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Endorsements

Uwe Flick’s handbook of qualitative data analysis is an illuminating new resource for
qualitative and mixed methods scholars. What these authors do in exploring how we think
when we do analysis will be invaluable for practicing researchers, novices and experienced
hands alike. These essays will also provoke further investigation, discussion, and theorizing
about what was once the most neglected area of qualitative research practice. The handbook
represents the breadth and depth of what we do when we make sense of information we have
gathered about our world. It is an exciting contribution to the methodological literature, and 1
congratulate Dr. Flick and his colleagues for their achievement here. Judith Preissle, Professor
Emeritus, University of Georgia

This is an essential resource for the rapidly expanding ranks of researchers employing
qualitative practices of inquiry. It represents the most sophisticated, broad-ranging, and multi-
vocal array of contributions to the analysis of qualitative data yet available. There are now
many texts on qualitative methods, but this is one is unique. It covers ground largely untouched
by others, and with responsible attention to multiple points of view. My enthusiastic
congratulations to the editor and authors. Kenneth J. Gergen, President, The Taos Institute

Qualitative data analysis frequently appears to be a mysterious process to students and often
experienced researchers alike. This excellent handbook removes the mystery and unveils
invaluable insights into all facets of this crucial phase of the research process. I can’t think of
a single aspect of analysis that is left without coverage, so that it will become a ‘must read’ for
qualitative researchers for many years to come. Uwe Flick is to be congratulated for putting
together such an exceptional collection. Alan Bryman, School of Management, University of
Leicester

This is a comprehensive account of a large variety of approaches to qualitative data analysis,
written by leading international experts in the relevant methodological fields. For those who
are confused about different analytic methods in qualitative research this book will clarify
overlaps and differences, inform readers about the key features of each approach and will in
general be an important resource for students and practitioners of social research. Clive Seale,
Professor of Sociology, Brunel University
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PART |

Mapping the Field

Part 1 is a general introduction to the
handbook and the content it covers. The
aim of this part is to give a brief and con-
cise overview of the state of the art of
qualitative research, in particular with a

focus on data analysis. The main purpose
is to give an orientation for the handbook
and its chapters and to make the back-
ground, structure and rationale of the book
explicit.






Data analysis is the central step in qualitative
research. Whatever the data are, it is their
analysis that, in a decisive way, forms the
outcomes of the research. Sometimes, data
collection is limited to recording and docu-
menting naturally occurring phenomena, for
example by recording interactions. Then
qualitative research is concentrated on ana-
lysing such recordings. Given the centrality
of the analysis in qualitative research, in
general, a kind of stocktaking of the various
approaches to qualitative analysis and of the
challenges it faces seems necessary. Anyone
interested in the current state and develop-
ment of qualitative data analysis will find a
field which is constantly growing and becom-
ing less structured. There are many changes
which have evolved in parallel, making the
field even more complex than it used to be.
This introductory chapter aims to map the
field of qualitative data analysis by discuss-
ing its extension and by drawing a number of
axes through the field that the handbook will
cover in its chapters. We will look at the cur-
rent variety of traditional and new methods

Mapping the Field

Uwe Flick

for analysing qualitative data before we
consider the expansion of the phenomena
and data available for analysis. The dimen-
sions demarcating the proliferation of quali-
tative research and, especially, qualitative
data analysis will be discussed here and
unfolded in more detail in the individual chap-
ters. After a definition of qualitative data anal-
ysis the major aims of qualitative data analysis
will be outlined — such as reducing big data
sets to core elements or expanding small
pieces of data by adding extensive interpreta-
tions. Discussing some theoretical back-
grounds and basic methodological approaches
will complement this sketch of the field.

As the first axis, a historical line will be
drawn, which intersects a second axis con-
cerning geographical diversity, which is
sometimes ignored. In the next step, we will
look at the role of data analysis in the research
process. Another axis is linked to the differ-
ence between producing new data and taking
existing, naturally occurring data for a research
project. A further distinction is related to the
major approaches to analysing data — either
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to reduce the volume or the complexity of the
data, or to expand the existing material by
writing new texts consisting of interpreta-
tions about it. The rather simple relation of
one kind of data to be analysed with one
methodological approach has become more
complex at both ends when triangulation is
part of the methodology of a project. What
are the consequences for the analysis if mul-
tiple types of data are employed? What
becomes ‘visible’ if several forms of analysis
are applied to the same set of data? Another
axis through the field is linked to the tension
between formalization and intuition in the
analysis. At the end of this chapter, some
new trends and developments in the field will
be outlined. Here, new types of data, a trend
to visualization and developments on the
level of technological support for doing the
analysis will be discussed. Qualitative
research is more and more confronted with
some new challenges — how to make data
available for re- and meta-analysis; what do
the calls for relevance and implementation
mean in this context; and what are the ethical
issues around qualitative data analysis? After
briefly discussing these issues, an overview
of the handbook and its parts and chapters
will complete this introduction.

PROLIFERATION OF QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

Over the past few decades, qualitative
research has undergone a proliferation on at
least three levels. First, it has established
itself in a wide range of disciplines beyond
such disciplines as sociology, anthropology
and education. We find qualitative research
now in such varied fields as nursing, medi-
cine, social work, psychology, information
science, political science, and the like.
Even if in many of these disciplines quali-
tative research is not in the mainstream of
research and not at the core of methods
training or teaching in general, ongoing
research increasingly includes qualitative
studies.

These developments have led to an inter-
esting gap, which forms a second level of
proliferation: a variety of methods and
approaches for data analysis have been
developed and spelled out in the methodol-
ogy literature mainly in the original disci-
plines. The range stretches from content
analysis to conversation analysis, from
grounded theory to phenomenological analy-
sis, from narrative to film analysis, from
visual data analysis to electronic data analy-
sis, etc. (see the respective chapters in this
volume). However, experience with review-
ing articles and PhD and other theses from
different disciplines shows how often the
analysis of qualitative data is done in more or
less a “hands-on’ way in both the original and
the other disciplines. Researchers sometimes
‘just do it’ (to use a phrase of Barney Glaser,
1998) or they look for certain topics in their
materials and construct an account of their
findings by illustrating these topics with
‘interesting’ quotations from interviews, for
example. These quotes are often not really
analysed in the article (or PhD dissertation)
but treated as illustrations. Another way of
describing (and doing) qualitative data anal-
ysis is to mix up tools with methods. Articles
in which the method of data analysis is
described by only referring to the Qualitative
Data Analysis (QDA) program (see Gibbs,
Chapter 19, this volume) that was applied are
still quite common. All in all, this means that
there is a gap between methodological devel-
opments on one side and research practice on
the other. This gap results from the lack of a
systematic and comparative overview and
stocktaking of the variety of analytic proce-
dures that are available for doing qualitative
data analysis. This handbook intends to
bridge this gap by giving an overview of
methodological approaches with a strong
focus on research practice in applying them
to data and emphasizes the practical applica-
tion of methods rather than their conceptual
development.

Qualitative research has undergone a
third major proliferation over the past few
decades, which concerns the types of
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data that are used. Interviews, focus group
transcripts and observation protocols are
traditional types of data, which are now
complemented with visual, virtual, textual,
acoustic and other data. These forms of data
represent the diversification of ways of
communication and documentation of indi-
vidual and social experiences. At the same
time, methods for producing these data
have proliferated as well and new devices
for recording activities and processes in
their complexity have been developed.
Videotaping, acoustic recording devices,
Internet formats like Facebook, etc., are
adopted to catch relevant aspects of the life
worlds in the twenty-first century. How-
ever, this proliferation of issues to be ana-
lysed and of data produced and available
has not always been accompanied by a
systematic and adequate proliferation of
approaches for analysing such qualitative
data. The methods that are used are often
traditional ones (e.g. grounded theory,
coding, content analysis) or are developed
but mostly applied hands-on for the single

project. The handbook intends to cover the
variety of approaches starting from the
diversity of types of data that are used in
qualitative research.

WHAT IS QUALITATIVE DATA
ANALYSIS?

The central focus of this book is the variety
and diversity of the ways of doing qualitative
data analysis. Therefore it might be helpful
first to outline the common core of this prac-
tice by (1) giving a working definition,
followed by (2) discussing the aims of quali-
tative data analysis and finally by (3) looking
at theoretical backgrounds and basic meth-
odological approaches.

Definition

In Box 1.1 a rather general definition of
qualitative data analysis is outlined which
emphasizes the move from data to meanings
or representations.

Box 1.1

What Is Qualitative Data Analysis?

Qualitative data analysis is the classification and interpretation of linguistic (or visual) material
to make statements about implicit and explicit dimensions and structures of meaning-making
in the material and what is represented in it. Meaning-making can refer to subjective or social
meanings. Qualitative data analysis also is applied to discover and describe issues in the field
or structures and processes in routines and practices. Often, qualitative data analysis combines
approaches of a rough analysis of the material (overviews, condensation, summaries) with
approaches of a detailed analysis (elaboration of categories, hermeneutic interpretations or
identified structures). The final aim is often to arrive at generalizable statements by comparing
various materials or various texts or several cases.

Aims of Qualitative Data Analysis

The analysis of qualitative data can have
several aims. The first aim may be to describe
a phenomenon in some or greater detail. The
phenomenon can be the subjective experi-
ences of a specific individual or group (e.g.
the way people continue to live after a fatal

diagnosis). This can focus on the case (indi-
vidual or group) and its special features and
the links between them. The analysis can also
focus on comparing several cases (individu-
als or groups) and on what they have in com-
mon or on the differences between them. The
second aim may be to identify the conditions
on which such differences are based. This



6 MAPPING THE FIELD

means to look for explanations for such dif-
ferences (e.g. circumstances which make it
more likely that the coping with a specific
illness situation is more successful than in
other cases). The third aim may be to develop
a theory of the phenomenon under study
from the analysis of empirical material (e.g.
a theory of illness trajectories).

The aims above are three general aims of
qualitative data analysis. In addition we can
distinguish the analysis of (1) content from
that of (2) formal aspects and from approaches
that (3) combine both. For example, we can
look at what participants report about their
illness experiences and compare the contents
of such reports with statements made by other
participants. Or we can look at formal aspects
of an interaction about these experiences
(with a family member or a professional),
when the language becomes unclear, pauses
become longer, and the like. Or we can look
at the content and formal aspects in a public
discourse about chronic illness. The hand-
book provides chapters on methods for pursu-
ing each of these aims in qualitative analysis.

Theoretical Backgrounds and Basic
Methodological Approaches

Qualitative data analysis — as qualitative
research in general — can take three approaches
to analysing social phenomena. A first approach
puts subjective experiences as the focus: what
are patients’ experiences of being chronically
ill from a specific disease; how do they
describe living with it; what are their explana-
tions for being in this situation? For this
approach data often come from interviews
with the patients — or from documents such as
the diaries that patients have written. A second
approach focuses on describing the making of
a social situation: how does the family of the
patient interact about the illness and its conse-
quences for their family and public life? For
this approach, data, for example, result from
participant observation or from recording fam-
ily interactions with or about the patient and
the illness. A third approach is to go beyond
the first two approaches and into spheres of

implicit and even unconscious aspects of a
social phenomenon. Data again come from
recording interactions but also from analysing
phenomena beyond individual awareness.
Here the interpretation of phenomena, interac-
tion and discourses comes to the fore. The
backgrounds of these approaches are in the
first case knowledge and meaning that can be
reported by the participants. This can be linked
back theoretically to social theories such as
symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969). In the
second approach, the practices and routines
that make everyday life possible and work are
in the background of the concrete methodo-
logical procedures. The theoretical roots of this
approach are ethnomethodology (e.g. Garfinkel,
1967). Participants are not necessarily aware
of these routines or reflecting on them. In the
third approach, knowledge beyond the indi-
viduals’ accessibility is to the fore. The theo-
retical roots are structuralist models and
psychoanalysis and its concept of the uncon-
scious. Although the focus of the handbook is
on research practice rather than on theories, it
covers methods that make all of these
approaches work in qualitative data analysis.

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS

When the history of qualitative research is
considered, reference is often made to
Denzin and Lincoln’s (2005: 14-20; 2011: 3)
stage model (see also Flick, 2014: ch. 2, for
the following discussion). They present
‘eight moments of qualitative research’.
These stages can also be taken as a starting
point for a developmental perspective on
qualitative data analysis. The traditional
period is located between the early twentieth
century and the Second World War. The Chi-
cago School in sociology or the research of
Malinowski in ethnography are used as
examples. During this period, qualitative
data analysis aimed at a more or less objec-
tive description of social phenomena in soci-
ety or in other cultures. The second stage is
called the modernist phase, which extends
from the 1950s to the 1970s. It is marked by
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publications such as Glaser and Strauss’s
(1967) textbook on how to do qualitative
analysis with the aim of theory development.
In that period, data analysis was driven by
various ways of coding for materials often
obtained from participant observation.
Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967) at the
same time turned the focus on more and
more formal analysis of everyday practices
and mainly of conversations. The attitudes of
both kinds of research are still alive in cur-
rent qualitative research (see Thornberg and
Charmaz, Chapter 11, Eberle, Chapter 13,
and Toerien, Chapter 22, this volume).

Denzin and Lincoln use a term introduced
by Geertz (1983) to characterize the develop-
ments up to the mid-1980s: blurred genres.
Various theoretical models and understand-
ings of the objects and methods stand side by
side, from which researchers can choose and
compare ‘alternative paradigms’, such as
symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology,
phenomenology, and others. Data analysis
turned more to interpretation of phenomena
(narratives, ethnographic descriptions) and
writing essays rather than coding and catego-
rizing (which continued to be used, however).
In this period, the first software programs and
packages for computer-supported data analy-
sis were developed (see Gibbs, Chapter 19,
this volume).

In the mid-1980s, the crisis of representa-
tion, the presentation and, in particular, the
process of writing in research became central
topics. The focus on analysing data was
much more on interpretation than on identi-
fying linear models. For example, the para-
digm model suggested by Strauss and Corbin
(1990) as an orientation for coding data
assumes that causes lead to phenomena and
they, in turn, lead to consequences, and pro-
poses to look for such chains of concepts. In
this period, qualitative research and data
analysis are understood as a continuous pro-
cess of constructing versions of reality. After
all, the version of themselves that people
present in an interview does not necessarily
correspond to the version they would have
given to a different researcher with a different

research question. Researchers, who inter-
pret the interview and present it as part of
their findings, produce a new version of the
whole. In this context, the evaluation of
research and findings becomes a central topic
in methodological discussions. This raises
the question as to whether traditional criteria
are still valid and, if not, which other stand-
ards should be applied in assessing qualita-
tive research (see Barbour, Chapter 34, this
volume). At the same time, the technical
devices for analysing data proliferated and
all sorts of programs were developed that
could be selected if they matched the ques-
tions and type of research at stake.

For the fifth moment (in the 1990s)
Denzin and Lincoln mention that narratives
have replaced theories, or theories are read
as narratives. Here (as in postmodernism, in
general) the end of grand narratives is pro-
claimed; the accent is shifted towards (local)
theories and narratives that fit specific,
delimited, local, historical situations, and
problems. Data analysis adapted to this turn.
In the next stage (sixth moment) post-
experimental writing, linking issues of qual-
itative research to democratic policies,
became more prominent. The seventh
moment 1is characterized by further estab-
lishing qualitative research through various
new journals. Denzin and Lincoln’s eighth
moment in the development of qualitative
research focused on the rise of evidence-
based practice as the new criterion of rele-
vance for social science and to the new
conservatism in the United States.

Denzin and Lincoln’s outline of its history
is often taken as a general reference for the
development of qualitative research. How-
ever, as authors like Alasuutari (2004) sug-
gest, this general ‘progress narrative’ (2004:
599) is mainly focused on the development
in the Anglo-Saxon area. Instead, he pro-
poses a spatial, rather than a temporal, view
of the development of qualitative research. In
this way Denzin and Lincoln’s history of
qualitative research can be complemented
with the various ways qualitative research
has developed in other regions.
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German-Speaking Areas

Qualitative research in German-speaking
areas can be traced back to the works of Max
Weber and Alfred Schiitz, for example, but
had become less influential after the Second
World War here as well. They were rediscov-
ered in the 1960s, when a series of anthologies
imported and translated relevant articles from
the American literature. Thus the basic texts
on ethnomethodology or symbolic interaction-
ism became available for German discussion.
The model of the research process created by
Glaser and Strauss (1967) attracted much
attention and promoted the idea that it could
do more justice to the objects of research than
was possible in quantitative research.

At the end of the 1970s, a broader and more
original discussion began in Germany, which
no longer relied exclusively on the translation
of American literature. This discussion dealt
with interviews, how to apply and how to
analyse them, and with methodological ques-
tions that have stimulated extensive research
(see Flick et al., 2004, for an overview).

In the 1980s, two original methods were
developed that became crucial to the estab-
lishment of qualitative research in Germany:
the narrative interview by Schiitze (1977, see
Esin et al., Chapter 14, this volume) and
objective hermeneutics (see Reichertz, 2004,
and Wernet, Chapter 16, this volume). Both

Table 1.1

methods no longer were imports of American
developments and stimulated extensive
research practice, mainly in biographical
research. Most important was their influence
on the general discussion of qualitative meth-
ods in German-speaking areas.

In the mid-1980s, questions about the
validity and the generalizability of findings
obtained with qualitative methods attracted
broader attention. Related questions of pres-
entation and the transparency of results were
also discussed. The quantity and, above all,
the unstructured nature of the data also pro-
moted the use of computers in qualitative
research. One result was the development of
software programs in Germany such as
ATLAS.ti and MAXQDA (see Gibbs, Chap-
ter 19, this volume). Finally, the first original
textbooks or introductions on the background
of the discussions in the German-speaking
area were published (see Table 1.1).

This juxtaposition of American and German
developments is relevant here for two reasons.
First, the latter German developments — the
theoretical and methodological discussions,
the methods resulting from them and the
research practice with them — are almost not
represented in Denzin and Lincoln’s stage
model or in the methodological discussions
around it — except for the two software pro-
grams. Thus, this development can be seen
as an example of spatial differentiation

Phases in the history of qualitative research

United States

Germany

Traditional period (1900 to 1945)

Modernist phase (1945 to the 1970s)

Blurred genres (until the mid-1980s)

Crisis of representation (since the mid-1980s)
Fifth moment (the 1990s)

Sixth moment (post-experimental writing)

Seventh moment (establishing qualitative research
through successful journals, 2000 to 2004)

Eighth moment (the future and new challenges — since
2005)

Early studies (end of nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries)

Phase of import (early 1970s)
Beginning of original discussions (late 1970s)
Developing original methods (1970s and 1980s)

Consolidation and procedural questions (late 1980s and
1990s)

Research practice (since the 1980s)

Methodological proliferation and technological
developments (since the 1990s)

Establishing qualitative research (journals, book series,
scientific societies — since the 1990s)
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(Alasuutari, 2004) that is neglected in the
general progress narrative recognized in the
Anglo-Saxon literature.

Second, some of the methodological out-
comes of this development will be taken up
in this handbook in extra chapters on such
topics as phenomenology (see Eberle,
Chapter 13), (objective) hermeneutics (see
Wernet, Chapter 16) and the further elabo-
rations of content analysis (see Schreier,
Chapter 12).

Several authors now argue for more open-
ness to local and cultural diversity regarding
the development and progress of qualitative
research. In this context, several overviews
of the internationalization of qualitative
research, in particular in Europe and across
the cultural, linguistic, and methodological
diversities, can widen the perspective on
what qualitative research in various geo-
graphical areas is like in times of globaliza-
tion (see Knoblauch et al., 2005; Ryan and
Gobo, 2011; Schnettler and Rebstein 2012;
and Flick, forthcoming). Hsiung (2012), for
example, discusses a core—periphery divide
in this context. Anglo-American (core) meth-
ods and texts are translated and exported to
Asian countries currently and define what
qualitative research is about and push local
methodologies aside. Alasuutari (2004) dis-
cusses this problem by juxtaposing a tempo-
ral development approach (the eight phases
of qualitative research) with a spatial
approach that focuses more on local tradi-
tions of qualitative research, in general.

At the same time, discussions started and
are recognized as necessary about the West-
ern-culture-based tacit assumptions of some
of the major qualitative methods. This can
only be illustrated here briefly for interview
and observational methods. In Western Euro-
pean societies it is quite normal for people to
be interviewed and it is also normal to talk
about one’s own personal history and indi-
vidual experiences to a professional stranger.
It is not uncommon to have such a conversa-
tion recorded if some rules are defined
(anonymization, data protection, etc.). It may
be an irritating idea, but it is still quite normal

for your statements to be later analysed and
interpreted. Gobo (2012) discusses a number
of necessary and taken-for-granted precondi-
tions of using this approach in qualitative
research. These include the ability on the part
of the interviewee to speak for him or herself,
and an awareness of him or herself as an
autonomous and independent individual; an
extended concept of public opinion, neces-
sary for communicating opinions and atti-
tudes and describing behaviours considered
private in a pre-industrial society, etc. As we
experience in our own research with migrants
from Russian-speaking countries, being inter-
viewed (and recorded) has different connota-
tions and is much less a normal routine (Flick
and Rohnsch, forthcoming). Instead, we
found that many interviews are connected
with being investigated by the state and the
expected self-disclosure is anything but nor-
mal, but conflicting with some cultural val-
ues. The same criticism applies to research
involving observation where a researcher
takes notes about everyday routines and inter-
action and writes reports about field contacts.
Again this is linked to practices of control by
the state and of breaching privacy. These cul-
tural differences in the meanings linked to
practices that are basic for prominent qualita-
tive methods become relevant in applying
these methods in intercultural contexts, in
recruiting participants and in negotiating
informed consent with them (see Mertens,
Chapter 35, this volume), and has an impact
on what we can analyse as data in the process.
These issues cannot be discussed here exten-
sively but illustrate the need for reflecting on
our research approaches for their underlying
and sometimes implicit cultural assumptions.

