	and/or	conclusions	from	a	sample,	setting	or	group	are
directly	applicable	to	a	larger	population,	a	different	setting	or	another
group.

Grounded	theory
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	uses	inductive	processes	to	generate
theory	directly	from	data.

Guttman	scaling
A	scale	that	orders	statements	about	a	particular	topic	according	to
favourability,	such	that	if	you	agree	with	the	fourth	statement	it	implies	you
agreed	with	the	previous	three.	For	example:	(1)	‘Pet	dogs	should	be
allowed	in	the	back	yard’;	(2)	‘Pet	dogs	should	be	allowed	in	the	house’;	(3)
‘Pet	dogs	should	be	allowed	in	the	bedroom’;	and	(4)	‘Pet	dogs	should
sleep	on	the	bed’.

Hand-picked	sampling
Involves	the	selection	of	a	sample	with	a	particular	purpose	in	mind,	such
as	typicality,	wide	variance	or	‘expertise’.

Hermeneutics
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	interprets	text	in	a	dialogic	fashion
that	includes	the	interpretive	work	of	both	the	author	and	the	audience.

Histogram
A	graph	that	uses	vertical	bars	of	different	heights	to	represent	the
distribution	of	data.

Historical	analysis
Collection,	review,	interrogation	and	analysis	of	various	forms	of	data	in
order	to	establish	facts	and	draw	conclusions	about	past	events.

Hypothesis
Logical	conjecture	about	the	nature	of	relationships	between	two	or	more
variables	expressed	in	the	form	of	a	testable	statement.



Hypothetico-deductive	methods
Scientific	method	in	which	a	general	hypothesis	is	tested	by	deducing
predictions	that	are	then	experimentally	tested.

Independent	variables
The	things	that	might	be	causing	an	effect	on	the	things	you	are	trying	to
understand;	for	example,	in	the	hypothesis	‘income	is	dependent	on	level	of
education’,	education	would	be	the	independent	variable.

Indexicality
The	contextual	nature	of	behaviour	and	talk,	in	particular	the	cues	that
conform	to	a	recognizable	pattern	that	we	use	to	make	meaning.

Inductive	logic
Using	specific	individual	facts	to	draw	an	overall	conclusion,	principle	or
theory.

Inferential	statistics
Statistical	measures	used	to	make	inferences	about	a	population	based	on
samples	drawn	from	that	population.

Informed	consent
Full	disclosure	of	a	research	participant’s	requested	involvement	in	a	study,
including	time	commitment,	type	of	activity,	topics	that	will	be	covered,
and	all	physical	and	emotional	risks	potentially	involved.

Inter-quartile
The	two	inner	quartiles	of	a	quartile	range	–	often	used	as	a	measure	of
dispersion	because	it	eliminates	outliers.

Interval
A	measurement	scale	that	orders	data	and	uses	equidistant	units	to	measure
difference.	This	scale	does	not,	however,	have	an	absolute	zero.	For
example,	the	year	2018	occurs	18	years	after	the	year	2000,	but	time	did	not
begin	in	AD	1.

Intervening	variable
A	variable	that	modifies	the	original	relationship	between	the	independent
and	the	dependent	variables,	but	isn’t	readily	observable.	For	example,	you
find	a	correlation	between	singing	to	your	baby	and	calming	her	down.



Singing	creates	calm.	The	intervening	variable,	however,	may	be	undivided
attention	–	undivided	attention	leads	to	calm,	so	just	using	a	song	recording
does	not	have	the	full	desired	effect.

Interview
A	method	of	data	collection	that	involves	researchers	seeking	open-ended
answers	related	to	a	number	of	questions,	topic	areas	or	themes.

Key	informants
Individuals	whose	role	or	experiences	result	in	them	having	relevant
information	or	knowledge	they	are	willing	to	share	with	a	researcher.

Kurtosis
Indicates	how	peaked	or	flat	a	distribution	is,	compared	with	‘normal’.
Positive	kurtosis	indicates	a	relatively	peaked	distribution,	while	negative
kurtosis	indicates	a	flatter	distribution.

Likert	scaling
A	scale	that	asks	respondents	to	select	a	position	on	a	continuum	from,	say,
‘strongly	disagree’	to	‘strongly	agree’.	There	are	typically	five	to	seven
points	on	the	continuum.

Limitations
Design	characteristics	or	constraints	that	may	have	an	impact	on	the
generalizability	and	utility	of	findings,	for	example	small	sample	size	or
restricted	access	to	records.

