BS2016:  Qualitative Research Methods

Making Sense of the Data

Problems of analysis in Qualitative Research

NB There is no clear-cut and accepted mode of analysis for qualitative research as there is for quantitative analyses.

Nonetheless, all researchers are faced with the problems of..

Reducing the data

Sharpens, sorts, discards, reorganises the data into manageable units.  This may involve some form of coding the data.

Structuring the data
This may not reflect the chronological sequence in which the data was collected - rather a theme might emerge as the data is reduced.  

De-textualising the data

The data may well be in the form of extended text (transcripts of interviews). At this stage, it may be an idea to get the data into diagrams, tables, flow-charts etc.

Elements of analysis in Qualitative Research

Comprehending the data

Acquisition of  a full understanding of the setting, culture and study topic before the commencement of the study

Synthesising

Drawing together of different themes and concepts into new, integrated patterns.

Theorising
Confronting the data with alternative explanations in order to develop and extend understanding. This could be done by:

· Identifying the beliefs and values and making links with existing theory

· Use lateral thinking  by comparing data from other settings

· Attempt the construction of theory by induction

· Hypothesise causal links which can be ‘tested’ upon later informants


Recontextualising
is the process of generalisation so that the theory emerging from the study can be applied to other settings and populations.

General analytical procedures

1. Convert rough notes in written records

2. Ensure material is properly referenced (participants, date, time. context)

3. Start coding the data (unit of analysis could be a word, phrase, construct applied to the data)  Codes can initially be large in number and then reduced at a later stage of the analysis

4. Group the codes into themes that emerge from the analysis.  Allow the categories to emerge from the data - be wary of imposing too many categories at this stage.

5. At various stages, write summaries of the data

6. Use the summaries to construct generalisations which you interpret in the light of existing theory or use to construct new theory

7. Continue the process until you are satisfied that the generalisations arising from the data are sufficiently robust to stand the analysis of existing theory (or the construction of new theory)


Some modes of explanation in qualitative research

Comparison

The explanations you have of the data may wish to compare social processes, phenomena, social locations, social meanings and the like.  Note that the act of comparison indicates that there must be dimensions of comparison which we might want to make explicit (e.g. interviewing personnel managers, we might want to make a distinction between..


(
different industries  


(
different size of organisation


(
Length in the job

(
Degree of professionalisation/professional commitment


(
Interpretations of the role

etc. etc.
Developing and tracing

In this style of analysis, we are concerned with the idea of process which can be conveyed as a narrative, developmental account

Description

The description here may be...

pure, neutral, detached, atheoretical, objective... (are any of these possible ?)  This has been termed a thin description.

give the context of the event or experience, states the intentions and meanings that organised the experience (including that of the researcher).  Ethnography itself has been described as thick description, ‘written representation of a culture’

Predicting

Based upon the principle that the processes seen or observed will be reproducible under similar conditions elsewhere

Theorising

Qualitative data analysis should have wider relevance to some explanatory body of knowledge or social interpretation.

Convincing yourself ( and others)

Reliability and accuracy of the method

Reliability generally means (to the positivist researcher) that the same data generation methods will produce the ‘same’ results. To the qualitative researcher, data generation should be:

· appropriate

· thorough, honest, careful

· accounts of how the data was produced

Validity of data and of interpretation

Data validity is your account of the rationale which underlies your choice of methods (including data capture instruments)
Data triangulation (using multiple perspectives/methods/observers) may well be seen as a potential solution to the problem but this has to be approached with a degree of caution (different methods are designed to throw light onto different aspects of the phenomena, the term might imply that there is an objective view which can be captured by more than one observer)

Validity of  interpretation may generate a crisis of confidence! But if you assiduously chart and justify the steps through which the analysis passes, then this helps to support the position with which you end up. It should be possible for readers of your work to follow your analysis up to a point and then to draw their own alternative conclusions - but it helps your own analysis if it can be shown that you yourself have considered, and then rejected, alternative modes of explanation.

Generalisability of analyses   Care has to be taken that claims are only made which can be substantiated e.g. if a sample had been chosen which was not specifically designed to be representative of a wider population, then it is difficult to claim that the results are representative.

Representativeness is usually supported by the use of other techniques (e.g. the use of numbers to indicate typicality)

Generalisation is not easy in qualitative research.  It needs to be considered as part of the overall research deign (sampling, theory etc.) Generalisation is helped by showing that the study as a whole has been logically thought through, data carefully collected and so on.
 Examples of ‘emergent’ analysis

Becker,Geer, Hughes and Strauss (1961), Boys in White, Chicago, University of Chicago Press.

· A study of medical socialisation i.e. critical phases in a long and arduous training procedure.

· Noticed that the term crock was applied by particular students (half way through training) to particular types of patients (those with multiple, ill-defined symptoms)

· Such patients represented a dilemma i.e.

· --  had the appropriate tests been performed

· --  were the tests appropriately interpreted ?

· -- multiple conditions or one

· -- rare condition or not

· -- psychosomatic element

· These dilemmas were bundled up and communicated to each other by the use of the word crock.

· Becker collected what he termed quasi-statistics to indicate the distribution of the phenomenon (i.e. not first year students, final year students near to the point of graduation)

· Theoretically, illuminates the point of maximum exposure to uncertainty in the professional training period.

Becker’s own account is certainly illuminating

Q.
What are the three reasons students dislike crocks ?

Q.
What were Becker’s methods of working ?

Q.
How did students learn things ?
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