THE ROLE OF DATA ANALYSIS IN THE
RESEARCH PROCESS

The analysis of qualitative data is often one
step in a series of steps throughout the
research process. It comes after field access
has been found, sampling decisions have been
taken, data have been collected, recorded
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and elaborated (e.g. transcribed). In such a
model of the research process, an intensive
data analysis only starts when all data have
been collected and prepared. In other cases,
the analysis begins with the collection of the
data and both steps are applied in a parallel,
sometimes entangled way. Qualitative data
analysis can also be the central step in
qualitative research to which all other steps
are subordinated. Data collection then is
only a means for advancing the analysis of
the phenomenon and what is available so
far as empirical material referring to it.
Other decisions in the research process are
driven by the state of the data analysis and
the questions still unanswered. A promi-
nent example for this approach to data
analysis is grounded theory, where sam-
pling decisions, sometimes the decisions
about which methods to use for further
collection of data etc., are driven by the
state of the data analysis. Most prominent
is the concept of ‘theoretical sampling’
(see Rapley, Chapter 4, and Thornberg and
Charmaz, Chapter 11, this volume), which
means that sampling decisions are taken
with the focus on further elaborating or
substantiating the categories developed in
the analysis so far. The linear model of the
research process then is replaced by a more
modular model, in which the analysis of
data has become the central node in the
organization of the other elements of the
researchers’ work. This means it is not so
much the specific features of the data that
drives the analysis, but the analysis drives
the search for data in different formats. A
similar centrality of the analysis of phe-
nomena and the search for appropriate
types of data can be found in ethnographic
research (see Gubrium and Holstein, Chap-
ter 3, this volume), although here the writ-
ing about the phenomenon and the field
becomes a major element in the data analy-
sis (see Denzin, Chapter 39, this volume).
These brief examples show that there are
different approaches to the role of data
analysis in the qualitative research process.

USING ELICITED DATA OR
ANALYSING EXISTING PHENOMENA

Another axis through the field of qualitative
data analysis is linked to the question of
where the data come from or, in other words,
what is used or accepted as data. On one side
of this axis, we find data that result from
employing specific methods to produce them
for the purpose of the actual research: inter-
views (see Roulston, Chapter 20, this vol-
ume) are a prominent way of producing such
data as are focus groups (see Barbour, Chap-
ter 21, this volume). Data coming from par-
ticipant observation (see Marvasti, Chapter
24, this volume) or ethnography (see Gubrium
and Holstein, Chapter 3, this volume) and the
field notes written for the research also fall
into this category. On the other side of this
divide, we find approaches based on the idea
of using naturally occurring data instead of
producing them specifically for the research.
The act of data collection in such cases is
limited to recording, for example, everyday
interactions or routine practices in profes-
sional work. The analytic approaches such as
conversation analysis (see Toerien, Chapter 22,
this volume) and discourse analysis (see Wil-
lig, Chapter 23, this volume) but also herme-
neutics (see Wernet, Chapter 16, this vol-
ume) not only use naturally occurring data,
but also link their analyses closely to the data
and their (temporal) structure. Researchers
do not navigate through the data every which
way in looking for excerpts for filling cate-
gories, but apply the principle of sequential-
ity (see Wernet, Chapter 16, but also Toerien,
Chapter 22, this volume). This means the
material is analysed from beginning to end
and following its temporal development.
Coming back to the line between produced
and naturally occurring data, we again find
approaches in which both forms are used.
The analysis of documents (see Coffey,
Chapter 25, this volume) is based either on
existing documents (e.g. diaries written in
everyday life) or on documents which are
produced for the purpose of the research
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(diaries written as part of a project and stimu-
lated by the researchers). In discourse analy-
sis, interviews are frequently used (see the
examples in Willig, Chapter 23, this volume)
and the strong rejections of such data, which
could be found in the beginning, have
become less dominant. As recent develop-
ments demonstrate, conversation analysis
(see Toerien, Chapter 22, this volume) is now
also used for analysing the interaction and
dynamics in focus groups (see Barbour,
Chapter 21, this volume). Ethnography also
makes the distinction between analysing
‘natural’ data — like observing everyday rou-
tines — instead of asking participants to talk
about these routines in extra research situa-
tions like interviews, although much of the
data in ethnography also come from talking
with members in the field (‘ethnographic
interviews’). Again, the handbook will cover
both alternatives discussed in this paragraph.

MAJOR APPROACHES TO
ANALYSING DATA

In the range of approaches to analysing quali-
tative data, we can find two major strategies.
The first one is oriented to reducing big sets
of data or the complexity in the data. The
major methodological step is to code the data.
This basically means to find a label that
allows the grouping of several clements
(statements or observation) under one con-
cept, so that we have a more or less limited
number of codes (or categories) rather than a
large variety of diverse phenomena. The most
prominent way of pursuing this aim is quali-
tative content analysis (see Schreier, Chapter
12, this volume). However, grounded theory
coding, also, in the end aims at reducing the
diversity in the field and in the data by iden-
tifying a core category or a basic social pro-
cess (see Thornberg and Charmaz, Chapter
11, this volume). The second strategy aims
rather at expanding the material by producing
one or more interpretations (see Willig, Chap-
ter 10, this volume). Here, a second level of

text is written in addition to or about the
original material. This second level describes,
analyses and explains the meaning of the
original text (e.g. interview statements, focus
group discussions, documents or images).
Such interpretations often are longer and
more substantial than the original text. Exam-
ples of making this strategy work in a methodo-
logical procedure are the phenomenological
approaches (see Eberle, Chapter 13, this vol-
ume), the documentary method (see Bohnsack,
Chapter 15, this volume) or hermeneutic
approaches (see Wernet, Chapter 16, this
volume). Maybe this juxtaposition of two
alternative approaches overemphasizes the
differences, as any process of coding includes
interpretation at one point or another — for
example, in the step of memo writing in
grounded theory (see Thornberg and Charmaz,
Chapter 11, this volume). At the same time,
any sort of interpretation at some point turns
to identifying some kind of structure — like
types or patterns — for organizing the diver-
sity in the material in a clear and orienting
way. Thus, we often find combinations of
both strategies when it comes to analysing
specific types of data. The handbook is not
confined to one sort of analysis, but intends to
cover the range of the major approaches.

TRIANGULATION OF PERSPECTIVES

Multiple Types of Data

As the number of research projects which
apply triangulation (see Flick, 2007) or mixed
methods approaches (see Morse and Maddox,
Chapter 36, this volume) has grown, there are
also more and more projects that involve the
analysis of multiple types of data. In our own
research, we often have interviews and obser-
vations or interviews and routine statistical
data (see Flick et al., 2012) in a single project.
We also have various types of interviews
applied in one study — for example, episodic
interviews (Flick, 2007) with homeless ado-
lescents and expert interviews with service
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providers. In all of these examples and in
such multiple methods projects in general, the
question arises as to whether we can use one
and the same analytic method for all the types
of data, or should we use different approaches
to the data of each type? On a closer look,
these multiple types of data not only vary in
the way they were collected (which method
was applied), but also vary in the form of
sampling (see Rapley, Chapter 4, this vol-
ume) that was applied and this may have
implications for any attempts at generalizing
the findings (see Maxwell and Chmiel,
Chapter 37, this volume). Finally, they vary
in the degree of exactness in their documen-
tation. Interviews, for example, are mostly
available on two levels of documentation:
the acoustic or audio-visual recording and
the transcription (see Kowal and O’Connell,
Chapter 5, this volume). Observations and
ethnographic data, in general, are in most
cases only documented on the level of the
researcher’s field notes.

Triangulation means to take several meth-
odological perspectives or theoretical
perspectives on an issue under study (see
Denzin, 1970; Flick, 2007). In general, tri-
angulation is not really a new trend as there
has been a long discussion about combining
methods in qualitative research or combin-
ing qualitative and quantitative research.
But, mainly, triangulation is located in the
phase of data collection. Recently, such a
combination of perspectives has been
applied to one set of data. In their book,
similar to what Heinze et al. (1980) did
much earlier with a biographical interview,
Wertz et al. (2011) take one interview and
analyse it with five different methods,
among them grounded theory (see Thorn-
berg and Charmaz, Chapter 11, this volume),
discourse analysis (see Willig, Chapter 23,
this volume) and narrative research (see
Esin et al., Chapter 14, this volume). The
book also provides some detailed compari-
sons of what pairs of methods produced as
differences and similarities in analysing the
text. It also becomes evident that not only
the way the text is analysed, but also which

aspects are put in the foreground, vary
across the five approaches. Thus we find
‘Constructing a grounded theory of loss and
regaining a valued self’ (Charmaz, 2011) as
the approach and result of the grounded
theory approach. The analysis of the same
material focuses on ‘Enhancing oneself,
diminishing others’ (McMullen, 2011).
Thus this book provides an interesting
insight into the differences and commonali-
ties of various empirical approaches to the
same transcript.

THE TENSION BETWEEN
FORMALIZATION AND INTUITION

This example raises an issue that has been an
implicit topic in the history of qualitative
research as well and also plays a role in some
of the points we will turn to later. How far can
we expect and should we wish to formalize
qualitative data analysis? There are two end-
points of this dimension. One is to set up more
or less exact rules for how to apply a specific
method formally correct (Mayring, 2000, in
his version of qualitative content analysis is an
example for this — see Schreier, Chapter 12,
this volume). The other one is what Glaser
(1998) has formulated for his version of
grounded theory (see Thornberg and Charmaz,
Chapter 11, this volume) as ‘just do it’ — go
into the data (or the field) and find out what is
interesting about them. The general dimension
here is how far qualitative data analysis
should be formalized by (methodological)
rules or by a close and exclusive link of a
specific sort of data to a particular method of
analysis (and vice versa). Between these two
endpoints we find the more realistic stance
that a good qualitative analysis finds a combi-
nation of rules that are applied and make the
analysis transparent on the one hand and the
necessary degree of intuition on the other (and
abduction — see Reichertz, Chapter 9, and
Thornberg and Charmaz, Chapter 11, this vol-
ume) that make the analysis creative and fruit-
ful. But the tension comes from the question
of the right balance between formalization and
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intuition. How to avoid methods that bring too
much of a formalization or are too much of an
intuitive art? How to avoid certain aspects of
the research process — for example, the use of
software — having an unwanted impact on
what counts as data and their analysis? This
general tension has been relevant throughout
the history of qualitative data analysis and
becomes relevant again and again and is
important for many of the approaches pre-
sented in the following chapters.

QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 2.0:
NEW TRENDS AND DEVELOPMENTS

The field of qualitative data analysis has
always been in movement as new methods or
new formalizations of existing methods have
been developed. One challenge for a hand-
book trying to cover this field could be just to
cover what has been established and accepted
as the most relevant methods in several fields
of application. However, qualitative data
analysis in the twenty-first century faces new
challenges on several levels. These include
new types of data, which call for adequate
ways for analysing them. Progress in the
areas of methodology and technology comes
with new possibilities and new risks. The
various contexts of utilization of qualitative
analysis in the field of social science and
beyond extend the expected and possible
activities of the researchers. All these devel-
opments raise new ethical issues or existing
ethical questions in a new way. Some of these
challenges might have stronger impacts on
the traditions and practices of qualitative data
analysis than we might expect and at the same
time open new areas and potentials for our
analyses, so that it might be justified to use
‘qualitative data analysis 2.0’ as a label for its
future development.

New Types of Data/Phenomena
as Challenges

The range of types of data in qualitative
research continues to expand. A major part of

qualitative research is still based on inter-
views (see Roulston, Chapter 20, this volume)
or focus groups (see Barbour, Chapter 21, this
volume), in particular in those disciplines now
just discovering qualitative research. How-
ever, in more cutting-edge discussions and
research contexts of qualitative research, we
can notice a diversification of phenomena of
interest and of data used for analysing them.
First we find a permanently growing interest
in visual data — from photos (see Banks,
Chapter 27, this volume) to videos (see
Knoblauch et al., Chapter 30, this volume)
and films (see Mikos, Chapter 28, this vol-
ume). This is complemented by the interest
in analysing acoustic data such as sounds in
general or music in particular (see Maeder,
Chapter 29, this volume). Another trend,
sometimes overlapping with the first two, is
the interest in all kinds of documents (see
Coftey, Chapter 25, this volume) from rou-
tine records to diaries and the like. At
the same time, conversations (see Toerien,
Chapter 22, this volume) and discourses (see
Willig, Chapter 23, this volume) continue to
play a major role in various research con-
texts. The changing ways of communicating
in new media and channels and through new
technological devices produce new forms of
data, which can be used for analysing these
phenomena. Here, virtual and mobile data
play a central role (see Marotzki et al., Chap-
ter 31, this volume). The transfer of the
approach of cultural studies (see Winter,
Chapter 17, this volume) to analysing culture
through social media (see Kozinets et al.,
Chapter 18, this volume) calls for adequate
strategies of analysing the resulting data.

Visualization of a Textualized
Field

What is the more general result of these
trends beyond the diversification in the field?
In earlier days of qualitative research, texts
(statements, transcripts, descriptions of fields
and images) were the dominant medium for
phenomena to become data in qualitative
analysis. Compared with that we face a more
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or less fundamental change. More and more
of the participants and contexts become vis-
ible in the data, in what is processed in the
analysis and what is represented in the
reports and publications. Images in general
provide a much fuller ‘picture’ than spoken-
word transcripts did. Quotes from images or
videos used as evidence in writing about
qualitative analyses often not only include
participants’ faces and furniture from rooms,
for example, but a more or less comprehen-
sive background information (e.g. other peo-
ple in the scene, details of the setting). Vir-
tual and mobile data provide their specific
image of the participant in the study. These
extensions can be described as a visualiza-
tion of a field (qualitative data analysis) that
was mainly built on texts (and their limits). It
produces new demands for managing the
richer (and bigger, more complex) data tech-
nically, but also in ethically sound ways. For
the first demand, the rapid development of
technologies for supporting analysis can
become more and more attractive.

Technological Developments:
CAQDAS

Since the mid 1980s there has been far-
reaching technological change in the analysis
of data, which is linked to the use of comput-
ers in qualitative research (see also Flick,
2014: ch. 28, for the following discussion).
Here, we can note the general changes in
working patterns in the social sciences
brought about by the personal computer,
word processing, cloud computing and
mobile devices. However, it is also important
to see the specific developments in and for
qualitative research. A wide range of com-
puter programs is available, mostly focused
on the area of qualitative data analysis. The
programs are sometimes referred to as QDA
(Qualitative Data Analysis) software or as
CAQDAS (Computer-Aided Qualitative
Data Analysis Software — see Gibbs, Chapter
19, this volume). The introduction of com-
puter programs in the field of qualitative data
analysis has produced mixed feelings. Some

researchers have high hopes about the advan-
tages of using them, while others have con-
cerns and fears about how the use of software
will change or even distort qualitative research
practice. Some of these hopes may be right,
some of these fears may have a kernel of
truth, but some parts of both are more fantasy
than anything else. For both parts it should
be emphasized that there is a crucial differ-
ence between this kind of software and pro-
grams for statistical analysis (e.g., SPSS).
QDA software does not do qualitative analy-
sis itself or in an automatic way as SPSS can
do a statistical operation or a factor analysis:
‘ATLAS.ti — like any other CAQDAS
program — does not actually analyze data; it
is simply a tool for supporting the process of
qualitative data analysis’ (Friese, 2011: 1).

The discussion about the impact of soft-
ware on qualitative research began with
development of the very first programs. In
this discussion one finds various concerns.
First of all, some of the leading programs
were developed on the back of a specific
approach — coding according to grounded
theory — and are more difficult to apply to
other approaches. Another concern is that
software implicitly forces its logical and
display structure upon the data and the
researcher’s analysis. Finally, there is a fear
that the attention attracted by the computer
and the software will distract the researcher
from the real analytic work — reading, under-
standing and contemplating the texts, and so
on. In the KWALON experiment (see Evers
et al., 2011, and Gibbs, Chapter 19, this vol-
ume), this impact of software on qualitative
analysis was studied by giving the same
material to researchers using different soft-
ware programs in their analysis. But, in the
end, it depends on the users and their ways of
making the computer and the software useful
for the ongoing research and how they reflect
on what they are doing.

However, in their account of the history
and future of technology in qualitative
research, Davidson and di Gregorio (2011)
see us ‘in the midst of a revolution’. These
authors have linked developments in the field
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of QDA software to developments in the
field of Web 2.0 applications such as You-
Tube, Twitter, Facebook, etc. Their basic
idea for the future of using technologies in
qualitative analysis is that the software so far
discussed in the field of qualitative data
analysis (see Gibbs, Chapter 19, this volume)
will be challenged or replaced by apps devel-
oped by interested users again. The tools
developed in such contexts are focusing
much on collaborative analysis (of video
data, for example), collaborative writing (see
Cornish et al., Chapter 6, this volume) and
developments (in wikis or cloud computing,
for example) on blogging with hyperlinks as
ways of collaborating and the like.

Reanalysis of Data and Meta-
analysis of Results

Another challenge for qualitative data analy-
sis is the trend to reuse the data and findings
of studies — to make them available for rea-
nalysis by other researchers (see Wistersfors
et al., Chapter 32, this volume) and to do
meta-analyses based on several qualitative
studies in a field (see Timulak, Chapter 33,
this volume). These approaches are new
methodological tools for answering research
questions. However, the question is whether
the need of producing studies ready to be re-
or meta-analysed has an impact on the way
original studies can or should be done in the
future.

The Call for Implementation and
Relevance and Evidence

The call for relevance of qualitative analyses
has been expressed in different contexts:
funding agencies often have the expectation
that research leads to results that can be
implemented in specific areas (see Murray,
Chapter 40, this volume). Researchers often
have the aspiration to arrive at some change
for the participants in their research. As the
discussion about ‘evidence’ in qualitative
research shows, this whole issue can become

important for demonstrating the need for
qualitative research and for facing the chal-
lenge of impact.

Ethical Issues in Qualitative
Analysis

Finally, all the developments and discussions
in the field of qualitative data analysis men-
tioned so far have implications on the level
of research ethics. The new forms of data
raise issues of data protection and more gen-
erally of keeping the privacy of research
participants. They also raise questions of
how comprehensive the knowledge about the
participants and the circumstances has to be
for answering the specific research question
of a project. How can the analysis do justice
to the participants and their perspective?
How does the presentation of the research
and its findings maintain their privacy as
much as possible? How can feedback on
insights from the analysis take the partici-
pants’ perspective into account and do justice
to their expectations and feelings (see
Mertens, Chapter 35, this volume)?

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS BETWEEN
METHODS AND DATA - OVERVIEW
OF THE HANDBOOK

The topics mentioned in this brief mapping
of the field of qualitative data analysis will
be addressed in the major parts and single
chapters of the handbook in more detail.
Part II takes a perspective on issues prior
to the work with data in qualitative analysis
and addresses concepts, contexts and frame-
works of qualitative data analysis. The epis-
temological framework will be outlined in
the form of a theory of qualitative data analy-
sis (see Maxwell and Chmiel, Chapter 2).
Inspiration in fieldwork is what makes meth-
odological approaches work (see Gubrium
and Holstein, Chapter 3). Sampling (see
Rapley, Chapter 4) and transcription (see
Kowal and O’Connell, Chapter 5) are practi-
cal steps with a strong impact on the data that
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are finally available for analysis. Concepts of
how to do the analysis are issues of the next
three chapters: What are the benefits and
challenges of working collaboratively
on data (see Cornish et al., Chapter 6)?
Which are the concepts of comparison (see
Palmberger and Gingrich, Chapter 7) in a
qualitative analysis? How to give reflexivity
in the practice of qualitative analysis ade-
quate space (see May and Perry, Chapter 8)?
The remaining chapters in Part II address
epistemological issues again. Inferences (see
Reichertz, Chapter 9) can be drawn using
induction, deduction and abduction. Interpre-
tation is a basic operation in qualitative data
analysis (see Willig, Chapter 10).

Part III takes a stronger focus on the avail-
able methods of qualitative data analysis and
presents a range of analytic strategies on
various levels and in greater detail. Variants
of coding are the first strategy that is unfolded
in chapters on grounded theory coding (see
Thornberg and Charmaz, Chapter 11), on
content analysis (see Schreier, Chapter 12)
and on tools based on these methods (such as
computer programs, see Gibbs, Chapter 19).
These approaches can be applied to all kinds
of data. Different analytic strategies are the
issues of the following chapters. Phenome-
nology (see Eberle, Chapter 13) and narrative
analysis (see Esin et al., Chapter 14) refrain
from using codes and categories but empha-
size the interpretation in their analysis. The
same applies to the documentary method in the
tradition of Karl Mannheim (see Bohnsack,
Chapter 15) and hermeneutic approaches (see
Wernet, Chapter 16), which both embed data
analysis in an elaborated methodological
framework. In the remaining chapters in this
part, phenomena under study are analysed in
the framework of culture. The analysis of
culture as an approach to study specific issues
has been pursued by cultural studies (see
Winter, Chapter 17) and transferred to virtual
forms of culture, mainly social media (see
Kozinets et al., Chapter 18). The analytic
strategies covered by the chapters in this part
refer to a broad range of methods that can be
applied to all sorts of data.

In Part IV, a different perspective is taken:
here, specific types of data are the starting
points for discussing the specific challenges
they produce for qualitative data analysis.
Distinctions made earlier in this chapter
determine the structure of this part. The first
three chapters address data elicited in apply-
ing specific methods of data collection: inter-
views (see Roulston, Chapter 20), focus
groups (see Barbour, Chapter 21) and obser-
vations (see Marvasti, Chapter 24). The sec-
ond group of chapters is about analysing data
based on documenting existing phenomena
such as specific practices. On the level of
words and interactions, these phenomena
include conversations (see Toerien, Chapter
22), discourses (see Willig, Chapter 23) and
documents (see Coffey, Chapter 25). Visual
data, for example pictures (see Banks, Chap-
ter 27), films (see Mikos, Chapter 28) and
videos (see Knoblauch et al., Chapter 30)
also refer to documentations of existing phe-
nomena on the level of still and moving
images. Beyond and including these two
levels, newly identified forms of data such
as sounds (see Maeder, Chapter 29) and
virtual and mobile data (see Marotzki et al.,
Chapter 31) complement the approaches to
social worlds.