Literature	review
A	critical	and	purposive	review	of	a	body	of	knowledge	including	findings
and	theoretical	and	methodological	contributions.

Mean
The	mathematical	average.	To	calculate	the	mean,	you	add	the	values	for
each	case	and	then	divide	by	the	number	of	cases.

Measurement	scales
Ways	of	capturing	the	differences	within	variables:	categorizing	(nominal
variables);	ranking	(ordinal	variables);	distance	between	points	(interval
variables);	and	distance	between	points	with	an	absolute	zero	(ratio
variables).



Median
The	midpoint	of	a	range.	To	find	the	median	you	simply	arrange	values	in
ascending	(or	descending)	order	and	find	the	middle	value.

Member	checking
Checking	that	interpretation	of	events,	situations	and	phenomena	gels	with
the	interpretations	of	‘insiders’.

Meta-analysis
Statistical	analysis	and	synthesis	of	the	results	of	two	or	more	primary
studies	that	address	the	same	hypothesis	in	the	same	way	–	common	in
systematic	reviews.

Methodology
Macro-level	frameworks	that	offer	principles	of	reasoning	associated	with
particular	paradigmatic	assumptions.	Examples	here	include	scientific
method	ethnography	and	action	research.

Methods
The	actual	micro-level	techniques	used	to	collect	and	analyse	data.

Mixed	approach
An	approach	to	research	that	utilizes	both	qualitative	and	quantitative	data.
Both	types	of	data	are	valued	independent	of	ontological	or	epistemological
assumptions.

Mixed	methodology
Employing	quantitative	and	qualitative	approaches	in	a	single	study.

Mode
The	most	common	value	or	values	noted	for	a	variable.

Multi-stage	cluster	sampling
Surveying	within	whole	clusters	within	a	population	that	is	done	in	several
stages.	For	example,	if	your	population	was	Australian	high	school
students,	you	would	(1)	use	a	sampling	strategy	to	select	regions	across
Australia,	then	(2)	use	a	sampling	strategy	to	select	a	number	of	high
schools	within	these	regions,	before	(3)	employing	an	additional	sampling
strategy	to	select	students	from	within	those	schools.



Multivariate	analysis
A	statistical	analysis	that	explores	the	relationship	between	three	or	more
variables	and	allows	researchers	to	build	models	and	test	theories.

Narrative	analysis
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	seeks	to	interpret	the	stories	of
individuals.

Netnography
Attempts	to	understand	the	unique	nature	of	computer-mediated	online
communities	through	agreed-upon	standardized	approaches	to	observing
and	participating	in	websites,	blogs,	discussion	boards	and	social
networking.

Neutrality
Subjectivities	are	recognized	and	negotiated	in	a	manner	that	attempts	to
avoid	biasing	results/conclusions.

Nominal
A	measurement	scale	in	which	numbers	are	arbitrarily	assigned	to	represent
categories.	Since	they	are	arbitrary	and	have	no	numerical	significance,
they	cannot	be	used	to	perform	mathematical	calculations.

Non-parametric	tests
Statistical	tests	for	data	in	which	there	is	no	assumption	that	the	relevant
population	falls	under	a	normal	distribution.

Non-random	sampling
Processes	in	which	the	chance	or	probability	of	any	particular	case	being
selected	in	a	sample	is	not	known.

Non-response	bias
The	effect	caused	when	those	who	agree	to	be	in	a	sample	are	intrinsically
different	from	those	who	decline.

Normal	curve
A	‘bell-shaped’	distribution	of	data	that	is	symmetrical,	with	the	mean,
median	and	mode	all	coinciding	at	the	highest	point	of	the	curve.

Objectives



These	summarize	what	is	to	be	achieved	by	the	study	including	what	you
will	do	and	for	what	purposes.	Objectives	work	best	if	they	are	explicit,
concrete	and	closely	connected	to	your	research	question.

Objectivity
That	conclusions	are	based	on	observable	phenomena	and	are	not
influenced	by	emotions,	personal	prejudices	or	subjectivities.

Observation
A	systematic	method	of	data	collection	that	relies	on	a	researcher’s	ability
to	gather	data	through	his	or	her	senses.

Online	ethnography
Attempts	to	understand	online	communities,	and	based	on	classic
anthropological	assumptions.	Individual	researchers	adopt	methodological
approaches	that	generally	involve	observing	and	participating	in	websites,
blogs,	discussion	boards	and	social	networking.

Online	generated	data
The	vast	array	of	qualitative	and	quantitative	data	that	is	produced	on	or	by
the	Internet.

