Encountering Qualitative Research .....

 

For those of you who are encountering qualitative research for the first time, it may look very different from the type of research to which you are used.  It may seem to lack “rigor”; be based on opinion; have lousy sampling techniques etc. - in short, everything for which you have been soundly criticized during your scientific educational career.  Well, I put forward to you that what you are experiencing is something of a phase transition and paradigm shift.  To give you some frame for understanding this different approach it is necessary to look at the philosophical roots for both empiricist and idealist traditions. 
The Philosophic Roots

	Empiricist traditions
	Idealist traditions

	( Comte, Newton, Locke

Durkheim

· Subject is independent and object like

· 2 elements:  the knower and that which is or can be known

· Social investigation is neutral


	(  Kantian tradition; Dilthey, Rickert

Weber

· Researchers both the subject and object of their study.

· The knower is merged with what which is or can be known

· Social investigation is not neutral




These are two different ways of approaching research to understand questions from our world.  The route you choose to follow for research is based on particular methodological reasons or positions.  [ By the way, there are huge debates in academia over which particular position is “best” but that is not the object of this very short introduction.]  The following small tables show how the different approaches to research will produce different types of data and analysis of that data.
Shaping the research approaches

	Realist (Positivist)
	Idealist (Alternative)

	· subject-object position on the relationship of subject matter

· separation of facts and values

· searches for laws


	· subject-subject position

· perception of facts and values as being inextricably mixed

· seeks understanding




This last table situates the types of data, how the data is perceived and the outcome of the data analysis.  I’ve put these two categories in an either/or position but in reality there is much more of a continuum between the positions – or so I maintain (others don’t).

	Positivist
	Alternative

	· fact

· objectivity

· fixed categories

· outsiders’ perspective

· static reality

· causal explanation


	· values

· subjectivity

· emergent categories

· insiders’ perspective

· fluid reality

· understanding




Evaluating qualitative research
This last part consists of the types of questions that may be helpful when evaluating qualitative research.  They are taken from the article by Mays and Pope.

Some questions about quality that might be asked of a qualitative study

· Worth or relevance—Was this piece of work worth doing at all? Has it contributed usefully to knowledge?

· Clarity of research question—If not at the outset of the study, by the end of the research process was the research question clear? Was the researcher able to set aside his or her research preconceptions?

· Appropriateness of the design to the question—Would a different method have been more appropriate? For example, if a causal hypothesis was being tested, was a qualitative approach really appropriate?

· Context—Is the context or setting adequately described so that the reader could relate the findings to other settings?

· Sampling—Did the sample include the full range of possible cases or settings so that conceptual rather than statistical generalisations could be made (that is, more than convenience sampling)? If appropriate, were efforts made to obtain data that might contradict or modify the analysis by extending the sample (for example, to a different type of area)?

· Data collection and analysis—Were the data collection and analysis procedures systematic? Was an “audit trail” provided such that someone else could repeat each stage, including the analysis? How well did the analysis succeed in incorporating all the observations? To what extent did the analysis develop concepts and categories capable of explaining key processes or respondents' accounts or observations? Was it possible to follow the iteration between data and the explanations for the data (theory)? Did the researcher search for disconfirming cases?

· Reflexivity of the account—Did the researcher self consciously assess the likely impact of the methods used on the data obtained? Were sufficient data included in the reports of the study to provide sufficient evidence for readers to assess whether analytical criteria had been met?

Relativist criteria for quality

· Degree to which substantive and formal theory is produced and the degree of development of such theory

· Novelty of the claims made from the theory

· Consistency of the theoretical claims with the empirical data collected 

· Credibility of the account to those studied and to readers

· Extent to which the description of the culture of the setting provides a basis for competent performance in the culture studied

· Extent to which the findings are transferable to other settings

· Reflexivity of the account—that is, the degree to which the effects of the research strategies on the findings are assessed or the amount of information about the research process that is provided to readers
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