Part V extends the perspective beyond the
actual work with data in qualitative analysis
again as it focuses on using and assessing
qualitative data analysis and its results on
several levels. Reusing data and existing
analysis for research purposes is quite com-
mon in quantitative research, but raises some
new questions for qualitative research. The
practical steps and problems of reanalysing
qualitative data (see Wistersfors et al.,
Chapter 32) and the potential of qualitative
meta-analysis (see Timulak, Chapter 33) are
outlined. However, what will be the impact
of such strategies on what counts as data and
what as analysis in such contexts? Qualities
of qualitative analysis are discussed in the
next block of chapters: How to assess the
quality of qualitative data analysis (see
Barbour, Chapter 34)? What does an cthical
use of qualitative data and findings (see
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Mertens, Chapter 35) mean? What about
integrating quantitative data (see Morse and
Maddox, Chapter 36)? The final chapters go
beyond the actual data analysis and discuss
the transfer of its results into various con-
texts. Generalization (see Maxwell and
Chmiel, Chapter 37) has been an unanswered
question for a long time — how can findings
be transferred to other situations beyond the
one in which they were found? Theorization
in and from qualitative analysis (see Kelle,
Chapter 38) has been relevant for several
approaches discussed in earlier chapters.
Writing is in most cases much more than
summarizing the facts and findings of the
analysis but has an impact on the analysis
itself and on what arrives at potential readers
(see Denzin, Chapter 39). Finally, and in
particular in qualitative research, the call for
making our analyses relevant and for think-
ing about their implementation in political
and social practices is becoming louder as
more qualitative research is used in applied
fields (see Murray, Chapter 40).

In all, this handbook is designed to provide
those involved in qualitative data analysis
with an awareness of many of the contempo-
rary debates in the field. It is not designed to
provide definitive answers to what is the best
approach, but to introduce the variety of
ways in which scholars are addressing quali-
tative data analysis from different disciplinary,
conceptual, epistemological and methodologi-
cal standpoints. It will provide practical tips
on implementing the analytic methods as well
as conceptual discussions of the major intel-
lectual challenges of each method. It is
designed to increase sensitiveness to the
strengths and limits of the various methodo-
logical alternatives and also for the specific
challenges coming from various — traditional
and new — types of data for their analysis.
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PART II

Concepts, Contexts, Basics

Part II outlines the concepts and contexts
and basics of qualitative data analysis. It
includes nine chapters. Concepts that are
discussed here include: What are the impli-
cations of specific topics and frameworks,
like theory (see Maxwell and Chmiel,
Chapter 2) and inspiration in the field
(see Gubrium and Holstein, Chapter 3), for
qualitative data analysis? How are issues
of inference (induction, deduction and
abduction — see Reichertz, Chapter 9) cur-
rently reflected, discussed and solved in
qualitative data analysis? What is the role of
interpretation in qualitative data analysis
(see Willig, Chapter 10)?

Contexts to be discussed will be questions
of selecting materials that become relevant for
analysis (see Rapley, Chapter 4) or the reflex-
ivity of the research (see May and Perry,
Chapter 8). Technical aspects like transcrip-
tion (see Kowal and O’Connell, Chapter 5)
and comparison (see Palmberger and Gingrich,
Chapter 7) are complemented by more general
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issues like working collaboratively in data
analysis (see Cornish et al., Chapter 6).

Guideline questions as an orientation for
writing chapters were the following: How has
this issue become relevant for analysis of
qualitative data? What are the basic assump-
tions of this concept? What are differing ways
to deal with this issue in analysing qualitative
data? What is the impact of these alternatives
on the data analysis? What are new develop-
ments and perspectives in this context? What
is the contribution of the concept/discussion to
the analysis of qualitative data and critical
reflection of it?

Reading the chapters in Part II should help
to answer questions like the following ones
for a study and its method(s): What is the
impact on working with qualitative data
coming from context matters like selecting
materials or integration? How can subjective
experience and culture be interpreted in
qualitative data analysis? How can one draw
inferences in qualitative data analysis? What
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is a theory of qualitative data analysis? How
do the aims and strategies of comparison, or
of collaboration, influence the process of
qualitative data analysis? What is the role of
interpretation in the actual analysis of quali-
tative data?

In answering questions like these, the chap-
ters in this part are meant to contribute to the
contextualization of the specific approaches
to analysing qualitative data and highlight the
impact of the ways in which the data were
produced and processed in the analysis.



Notes Toward a Theory of
Qualitative Data Analysis

Joseph A. Maxwell and Margaret Chmiel

‘Theory of qualitative data analysis’ can be
interpreted in a number of ways. There has
been a great deal written about using substan-
tive theory — theories about the phenomena
being investigated — in doing qualitative
research (e.g., Anyon, 2009; Dressman,
2008; Flinders and Mills, 1994), and such
theory has important implications for analy-
sis. Instances of this use of theory include
Manning (2004), on semiotics and data anal-
ysis, and Potter (2004: 609—11), on the theo-
retical principles of discourse analysis (see
Willig, Chapter 23, this volume). For exam-
ple, Potter argued that discourse analysis is
based on three fundamental features of dis-
course: that it is action-oriented, situated, and
constructed. These three principles shape the
questions that discourse analysis is designed
to answer: what is this discourse doing, how
is it constructed to make this happen, and
what resources are available to perform this?
Potter stated that this focus is quite different
from that of cognitive psychology, which
attempts to relate discourse organization to
cognitive organization.

For qualitative data analysis in general,
substantive theories obviously have impor-
tant implications for analysis, including the
coding categories that the researcher cre-
ates and the identification of segments of
data to which analytic procedures will be
applied. Here, however, we want to focus
on how qualitative analysis itself has been
theorized — how we have understood, theo-
retically, what we do when we analyse data.
The way in which qualitative data analysis
is theoretically understood has important
implications for how we analyse our data,
and these implications have not been sys-
tematically developed.

Before we do this, we want to explain
what we mean by ‘theory.” A theory, in our
view, is a conceptual model or understand-
ing of some phenomenon, one that not only
describes, but explains, that phenomenon —
that clarifies why the phenomenon is the
way it is (Anyon, 2009: 3; Hechter and
Horne, 2009: 8; Maxwell and Mittapalli,
2008). We also hold that every theory is
partial and incomplete, a simplification of
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the complexity of that phenomenon, and
thus that there can be more than one valid
theory of any phenomenon (Maxwell,
2011). What we present here is one way of
theorizing qualitative data analysis, one that
we think reveals some important, and
largely undiscussed, aspects of analysis. We
believe that this can help us to better under-
stand what we are doing when we analyse
data, and allow us to produce better and
more insightful analyses.

Although there are many prescriptive
accounts of how qualitative data should be
analysed, very little has been done to develop
an explicit, general theory of what qualitative
researchers actually do when they analyse
their data, and why: the ‘theory-in-use’
(Argyris and Schoen, 1992) or ‘logic-in-use’
(Kaplan, 1964) of qualitative data analysis,
rather than its espoused theory or reconstructed
logic. Anselm Strauss’s statement that ‘we
have a very long way to go yet in understand-
ing how we do qualitative analysis and how to
improve our analysis’ (1988: 99) still seems
accurate.

In the remainder of this chapter, we pre-
sent an outline of such a theory (for a more
detailed presentation of this theory, see
Maxwell and Miller, 2008, and Maxwell,
2011) and use this theory in discussing some
prominent approaches to qualitative data
analysis. A key component of this theory is
the distinction between two types of relation-
ships: those based on similarity, and those
based on contiguity (Jakobson, 1956; Lyons,
1968: 70-81; Saussure, 1986 [1916]); we
begin by explicating this distinction. We then
apply the distinction to qualitative data anal-
ysis, arguing that two major types of strate-
gies for analysis, which we call categorizing
and connecting strategies, are respectively
based on the identification of similarity rela-
tions and contiguity relations. We describe
each of these two strategies in more detail,
presenting the strengths and limitations of
each strategy, and discuss ways of integrat-
ing these. We conclude with some observa-
tions on the use of computers in qualitative
data analysis.

SIMILARITY AND CONTIGUITY

Similarity and contiguity refer to two funda-
mentally different kinds of relationships
between things, neither of which can be
assimilated to the other. Similarity-based
relations involve resemblances or common
features; their identification is based on com-
parison, which can be independent of time
and place. In qualitative data analysis, simi-
larities and differences are generally used to
define categories and to group and compare
data by category. Maxwell and Miller (2008)
referred to analytical strategies that focus on
relationships of similarity as categorizing
strategies.! Coding is a typical categorizing
strategy in qualitative research.

Contiguity-based relations, in contrast,
involve juxtaposition in time and space, the
influence of one thing on another, or relations
among parts of a text; their identification
involves seeing actual connections between
things, rather than similarities and differences.
In qualitative data analysis, contiguity relation-
ships are identified among data in an actual
context (such as an interview transcript or
observational field notes). Contiguity relation-
ships may also be identified among abstract
concepts and categories, as a subsequent step
to a categorizing analysis of the data. Maxwell
and Miller referred to strategies that focus on
relationships of contiguity as connecting strat-
egies. Some narrative approaches to interview
analysis primarily involve connecting strate-
gies, as do microethnographic approaches
(Erickson, 1992) to observational data.

The distinction between similarity and con-
tiguity, generally credited to Saussure, was
first explicitly stated by David Hume in his 4
Treatise of Human Nature (1978 [1739]).
Hume defined three ways in which ideas may
be associated: by resemblance (similarity), by
contiguity in time or place, and by cause and
effect. He then argued that causation is a com-
plex relation based on the other two, leaving
resemblance and contiguity as the two primary
modes of association.

This distinction has been most extensively
developed in structuralist linguistics, where
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it was explicitly introduced by Saussure (1986
[1916]). Saussure distinguished between asso-
ciative (similarity-based) and syntagmatic
(contiguity-based) relations, and grounded his
theory of language in this distinction.
Jakobson (1956) later developed this distinc-
tion, establishing the currently prevalent
terms paradigmatic and syntagmatic, and
explicitly basing these on similarity and con-
tiguity, respectively. Jakobson’s ideas were
picked up and further developed by numer-
ous other writers, including Barthes (1968),
Levi-Strauss (1963; 1966), and Bruner
(1986). However, with the decline in structur-
alist approaches to language, the distinction
has received little recent attention.

The credibility of this distinction is sup-
ported by recent research on memory. Tulving
(1983; Tulving and Craik, 2000) distinguished
two distinct, though interacting, systems of
memory, which he called semantic memory
and episodic memory. Semantic memory is
memory of facts, concepts, principles, and
other sorts of information, organized concep-
tually rather than in terms of the context in
which they were learned. Episodic memory, in
contrast, is memory of events and episodes,
organized temporally in terms of the context
of their occurrence. Extensive experimental
research (Dere et al., 2008; Tulving and Craik,
2000) has led to the general acceptance of this
distinction as an important aspect of memory
and information processing, in non-human
animals as well as humans (Shettleworth,
2010: 249-56). Flick (2000; 2007: 53-64)
applied this distinction to qualitative inter-
viewing, developing a specific procedure for
accessing episodic memory that he called
episodic interviewing, but to our knowledge
no one has explicitly connected this research
to data analysis.

SIMILARITY AND CONTIGUITY
RELATIONS IN QUALITATIVE DATA
ANALYSIS

Although the role of similarity in categoriz-
ing is often recognized, the importance of

contiguity relations in other types of analysis
is rarely stated, and the similarity/contiguity
distinction itself, though often implicitly
accepted, is not linked to existing theoretical
work on this distinction.

A particularly clear presentation (although
not explicitly framed in terms of the similarity/
contiguity distinction) of how this distinction
is involved in the actual processes of data
analysis is that of Smith:

| usually start ... at the beginning of the notes. |
read along and seem to engage in two kinds of
processes — comparing and contrasting, and
looking for antecedents and consequences ...

The essence of concept formation [the first
process] is ... 'How are they alike, and how are
they different?’ The similar things are grouped
and given a label that highlights their similarity. ...
In time, these similarities and differences come to
represent clusters of concepts, which then
organize themselves into more abstract categories
and eventually into hierarchical taxonomies.

Concurrently, a related but different process is
occurring. ... The conscious search for the
consequences of social items ... seemed to flesh
out a complex systemic view and a concern for
process, the flow of events over time. In addition it
seemed to argue for a more holistic, systemic,
interdependent network of events at the concrete
level and concepts and propositions at an abstract
level. ... At a practical level, while in the field, the
thinking, searching, and note recording reflected
not only a consciousness of similarities and
differences but also an attempt to look for
unexpected relationships, antecedents, and
consequences within the flow of items. (1979: 338)

A similar distinction is found in many
accounts of qualitative data analysis. For
example, Seidman (2006: 119ff.) described
two main strategies in his analysis of inter-
views (see Roulston, Chapter 20, this vol-
ume): the categorization of interview mate-
rial through coding and thematic analysis,
and the creation of what he called ‘profiles,’
a type of narrative condensation of the inter-
view that largely retains the sequential order
of the participant’s statements. Coffey and
Atkinson (1996) likewise distinguished ‘con-
cepts and coding’ from ‘narratives and sto-
ries,” and Dey (1993: 94, 153ff.) described
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the difference between creating categories
and making comparisons (see Palmberger
and Gingrich, Chapter 7, this volume), on the
one hand, and ‘linking data,’ on the other. He
described qualitative data analysis as an
iterative process of describing, classifying
(categorizing), and connecting data, and
stated that ‘linking data involves recognizing
substantive rather than formal connections
between things. Formal relations are con-
cerned with how things relate in terms of
similarity and difference. ... Substantive
relations are concerned with how things
interact’ (Dey, 1993: 152).2

However, none of these authors other than
Dey examined the principles on which these
distinctions are based, and the similarity/
contiguity distinction has frequently been
confounded with others. For example, Ezzy
(2002: 95) distinguished narrative analysis
from coding primarily in terms of its being
more holistic, interpretive, and ‘in process,’
and as employing a constructivist approach
and ‘situated relativity.’

Both of these strategies depend on the iden-
tification of units of data that will be addressed
by subsequent analytic procedures. This step
has been called ‘unitizing’ by Labov and
Fanshel (1977: 38-40) and Lincoln and Guba
(1985: 344), and ‘segmenting’ by Coffey and
Atkinson (1996: 26) and Tesch (1990: 91);
Charmaz (2006: 43ff.) defined coding as ‘cat-
egorizing segments of data.” This process has
been extensively discussed in linguistics, but
has not usually been recognized as a distinct
step in qualitative analysis, instead being sub-
sumed in subsequent categorizing steps (e.g.,
Charmaz, 2006; see Thornberg and Charmaz,
Chapter 11, this volume).

Segmenting the data is obviously involved
in categorizing analyses, but it is an implicit
(and sometimes explicit) process in most nar-
rative and other connecting approaches. For
example, Gee (2010: 118-28), in his approach
to discourse analysis, segments speech into
units that he calls ‘lines’ and ‘stanzas,’ based
on both linguistic cues and the content of the
utterance. This step is as necessary to narra-
tive and other connecting strategies as it is to

categorizing ones (Linde, 1993: 61-7,;
Riessman, 1993: 58), although the particular
way it is done, and the length of the segments,
will depend on the type of analysis used (see
Esin et al., Chapter 14, this volume).

Once segments of data have been identi-
fied, there are a number of analytic options
available to the researcher. We see these as
falling into three main groups: memos, cate-
gorizing strategies (such as coding and the-
matic analysis), and connecting strategies
(typically involved in narratives, case studies,
and ethnographic microanalysis). Memos are
an important technique for analysing qualita-
tive data (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Strauss
and Corbin, 1990), but can be used for either
categorizing or connecting purposes, or to
perform other functions not related to data
analysis, such as reflection on methods.

CATEGORIZING STRATEGIES

The most widely used categorizing strategy in
qualitative data analysis is coding. In coding,
the data segments are labeled and grouped by
category; they are then examined and com-
pared, both within and between categories.
Many qualitative researchers have treated
coding as the fundamental activity in analysis
(e.g., Bogdan and Biklen, 2003; Ryan and
Bernard, 2000; van den Hoonaard and van
den Hoonaard, 2008: 187), and the only one
that involves manipulation of actual data.

Coding categories ‘are a means of sorting
the descriptive data you have collected ... so
that the material bearing on a given topic can
be physically separated from other data’
(Bogdan and Biklen, 2003: 161). Coding and
sorting by code creates a similarity-based
ordering of data that replaces the original
contiguity-based ordering. Tesch (1990:
115-23) referred to this replacement of an
original contextual structure by a different,
categorical structure as ‘decontextualizing
and recontextualizing.’

However, this new set of relationships is
based on similarity rather than contiguity, and
is thus not a ‘recontextualization’ in the usual
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sense of ‘context,’ that is, a set of phenomena
or data that are connected in time and space.
This new set of relationships is quite different
from a contiguity-based context, and confus-
ing the two can lead to the neglect of actual
contextual relationships. Other researchers
(e.g., Mishler, 1984; 1986) have also seen the
neglect of context as a major defect of coding
and other categorizing strategies.

TYPES OF CODING CATEGORIES

An important distinction among types of
categories is that between organizational,
substantive, and theoretical categories
(Maxwell, 2012b: 107-8). These are not
absolute distinctions; many actual coding
categories can be seen as involving aspects
of more than one type, or as being intermedi-
ate between two types. However, we believe
that the conceptual typology is valuable.

Organizational categories are broad areas
or issues that are often established prior to
data collection. McMillan and Schumacher
(2001: 469) referred to these as topics rather
than categories, stating that ‘a topic is the
descriptive name for the subject matter of the
segment. You are not, at this time, asking
“What is said?” which identifies the meaning
of the segment.” In a study of elementary
school principals’ practices of retaining chil-
dren in a grade, examples of such categories
are ‘retention,” ‘policy,” ‘goals,” ‘alterna-
tives,” and ‘consequences’ (McMillan and
Schumacher, 2001: 470). Organizational cat-
egories function primarily as abstract ‘bins’
for sorting the data for further analysis; they
do not specifically address what is actually
happening or what meaning these topics have
for participants. They are often useful as
organizational tools in your analysis, but
they do not by themselves provide much
insight into what is actually going on (Coffey
and Atkinson, 1996: 34-5).

This latter task requires substantive and/or
theoretical categories, ones that address what
is actually taking place, or the actual under-
standings of this that participants have. These

latter categories can often be seen as subcat-
egories of the organizational ones, but they
are generally not subcategories that, in
advance, you could have known would be
significant, unless you are already fairly
familiar with the kind of participants or set-
ting you are studying or are using a well-
developed theory. They implicitly make
some sort of claim about the phenomena
being studied — that is, they could be wrong,
rather than simply being conceptual boxes
for holding data.

Substantive categories are primarily
descriptive, in a broad sense that includes
descriptions of participants’ concepts and
beliefs; they stay close to the data catego-
rized, and do not inherently imply a more
abstract theory. In the study of grade retention
mentioned earlier, examples of substantive
categories derived from interviews with prin-
cipals would be ‘retention as failure,” ‘reten-
tion as a last resort,” ‘self-confidence as a
goal,” ‘parent’s willingness to try alterna-
tives,” and ‘not being in control (of the deci-
sion)” (McMillan and Schumacher, 2001:
472). Categories taken from participants’ own
words and concepts, what are generally called
‘emic’ categories (Fetterman, 2008), are usu-
ally substantive, but many substantive cate-
gories are not emic, being based on the
researcher s understanding of what is going
on. Substantive categories are often induc-
tively generated through a close ‘open cod-
ing’ of the data (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).
They can be used in developing a more gen-
eral theory of what is going on, but they do
not depend on this theory (see Thornberg and
Charmaz, Chapter 11, this volume).

Theoretical categories, in contrast, place the
coded data into an explicit theoretical frame-
work. These categories may be derived either
from prior theory, or from an inductively
developed theory (in which case the concepts
and the theory are usually developed concur-
rently). They often represent the researchers
concepts (what are called ‘etic’ categories),
rather than denoting participants’ own con-
cepts. For example, the categories ‘nativist,’
‘remediationist,” and ‘interactionist,” used to
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classify teachers’ beliefs about grade retention
in terms of prior theoretical distinctions (Smith
and Shepard, 1988), would be theoretical.

WORKING WITH CATEGORIES

The categories generated though coding are
typically linked into larger patterns; this sub-
sequent step can be seen as contiguity-based,
but the connections are made between the
categories themselves, rather than between
segments of actual data. In addition, using
connecting techniques only on the catego-
ries, rather than the data, results in an aggre-
gate account of contiguity relationships, and
can never reconstitute the specific contextual
connections that were lost during the original
categorizing analysis. This strategy imposes
a uniform account on the actual diversity of
relationships in the data, obscuring the com-
plexity of such relationships in order to
emphasize the most prevalent connections
(Maxwell, 1996; 2011: 49-51, 64-6).

Thematic analysis is also a categorizing
strategy; Ayres (2008: 867) stated that ‘the-
matic analysis is a data reduction and analysis
strategy by which data are segmented, catego-
rized, summarized, and reconstructed in a
way that captures the important concepts
within a data set.” While the term ‘theme’ thus
refers to a kind of coding category, it is often
one with a broader or more abstract scope
than those involved in the initial coding of
data. For example, a theme often has an
internal connected structure: a relationship
between two concepts or actions, a proposi-
tion or belief, a narrative or argument, or other
more complex sets of relations. However, its
identification and establishment as a theme —
showing that it is more than an idiosyncratic
occurrence — is inherently a categorizing
process (Ayres, 2008).

Ayres argued that thematic analysis (which
for her is broader than simply thematic coding)
incorporates connecting as well as categorizing
strategies. Thus, ‘as identification of themes
progresses, the investigator also considers the
relationship among categories. In this way, data

that have been decontextualized through cod-
ing retain their connection to their sources’
(2008: 868). She argues that thematic analysis
thus retains the connection of the data to their
original context. However, as argued above, the
relationships among thematic categories are
generic relationships, not ones between actual
data, and thus substitute a single understanding
for the original variation in relationships that
existed in the data (Maxwell, 2011: 64-6).

Most qualitative researchers are aware of
the dangers of decontextualization in using
categorizing techniques. Works on qualita-
tive methods often warn about context strip-
ping and the need to retain the connection of
coded data with their original context.
However, attention to context is often seen
only as a check or control on the use of cat-
egorizing analytic strategies, and most works
say little about how one might analyze con-
textual relationships.

Perhaps the most common strategy for
retaining contextual information in qualitative
research is the ‘case study.” In this approach,
the data are interpreted within the unique con-
text of each case in order to provide an
account of a particular instance, setting, per-
son, or event. However, case studies often
employ primarily categorizing analysis strate-
gies (e.g., Merriam, 1988; Weiss, 1994; Yin,
2003: 101-11), and their main advantage is
that the categorizing (coding, thematic analy-
sis, etc.) occurs within a particular case rather
than across cases, so that the contextual rela-
tionships are harder to lose sight of. Qualitative
case studies can be highly contextual or con-
nected in their analysis (e.g., clinical case
description), but are not inherently so.