Ontology
The	study	of	what	exists,	and	how	things	that	exist	are	understood	and
categorized.	Our	personal	ontology	points	to	what	we	think	is	‘real’,	what
we	think	‘exists’,	for	example	the	nature	of	our	soul,	God,	love	and	morals.

Operationalizing	concepts
Turning	abstract	concepts	into	measurable	variables.

Ordinal
A	measurement	scale	that	orders	categories	in	some	meaningful	way.
Magnitudes	of	difference,	however,	are	not	indicated.

Outcome	evaluation
Also	referred	to	as	summative	evaluation.	Aims	to	provide	data	and
information	related	to	the	effectiveness	and	efficiency	of	the	change
strategy	in	question.

Panel	study



Involves	asking	the	same	(not	similar)	sample	of	respondents	the	same
questions	at	two	or	more	points	in	time	in	order	to	ascertain	if	individuals
change	over	time.

Paradigm
A	worldview	that	underpins	the	theories	and	methodology	of	a	particular
discipline	or	scientific	subject.

Parametric	tests
Statistical	tests	for	data	in	which	there	is	an	assumption	that	the	relevant
population	falls	under	a	normal	distribution.

Participant	observation
Researchers	are,	or	become,	part	of	the	team,	community	or	cultural	group
they	are	observing.

Participatory	action	research
Research	that	has	emancipatory	goals,	but	under	the	rubric	of	action
research	in	which	cycles	of	knowledge	and	action	are	used	to	produce	on-
the-ground	change.	Sometimes	referred	to	as	emancipatory	action	research
or	‘southern’	participatory	action	research.

Peer	review
External	check	on	the	research	process	in	which	a	colleague	is	asked	to	act
as	a	‘devil’s	advocate’	in	regard	to	all	aspects	of	methodology	and	research
conduct.

Persistent	observation
To	look	for	deep	readings	of	a	situation	beyond	an	initial,	sometimes
superficial,	level.

Phenomenology
The	study	of	phenomena	as	they	present	themselves	in	individuals’	direct
awareness	and	experience.	Perception,	rather	than	socio-historic	context	or
even	the	supposed	‘reality’	of	an	object,	is	the	focus	of	investigation.

Plagiarism
When	the	words,	ideas	or	data	of	another	person	are	not	referenced,	and	are
passed	off	as	your	own.



Population
The	total	membership	of	a	defined	class	of	people,	objects	or	events.

Positivism
The	view	that	all	true	knowledge	is	scientific,	and	is	best	pursued	by
scientific	method.

Post-positivism
The	view	that	understanding	the	world	means	an	acceptance	of	chaos,
complexity,	the	unknown,	incompleteness,	plurality,	fragmentation,
multiple	realities	and	the	construction	of	meaning.

Primary	data
Data	that	researchers	collect	expressly	for	their	research	purposes.

Process	evaluation
Also	referred	to	as	formative	evaluation,	this	investigates	an	initiative’s
delivery	and	provides	data	and	information	that	can	aid	further	development
of	a	particular	change	initiative.

Programme	logic
A	planning,	communication	and	evaluation	model/tool	that	articulates	the
details	of	an	initiative,	its	objectives	and	how	success	will	be	measured.

Prolonged	engagement
Investment	of	time	sufficient	to	learn	the	culture,	understand	context	and/or
build	trust	and	rapport.

Prompts	and	probes
Techniques	used	to	facilitate	an	interview.	Prompts	are	cues	or	reminders
you	give	your	interviewee	to	help	them	answer.	Probes	are	additional
focusing	questions	used	to	get	your	interviewee	to	go	deeper.

Qualitative	approach
An	approach	to	research	highly	reliant	on	qualitative	data	(words,	images,
experiences	and	observations	that	are	not	quantified).	Often	tied	to	a	set	of
assumptions	related	to	relativism,	social	constructionism	and	subjectivism.

Qualitative	data
Data	represented	through	words,	pictures,	symbols,	videos	or	icons.



Qualitative	data	analysis
Processes	for	moving	from	qualitative	data	to	understanding	and
interpretation	of	people	and	situations	under	investigation.

Qualitative	research	paradigm
An	approach	to	understanding	and	studying	the	world	that	rejects	positivist
‘rules’	and	works	at	interpreting	the	world	through	multiple	lenses.

Quantitative	approach
An	approach	to	research	highly	reliant	on	quantified	data	(numerical	data	as
well	as	concepts	we	code	with	numbers).	Often	tied	to	a	set	of	assumptions
related	to	realism,	empiricism	and	positivism.