Narratives, portraits, and case studies are
often included in qualitative research reports
as an accompaniment to categorizing analysis,
and Barone (1990: 358) argued that most
qualitative texts are a mixture of narrative
and paradigmatic (categorizing) design fea-
tures. However, such uses of narrative are
often largely presentational rather than ana-
lytic; even Patton, who clearly used case
studies as an analytic strategy, confounded
this claim by describing case studies as
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‘presenting a holistic portrayal’ (1990: 388).
Such presentational techniques partially com-
pensate for the loss of contextual ties that
results from a primarily categorizing approach,
but they rarely are integrated with what is seen
as the ‘real’ analysis, or go beyond what is
apparent in the raw data.

Coffey and Atkinson (1996: 52) stated that:

Our interview informants may tell us long and
complicated accounts and reminiscences. When
we chop them up into separate coded segments,
we are in danger of losing the sense that they are
accounts. ... Segmenting and coding may be an
important, even an indispensable, part of the
research process, but it is not the whole story.

We now turn to ways of analysing the
connections within an account or event, what
makes it an account, rather than a set of
disconnected statements or actions.

CONNECTING STRATEGIES

What we call connecting strategies for analy-
sis are designed not just to retain, but to
analyse, connections among segments of
data within a specific context. This is gener-
ally done by identifying key relationships
that tie the data together into a narrative or
sequence. For example, ten Have (1999: 105)
described the first analytical step in conver-
sation analysis (see Toerien, Chapter 22, this
volume) as characterizing the actions in a
sequence, and Seidman (2006: 120) stated
that he creates what he called “profiles” from
interviews as ‘a way to find and display
coherence in the constitutive events of a par-
ticipant’s experience.’

However, the process of doing connecting
analysis has received less attention than cate-
gorizing analysis. Narrative analysis is the
most prevalent approach that has emphasized
alternatives to categorizing analysis, but much
of narrative research, broadly defined, involves
categorizing as well as connecting analysis,
and the distinction has not been clearly defined
in this approach (see Esin et al., Chapter 14,
this volume).

For example, Lieblich et al. (1998) described
two dimensions of narrative analysis: holistic
vs. categorical approaches, and a focus on
content vs. form. The first dimension was
described as ‘very similar to the distinction
between “categorization” and ‘“‘contextual-
ization” as proposed by Maxwell.” However,
their characterization of holistic analysis
focused mainly on the holism rather than the
connecting nature of the analysis: ‘in the
holistic approach, the life story of the person
is taken as a whole, and sections of the text
are interpreted in the context of other parts
of the narrative’ (Lieblich et al., 1998: 12).
Their examples of the holistic approach
emphasized a thematic analysis of the mate-
rial and the use of these themes ‘to create a
rich picture of a unique individual’ (15), and,
in multiple case studies, a focus on similari-
ties and differences among the cases. It is
only in the discussion of the actual process of
reading holistically that specifically connect-
ing strategies, such as following each theme
throughout the story and noting the context
of each transition between themes, were
described (63).

Detailed, concrete descriptions of connect-
ing analysis are much less common than for
categorizing analysis. Seidman’s (2006:
120-2) strategy for creating what he calls
‘profiles’ from interview transcripts involves
marking passages of interest in the interview
(i.e., segmenting), and crafting these into a
narrative, but he does not provide guidelines
for the latter process. Similarly, Dey (1993)
explicitly identified ‘linking data’ as a strat-
egy for qualitative data analysis, providing
several diagrams of links between text seg-
ments and suggesting hyperlinks as one way
of creating these (153—67). Despite this, he
focused mainly on using specific links
between data segments to create links
between categories, rather than on develop-
ing a more extensive connecting analysis of
actual data.

The most detailed description that we have
found of a connecting approach to analysis is
that of Gee (2011: 126-35), who provided a
‘toolkit” of 27 analytic strategies for doing
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discourse analysis (see Willig, Chapter 23,
this volume). Many of these strategies involve
identifying relationships among segments of
data in a text; here, we will describe one par-
ticular strategy that Gee called the ‘connec-
tions building tool.” He stated that this tool
leads the analyst to ‘ask how the words or
grammar being used in the communication
connect or disconnect things or ignore con-
nections between things’ (2011: 126). Gee
analysed a number of texts to demonstrate the
connections within these, showing how dif-
ferent linguistic forms (pronouns, conjunc-
tions, determiners, substitution, etc.) create
cohesion among phrases and sentences, and
provided several exercises for the reader to
analyse connections within a text.

Contiguity-based analytic strategies are not
limited to linguistic or textual materials. What
Erickson (1992: 204) called ‘ethnographic
microanalysis of interaction’ involves the
detailed description of local interaction pro-
cesses, and analysis of how these processes are
organized. The analytic process ‘begins by
considering whole events, continues by ana-
lytically decomposing them into smaller frag-
ments, and then concludes by recomposing
them into wholes. ... [This process] returns
them to a level of sequentially connected
social action’ (1992: 217). Thus, instead of
segmenting events and then categorizing these
segments to create a structure of similarities
and differences across situations or individu-
als, this approach segments the data and then
connects these segments into a relational order
within an actual context (see Gubrium and
Holstein, Chapter 3, this volume).

Narrative strategies, as well as most other
connecting strategies, do not rely exclusively
on contiguity. As described above, they also
tend to utilize categorization, to a greater or
lesser extent, to discern the narrative structure
of the data (Linde, 1993: 65—6). For example,
identifying elements of plot, scene, conflict, or
resolution in a narrative, as in structural or
formal approaches (Lieblich et al., 1998),
inherently involves classification. However,
such classification is used to identify the ele-
ments of a narrative in terms of how they

relate to other elements, rather than to create a
similarity-based ordering of the data in terms
of their content. Thus, Mishler (1986: 82)
described some forms of narrative analysis
that employ coding and categorization, but the
categories he presented are functional rather
than substantive categories. Such categories
‘provide a set of codes for classifying the
“narrative functions” of different parts of the
account,’ rather than constituting the basis for
a reorganization of the data. Such categoriza-
tion can be a necessary complement to a con-
necting analysis, rather than a separate ana-
lytic process.

Narrative and contextual analyses, as
strategies based primarily on contiguity
rather than similarity, have disadvantages of
their own. In particular, they can lead to an
inability to make comparisons and to gain
insights from the similarity or difference of
two things in separate contexts. An exclu-
sive emphasis on connecting strategies can
also lead to an imprisonment in the story of
a particular narrative — a failure to see alter-
native ways of framing and interpreting the
text or situation in question (see Esin et al.,
Chapter 14, this volume).

DISPLAYS AS CATEGORIZING AND
CONNECTING STRATEGIES

Displays (Miles and Huberman, 1994), as
techniques for data analysis, can also be
divided into similarity-based and contiguity-
based forms. Miles and Huberman described
a wide variety of displays, but most of these
fall into two basic types: matrices (tables),
and networks (figures); Maxwell (2012b:
54ff.) referred to the latter as ‘maps,” and
provided additional examples of both types.
Matrices are formed by the intersection of
two or more lists of items; the cells in the
table are filled with data, either raw or sum-
marized, allowing for comparison of the
similarities and differences among the cells.
The lists forming the matrix can be of indi-
viduals, roles, sites, topics, or properties of
these, and can be organized in numerous
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ways, creating a large number of different
types of matrices. Networks, in contrast, are
visual maps of the relationships (for Miles
and Huberman, usually temporal or causal
relationships) among individuals, events,
social units, or properties of these.

We see matrices and networks as, respec-
tively, similarity-based and contiguity-based
displays. Matrices are a logical extension of
coding; they are created by constructing lists
of mutually exclusive categories and then
crossing these to create cells. Such displays
may then be used to make connections across
items in a row or column, but these connec-
tions are based on, and limited by, the original
categorization that was used to create the
matrix. Networks, on the other hand, are a
logical extension of narrative or causal analy-
sis, organizing events or concepts by time and
by spatial or causal connection; they capture
the contiguity-based relationships that are lost
in creating matrices. Miles and Huberman
provided examples of networks that link spe-
cific events, as well as those linking more
abstract categories, although none were
included that link actual data segments. They
also presented a substantial number of hybrid
forms that involve both categorizing and con-
necting analysis, such as time-ordered matri-
ces and segmented causal networks.?

There are striking similarities between
Miles and Huberman’s notions of data dis-
plays and emerging ideas in literary
approaches to the analysis of texts. In
Graphs, Maps, and Trees: Abstract Models
for Literary History (Moretti and Piazza,
2007: 1), the authors discuss a series of ana-
lytical tactics through which ‘the reality of
the text undergoes a process of deliberate
reduction and abstraction.” Studies of litera-
ture have traditionally focused on close read-
ing, that is, careful analysis of individual
texts. Moretti proposes a ‘distant reading,’
where distance is not an obstacle but a spe-
cific form of knowledge which allows for ‘a
sharper sense of ... overall interconnection.’
As an example, he would take something like
the narrative location of a story, that is,
where events happen over the course of the

story, and organize them on a map. After
mapping out facets from a series of stories he
compares how components of their narrative
arcs reveal similarities and differences
between how locations work in the stories. In
this idea of distant reading, Moretti shows us
how text can be analysed by bringing one
particular feature of text across data sets into
high relief in order to draw connections
among the texts. These connections and the
subsequent understanding they bring to the
material would be missed during the course
of the more standard close readings.

INTEGRATING CATEGORIZING AND
CONNECTING STRATEGIES

We have alluded to some of the advantages
of combining categorizing and connecting
strategies for analysing qualitative data.
However, even authors who explicitly dis-
cuss both types of strategies, such as Atkinson
(1992; Coffey and Atkinson, 1996), Dey
(1993), and Seidman (2006), rarely address
how to integrate these.

While the separate use of the two
approaches is legitimate and often produc-
tive, there are other possibilities as well. The
most common is the sequential use of the two
types of strategies, beginning with one and
then moving to the other. For example, most
qualitative researchers who employ coding
strategies eventually develop a model of the
causal connections or relational patterns
among the categories, as discussed above.
However, this final step rarely involves direct
analysis of data, and usually receives little
explicit discussion (prominent exceptions are
the work of Strauss, discussed below, and
Miles and Huberman).

Researchers who employ initial connecting
or narrative strategies, on the other hand,
often conclude by discussing similarities and
differences among the cases or individuals
analysed (this is the reverse of the previous
strategy of connecting categories into a rela-
tional sequence or network.) For example,
Erickson described the final step in ethnographic
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microanalysis as the ‘comparative analysis of
instances across the research corpus,” to
determine how typical these analysed units of
interaction are (1992: 220).

Maxwell and Miller (2008) suggested
that it may be useful to think of this integra-
tion in terms of categorizing and connect-
ing ‘moves’ (Abbott, 2004: 162ff.) in an
analysis, rather than in terms of alternative
or sequential overall strategies.* At each
point in the analysis, one can make either a
categorizing move, looking for similarities
and differences, or a connecting move,
looking for actual (contiguity-based) con-
nections between things. In fact, it is often
productive to alternate between categoriz-
ing and connecting moves, as each move
can respond to limitations in the results of
the previous move.

A widely used approach to qualitative
analysis that seems to us to employ this strat-
egy is the ‘grounded theory’ strategy (Strauss,
1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1990; see
Thornberg and Charmaz, Chapter 11, this
volume). The initial step in analysis, which
Strauss called ‘open coding,” involves seg-
menting the data, attaching conceptual labels
to these segments, and making comparisons
among the segments. However, many of the
subsequent steps in analysis are predomi-
nantly connecting, despite being described as
forms of coding; Strauss and Corbin used
‘coding’ to mean simply ‘the process of ana-
lyzing data’ (1990: 61). Thus, Strauss’s next
step, ‘axial coding,’’ consists of:

specifying a category (phenomenon) in terms of
the condiitions that give rise to it; the context ... in
which it is embedded; the action/interactional
strategies by which it is handled, managed,
carried out; and the consequences of these
strategies. (Strauss and Corbin, 1990: 97)

This is almost a definition of what we
mean by connecting analysis; Benaquisto
(2008: 51) described axial coding as ‘where
the data [broken down by open coding] are
reassembled so that the researcher may
identify relationships more readily.” The main
difference is that Strauss and Corbin

described these relationships as between
categories, rather than between specific
statements or events. The analytical steps
subsequent to open coding involve making
connections among categories, developing a
‘story line’ about the central phenomena of
the study, and identifying ‘conditional paths’
that link actions with conditions and
consequences. Confusingly, Strauss and
Corbin referred to these connections as
‘subcategories,” stating that ‘they too are
categories, but because we relate them to a
category in some form of relationship, we
add the prefix “sub”’ (1990: 97).

Strauss continually integrated categoriz-
ing steps into these later stages: ‘Having
identified the differences in context, the
researcher can begin systematically to group
the categories. ... This grouping again is
done by asking questions and making com-
parisons’ (Strauss and Corbin, 1990: 132).
However, Strauss said very little about the
grouping of data by category. Categorization,
in the grounded theory approach, is mani-
fested primarily in the development and
comparison of concepts and categories. Nor
does he deal with the analysis of specific
contextual relations in the data, operating
mostly in terms of relations among concepts.

Like Atkinson (1992; Coffey and Atkinson,
1996), we see categorizing and connecting
approaches as inherently complementary strat-
egies for data analysis. The complementarity
of similarity and contiguity relations in lan-
guage is generally recognized, and is a central
theme in the article by Jakobson (1956) cited
above. However, what seems distinctive about
the approach that we advocate is that it involves
an explicit, finer-grained integration of the two
strategies, rather than seeing these as separate,
independent analyses.

COMPUTERS AND QUALITATIVE
DATA ANALYSIS

Computer programs for analysing qualitative
data (see Gibbs, Chapter 19, this volume)
have had a major influence on how analysis
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is done (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013), and
will undoubtedly have even greater impact in
the future. However, so far computers have
been used primarily for categorizing rather
than connecting types of initial data analysis,
due to the ease and power with which com-
puters can perform similarity-based func-
tions such as sorting and comparison.

Connecting uses of computer software do
exist. So-called ‘theory-building’ programs
(Weitzman and Miles, 1995) can use connec-
tions between categories to assist in testing
hypotheses about relationships and establish-
ing typical sequences. Padilla (1991: 267)
described the use of the program HyperQual
to develop ‘concept models,’ networks of con-
cepts that are ‘assembled inductively from
individual and small groups of concepts
developed during the analysis.” However,
these uses are based on a prior categorizing
analysis, and the connecting functions focus
on conceptual linkages rather than on linking
actual data, as discussed above under catego-
rizing strategies.

More recently, Richards (2005) described a
number of ways of using computers to estab-
lish links among data and data files. However,
she focused mainly on links between different
types of data, such as between field notes and
memos, and on links between different inter-
views or observations, as well as links between
data categories. Her emphasis was almost
entirely on categorizing analysis, and she did
not discuss linking data within a specific con-
text, or of identifying relationships of contigu-
ity rather than similarity/difference.

Despite this, there are ways that computers
can be used to assist in the direct connecting
analysis of qualitative data. One way is to
mark, extract, and compile selected data from
a longer text, simplifying the task of data
reduction in producing case studies, profiles,
and narratives. Another is to use graphics
programs (such as Inspiration) to develop
network displays of specific events and pro-
cesses, rather than only relations among
abstract or generalized concepts. So-called
‘hypertext’ programs (Coffey and Atkinson,
1996: 181-6; Dey, 1993: 180-91) allow the

user to create electronic links among any seg-
ments, within or between contexts. Software
that is designed to facilitate such strategies
could move case-oriented, connecting analy-
sis beyond what Miles and Huberman (1994)
called ‘handicraft production.’

In summary, we have argued that the distinc-
tion between similarity-based (categorizing)
and contiguity-based (connecting) analytic
strategies is a useful theoretical tool, both for
understanding how qualitative researchers
analyse data and for seeing how to improve
our analyses. The two strategies are best seen
as complementary and mutually supporting,
rather than being antagonistic and mutually
exclusive alternatives, for each have their own
strengths and limitations. We hope that our
argument will lead to more explicit theorizing
of what qualitative researchers do when they
analyse data.

NOTES

1. Categorization in qualitative analysis is almost always
based on similarity, despite the existence of theories of
categorization (e.g., Lakoff, 1987) that include contiguity-
based relationships (e.g., metonymy) as well as similarity-
based ones.

2. Dey cited Sayer (1992: 88-9) for the distinction between
‘substantial’ relations of connection and interaction, and
"formal’ relations of similarity and difference.

3. The reference to causality may seem inconsistent with
qualitative analysis, since the investigation of causality is
often taken to be the exclusive property of quantitative
methods. We disagree with this claim, and see causal
explanation as relying primarily on the analysis of contigu-
ity relationships, rather than similarity or regularity
(Huberman and Miles, 1985; Maxwell, 2011; 2012a).

4. This approach draws on Caracelli and Greene's distinction
(1997) between ‘component’ and ‘integrated” designs for
combining qualitative and quantitative methods.

5. The concept of axial coding has been controversial within
the grounded theory community. Glaser (1992) vehe-
mently rejected Strauss and Corbin’s incorporation of this
strategy, claiming that it was too structured, and incom-
patible with the inductive nature of grounded theory as
he and Strauss originally presented it. Axial coding has
not generally been incorporated in constructivist
approaches to grounded theory analysis (Charmaz and
Bryant, 2008). In using this as an example of connecting
analysis, we do not see it as dependent on prestructuring
of the analysis, and believe that it is entirely compatible
with an inductive approach.
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Analytic Inspiration in
Ethnographic Fieldwork

Jaber F. Gubrium and James A. Holstein

Debate over the place of methods and analysis
in ethnographic fieldwork comes and goes.
Some, such as Barney Glaser and Anselm
Strauss (1967), have advocated rigorous and
systematic coding, the method entailed
becoming the analytic process (see Thornberg
and Charmaz, Chapter 11, this volume).
Earlier, Herbert Blumer (1969), Everett
Hughes (1971), and others championed sensi-
tizing concept formation, which amounted to
working analytically in close proximity to
empirical material and not straying into grand
theorizing. More recently, some have ques-
tioned the ultimate empirical grounding of
ethnographic methods and analysis, the
extreme view being that these are literary pro-
jects (e.g., see Clifford and Marcus, 1986).
This chapter describes a perspective that
places conceptual imagination at the center
of the research process, featuring its transfor-
mational qualities for both methods of proce-
dure and analysis. In part, the perspective
follows in the footsteps of Blumer’s,
Hughes’s, and others’ theoretically minimal-
ist proclivities. But it is more attuned to the

epistemological dimensions of ethnographic
engagement, continually tracking the reflex-
ivity of the enterprise (see May and Perry,
Chapter 8, this volume). The chapter starts
by drawing a stereotypic distinction between
quantitative and qualitative methods and
analytic procedures. The aim is, by way of
contrast, to champion the exceptional theme
that researchers need to move beyond such
divisions and their related methodological
strictures. Slavish attention to procedure
shackles the imagination. Highlighted instead
is a kind of explanatory excitement not usu-
ally addressed in methodological discus-
sions, which we call ‘analytic inspiration.’
Some may claim analytic inspiration is
more evident in qualitative than in quantita-
tive research, a view we do not share. Some
have flagged it themselves by other names,
such as finding analytic ‘hooks’ or applying
explanatory ‘punch.” Some would resist con-
sidering it methodological because it has no
procedural rules. But it is palpable, describ-
able, and holds the keys to understanding. It
can change everything, even while none of
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what it changes can be adjusted to readily
bring it about.

We present three illustrations of how ana-
lytic inspiration develops in ethnographic
fieldwork, leaving it to others to illustrate it
for other research traditions. We take the
liberty of using Harry Wolcott’s (1999) apt
phrase ‘a way of seeing’ as a working syno-
nym for analytic inspiration. If Wolcott
applied the term specifically to ethnographic
understanding, it can refer more generally to
imaginings of how the empirical world works
in other research contexts. Analytic inspira-
tion is a way of seeing across the board. It
brings into view what methods of procedure
cannot do on their own.

The first illustration is taken from our
reading of Lila Abu-Lughod’s (1993) femi-
nist interpretation of Egyptian Bedouin life.
Her empirical work is inspired by a storied
sense of culture, which ‘works against’ a
widely accepted alternative. The other two
illustrations come from our own organiza-
tional fieldwork, so they will be more per-
sonal. Analytic inspiration in these cases
works against formal organizational under-
standings of everyday life, bringing into
view the way organization is socially situated
and interactionally constructed.

MOVING BEYOND PROCEDURE

It is a time-honored saying that qualitative
researchers analyse their data as they collect
it. This may be contrasted with the quantita-
tive proclivity to proceed stepwise; data
collection and data analysis, among other
activities, are undertaken sequentially. The
common view is that, first, one conceptual-
izes and hypothesizes something about the
phenomenon in question, such as defining
one’s concepts, formulating an argument
about an empirical relationship, and hypoth-
esizing how one expects the relationship to
appear in the data. The hypothesis is not an
educated guess, but results from careful con-
ceptualization and concise definition. (That
is the ideal anyway.) When this is complete,

data collection proceeds. This second step
does not unravel the concepts, definitions, or
hypotheses. Rather, in quantitative research
this step is taken to provide empirical evi-
dence for ‘testing’ hypotheses and, by impli-
cation, their conceptualizations. The third step is
to consider how the evidence — ‘findings’ —
accords with what was hypothesized.

Qualitative research, in contrast, is not
sequential. (At least, that is the claim.) While
concepts, definitions, and hypotheses are
evident, they are viewed as ‘working’
matters — conditional until further notice.
The common view that qualitative research-
ers proceed by the seats of their pants with-
out concepts, definitions, or hypotheses is
farfetched, a perspective that Blumer (1969)
rebuked decades ago. While qualitative
researchers also conceptualize, define, and
hypothesize, they do so in ongoing relation-
ship with data collection. They entertain
particular concepts, but they do so provision-
ally until data collection suggests something
different. The same holds for definitions and
hypotheses. Regardless of how this process
transpires, there is a cultivated tentativeness
about the steps, which is the reason why
qualitative researchers habitually refer to
working concepts, working definitions, and
working hypotheses.

It is possible, however, to combine ele-
ments of both traditions in ethnographic
research. To the extent procedure is sequen-
tial in fieldwork, it approximates the com-
mon view of quantitative research. Linda
Mitteness and Judith Barker (1994), veterans
of many large-scale field projects, suggest
that a sequential process may be the only
realistic choice when it comes to managing
large data collection teams and navigating
huge data sets. Ethnographers conceptualize,
define, and hypothesize — tentatively or not
— as a way of moving ahead with their work.
The idea that one can proceed without con-
cepts, from the ground up, and derive under-
standings of how things operate that way,
was not Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) sense of
the craft, even if their ‘grounded theory’
approach has been formularized this way
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(see Thornberg and Charmaz, Chapter 11,
this volume). Allaine Cerwonka and Liisa
Malkki’s (2007) portrayal of process and
temporality in ethnographic fieldwork is
closer to practice on this front.'

As a way of moving beyond such meth-
odological distinctions, we take our point of
departure from the need for analytic inspira-
tion, something that would best be continu-
ally present during, not just before or after,
the research process. Analytic inspiration not
only provides insight, tentative or otherwise,
but also supplies a roadmap for how to move
along in the research. Inspiration also pro-
vides empirical excitement. How exciting,
indeed, it is to see one’s empirical material
coalesce in an unexpected or new way, which
is palpable in our illustrations. If representa-
tion of this coalescence may have rhetorical
elements, it is not rhetorical in the research
process; it is a constant and eminently useful
ingredient of the craft. Research guided
purely by procedural rules, sequential or not,
misses the point, which is to provide under-
standing.” Above all, analytic inspiration
should not be confined to a separate domain
called ‘theory.’

SEEING CULTURE AS NARRATIVE

Our first illustration, taken from Abu-
Lughod’s (1993) discussion of fieldwork in
an Egyptian Bedouin settlement, relates to
the adage that life comes to us in the form of
stories. If it is a common expression, it also
has been taken to heart by narrative ethnog-
raphers for analytic inspiration. Conceptual-
ization, definition, and hypothesis formation
remain in the mix, but analytic inspiration
serves as a leitmotif in the research process.
It is a strong partner indeed, as Abu-Lughod
suggests. That life comes to us in the form of
stories made the difference in how she ‘unset-
tled’ common themes of Arab life in Bedouin
society, especially as they relate to women,
patriarchy, and patrilinearity.

To attend narratively (see Esin et al.,
Chapter 14, this volume) while observing

carefully is to pay concerted attention to the
things people say about their inner lives and
social worlds, something that will resonate in
our second and third illustrations. Ethno-
graphic fieldwork is traditionally participa-
tory and observational, but it also has been
something else — concerned with how people
themselves account for experience. People
say things about their lives, about others, to
others, if not about them, about their thoughts,
feelings, and actions. They recount their pasts,
describe their presents, and muse over their
futures. They comment on groups, some as
small as families and marriages, some as large
as communities and nations, whether already
part of their lives, in formation, or imagined
in the distant past or foreseeable future.

Much of this talk is story-like, extended
commentary that describes, explains, or dis-
misses what is thought or figured about mat-
ters in question. If what is said comes in the
form of mere yeses, noes, uh-huhs, nods of
the head, or other brevities, these can none-
theless be story-like when embedded in col-
laboratively designed networks of exchanges.
In the extended interactions observable in
ethnographic fieldwork, the ‘small’ stories of
mere yeses and uh-huhs located in chains of
interactions can carry the same narrative
weight as the ‘bigger’ stories told in life his-
tory interviews (see Bamberg, 2012; Gubrium
and Holstein, 2009). As Abu-Lughod sug-
gests about her initially ill-fated pursuit of
Bedouin life stories, to think of stories as
extended accounts of individual lives is to
shortchange the social complexity and
agency of accounts.

Reframed as culturally constructive (see
Winter, Chapter 17, this volume), Abu-
Lughod’s interviews offer apt illustration of
how a narrative approach inspired her view of
culture in general and specifically of the place
of women in Bedouin society. As she describes
her conceptualization of culture, she brings
narrative understanding to the forefront, appre-
ciating cultural nuance. Analytic inspiration
may be drawn from the opposite as well — the
museum view of culture — in which indigenous
meaning is ‘fixed’ in material and symbolic
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systems of shared meaning. But Abu-Lughod’s
aim is to unsettle cultural generalizations
marked by expressions such as ‘the’ culture of
‘the’ Bedouins, which in her view takes under-
standing away from the ordinary production of
culture evident in storytelling. She puts it this
way:

a serious problem with generalization is that by
producing the effects of homogeneity, coherence,
and timelessness, it contributes to the creation of
‘cultures.” In the process of generalizing from
experiences and conversations with a number of
specific people in a community, the anthropolo-
gist may flatten out their differences and homog-
enize them. ... The appearance of a lack of inter-
nal differentiation makes it easier to conceive of
groups of people as discrete, bounded entities,
like the ‘cultures’ of ‘the Nuer," ‘the Balinese,” or
‘the Awlad "Ali Bedouin,”” populated by generic
cultural beings who do this or that and believe
such-and-such. ... [There] are good reasons to
consider such entities dangerous fictions and to
argue for what | have called writing against cul-
ture. (1993: 9)

Explanatory punch is evident in Abu-Lughod’s
eye-opening extended interviews with women.
Of her book Writing Women's Worlds:
Bedouin Stories, Abu-Lughod explains:

This book is intended to present, in the form of a
narrative ethnography made up of these women's
stories and conversations, a general critique of
ethnographic typification. ... | decided to explore
how the wonderfully complex stories of the indi-
viduals | had come to know in this community in
Egypt might challenge the capacity of anthropo-
logical generalizations to render lives, theirs and
others’, adequately. (1993: xvi)

As Abu-Lughod presents the women’s sto-
ries, she is a listener, now procedurally
poised to particularize and unsettle ‘five
anthropological themes associated with the
study of women in the Arab world: patrilin-
eality, polygyny, reproduction, patrilateral
parallel-cousin marriage, and honor and
shame’ (1993: xvi—xvii). Referring to the
book’s chapters titled the same way, she
adds, ‘Rather than the chapter titles explain-
ing the stories, the stories are meant to
undo the titles’ (1993: xvii). Themes such

as patrilineality are not ‘just there,” ready
data to be carefully recorded in field notes
and later systematically described in ethno-
graphic writing as ‘the’ kinship system of
Bedouin society.

The thematic unsettling of patrilineality is
especially evident in the stories told by an
old Bedouin woman named Migdim. They
suggest that patrilineal decision-making does
not so much rule the roost, so to speak, as
much as the roost plays an important role in
making that happen. If patrilineality is a
theme of Arab society, it is one articulated
and animated as much by women as it is
instituted by men. The analytic inspiration of
narrative understanding brings this into focus
for Abu-Lughod, unsettling the theme as
women’s stories are taken into consideration.
Listen to how Abu-Lughod describes a story
Migdim tells of her ‘arranged’ marriage to a
gathering of younger women relatives:

One of the most vivid | heard from Migdim was
the tale of how she had resisted marriages her
father had tried to arrange for her. | even heard
more than once, nearly word for word, the same
tale of how she had ended up marrying Jawwad,
the father of her children. | heard it for the first
time one evening that winter; she told it for the
benefit of her sons’ wives, Gateefa and Fayga,
and some of her granddaughters.

She explained that the first person whom she was
to have married was a paternal first cousin. His
relatives came to her household and conducted
the negotiations and even went as far as to
slaughter some sheep, the practice that seals the
marriage agreement. But things did not work out.
The time was over fifty years ago, just after the
death of her mother.

'He was a first cousin, and | didn't want him. He
was old and he lived with us. We ate out of the
one bowl. His relatives came and slaughtered a
sheep and | started screaming, | started crying. My
father had bought a new gun, a cartridge gun. He
said, “If you don’t shut up I'll send you flying with
this gun.”’ (1993: 46-7)

As Migdim continues, she describes the
strategies she used to escape the marriage.
Patrilineality notwithstanding, Migdim
recounts a tale of personal artifice and resist-
ance, which transpires in the face of a sealed
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marriage agreement. Her father and relatives
eventually come to an agreement based on
another arrangement ostensibly made
between them, not between them and
Migdim. The story thematizes Migdim’s
active participation in the process. The
account also is a vivid lesson for her listeners,
the episodes of which highlight Migdim — a
woman — as a determining force behind
events. The telling is an unsettling cultural
narrative for the women listening, who stand
to share it again with their own daughters and
others. If their own tellings do not reflect or
produce the same results, the tellings none-
theless open their actions to what is possible
in the circumstances.

DISCOVERING SOCIAL WORLDS

The second illustration of analytic inspira-
tion takes us to an urban nursing home
called ‘Murray Manor.” Here, especially, we
emphasize how analytic inspiration and
methodology go hand in hand. As the illus-
tration unfolds, the idea that expertly planned
and deployed research technique leads to
excellent data is unsettled. The illustration
shows that analytic inspiration can make a
difference in everything, from understand-
ing, to procedure, to results — to the very
meaning of ‘excellent data.” Accenting what
people do with words shows the analytic
way forward.

One of the authors (Gubrium) conducted
extensive fieldwork at Murray Manor in the
1970s, leading to the publication of the first
book-length ethnography of its kind
(Gubrium, 1997 [1975]). We will write in the
first person in this section, from Gubrium’s
viewpoint. We will do the same for the third
illustration in the section following, from
James Holstein’s viewpoint on fieldwork in
civil commitment hearings (Holstein, 1993).

Because I was trained as a survey
researcher, it wouldn’t be obvious how my
ethnographic fieldwork at Murray Manor
came about. Along with other nursing homes
in the metropolitan area where the Manor

was located, it was originally one of several
research sites where I’d planned to conduct a
survey of residents’ quality of life. At the
time, a person—environment fit model was a
popular analytic scaffold. The idea was that
the fit between resident needs, on the one
hand, and available institutional characteris-
tics and resources, on the other, affected resi-
dents’ quality of life. My hypothesis was that
the better the fit, the better the quality of life.
I wrote a federal grant proposal, but it wasn’t
funded. Disappointed, but undaunted, and
using local funds and my own time, I decided
to conduct the survey on a smaller scale in
fewer nursing homes, considerably reducing
the sample size. The Manor was included in
the smaller survey.

I want to emphasize that Murray Manor at
this point in my thinking was a survey
research location, not an ethnographic field
site. The difference is important, because the
methodologies put into place and, as it turned
out, the kind of analytic inspiration available
for understanding the research topic — which
eventually would be transformed — would
dramatically alter my view of data and the
utility of the research findings. I eventually
would learn that a change in or new analytic
inspiration can change everything.

The explanatory advantage of the person—
environment fit model seemed obvious at the
time. It moved beyond a simple bivariate
model, in which the characteristics of institu-
tions (one variable) related to the quality of
life (the other variable). The better the nurs-
ing home, it was commonly argued, the
higher the residents’ quality of life. Instead, I
was inspired by the more complex person—
environment model, in which the fit between
personal and institutional characteristics
(two variables) related to the quality of life
(the third variable). In this model, it was pos-
sible, for example, that low resident expecta-
tions might not lead some to demand as
much in quality as would high resident
expectations. As such, homes that were rea-
sonably adequate could provide a high qual-
ity of life for some residents. (Never mind
the unsavory policy potential of this model.)
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My plan was to conduct interviews with
diverse residents in two or three different
nursing homes, code the personal and resi-
dential data for the target variables, and see
how they co-related.

Ironically enough, now on my own and
unhindered by the commitments of grant
funding, I decided to ‘hang around’ in a facil-
ity, as [ unwittingly referred to it then, to get a
first-hand feel for life in a nursing home. If my
gerontological interests kept nursing homes in
view, amazingly I’d never spent much time in
a nursing home nor knew anyone who lived
there. (This can be par for the course among
quantitative researchers.) Several facility
administrators had originally expressed inter-
est in participating in my proposed survey, but
now I wanted to get a sense of life and work
in a nursing home to get my bearings, some-
thing more intense than a survey proffered.
The problem was that there was a great deal of
bad press for nursing homes at the time and
administrators were wary of that sort of thing.
Only one of them welcomed me to ‘look
around to my heart’s content,” and that hap-
pened to be the administrator of Murray
Manor, my eventual field site.

I accepted the opportunity and was intro-
duced to members of what I later called ‘top
staff” — the medical director, the director of
nursing, charge nurses on the floors, the die-
titian, the social worker, and the activity
director. All talked with pride about the qual-
ity of care in the home. Top staff introduced
me to employees I later called ‘floor staff” —
registered nurses or RNs, licensed practical
nurses or LPNs, and NAs or nurses’ aides.
Soon enough, members of the floor staff
introduced me to the patients and residents.
The first floor of the facility was designated
as residential care and those who lived there
were called ‘residents.” The other floors of
the Manor were designated for various levels
of skilled care and its residents were called
‘patients.” This has changed since then; now
all care receivers are called “residents” and
that’s what I’ll do here.

So [ was all set to hang around, but not men-
tally prepared to do ethnographic fieldwork.

I was ensconced in what eventually would
become my field site, but with old analytic
lenses. I figured that the administrator’s wel-
come and the staff’s follow-through were
points of departure for what eventually would
be expanded into a quality-of-life survey. In
anticipation of that, I would get to know about
the nursing home as a living environment and
those who worked there as people. I expected
to formulate better survey questions as a result.

An interesting facet of what lay ahead is
the gradual change in the ordinary terms I
used to refer to aspects of my work. The ana-
lytic lesson wasn’t apparent at first, and
couldn’t have been, because I needed a dif-
ferent source of inspiration to recognize it.
The terms with which I began, of course,
were part of the language of variables, meas-
urement, indicators, and correlates. When the
Murray Manor research started to become
ethnographic, this gradually turned into the
language of social interaction, meaning, and
representation. The retrospective lesson in
this would be that the working vocabulary
and procedural rules we apply in research
relate to one’s form of analytic inspiration
(Gubrium and Holstein, 1997). Terms of ref-
erence in research are only as general as the
analytic framework in place.

This was evident in the preceding illus-
tration from Abu-Lughod’s work. She found
herself working against the language of
culture commonplace at the time — one
bereft of narrativity, member agency, and
meaning-making. Instead, she was attracted
to a language built from terms such as social
construction, difference, contention, and
resistance. This altered her method of
procedure — from collecting cultural data to
witnessing its storied production — and
changed the way she chose to represent her
empirical material in publications (see
Gubrium and Holstein, 2009).

But this is getting ahead of the story. Mur-
ray Manor wasn’t yet a field site and I didn’t
refer to it as such. I spoke of it as a ‘pilot
study’ and source of background information
for survey research. I wasn’t doing field-
work. I was familiarizing myself with things
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before the real research took off. I wasn’t yet
using ethnographic language to describe my
activities, even while I was located in a kind
of field and conducting a form of empirical
work within it. Systematic participant
observation (see Marvasti, Chapter 24, this
volume) was far from my mind. Social
interaction on the premises and the contexts
of meaning-making were, as yet, incidental
to my interests and were, consequently,
undocumented.

In the months ahead I spent listening to,
and speaking with, residents and staff,
I don’t recall having had a grand conver-
sion to an ethnographic view. If anything,
I slowly eased into what initially was only
a whiff of fieldwork, done for ancillary
purposes. A new analytic framework
emerged only as I started to take notice of,
and to take field notes about, the particular
words and associated meanings that various
groups used to refer to caregiving and the
quality in life. I couldn’t glibly leave my
initial terms of reference behind because I
needed them in order to relate to an inform-
ing person—environment literature. But I
did start to catalog ordinary accounts of the
quality of life and their situated points of
reference.

These started to become proper field notes
when I began to think seriously about the
everyday connotations of what I had been
unwittingly treating as background data.
I grew serious about the possibility that there
might be different worlds of meanings appar-
ent in what was said about living and dying
at the Manor. Still, I hesitated to take this
fully on board. My sense was that if my
survey-oriented definitions didn’t quite fit
the residents’ definitions, for example, that
could be corrected in time. If I found myself
saying to myself and others that ‘there are
different worlds of meaning there’ that don’t
jibe with person—environment fit, I still clung
to the model. Seriousness didn’t immediately
prompt a leap in imagination, only troubled
curiosity about empirical complexity.

Here’s an example of what I found trou-
bling. One of the ostensible characteristics

of a good nursing home is the quality of the
staff, especially the floor or front-line staff.
Well-trained and considerate staff members
were viewed as important ingredients of the
quality of care, and presumably affected the
residents’ quality of life. The criterion could
serve to categorize staff members into good
and bad workers, or so I figured at first, and
could be used as one indicator of the envi-
ronmental part of the person—environment
fit model. What I began to realize as I gath-
ered preliminary ethnographic data — now in
the field — was that good and bad couldn’t
be figured in terms of fixed criteria such as
the background or personal characteristics
of the staff. Time and again, I noticed instead
that good and bad grew out of resident—staff
interactions and was a matter of perspec-
tive. If, for some, the bad worker was inef-
ficient and didn’t conform to established
standards of quality care, the same charac-
teristics could signal good work to a resi-
dent who wanted a familiar face to ‘stay and
sit for a spell.’

Here’s another troubling example. I coined
a catchy term for the activities involved in
keeping the premises neat and orderly and
the residents dressed and tidy. This was the
immediate responsibility of the floor staff.
I called it ‘bed-and-body work.” If, to the
residents, ‘staying a spell’ and otherwise
being attuned to personal needs signaled
good care, bed-and-body work was equally
significant. Keeping the premises clean and
odor-free, keeping beds made and the sur-
roundings otherwise attractive, keeping resi-
dents’ skins and clothing free of bodily waste
were important ingredients of good care for
everyone. According to the top and floor
staffs, families, and those residents who
could care about it, follow-through on this
front surely improved the quality of residen-
tial life.

But, here again, leaving it at that proved to
be too simple; it failed to take account of the
interactions and sentiments involved. It
wasn’t bed-and-body work as such that dif-
ferentiated staff, family, and residents’ under-
standing of quality. Rather, the associated
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sense of for whom bed-and-body work was
undertaken made an important difference.
When residents perceived bed-and-body
work such as keeping them clean to be a mat-
ter of ‘just getting it done’ as opposed to
actually ‘caring,’ it was viewed negatively. It
mattered that all the standard quality-of-care
criteria in this area were perceived as being
done for the residents as opposed to ‘just get-
ting it done.’

This perspectival stance was the analytic
hook needed to understand the complexity,
which eventually led me to think the previ-
ously unthinkable: No set of quality criteria
worked in all circumstances and from all
perspectives. Generalizations (see Maxwell
and Chmiel, Chapter 37, this volume) such as
this helped to move me beyond thinking of
what I was recording as background informa-
tion and into proper field notes about meaning-
making. Taken together, the notes gathered
from staff, residents, and family interactions
were becoming ethnographic data about
diversity in meaning.

The shift to concerted ethnographic field-
work required a more complex, dynamic
form of analytic punch. What I was observing
and dutifully recording as field notes needed
the kind of analytic inspiration that would
bring things together into a transportable
argument about the quality of life in human
service organizations. It’s one thing to refer to
empirical material as reflecting ‘different
worlds of meaning,’ it’s another matter alto-
gether to start thinking that ‘an’ organization
such as a nursing home could house different
social worlds constructed out of the ordinary
members’ interactions, which could also
transform from one occasion to another.

It was as much a turn away from the
homogeneity assumption underlying the lan-
guage and idea of ‘an’ organization, as it was
the plural ‘worlds’ I was documenting, that
made the difference. Working against the
concept of ‘the’ organization ostensibly in
place was my way of unsettling the desire to
measure the quality of care. Thinking in
terms of possible worlds, socially organized
together within one facility (or scattered

about the landscape of everyday life, as it
otherwise might be), eventually did the ana-
lytic trick. The possible social worlds of the
nursing home (of any organization really)
opened my eyes to an entirely different way
of proceeding. It put into bold relief the idea
that formal organization was something dif-
ferent from social organization, that one
couldn’t be readily discerned from the other.
The idea that the logic of one was different
than the logic of the other framed my eth-
nography of Murray Manor. I now under-
stand this as a matter of analytic narrativity,
in which a new way of storying empirical
material changes everything.

DOCUMENTING COLLABORATIVE
CONSTRUCTION

Our third illustration highlights the way ana-
lytic inspiration can transform one’s research
question. Here again, we write in the first
person, this time in Holstein’s voice as he
recounts how an altered perspective not only
alters the research direction, but in this case
also challenges leading views of the labeling
process.

Like many sociologists and graduate stu-
dents in the 1970s, I was fascinated by ani-
mated discussions of the labeling theory of
deviance (see Kitsuse, 1962). The gist of the
labeling argument was that ‘residual devi-
ance’ such as mental illness was identified
and stabilized by societal reaction (Scheff,
1966); mental illness was as much a matter
of labeling as it was an intrinsic condition.
Some argued that non-psychiatric factors —
social contingencies and structural variables
such as race, gender, social class — were more
important in determining the likelihood of
being identified and treated as mentally ill
than were psychiatric factors. (See Holstein,
1993, for a synopsis of the controversy.)
Involuntary mental hospitalization became
central to the debate because it involved for-
mal procedures whereby mental illness was
determined and reactions to it were explicitly
specified.
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When I found myself in a postdoctoral
position at UCLA, Robert Emerson pointed
me to a courtroom in Los Angeles (which I’ll
call Metropolitan Court) that handled only
mental health-related cases, including invol-
untary commitment hearings. My first visit
to the courtroom revealed a striking display
of the process about which I’d read so much.
Florid psychiatric conditions were on full dis-
play, as were the side-effects of their remedies.
So were the social processes of labeling and
responding to troubles — both psychiatric
and social.

Reading Erving Goffman (1961), Harold
Garfinkel (1956, 1967), and Robert Emerson
(1969) primed me to see the courtroom as a
stage for the ceremonial moral degradation
and denunciation to which candidate mental
patients were subjected in order to account
for and justify their involuntary commitment.
Sitting in Metropolitan Court, it was hard not
to see ‘social forces’ operating ‘behind the
backs’ (and beyond the vision) of courtroom
actors. I was captivated by two questions:
What is going on here? Why do decisions turn
out the way they do? On one hand, the
answers seemed obvious: the social contin-
gencies of troubled and disadvantaged per-
sons appeared to account for their involuntary
commitment. On the other hand, it wasn’t
clear how this actually transpired, given the
extraordinary range of factors and troubles
that seemed to characterize each case.