Quantitative	data
Data	represented	through	numbers	and	analysed	using	statistics.

Quantitative	research	paradigm
An	approach	to	understanding	and	studying	the	world	that	is	characterized
by	an	objective	positivist	search	for	singular	truths	reliant	on	hypotheses,
variables	and	statistics.

Quartile
A	measure	of	dispersion	for	ordinal	data	in	which	the	range	is	divided	into
four	equal	parts.

Quasi-experimental	design
An	experiment	that	does	not	randomly	assign	subjects	to	control	and	target
groups.

Random	sampling
Process	by	which	each	element	in	a	population	has	an	equal	chance	of
being	selected	for	inclusion	in	a	sample.

Randomized	controlled	trial
An	experiment	conducted	under	controlled	circumstances	in	which	control
groups	are	used	and	there	is	random	assignment	to	control	and	target
groups.

Range
A	measure	of	dispersion	calculated	by	subtracting	the	lowest	value	from	the



highest	value.

Ratio
A	measurement	scale	where	each	point	on	the	scale	is	equidistant,	and	there
is	an	absolute	zero.	Because	ratio	data	is	‘real’	numbers,	like	age,	height
and	distance,	all	basic	mathematical	operations	can	be	performed.

Realism
The	view	that	the	external	world	exists	independently	of	perception.	In
other	words,	the	truth	is	out	there	whether	we	can	see	and	understand	it	or
not.

Relativism
The	view	that	there	are	no	universals,	and	that	things	like	truth,	morals	and
culture	can	only	be	understood	in	relation	to	their	own	socio-historic
context.

Reliability
Concerned	with	internal	consistency,	i.e.	whether	data/results	collected,
measured	or	generated	are	the	same	under	repeated	trials.

Representative	sample
That	a	sample	adequately	represents	the	research	population	in	terms	of
characteristics	such	age,	gender,	race,	socio-economic	status	and	education.

Reproducibility
Concerned	with	whether	results/conclusions	would	be	supported	if	the	same
methodology	was	used	in	a	different	study	with	the	same/similar	context.

Research
The	systematic	study	of	materials	and	sources	in	order	to	establish	facts	and
reach	new	conclusions.

Research	tools
The	devices	used	in	the	collection	of	research	data,	such	as	questionnaires,
observation	checklists	and	interview	schedules.

Respondents
Individuals	who	agree	to	provide	data	for	your	research	project.



Sample
A	subset	of	a	population.

Sample	frame
A	list	that	includes	every	member	of	the	population	from	which	a	sample	is
to	be	drawn.

Sampling
The	process	of	selecting	elements	of	a	population	for	inclusion	in	a	research
study.

Saturation
When	collecting	data	no	longer	adds	additional	understanding	or	aids	in
building	theories.

Scientific	method
Systematic	approach	to	theory	building	that	involves	repeated	trials	of
observation,	hypothesis	formation,	hypothesis	testing	and	evaluation.

Secondary	data
Data	that	exists	regardless	of	a	researcher’s	questioning,	prompting	and
probing.

Secondary	data	analysis
Collection,	review,	interrogation	and	analysis	of	existing	data	sets	in	order
to	answer	questions	not	previously	or	adequately	addressed.

Semiotics
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	seeks	to	interpret	the	meanings
behind	signs	and	symbols.

Sensitivity	analysis
The	extent	to	which	study	results	stay	the	same	given	adjustments	to	the
way	data	is	handled.

Simple	random	sampling
A	sampling	process	in	which	every	element	of	the	population	has	an	equal
chance	of	being	selected.

Single	group	design



A	research	design	in	which	a	single	group	is	observed	before	and	after	an
intervention.	There	is	no	control	group.

Skewed
A	distribution	of	data	that	is	not	symmetrical.	In	skewed	data,	the	mean,
median	and	mode	fall	at	different	points.

SMART	objectives
Objectives	that	are	specific,	measurable,	achievable,	relevant	and	time-
bound.

Snowball	sampling
Building	a	sample	through	a	series	of	referrals.	For	example,	asking	initial
participants	to	nominate	other	potential	participants	who	then	nominate
further	participants.

Social	constructionism
Theories	of	knowledge	that	emphasize	that	the	world	is	constructed	by
human	beings	as	they	interact	and	engage	in	interpretation.

Social	data
Data	that	individuals	knowingly	and	voluntarily	share	online,	such	as	posts,
tweets,	photos	and	videos.