A new analytic inspiration eventually
helped me sort through these matters and
clarified my research focus, ultimately
changing my fundamental research ques-
tions. As I watched court proceedings, it
dawned on me that there was an important
(perhaps even prior) question that I was not
asking as I watched courtroom proceedings:
How were involuntary commitment proceed-
ings and decisions socially organized? It’s
not surprising that I should eventually ask
this question, given that I was working in
the sociology department at UCLA, eth-
nomethodology’s hallowed ground. From the
beginning, ethnomethodology has been pre-
occupied with the hows of social organization

(see Heritage, 1984). As such, the inspiration
to concentrate on the Zows, rather than on the
whats and whys, of court proceedings was
close at hand.

Examples from my field notes and subse-
quent analysis reveal the difference this
would make. As I began to study Metropoli-
tan Court in earnest, I carefully recorded
notes — brief narratives that Emerson et al.
(1995) call ‘jottings’ — about what was going
on in the hearings. I also recorded jottings of
casual conversations or informal interviews I
had with court personnel. At the end of each
day, I would clean up my jottings and write
analytic memos regarding what I observed.
The jottings and memos were fairly substan-
tive at the time, concerned with what I
observed and with the larger patterns of labe-
ling going on in the courtroom. These whats
initially took precedence over the sows of the
matters in view.

Early on, I came across an intriguing
aspect of the hearings that District Attorneys
(DAs) — whose job it was to seek involuntary
commitment — called ‘letting them hang
themselves.” Several times in brief conversa-
tions, DAs indicated that their job was
relatively straightforward. They said that
candidate patients would reveal symptoms of
mental disorder and interactional dysfunc-
tion if they were simply allowed to speak
without constraint. Candidate patients would
say something incriminating if they were
allowed to speak their own minds. According
to one DA, this amounted to ‘getting them up
there [on the witness stand] and just let them
talk.” The implication was that if candidate
patients were allowed to talk freely, they
would almost invariably ‘hang themselves,’
or ‘do themselves in.” As one DA stated,
“You let them talk and they hospitalize them-
selves.” The operational sentiment was candi-
date patients did this on their own; this was
apparent in their actions if given a chance to
reveal itself.

There did seem to be quite a few instances
of candidate patients ‘doing themselves in,’
but was it as simple as that? Drawing from
my field notes and a related analytic memo, I
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can reconstruct how I initially viewed one
particular case involving a candidate patient
I called ‘PG,’ a white female, perhaps 25-35
years old, with a long history of psychiatric
treatment. My notes indicate that the DA
began to cross-examine PG with a series of
questions that appeared to explore PG’s
‘reality orientation’ (Do you know where we
are today? Do you know today’s date?).
Eventually, PG said that if she were released,
she would go to see people who would help
her ‘recharge,” as she put it. The DA asked
her to elaborate, and PG soon made an appar-
ently delusional claim that she received reju-
venating ‘power from the life force.” Soon
thereafter, in summarizing his case to the
judge, the DA argued that PG was ‘delu-
sional’ and she ‘lacked the ability to carry out
the most basic tasks of everyday life.” He
explained that PG was unable to focus on the
important matters at hand even though she
knew it was urgent for her to be on her best
behavior. The hearing ended with the judge
declaring that PG was ‘gravely disabled’ and
‘unable to provide for her own upkeep due to
her severe delusions and inability to focus
properly on the important matters at hand.’

One of my analytic memos reads that ‘PG
seemed to hang herself.” My summary jot-
tings indicated that the DA patiently allowed
PG to talk about mundane matters until PG’s
delusions emerged. Other notes indicated
that ‘PG was under a lot of stress.” She was
‘out of her element.” She didn’t seem com-
pletely in touch with what was going on. The
notes indicated that this may have been due
to the side-effects of medication. I also noted
that everyone else in the hearing was a pro-
fessional (and male) and they looked the
various parts. PG was dressed in institutional
pajamas. She had been brought directly from
(the State Hospital) to the hearing and wasn’t
given the opportunity to make herself ‘pre-
sentable.” My notes read, ‘See Garfinkel,
Goffman on degradation.” These were some
of my what questions.

Summary jottings also suggested that PG
really didn’t know her lawyer (a public
defender) and ‘was not adequately prepped’

for her testimony. Additional notes indicated
that she did not have access to the full range
of legal safeguards or resources that might
have been used to prevent her commitment.
The notes suggested that while PG was delu-
sional, multiple ‘social contingencies’ were
at work, indicating that psychiatric factors
were not the only determinant in the hearing
outcome. These were why concerns.

Clearly, in tracing what was going on in
this hearing, I was sensitized to the non-
psychiatric (why) factors that could have
influenced the hearing’s outcome. The con-
cerns of prior labeling studies were apparent
in the ways I was prepared to account for this
and other hearing outcomes. PG had, indeed,
contributed to her own ‘hanging,” and it was
easy to speculate about the myriad social
contingencies that were working against her.
There was a great deal going on here, socio-
logically, but the complexity of the proceed-
ings made a rigorous empirical explanation
difficult since many possibly influential vari-
ables (e.g., social class) were not proximally
apparent. In other instances, key variables
seemed to operate in multiple ways.

My inability to get a grip on this opened
the door to new analytic inspiration, chang-
ing the focus from what and why questions to
how the moment-to-moment activities and
realities of the court were interactionally
organized. This would sharpen and narrow
the research focus to what would be immedi-
ately visible. As simple as this shift sounds,
its procedural and explanatory implications
were profound. The concrete upshot of the
change was apparent in the very way I con-
ceived of and recorded happenings in the
field. In order to grasp how interactional
matters transpired, I began to pay much
closer attention to social interaction, the turn-
by-turn dynamics of courtroom talk. This
was not a doctrinaire shift to a conversation
analytic agenda, but it did involve greater
appreciation of the sequential environment
of courtroom talk.

Jottings and summary field notes were insuf-
ficient for this type of analysis. Instead, I began
to produce close-to-verbatim ‘do-it-yourself’



ANALYTIC INSPIRATION IN ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELDWORK 45

transcripts of the commitment hearings (see
Gubrium and Holstein, 2009; West, 1996).
The procedural shift is evident from a
before-and-after glance at my field notes.
Jottings and detailed summaries were
replaced by imperfect utterance-by-
utterance records of courtroom talk. The
initial drafts of my notes contained no sum-
mary, commentary, or analysis (although I
would try to add summary comments after-
wards). They were merely transcripts to be
closely scrutinized and analysed later for
their socially organized and socially organ-
izing components.

Consider, for example, the following
transcript and subsequent analysis inspired
by the question of how candidate patients
ended up ‘hanging themselves.” This is a
slightly revised version of the actual do-it-
yourself transcript I captured in my notes. It
was chosen because it parallels the case
described above and clearly illustrates some
of the ways in which the shift from what
and why to how questions affects the ethno-
graphic enterprise, in this case shaping what
actually was put down on paper and the
related sense of what constituted relevant
field data. Formerly descriptive notes of
happenings and personal characteristics
(whats) turned into displays of collaborative
construction (hows) of the matters formerly
being documented.

Lisa Sellers (LS), an apparently poor black
woman, perhaps 25-35 years old, illustrates
how what the DAs called ‘letting them hang
themselves” was collaboratively accom-
plished, not just personally emergent (see
Holstein, 1993). The do-it-yourself transcript
of the DA’s cross-examination in this case
includes a series of 14 direct questions (not
shown here) to which Sellers responded with
brief answers (What’s your name? Where are
we right now? Where do you live? What day
of the week is it?). This series comprised 14
straightforward question—answer pairs. There
were no notable pauses at the end of ques-
tions and answers (i.e., possible speakership
transition points), nor were there any intru-
sions or interruptions of one party by the

other. At the end of this sequence, the DA
began to pursue a different questioning tack:

1. DA: How do you like summer out here, Lisa?
2. LS: It's OK.
3. DA: How long have you lived here?
4, LS: Since | moved from Houston
5. ((Silence)) [Note: if unspecified, time is
one to three seconds]
6. LS: About three years ago
7. DA: Tell me about why you came here.
8. LS: Ijust came
9. ((Silence))
10. LS:  You know, | wanted to see the stars, Hol-
lywood.
11. ((Silence))
12. DA: Uhhuh
13. LS: 1didn't have no money.
14. ((Silence))
15. LS: I'd like to get a good place to live.
16. ((Silence 5 seconds))
17. DA: Go on. ((spoken simultaneously with
onset of the next
utterance))
18. LS:  There was some nice things | brought
19. ((Silence))
20. DA: Uh huh
21. LS:  Brought them from the rocketship.
22. DA: Ohreally?
23. LS: They was just some things | had.
24. DA: From the rocketship?
25. LS: Right.
26. DA: Were you on it?
27. LS: Yeah.
28. DA: Tell me about this rocketship, Lisa.

The sequence culminates in Sellers’ seem-
ingly delusional rocketship reference, with
the DA avidly following up.

The detailed transcript and central ques-
tion of how Sellers came to ‘hang herself’
yielded a significantly different analysis
from that of PG’s hearing above. Differently
inspired, one can make the case that Sellers
did not simply or inevitably blurt out the
apparently ‘delusional’ rocketship reference
as evidence of some troubled inner state or
mental incompetence. Rather, I was able to
view how the rocketship utterance came into
play as a matter of conversational collabora-
tion and Sellers’ related interactional compe-
tence (see Holstein, 1993).
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In examining how this exchange was
organized, note that the DA significantly
changed the question and answer pattern that
had emerged as the normative expectation for
the interrogation. After the previous series of
questions that were answerable with short,
factual replies, in line 1, the DA now asked an
open-ended question. In his next turn (line 3),
he returned to a more straightforward ques-
tion, but when Sellers produced a candidate
answer (line 4), the DA declined to take the
next turn at talk. A silence emerged following
line 4, where a question from the DA had
previously been forthcoming. The gap in talk
was eventually terminated (line 6) by Sellers’
elaboration of her prior utterance.

In line 7, the DA solicited further talk, but
this time it was not in the form of a question.
Instead, it was a very general prompt for
Sellers to provide more information. The
adequacy of a response to this kind of
request, however, is more indeterminate than
for a direct question. In a sense, the DA put
himself in the position to decide when his
request for information was adequately ful-
filled. The adequacy and completeness of
Sellers’ response thus depended, in part, on
how the DA acknowledged it.

At line 9, the DA did not respond to Sellers
candidate answer at the first possible oppor-
tunity. When silence developed, Sellers elab-
orated her previous answer (line 10). The DA
did not respond to this utterance either, and
another noteworthy silence ensued. Such
silences signal conversational difficulties,
troubles that implicate the prior speaker, who
typically attempts remedial action. Sellers
did just that by reclaiming speakership and
embellishing a prior utterance on several
occasions (lines 6, 10, 15, and 17). In each
instance, she filled silences with her own
talk, all competently accomplished.

Several times, then, in the course of this
conversation, the DA’s refusal to take a turn at
talk provoked Sellers to continue her own
turns. At line 12, the DA encouraged this prac-
tice by offering a minimal acknowledgement
(Uh huh), which implied that an extended
turn at talk was in progress but was not yet

complete. He used this brief turn to subtly
prompt Sellers to continue, which she did (lines
13 and 15). Her responses, however, met only
with silence. At line 17, the DA explicitly
encouraged Sellers to ‘Go on,” which she did
by changing the line of talk to focus on ‘some
nice things (she) brought’ (line 18). The DA
again declined speakership (line 19), then
offered a minimal prompt (line 20), to which
Sellers finally replied with ‘Brought them from
the rocketship’ (line 21). This utterance elicited
a strong display of interest from the DA (‘Oh
really?’ — line 22), who then actively resumed
questioning Sellers about the rocketship.

The DA’s ‘Oh really?” was a compelling
display of interest. In the difficult conversa-
tional environment that had emerged, it pro-
vided a landmark toward which Sellers might
orient her talk. Put differently, it signaled that
the prior utterance was noteworthy, even
newsworthy. Responding to this, Sellers
launched a new, more successful line of talk,
‘success’ being defined in terms of the ability
to re-establish and sustain a viable and
dynamic question—answer sequence. In ver-
nacular terms, the rocketship statement and
its aftermath helped Sellers keep up her end
of the conversation. But it also helped her ‘do
herself in.” In a sense, Lisa Sellers engaged in
practices commonly followed in similar con-
versational circumstances. She used the rock-
etship reference to deal with conversational
difficulties and elaborated it to sustain a thriv-
ing line of talk. She competently fulfilled her
conversational responsibilities, but, in the
process, displayed her mental incompetence.
Only close examination of the sequential con-
text of conversation makes this evident.

To summarize, in my initial observations
of Metropolitan Court, I typically looked past
conversational structure (see Toerien,
Chapter 22, this volume) and dynamics,
which were heard but not noticed. This was
the case both procedurally — in the way I took
field notes — and conceptually — in the way I
formulated summaries of the proceedings
with little mention of the interactional dynam-
ics themselves. Initially, the field included
constructs or variables not actually evident in
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the hearing talk but arguably operating at
some other level to shape hearing outcomes.
But this field did not — as a practical, proce-
dural, or conceptual matter — include the turn-
by-turn conversational practices and structures
comprising the hearings themselves. New
analytic inspiration transformed the field at
least partially into the sequential environment
of conversational turn-taking and adjacency
pairs. The analytic mandate now was to
describe in close detail and explain how the
recognizable, orderly, observable interac-
tional regularities of the courtroom proceed-
ings were collaboratively accomplished, in
situ, not analytically imported.

This transformation of perspectives resem-
bles Abu-Lughod’s shift in focus from merely
describing culture (writ large) to analysing
its narrative production. Hers was also a shift
in emphasis to sow questions, inspiring her
to imagine culture in the local telling of sto-
ries. Exploring how questions clearly yields
different sorts of reports and analyses than
those emerging when questions of what or
why focus research attention. Sources of
inspiration are key to what can be seen,
heard, described, and reported.

INSPIRATION AND METHOD

We hope these illustrations have shown how
new ways of seeing can be analytically inspir-
ing and bring punch to ethnographic field-
work. At we noted, while there is no rule of
thumb for inspiration — it is in the nature of the
beast — it is palpable and describable. Inspira-
tion is not procedural in that regard, because it
is not derived methodically. Rather, it is closer
to imagination; it is a leap in perspective that
produces a new way of seeing things other-
wise on display before our very own eyes.
Yes, the punch of analytic inspiration is
rhetorical. It persuades as it inspires. But what
it persuades us of is not derived from rhetori-
cal tropes, but rather from the persuasiveness
of insightful understanding, something cen-
tered in what comes into view in analytically
satisfying ways. Like jokes told without an

apparent punch line, empirical material and
analysis without punch fall flat. We come
away saying, ‘Yes, I heard it, but what was
that about?”

In her ethnographic fieldwork, Abu-
Lughod sought cultural understanding. What
opened her eyes to what she had been view-
ing was imagining herself observing cultural
construction. The same was the case for
Gubrium’s pilot survey of the quality of life
in a nursing home. Seeing the quality of life
as a matter of perspective and social senti-
ments was inspirational in transforming a
study of assessment into documenting sectors
of meaning. Holstein’s analytic impatience
with labeling theory raised critical questions
about the empirical status of labels, providing
a route to seeing labels in the courtroom as a
matter of collaboratively doing things with
words, not simply being a victim of them.

If analytic inspiration is not straightfor-
wardly procedural, neither is it simply empir-
ical. None of the three ethnographers whose
work we illustrated could have been closer to
what they were studying. Abu-Lughod lived
in the settlement where she conducted her
observations. Gubrium spent months in vari-
ous locations in the nursing home he observed.
Holstein was a daily eyewitness to court pro-
ceedings. Their respective viewings were
intense and extensive. While concertedly
empirical, it was new ways of seeing that
made a difference. What developed from the
ground up for them was embedded in new
imaginings, not simply discovered in data.

We stated earlier that analytic inspiration
changes everything. A new way of seeing
makes a difference on several levels. The
very nature of what is being observed can
change, the method of data collection is
altered, the relevance of empirical observa-
tions is transformed, and the manner of
reporting findings is altered. If analytic inspi-
ration changes research practice, this is not to
say that being methodical in data collection,
systematic in thinking about empirical mate-
rial, and accurate in reporting the results no
longer matter. Analytic inspiration is not
license for procedural recklessness. The aim
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still is systematic, empirically centered under-
standing. The key question is: Which way
of seeing things provides an inspiring way of
viewing those things? This is not a matter
of doing away with methods, but making
analytic inspiration an integral part of them.

NOTES

1. Glaser and Strauss's (1967) original idea of grounded
theory, presented in their book The Discovery of
Grounded Theory, was a reaction to what at the time
was called ‘grand theory,” especially the emphasis on the
verification of theory. While not dismissing verification,
Glaser and Strauss argued for a more balanced view of
the place of theory in social research. They underscored
the need to view theory as a form of abduction, in which
theory formation goes hand in hand with data collection,
which Cerwonka and Malkki (2007) describe as ‘tacking’
back and forth between the two in practice. It was not a
particular kind of theory that Glaser and Strauss had in
mind, but rather a perspective on how theory of any kind
should develop and be used in social research.

2. While Glaser and Strauss's (1967) perspective on the place
of theory in social research rewarranted the value of
qualitative research at a time when quantification was
dominant, the perspective was linked with a recipe-like
view of analysis, especially coding, which served to formu-
larize 'discovery” and work against analytic inspiration.
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Sampling Strategies in
Qualitative Research

Put simply, sampling really matters. It
matters in relation to an array of issues, for
the whole trajectory of the analytic process,
from initial questions asked about a phenom-
enon to the presentation of your work. Given
that the claims that qualitative researchers
want to make are routinely based on working
closely with relatively small numbers of peo-
ple, interactions, situations or spaces, it is
central that these are chosen for good ana-
lytic reasons. Above all, sampling should
never be the product of ad hoc decisions or
left solely to chance. It needs to be thoughtful
and rigorous.

There are some good discussions of the
range of key conceptual issues about sam-
pling (see e.g. Guba, 1981; Mitchell, 1983;
Ward Schofield, 1993; Sandelowski, 1995;
Williams, 2002; Gobo, 2004) alongside some
useful, user-friendly, introductions to more
practical considerations (see e.g. Patton,
2002; Charmaz, 2006). In this chapter, I
want to explore sampling through a different

Tim Rapley

narrative, one which uses a single case to
demonstrate a range of issues researchers
face in relation to sampling. I am going to
offer a reasonably detailed account — although
sadly far too brief — of a research project I
undertook, in order to explore some of the
pragmatic and theoretical issues you can face.
Initially, I will explore issues of sampling
prior to entering the field, both in relation to
proposal writing alongside the forms of
knowledge that can inform your ideas. I will
then explore the evolution of the sampling
practices over the life of the project — from
exploratory rounds of sampling to those more
focused on conceptual development — always
outlining the iterative relationship between
sampling and analysis. Finally, I will turn to
sampling in relation to the presentation of
data. Interwoven throughout this account will
be some traditional overviews of the key
debates and procedural issues that you need to
consider. However, first, I will introduce the
research project.
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THE CONTEXT OF THE CASE

The case I want to explore focuses on delay
in diagnosis for children with juvenile idio-
pathic arthritis (JIA). JIA is a form of arthritis
that affects both children and adolescents. As
soon as the diagnosis is suspected, these
patients need to be referred to a paediatric
rheumatology team, to get confirmation of

CONCEPTS, CONTEXTS, BASICS

the diagnosis and to get access to the effective
treatments now available. The research team
included a consultant in paediatric rheumatol-
ogy, with whom I had worked closely on
other projects. I need to stress that this was an
extremely practically orientated project,
funded by a research charity, Arthritis
Research UK !, that was seeking practically
orientated findings.

Note: Genres of sampling and the generalizability question

Sampling can be divided in a number of different ways. At a basic level, with the exception
of total population sampling you will often see the divide between random sampling of a
representative population and non-random sampling. Clearly, for many more quantitative-
minded researchers, non-random sampling is the second-choice approach as it creates
potential issues of ‘bias’. However, in qualitative research the central resource through which
sampling decisions are made is a focus on specific people, situations or sites because they
offer a specific — ‘biased’ or ‘information-rich’ — perspective (Patton, 2002). Irrespective of the
approach, sampling requires prior knowledge of the phenomenon. Knowledge is essential in
order to establish how ‘typical’ your sample is of the phenomenon alongside understanding
the potential diversity, or variance, within the phenomenon. The higher the variance, the
larger the sample required.

Within more quantitative work, when working with a random sample you need to be able
to classify the population in order to generate a representative random or quota sample. That
assumes various things. In survey work, you need to have enough a priori information to
inform the design of the sample. Routinely, you would work with some kind of proxy for the
issues that you are interested in, often based on socio-demographic data. In more experimen-
tal work, like randomized controlled trials, you conduct some prior research in order to estab-
lish the variance in the phenomenon, as documented by some outcome measure, in order to
undertake sample size calculations to detect significant differences. However, routinely within
research, especially social science, the focus is on issues — like actions, interactions, identities,
events — where we do not have sufficient knowledge of the distribution of phenomena in
order adequately to inform sampling issues.

When not sampling the total population, random sampling relies on large samples and
attempts to minimize sample errors. You can then begin to claim statistical representatives.
As Gobo notes:

There is no evidence that the sampling assumptions underlying the natural sciences
(i.e. that cases are interchangeable because they are equal and distributed at random
in the population) work well in the social sciences. On the contrary, in society almost
nothing is random, there are social inequalities affecting people’s position in the
population. (2004: 441; italics in original).

So, notwithstanding the problems of adequately understanding the distribution of a
phenomenon to inform sample design and size, you cannot assume a random distribution.

Now, the logic behind this is that a representative, and ideally random, sample will mean
that the findings are generalizable (in a statistical sense). As Gobo (2004) highlights, too often
these two terms are used interchangeably, without reflection on what separates them.
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volume).

Representativeness connects to the questions about the sample whereas generalizability
connects to questions related to the findings. Working with a representative sample does not
automatically lead to generalizable findings; between these two issues are potential
‘measurement errors’, connected to a wide array of practical problems. Relatedly, working
with a non-representative sample does not mean you can automatically assume that
generalizability is not possible. For example, work within the tradition of conversation analysis
has repeatedly demonstrated interactional practices, such as preference organization, that are
routinely used across a wide variety of domains of everyday and institutional talk. In this way,
the findings have theoretical generalizability (see Maxwell and Chmiel, Chapter 37, this

PUBLIC ACCOUNTS OF SAMPLING
STRATEGIES

Prior to undertaking the research, we had to
offer the funding agency and the medical eth-
ics committee an outline of our sampling
strategies. Given that these audiences expect
areasonable degree of certainty and structure,
the approach to sampling was simply intro-
duced as ‘purposive sampling’ and later
described as ‘maximum variation sampling’,
with the variation defined by:

e duration of delay from onset of symptoms to first
assessment by paediatric rheumatology;

o observed complexity of referral pathways
(assessed by the known number of contacts with
health and social care professionals).

Note that, even at this stage, the sampling
strategy is not defined in terms of socio-
demographic solutions; rather the strategy is
led by the phenomena of delay and complex-
ity. Given the focus of the research, this
makes practical sense. Also, terms like ‘max-
imum variation strategy’ can have a currency
with these types of mixed audiences. Certain
key phrases have become part of the gram-
mar of applications, in much the same way
that terms like ‘grounded theory’ are found in
data analysis sections.

We also outlined that we would focus on
two patient groups. We proposed to sample
new referrals to the paediatric rheumatology
team, recruiting between 10 and 15 patients
diagnosed within the prior nine months to

minimize problems of recall. We also aimed to
recruit between 10 and 15 more established
patients, those who had been with the team for
over nine months, in order test the emerging
ideas. As we were working with children and
adolescents, each ‘case’ would be understood
through talking to families — so parents,
guardians and, if they wanted to take part, the
patients themselves. We would also interview
the health and social care professionals either
responsible for or involved in the referral to
the paediatric rheumatology team — so our
understanding of each case could be expanded
to include these actors. We offered some sense
of certainty around the numbers we would
recruit, albeit offering the numbers within a
range. This had practical value, in terms of
offering the readers a sense of the work that
the project would involve — so they could
establish how plausible the project appeared
given the time frame and resources requested.

MAKING SENSE OF THE PHENOMENA

Centrally, I already had access to four forms
of data, which could assist in understanding
the potential variation in the phenomenon:

e Areview of 152 patients’ case notes had already
been conducted and published (Foster et al.,
2007). This outlined that over 75% of patients
exceeded 10 weeks from onset of symptoms to
first paediatric rheumatology assessment. The
median interval was 20 weeks and ranged from
less than 1 week to 416 weeks (eight years!).
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| also had access to a Masters student’s data set
that updated the previous published review, and
covered over 200 patients. Again, this outlined a
similar range of delay.

| had read some of the (limited number of)
papers on delay in diagnosis, which outline some
of the factors tied to delay. So, for example, in
rheumatoid arthritis in adults, the central issue
was family doctors not recognizing the patient’s
problems as disease related.

Finally, as | had already worked with members of
the paediatric rheumatology team, | had access
to them. | was able to discuss their impressions
of the range of issues faced. | was often con-

where a child had been subjected to extensive
delay through the incompetence of a range of
medical practitioners who were, for whatever
reason, unable to see the child's problem as
arthritis related.

In this way, I could begin to gain a sense of
some of the issues I might want to focus on
over the life of the project. None of this
offered a firm direction as to where to go
next. And, over the life of the project, dur-
ing rounds of sampling, I would return to
these sources of information to inform my

fronted by one type of narrative, an atrocity story, ~ analysis.

Note: Qualitative approaches to generalizability

Qualitative research has recently grown in popularity and shifted in focus beyond documenting
the unique and particular, in part due to funding from evaluation and policy-orientated
sources. In this context, considerations about sampling, alongside considerable debate and
discussion, have become more central (Ward Schofield, 1993). As Dingwall notes:

The one-off case study, conceived and executed in magnificent isolation, has no place
in modern social science and little more than anecdotal value to a policy maker trying
to understand how an organisation works. (1992: 171)

In this context, in part as a reaction against the positioning of qualitative research as less vital
and relevant given its refusal to undertake random sampling with large numbers — due to a
fundamental asymmetry in goals (e.g. Lincoln and Guba, 1985) and inability in practical
terms, given time, resources and funding (e.g. Hammersley, 1992) — alternative understandings
have emerged. Various authors have argued, to various degrees of success, that qualitative
research is bounded by different epistemological and ontological orders. As such, alternatives
have emerged, for example:

For the naturalist, then, the concept analogous to generalizability (or external validity)
is transferability, which is itself dependent upon the degree of similarity (fittingness)
between two contexts. The naturalist does not attempt to form generalizations that
will hold in all times and in all places, but to form working hypotheses that may be
transferred from one context to another depending upon the degree of “fit” between
the contexts. (Guba, 1981: 81)

And in this situation, given adequate information about the context, it is for the reader to
make the connections to other similar contexts, to judge the ‘degree of “fit"’.

Alongside Guba‘s ‘transferability’, we have such concepts as ‘analytical generalization’
(Yin, 1994) ‘moderate generalization’ (Williams, 2002) and ‘empirical generalizations’
(Hammersley, 1992), among others. Hammersley (1992) argues that you need to establish
that the people or settings are in some way “typical’ of the population to which you want to
generalize. He suggests establishing this through reference to published statistics, embedding
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qualitative research within or alongside survey research, or working with multiple cases, in
terms of either people or sites, and exploring the variance. In this way, empirical generalization
is possible when the case, or cases, are in some way demonstrated as representative of the
population. The case can only be generalized to defined settings over a defined period of time
and, for Hammersley, it is for the author to define these other similar contexts. He contrasts
this with what he refers to as ‘theoretical inference’, inference to a class of people, situations
or sites in any setting or time. In this way, a case’s adequacy is its ability to generate formal
theories — with hypotheses, theoretical propositions, logical inferences or casual connections —
that can be tested and verified in further empirical work in the same class of people, situations
or sites (see Mitchell, 1983, and Silverman’s, 1985, discussion of these ideas). As such, atypical
or particularly interesting single cases would be ideal places to sample, as they would offer a
rich space to generate and test theoretical principles (see Maxwell and Chmiel, Chapter 37,

this volume).

AN INITIAL ROUND OF SAMPLING
(n=3)

I then engaged in a very exploratory round of
sampling. I asked the team to suggest three
different families of patients. I wanted to
speak to people from three areas of referral:
one that was fairly rapid, so under 10 weeks;
one that was typical, so about 20 weeks; and
one that was over a year. Following Patton, I
saw this sample as ‘illustrative not definitive’
(2002: 236) — as a way to begin to explore the
phenomenon. He notes that, ‘It is important,
when using this strategy, to attempt to get broad
consensus about which cases are typical — and
what criteria are being used to define typicality’
(2002: 236). As 1 discovered, this was not a
simple process. Below are extracts from an
edited field note I wrote after meeting with
some members of the team:

The role of the team secretary, as part of distrib-
uted knowledge/memory of the team, is key. The
secretary and one of the nurses looked through a
list to offer a selection of about 10 patients.

They had a key question — what is quick, routine
and long? 24 weeks of history is ‘long’ for them,
but ‘routine’ as far as prior research shows. Is
‘quick’ a fast diagnosis, via Accident & Emergency,
or within the official target of ten weeks? Also,
the nurse’s caseload was tied to her vision. She

deals with more complicated cases. They both
thought about route to diagnosis and where
interested in finding referral from an unusual
source (like Plastic surgery or ophthalmology) — so
they were thinking in terms of ‘untypical’ cases?

This was NOT an easy or smooth process. Original
list was questioned and modified by consultant
and then we returned to some of those on the
original list!

They finally agreed on six names of patients
and three families agreed to be interviewed.
Although the process was illustrative of a
range of issues, I just want to focus on a few.
Generating consensus on something that is a
‘typical’ case involved extensive discussion.
The discussion itself was illuminating, high-
lighting taken-for-granted aspects of indi-
vidual and team reasoning about how they
categorize cases. Through this process, my
understanding of ‘typicality’ was questioned
and extended. So, rather than just focusing
on issues of typical delay in relation to time,
typicality should also include the route the
patient took.

In conducting and then analysing these inter-
views, | discovered something interesting. In
talking to these parents I got slightly different
accounts from that presented in the patient’s
notes. For example, what the team categorized
as a typical case of a ‘quick’ referral emerged as
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a more complicated process that lasted about
11 months. This might stem from parents’ re-
evaluation of prior symptoms. At the time of
diagnosis they may not have told staff about the
onset of some symptoms as they felt they had
little to do with the illness, but, with growing
knowledge about the disease, they now under-
stood them as first signs of onset.

Also, the case that was typical of ‘long
delay’, over one year, was, at this point in the

project, an ‘atypical’ or ‘deviant case’. The
child had received a diagnosis of JIA at about
3 years old and the parents were told he was
too young for further tests and he was given
a short course of physiotherapy. After this,
they where told he was fine and discharged.
He did not complain of any problem for
another five years and then was referred
straight to the team. In this way, he received
a rapid diagnosis but inappropriate care.

what divides them. As Sandelowski notes:

in a different way.

Note: Purposive sampling strategies

If you look at the literature on sampling, you can soon be overwhelmed by the diversity of
approaches people write about. So, for example, Sandelowski (1995) refers to three
approaches — maximum variation, phenomenal variation and theoretical variation — all
described as purposeful.? Gobo (2004) refers to four: purposive, quota, emblematic and
snowball. Patton (2002) refers to 16 different types — including critical case, stratified
purposeful, snowball and convenience — all again described under the label purposeful.
Personally, | find Patton’s list very useful to think with. He presents you with 16 different
labels to work with, to think about, and this is incredibly useful as a way to sensitize your
sampling strategy. It enables you to realize that you have choices, that you should be making
choices and that those choices can have an impact. However, the issue is not that you have
been able initially to sample five ‘typical cases’ of rapid referral, but rather that you have got
five cases and you have thought through issues of how typical are they, what connects them,

These determinations are never absolute; depending on the purpose, analytic frame,
and phase of an analysis, any one case can be a case of and about more than one
thing and can, therefore, be analytically (re)located among other cases. (1996: 527)

So being able to call a case ‘typical’ is useful. Initially, you might know from some other
source, say statistical data, the funder, colleagues or even other respondents, that a specific
site is 'typical’. However, you need to question such a position — it might be ‘typical’ in the
way that others have understood the issue, but your research might render the phenomenon

Thinking about and categorizing your sampling strategies does not always occur
prospectively or over different rounds of sampling. For example, Draucker et al. (2007), after
an initial recruitment flyer, discovered they had 110 calls from people interested in taking part
in their study. Given the nature of the focus of the study, people’s experiences of sexual
violence, they felt they had to interview those 43 who met the criteria sooner rather than
later. They undertook an initial round of coding of 43 interviews, and developed initial codes
and concepts. Rather than conduct more interviews, they re-explored their own data set,
searching within this, initially for ‘intense’ cases, so undertaking a form of intensity sampling.
Intensity sampling refers to ‘excellent or rich examples of the phenomenon of interest, but
not highly unusual cases’ (Patton, 2002: 234). They looked again at their data set through
various sampling approaches, and in one area, when conducting ‘extreme or deviant case
sampling’, re-interviewed one of the participants.
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In some senses, the reality is a lot simpler than thinking about which of Patton’s 16 labels
fit. It is enough to make good, analytically driven, thoughtful, decisions. Poor sampling
decisions, those driven by lack of access, response, knowledge, time or resources can lead to
sampling driven by opportunism or convenience. Pragmatic considerations, especially in
relation to access to institutional sites, situations or hard-to-reach people, do have their place
(see Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). However, as Murphy et al. note, ‘opportunistic
sampling will be seen as the method of last resort in anything other than the most exploratory
research’ (1998: 93). Centrally, being able to describe your sampling as in some way strategic
offers increased confidence in your work. There is a rhetoric of expertise that is embedded in
such work. But this is beyond sheer rhetoric. It is about doing good analysis.

EXPLORING THE PHENOMENON IN
NO PARTICULAR ORDER: (n = 14)

After conducting the three interviews with
three types of ‘typical case’, I decided to
interview the families of recently diagnosed
patients. I had no particular logic about whom
I approached, the only criterion they had to fit
was that they had had a diagnosis in the last
six months. Despite wanting to interview
families with fresh memories of the experi-
ence, families were contacted at least one
month post-diagnosis so as to avoid burden-
ing the parents.

In sampling strategy terms, I undertook
the least analytically strong option. I under-
took something similar to what Patton refers
to as convenience sampling:

doing what is fast and convenient. This is possibly
the most common sampling strategy and the least
desirable. ... Convenience sampling is neither
purposeful or strategic. (2002: 241-2)

If my whole sample had been achieved by
recruiting those who were easiest to hand, I
would agree with Patton. For me, projects
that only undertake such desperation sam-
pling are generally problematic. However, as
I was still in the initial stages, I wanted to
explore the phenomenon, to get a generic
sense of the potential issues and, with luck,
to get a sense of the potential variance in the
phenomenon.

I ended up conducting eight interviews
with newly diagnosed families. As the unit of

the analysis was paediatrics patients’ route to
diagnosis, [ was interviewing parents, some-
times mothers or fathers on their own,
sometimes both parents and, in one case, an
adolescent child took part. The focus was on
the very practical issues of what happened, in
what order, alongside their emotional trajec-
tory. For some of these patients, I also con-
ducted parallel interviews with a health
practitioner involved in their referral. I was
still conducting very fine-grained coding,
documenting the broad (and ever-growing)
array of issues that were emerging in each
new interview and constantly comparing the
application of my codes with those that had
gone before. However, at this stage, a poten-
tial key analytic issue was emerging, centred
around the initial diagnosis the patients
received from health professionals and how
that impacted on delay. I kept returning to the
same issue, within and across cases, and felt
I might be getting somewhere.

EXPLORING THE PHENOMENON
THROUGH SOMEBODY ELSE’S
ORDER: (n = 11)

So far I had conducted 11 interviews with
families and 6 interviews with health profes-
sionals involved in the referral pathway. I felt I
had begun to make some sense of the issues.
Family resemblances were starting to emerge —
especially around issues of initial decisions to
seek lay and medical help. Fewer new patients
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were coming through the service. I discussed
some of the recruitment issues with the team
and we decided also to recruit more estab-
lished patients. In clinics, the team were see-
ing new patients as well as those returning for
regular three- or six-month check-ups and
then thinking, ‘this would be an interesting
case for Tim’. Their version of ‘interesting’
was often tied to specific issues of the case:
for example, that the family had sought help
from a private medical practice (a relatively
uncommon thing in paediatric care in the UK)
or that referral was ‘fast’ (i.e. under 10
weeks).

In this phase I interviewed another six
families and a further five health profession-
als. The clinic staff felt they were offering
interesting cases. For me, I was working with
really quite ‘information-rich cases’, cases
that, for whatever reason, could offer a
new insight into the phenomenon. In techni-
cal terms I was using a mixture involving
‘deviant or atypical sampling’ (e.g. the par-
ents who went private), ‘intensity sampling’
(e.g. the parents with relatively fast referrals)
and ‘critical sampling’.

One case did turn out to be a ‘critical
case’. Patton describes this as a case that
makes a point dramatically: ‘[i]dentification
of critical cases depends on the recognition
of the key dimensions that make for a critical
case’ (2002: 237). This was another account
where, after an initial visit to a family practi-
tioner, the parents were told the child had
JIA, but there was nothing that could be
done. After a period of time, the child no
longer complained and the symptoms did not
flare. Only five years later, when the mother

noticed the child’s restricted movement, did
they return to seek advice. The child was
then referred to the team and given the neces-
sary medication and physiotherapy routines.
This case was key, and critical for me in
rethinking the analysis. For example, rather
than understand the phenomenon under study
as ‘delay in diagnosis’, we realized we
needed to focus on delay in diagnosis and in
receiving appropriate care. So a previous
case from the initial round of sampling where
the parents were told there was little medi-
cine could do (discussed above) was no
longer to be understood as atypical or devi-
ant. The phenomenon of ‘inappropriate care’
with a diagnosis of JIA was now central to our
understanding. In Emmerson’s (2004) terms, it
was a ‘key incident’ in the trajectory of the
analysis that enabled me to re-conceptualize
the focus.

As noted above, our conceptualization of a
‘case’ included accounts from the patients’
family members, patients, and health and
social care professionals. So far, we had 10
cases, which included the health profession-
als’ accounts and one teacher’s account.
Although they provided an additional layer
of context, I felt that, analytically, they were
often of relatively limited value. Also, it was
proving very hard to contact practitioners,
although once contacted they all agreed to
take part, and then trying to arrange inter-
views was difficult, given their work sched-
ules. I interviewed some of them on the
phone, but found this less effective in gener-
ating a sufficient level of detail. Rather than
spend more time on this, I decided to focus
solely on families’ accounts.

Note: Information-Rich Cases

Central to the success of purposive sampling is a focus on working with what Patton
describes as ‘information-rich cases’ (2002: 230). These are the cases:

from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the
purpose of the inquiry, thus the term purposeful sampling. (Ibid.; italics in original)




SAMPLING STRATEGIES IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

57

Now, a case can range from an individual, a group, to an organization (and beyond).
However, a case is not a naturally occurring object, it is a researcher’s construct, a product
of what Ragin (1992) refers to as ‘casing’. Centrally, through casing you are attempting to
get information about some aspect of a particular phenomenon. As Miles and Huberman
note, albeit it in relation to complex cases:

you are sampling people to get at characteristics of settings, events, and processes.
Conceptually, the people themselves are secondary. (1994: 33)

This might sound quite harsh, and beyond the limits of calls for qualitative research to do
things like give others access to people’s ‘voices’ or ‘lived experience’. But we are always only
giving access to some aspect of that lived experience or organizational context. And if we
take it that exploring a specific phenomenon is central to our research, we need to think
about what makes up the focus of our casing.

What are the sampling units (or combination of units) that should guide your sampling?
Rather than solely focus on the classic socio-demographic units, like age, ethnicity, etc., we
need to think about more social, relational and conceptual units. For example, we could
consider structuring our sampling to focus on other issues:

e Actions — specific acts, processes, behaviours, intentions and motivations.

e Interactions — activities, formats, consequences and outcomes.

e Identities — roles, types, categories.

Events — situations, rituals, ceremonies, temporal orders or trajectories.
Settings and spaces — spatial (or conceptual) locations, organizations, milieu.
Objects — devices, artefacts, electronic and paper texts.

Exploring the phenomenon is key, not being able to say ‘I observed X number of men and X
number of women’. Relatedly, within-case sampling can also be important, especially in
relation to more ethnographic studies. So, for example, in exploring a children’s ward in a
hospital, you may initially choose to focus on junior doctors. Over time, you may switch your
focus to other actors in the setting, say parents. You may sample a related setting, those
spaces where discussions about referring children to the ward first happen, such as the
accident and emergency department or the children’s day clinic. Or you might sample
discussions about changing a child’s medication and want to observe similar discussions
across a range of contexts (e.g. with and without parents present, on the ward and in clinics)
or a range of times (e.g. day, night, weekend). In this way, sampling is driven by emergent
analytic issues.

BUILDING IDEAS, CHALLENGING
ASSUMPTIONS (n = 17)

The fourth round of sampling shifted towards
more conceptual development as well as focus-
ing on some specific criteria. Analytically, I
felt I had some sense of the key issues. I was
becoming interested in exploring these further.
So, for example, in trying to make sense of

how people navigate through the system, I was
interested in exploring the impact of people’s
prior knowledge and experience. I asked the
staff to help me find cases containing one of
the following three dimensions:

e  Child diagnosed with JIA who had another sig-
nificant illness that had been diagnosed prior to
JIA emerging and for which the child received
ongoing care.
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e Family member who, through illness, had led the
family to have significant contacts with the NHS
(National Health Service).

e Family member who worked in the NHS in some
capacity.

I conducted six interviews, covering six dif-
ferent families, two per dimension. Put very
simply, I found that irrespective of how
much prior knowledge the families had, the
key facets of the trajectories echoed those of
the other children without access to such
potential ‘expertise’. This additional knowl-
edge, in some cases, did impact on aspects of
the trajectory, enabling the families to man-
age the problems they faced differently, but
the same problems existed. The addition of a
previously diagnosed illness added to delay,
in that practitioners’ diagnostic focus was
confined to explaining the new emerging
symptoms through that particular lens.
Rather than seeing these cases as somehow
‘atypical’, they echoed a broader issue
throughout the data set: that the practitioners’
search for a new diagnosis was routinely
constrained by prior diagnostic expectations.
All these accounts not only enabled me to
develop these hunches, but confirmed my
understanding of other issues alongside rais-
ing new issues.

One of the tensions I had to contend with
was that between the conceptual develop-
ment of my ideas and the possibility that the

staff knew enough about a patient’s trajec-
tory to tell me who to interview. So, I was
interested in exploring what can be best
described as the role of ‘chance’, ‘luck’ or
‘timeliness’ in the patient’s trajectory, as I
had seen how central this had been. For
example, in one case, the mother met a nurse,
whom knew the family, in a hospital corridor.
The nurse could see that the mother was dis-
tressed. This led the nurse to get her col-
league, an adult practitioner, to ‘glance’ at
the patient’s x-ray results over their lunch.
Her colleague was the first to suspect a diag-
nosis of JIA. I did not sample for this explic-
itly, due to the rather ephemeral nature of the
issue, but rather expected (or maybe hoped)
it would emerge in interviews. It did. It
helped me conceptualize the work parents
sometimes undertook to engineer these
‘chance’ encounters, to increase the possibil-
ity of encountering someone who might offer
a diagnosis or treatment that made sense.

In this phase, my coding and analysis were
becoming a lot more focused. I was selecting
within the material, selecting specific
stretches of talk for more in-depth analysis.
Such coding work has strong family resem-
blances to the practices of sampling, espe-
cially theoretical and within-case sampling,
in that strategic choices are made about what
issues to focus coding on in order further to
explore, challenge and confirm emergent
ideas.

Note: Theory and Sampling

Despite the range of things written about the relationship between theory and sampling,
there appear to be two main approaches to using theory to inform sampling.