Stakeholders
Individuals	and	groups	that	affect	and/or	are	affected	by	an	organization
and	its	activities.

Standard	deviation
The	square	root	of	the	variance.	The	standard	deviation	is	the	basis	of	many
commonly	used	statistical	tests	for	data	that	sits	under	a	normal	curve.

Statistical	significance
Generally	refers	to	a	‘p-value’.	It	assesses	the	probability	that	your	findings
are	more	than	coincidence.

Stratified	sampling
Dividing	your	population	into	various	subgroups	and	taking	a	random
sample	from	within	each	one.



Subjectivism
Emphasizes	the	subjective	elements	in	experience	and	accepts	that	personal
experiences	are	the	foundation	for	factual	knowledge.

Subjectivity
That	conclusions	are	influenced	by	an	individual’s	experiences,	opinions,
impressions,	beliefs	and	feelings	rather	than	observable	phenomena.

Summative	evaluation
Also	referred	to	as	outcome	evaluation,	this	aims	to	provide	data	and
information	related	to	the	effectiveness	and	efficiency	of	the	change
strategy	in	question.

Surveying
The	process	of	collecting	data	through	a	questionnaire	that	asks	individuals
the	same	questions	related	to	their	characteristics,	attributes,	how	they	live,
or	their	opinions.

Systematic	reviews
An	overview	of	primary	studies	on	a	particular	topic	that	relies	on
transparent	reproducible	methods	to	locate,	critically	appraise	and
synthesize	the	findings	and	results	of	credible	studies.

Systematic	sampling
Selecting	every	nth	case	within	a	defined	population.	For	example,	going	to
every	10th	house	or	selecting	every	20th	person	on	a	list.

Textual	analysis
Exploration	of	traces	of	social	activity	including	documents	as	well	as
blogs,	videos,	photographs,	posts,	memes,	poetry,	songs,	tweets,	etc.

Thematic	analysis
Involves	searching	through	data	to	inductively	identify	interconnections	and
patterns.	Patterns	are	then	analysed	and	explored	as	potential	themes.	As
themes	solidify,	the	next	level	of	abstraction	hopes	to	build	theory.

Thurstone	scaling
A	scale	that	asks	respondents	to	agree	or	disagree	with	different	statements
about	a	particular	construct.	Each	statement	carries	a	weighting	(between	1
and	11)	assigned	by	a	panel	of	experts.



Transferability
Whether	findings	and/or	conclusions	from	a	sample,	setting	or	group	lead	to
lessons	learned	that	may	be	germane	to	a	larger	population,	a	different
setting	or	another	group.

Trend	surveys
A	survey	that	asks	a	particular	cross-section	of	a	population	the	same
questions	at	two	or	more	points	in	time.	While	the	cross-section	stays	the
same,	the	individuals	typically	change	each	time.

Triangulation
Using	more	than	one	source	of	data	to	confirm	the	authenticity	of	each
source.

Univariate	analysis
A	statistical	analysis	of	one	variable	at	a	time.	It	consists	of	measures	such
as	central	tendency,	dispersion	and	distribution.

Unwitting	bias
The	tendency	to	unintentionally	act	in	ways	that	confirm	what	you	might
already	suspect.

Unwitting	evidence
The	background	information	related	to	a	document,	such	as	author/creator,
audience,	circumstances	of	production,	text	type,	style,	tone,	agenda,
political	purpose,	etc.

Validity
Concerned	with	truth	value,	for	example	whether	conclusions	are	‘correct’.
Also	considers	whether	methods,	approaches	and	techniques	actually	relate
to	what	is	being	explored.

Variables
Constructs	that	have	more	than	one	value;	variables	can	be	‘hard’	(e.g.
gender,	height,	income)	or	‘soft’	(e.g.	self-esteem,	worth,	political	opinion).

Variance
A	measure	of	dispersion	around	a	mean,	which	is	determined	by	the
average	of	the	squared	difference	from	the	mean.



Visual	analysis
A	form	of	qualitative	data	analysis	that	seeks	to	interpret	meaning	by
analysing	images	rather	than	words.

Volunteer	sampling
Involves	selecting	a	sample	by	asking	for	volunteers;	for	example,	putting
an	ad	in	the	newspaper	or	going	to	local	organizations.

Web	mining
The	process	of	discovering	patterns	in	large	web-based	data	sets.	Methods
include	content	analysis,	artificial	intelligence,	machine	learning,	statistics
and	database	systems.

Witting	evidence
Information	that	the	original	author/creator	of	a	text	wanted	to	share	with
his/her	audience.
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