First, following the tradition of theoretical sampling in grounded theory (in whatever
version, see e.g. Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978; Strauss and Corbin, 1990), after an
initial round of sampling (driven by a priori ideas) to generate ideas, your next choice of
person, site or situation is driven by the need to develop and elaborate on your emerging
conceptual ideas. In grounded theory terms, you undertake theoretical sampling to help
develop codes and categories, to understand variation in a process, to saturate properties of
categories and to integrate them. In this way, your sampling decisions are emergent,
progressive and inductive. Your task is artfully to choose a next case in order to progress the
development of your emergent conceptual ideas. The focus here is not to demonstrate
empirical generalizability, in terms of choosing cases that might show others that you have
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sought variation to represent the population in some way. The focus is on developing the
shape — the robustness — of your emergent categories and substantive theory. In this way, the
demonstration of adequacy is understood in the transportability of the theoretical ideas.

Second, another tradition exists — one that receives less attention, but is potentially
equally useful to consider. This is where the initial and often subsequent sampling
decisions are driven by a priori theoretical ideas. This can take multiple forms. In such
circumstances you may be exploring, testing and refining the ideas of an existing theory.
Silverman notes that:

in a case-study, the analyst selects cases only because he [sic] believes they exhibit
some general theoretical principle. His account’s claim to validity depends entirely on
demonstrating that the features he portrays in the case are representative not of the
population but of this general principle. (1985: 113)

So, for example, Silverman (1984) undertook some observations in a private medical clinic.
He wanted to test Strong’s (1983) theoretical ideas about the rituals of interaction between
doctors and patients. Strong’s work was based on extensive observations in public medical
clinics, mainly in the NHS in the UK, so a private clinic offered an excellent space to test and
refine Strong’s theory. You will note that, in this example, as with others (see Murphy et al.,
1998), this is often focused on ethnographic research where the choice of site is key. Given
a lack of resources, use of more than a few sites is rare. So very good theoretical reasons for
sampling a particular case can be central in claims-making. Of course, you need to choose a
theory that is reasonably well recognized. Such a priori theory can also help support the

selection of specific people, situations, times or places within a case.

FINDING A GOOD PRACTICAL
SOLUTION TO THE PUZZLE

It was during the fourth phase of sampling,
when I sampled for specific theoretically
driven issues alongside some typical cases,
that I had my ‘eureka moment’. I met one of
the team in the corridor and she asked me how
it was going. I explained to her what I felt were
the key issues emerging from my analysis. As
I walked away, something in my account of the
work kept coming back to me. I had used the
analogy of the game ‘snakes and ladders’.
Then, over a three-hour period, [ wrote a con-
ceptual memo. The title, albeit rather elabo-
rate, offered up the main issues I wanted to
explore through writing it:

MEMO - Snakes and Ladders — Persistence, Luck
and Knowledge — Or how persistence (in symp-
toms and seeking a solution) combined with good
and bad luck connect you with people with the
relevant knowledge

In the memo, I conceptualized the main
issues that were central to the phenomenon
of delay in diagnosis. In writing it, I moved
between a large number of different docu-
ments, including coded and uncoded inter-
view transcripts, summaries of interviews
and codes, field notes from interviews and a
range of types of memos. In and through this
process I checked my ideas, sought out dis-
confirming moments from the cases, and
brought together the hunches and leads I had
tried to explore.

I knew my conceptualization worked — it
made sense of the data, it offered up a
coherent account of the phenomenon. Given
that I had now developed a conceptual
model that I felt made good sense of all the
‘variance’ of the phenomenon, I went on to
carry out a more structured review of my
data set, to explore whether I had any devi-
ant or atypical moments or features in my
cases that did not fit. I did not find anything
that meant I needed to re-evaluate my ideas.
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With prior conceptualizations of the data, I
had found exceptions that made me recon-
figure my ideas.

Also, prior to writing the memo, I felt that,
at least in terms of the accounts I was listen-
ing to, I had reached something like repeti-
tion. I was seeing the accounts as having
very clear family resemblances. Some of the
ideas were key; they were emerging again
and again. More data would not help me
understand or expand on my ideas any fur-
ther. What was missing was some kind of
conceptual model that linked the various
ideas I was working with. All my attempts to
offer something like a coherent account of
the phenomenon either were far too unwieldy,
or had too many exceptions, with many
aspects of cases as atypical. However, repeti-
tion is not sufficient justification for stopping
sampling. As Glaser notes:

Saturation is not seeing the same pattern over and
over again. It is the conceptualization of compari-
sons of these incidents which yield different prop-
erties of the pattern, until no new properties of
the pattern emerge. (2001: 191, cited in Charmaz,
2006)

My eureka moment had enabled me to reach
something like what grounded theorists call
theoretical saturation. And in re-reviewing
the already-collected data set, field notes
and memos and engaging with the new data
I was gathering, ‘no new properties of the
pattern” were emerging. However, I did not
stop sampling at this point, as I wanted to
test and refine this conceptual model. It still
held over the next five interviews during this
phase of sampling, albeit with some minor
tinkering.

A FEW MORE FOR LUCK (n = 2)

By this stage, I now had a very good sense of
my data; the issues and concepts were well
developed; 1 had had my ‘eurecka moment’;
and I had what I felt was a good analytic nar-
rative. I had undertaken 34 interviews with
families and 11 interviews with health and

social care practitioners. The final stage
emerged in part through pure opportunity and
in part due to the ‘doubts’ many researchers
feel. Two new patients had just been seen in
the clinic and were now on the ward. I was
told that these were both ‘really interesting’
cases. I did both interviews. Both cases were
very interesting, and could be classified as
‘intensity’ cases. Conceptually, I did not need
to do them. I felt | had a coherent account —
that I had reached saturation. However, I
decided to do them for two reasons: first, the
clinical team felt they would be useful; sec-
ond, irrespective of how beautiful your con-
ceptual ideas are, you always have a nagging
doubt that you might have missed something.
I do not feel we should ever be overly confi-
dent. We should always be open to having
our ideas challenged. At this point, after
working with these two cases, we decided
that we should close recruitment. Clearly, I
could have gone on, but in terms of time,
money and resources, as well as imposing on
people’s lives, this would have been overly
intrusive.

THE PUBLIC FACES OF RESEARCH

Over the life of the project, I conducted 36
interviews with families. I had spoken to
mothers (n = 34), fathers (n = 9), teenage
patients (n = 5), grandmothers (n = 2) and an
aunt (n = 1). I had also undertaken 11 inter-
views with professionals involved in the care
pathway of these JIA patients: orthopaedic
surgeons (n = 4), paediatricians (n = 3), a
paediatric immunologist (n=1),a GP (n=1),
a nurse (n = 1) and one non-health profes-
sional (n = 1), a primary school teacher.

The sampling strategy was purposive; it was
designed to explore, test and refine our emerg-
ing ideas. It was not designed to replicate the
pattern of delay shown in cohort studies but
rather to explore and map the diversity of fac-
tors that impact on that. However — and this
was not planned — the sample closely matched
prior quantitative research. You may remem-
ber that I noted that a prior study of 152
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patients’ case notes found that over 75% of
patients exceeded 10 weeks from onset of
symptoms to first paediatric rheumatology
assessment (median 20, range 1-416 weeks).
In our purposive sample (rn = 36), over 73% of
patients exceeded 10 weeks from onset of
symptoms to first paediatric rheumatology
assessment (median 22, range 1-362 weeks).

Now, this happened purely by chance. I had
never sat down and tried to work out which
patients we would need to recruit to get some-
thing that mirrored the prior quantitative
work. This was excellent news as it added
another layer of confidence that the sample
was not somehow atypical of the population
as conceptualized through statistical means.
This was also excellent news when presenting
the data to audiences that demanded a specific
version of representativeness. However,
throughout the life of the project 1 had
attempted to recruit a range of ‘typical’ cases.
My sampling was driven by both theoretical
and what Sandelowski (1995) refers to as phe-
nomenal variation. I had tried to explore the
range of cases the clinic sees, to explore the
variance in the phenomenon in terms of both
the substantive issues (like length of delay)
and the emergent theoretical issues (like
knowledge of navigating health systems).

I want to focus on one last issue: the sam-
pling we undertake when we present our data
to others (see also Barbour, 1998). At the time
of writing this chapter, I have only presented
the data at three time points, namely two post-
ers and one conference presentation. The
posters were presented prior to my ‘eureka
moment’. With these, in part, given the lim-
ited space on a poster, the posters focused on
demonstrating the key ideas I was working
with. They simply reported on specific con-
cepts, with very few quotes of what I was
thinking about. For example, in relation to
how parents conceptualize initial physical
signs, the poster text reports:

As parents notice ‘low grade’ and often subtle
physical and behavioural changes they rationalise
observations as normal (e.g. ‘drama queen’),
adopt a ‘wait and see’ approach, and/or provide
modifications to compensate (e.g. getting child

new shoes). When symptoms are severe, escalate
or continue, they then seek a medical opinion.

Sampling specific accounts to demonstrate
the phenomenon was offset by generic
descriptions of process across the data set.
The only direct quote in this section is
‘drama queen’, which I could have got from
any number of transcripts.

Later in the analytic process, I offered a dif-
ferent presentational style. In drafting my
conference presentation, I was unsure about
how best to present the data. I tried various
options, searching through my transcripts and
memos to discover good exemplars. By ‘good’
exemplars I mean those that demonstrate spe-
cific aspects of an idea through concise and
clear language. However, this became rather
messy, as too much contextual detail was
needed to place each issue in context and
shifting between accounts of a large number
of cases meant that the message was diluted.

In the end, I went for a different solution,
simply comparing two cases, one ‘intense’
and one ‘extreme’. So, for example, in rela-
tion to how parents conceptualize initial
physical signs, the text on the slide for the
conference presentation read:

Bella — aged 3
Started walking early, 8 months,

‘... we'd occasionally see certain days that she'd
be a little bit stiff and we'd think, “well is that
because she’s young and a bit too young to walk?”
so you kind of pass that off as something else’

‘... at first | was thinking, “well she’s new to walk-
ing, her muscles are developing, is she stiff
because them muscles are developing, how long
do we let this go on?"’

And this discussion of the initial signs con-
tinued to another slide. After presenting the
two cases, I directly compared their key fea-
tures. As Sandelowski notes, in relation to
more case-based research approaches:

cases [are] conceived as singular combinations of
elements constituting each case that are compared
to singular combinations of elements constituting
other cases. (2011: 157)
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The intense case was typical, in terms of
delay in diagnosis, and the extreme case was
atypical in terms of a very rapid diagnosis
and appropriate care. Irrespective of time
from onset of symptoms to diagnosis and
care, both cases represented all the key
aspects of the conceptual model. I was inter-
ested in demonstrating how a specific config-
uration of the same elements led to a different
outcome. Now, I could have presented any of
the 36 cases, as each demonstrates a particular
configuration. However, these two were cho-
sen, in part for their rhetorical impact, as they
both presented well, given the relatively
short time I had.

CLOSING COMMENTS

The aim of this chapter was to offer you, the
reader, ‘technical access’ to the lived practices
of sampling. I hope you can begin to make
sense of some of the issues that can weave
through sampling. Ideally, your sampling strat-
egy should be something that evolves over
time, that emerges through a mutual relation-
ship with desk, field and analytic work.

The obvious question, given the subject of
the chapter, is to ask: why choose this spe-
cific research project as my single case? It
was chosen for a range of reasons. In part, for
opportunistic and pragmatic reasons — I am
still working trying to write up the findings,
and so it is still fresh in my mind. I also chose
it because, given the widespread use of inter-
views, it was potentially a ‘typical’ case in
terms of the methods. However, in terms of
the phenomenon of applying sampling strate-
gies to qualitative research in a strategic way,
I am not sure how I would classify it. Hope-
fully it is a typical or intense case. Hopefully,
it reflects elements of the lived practices of
researchers using a wide array of methods
and methodologies. Maybe trying to under-
take sampling, in what I hope is a reasoned
and thoughtful way, might mean it is a rela-
tively ‘atypical’ case. However, exploring
deviant cases can be an extremely useful
thing in itself.

We should also ask: how generalizable
(see Maxwell and Chmiel, Chapter 37, this
volume) or transferable (see Murray,
Chapter 40, this volume) is this case? Sadly,
I have not got enough data on other people’s
approaches to sampling-in-action, in order
to understand how empirically generaliza-
ble it is. This is a product of the relative
paucity of accounts that describe the lived
practices of sampling. However, it does
relate to the more theoretical accounts about
sampling. It also shares similarities with
some of the practical issues that fellow
researchers have discussed with me. So,
despite an underlying argument running
through the chapter about the utility of
exploring and documenting the variance in
the phenomenon, I can do little to demon-
strate this case’s empirical generalizability. It
is for you, the reader, to decide. Hopefully,
you can see this case as an ensemble of the
very practical, contingent, analytic and theo-
retical issues that researchers are faced
with. Perhaps you can think with some of
these ideas in order to inform your thinking
about your own sampling practices.

NOTES

1. The research project was ‘Exploring the pathways of refer-
ral for children with incident juvenile arthritis' Arthritis
Research UK (Grant No: 17738).

2. For me, ‘purposive sampling’ and ‘purposeful sampling’
are synonyms.
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Transcription as a Crucial
Step of Data Analysis

Sabine Kowal

For the first decade of the twenty-first
century, the Google Ngram viewer (Michel
et al., 2011) shows a sudden increment in
books and articles in both English and
German on the topic of qualitative research
methods. This development is clearly related
to the large number of scientific disciplines —
including communication, economics, edu-
cation, health care services, linguistics,
marketing, psychology and social work —
which involve qualitative research. One
upshot of this surge has been that the use of
transcripts for such research can now be
‘taken for granted’ (Dresing and Pehl, 2010:
731; our translation); hence, the necessity to
engage the complexity of transcripts as
‘artefacts in need of thoughtful considera-
tion’ becomes all the more urgent. At the
same time, Harris (2010: 4) has warned
against a certain methodological ‘incoher-
ence’ on the part of contemporary linguistics
consequent upon ‘a failure to recognize the
nature of the disparity between oral and writ-
ten communication’. His comment assumes a
special importance with regard to the faithful

and Daniel C. O'Connell

representation of oral communication in
written transcripts.

A large portion of this complexity — and
incoherence — is traceable to the hetero-
geneity of purposes served by transcription
and the consequent variable standards across
disciplines. For example, Langer (2010: 520;
our translation) has set the bar fairly low: ‘In
educational research projects, detailed nota-
tion systems are for the most part bypassed by
reason of the specific status quaestionis and
in order to foster simplicity and readability.’
Frost (2011: 101) has emphasized a more
detailed approach to the transcription of inter-
views (see Roulston, Chapter 20, this vol-
ume) used in psychology: ‘The transcription
of interviews is carried out in multiple
rounds.” These rounds might begin with a
rough transcript, including the words uttered
and other features such as pauses or laughing,
followed by another round wherein shorter
pauses, fillers and false starts are added. An
even more exacting and detailed approach to
transcription in the linguistic field of prag-
matic research is to be found in Schmidt and
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Worner’s EXMARaLDA, ‘a system for the
computer-assisted creation and analysis of
spoken language corpora’. According to the
authors, such corpora focus on

linguistic behaviour on different linguistic levels. It
is usually not sufficient to simply record the syn-
tactic and lexical properties of speech, because
para-linguistic phenomena (like laughing or
pauses) and suprasegmental characteristics (like
intonation or voice quality) may play an equally
important role in the analysis. The data structure
must therefore also be able to accommodate and
distinguish descriptions on different linguistic lev-
els. (2009: 567)

An explicit concern about various levels of
detail in transcribing is built into the German
Gesprdchsanalytisches Transkriptionssystem 2
(GAT 2) developed by a group of linguists (Selt-
ing et al, 2009) and into the English-
language adaptation of GAT 2 by Couper-Kuhlen
and Barth-Weingarten (2011). These authors
have themselves translated the acronym GAT as
‘discourse and conversation-analytic transcrip-
tion system’ (2). It distinguishes ‘three levels of
delicacy: minimal, basic and refined transcript
versions’ (353).

In view of such diversity of research pur-
poses and the concomitant transcription
requirements, we wish to limit ourselves in
the following to a consideration of what we
think of as basic assumptions and principles
needed for an informed use of transcription,
with an emphasis on qualitative research in
the social sciences and, more specifically, on
dialogical interaction. Such an approach is in
accord with Aufenanger’s (2006: 111) rec-
ommendation that the choice of transcription
methods be appropriate for the specific pur-
poses of a given research project. Such adap-
tation also serves the purpose of avoiding
superfluous and/or unanalysable transcripts.

The appropriate use of transcription entails
an awareness of problems related to the tasks
of both the transcriber and the reader of the
transcript — conceptualized as language users
who bring their own habits, competencies
and limitations to these tasks. In addition, the
relevance of transcription for both qualitative
and quantitative data analyses should be

noted, especially in view of an increasing
interest in bridging the gap between qualita-
tive and quantitative methods (e.g. Flick et al.,
2004; Kelle and Erzberger, 2004).

In the following, examples are, unless oth-
erwise noted, taken from our own psycho-
logical research on dialogical interaction in a
variety of settings. These corpora include
transcripts of audio recordings of English-
language TV interviews (O’Connell and
Kowal, 2005) and feature movies (O’Connell
and Kowal, 2012).

TRANSCRIPTION - A UNIVERSALLY
INDISPENSABLE STEP IN RESEARCH

According to Peez (2002: 24; our translation),
‘all social scientists doing qualitative research
must ... carefully attend to the phase of setting
down the verbal research material in writing
by means of transcription’. In addition, there
are applied contexts such as courtrooms and
medical offices where records of spoken data
are important. In order to deal with these oth-
erwise ephemeral and elusive materials in an
orderly manner, transcripts must be derived.
And yet, the research community must face
the vast complexity involved in this transfer to
the written mode, especially when multimedia
dialogical interaction is involved. The putative
close correspondence between the spoken
discourse and the written record thereof must
be examined. Presently it is widely acknowl-
edged that the written record cannot be
accepted uncritically as a reliable source of
analyses accurately reflecting the mental,
social, affective and cultural components of
both individual and group performance. For
example, Chafe (1995: 61) has commented in
the very last sentence of his chapter on tran-
scribing, ‘Perhaps the spoken corpora of the
future ... should be packaged with a legal
requirement that users listen as well as look’
(see also Harris, 2010).

In other words, transcription is both an
inevitable and problematic step in the qualita-
tive (and quantitative) analysis of data consist-
ing of spoken discourse. There is in fact no



66 CONCEPTS, CONTEXTS, BASICS

transcription notation system capable of pro-
viding to the researcher a completely accurate
and comprehensive narrative of the original
performance: all transcription is in principle
selective and entails the inevitable risk of sys-
tematic bias of one kind or another. Nonethe-
less, this risk can be countered by making
decisions on the basis of reasoned choices
rather than arbitrary, non-reflective ones. Con-
sequently, both basic and applied researchers
in the social sciences must approach transcrip-
tion with a very critical eye (and ear).

Our critical remarks should therefore be
understood as a sort of consciousness raising
regarding the intrinsic methodological limi-
tations of transcription and the consequent
cautiousness that should be exerted in inter-
preting transcripts. Such cautiousness would
also demand, quite in accord with Chafe’s
(1995) recommendation mentioned above,
that the interpretation of transcripts should
always be verified by a return to the audio
and video recordings.

In light of the complex behaviours and con-
texts of dialogical interaction, we have chosen
in this chapter to limit our more detailed dis-
cussion of transcription to the words spoken
(the verbal component), to the way in which
they are spoken (the prosodic component), and
to whatever non-verbal vocal behaviour
accompanies the words (the paralinguistic
component). These three components are
clearly the most frequently relied upon in
qualitative analyses of spoken discourse. In
addition, we have included a section on the
transcription of turn-taking in the transcription
systems presented below. Readers interested in
the transcription of extralinguistic behaviour
may turn to the readings we recommend below
(Jenks, 2011; Kreuz and Riordan, 2011).

BASIC TERMINOLOGY FOR
TRANSCRIPTION
Transcription

The generic term transcription here refers to
any graphic representation of selective aspects

of verbal, prosodic and paralinguistic behav-
iour; in other words, we limit our overview of
transcription to vocal behaviour. Such represen-
tation presupposes a unique performance and is
typically not meant as a script for a further per-
formance. The selected aspects are by necessity
represented sequentially because real time is
involved. There is in principle a wide range of
detail involved in the transcription of these vari-
ous aspects. This range has been illustrated by
Chafe (1995: 56ft.) by means of a short utter-
ance which he has transcribed in seven steps, by
adding more prosodic detail at each step, start-
ing with the verbal utterance presented in step 1,
transcribed in standard orthography:

(1) the other thing you can do is (56)

and ending with step 7:

(0.3) the other thing you can
do=  i=s: (58)
The additional steps have added the following
prosodic notations:

— acute (dther) and grave (do) accents for pitch
prominence;

— boldface type (other, do and is) for greater
loudness;

— equal signs (=) for the lengthening of the pre-
ceding vowel;

— spacing between do= and i=s for an even
stronger accentuation;

— measured pause duration (0.3) in seconds in
parentheses;

— a colon for level pitch (i=s:)

It has become a commonplace now to empha-
size that the choice among the behavioural
aspects to be included in transcription of
verbal interaction cannot be determined
independently of the purposes of transcrip-
tion; but the choice is also dependent upon
the competencies of the transcriber. The most
basic part of any transcript always remains
the verbal component. Chafe’s prosodic tran-
scription of step 7 above demands a large
measure of linguistic competency on the part
of the transcriber; it is also appropriate only
when a given research project calls for the
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representation of details regarding how a
verbal utterance has been produced.

Description

Transcription is to be distinguished from
description. The latter is useful as a supple-
ment to denote paralinguistic or extralinguistic
behaviours as well as non-linguistic activities
observed in dialogical interaction.

Thus, a given instance of the paralinguistic
behaviour of laughter may be transcribed, as
shown in Example I from a TV interview of
Bill Clinton (BC; O’Connell and Kowal,
2005: 289):

Example 1

BC HE HA HA HA HE

Or it may be simply described as laughter.
The description eliminates the notions of
sequentiality, temporality, numerosity and
the specificity of phonemes which are repre-
sented in the transcribed version of the
laughter. More specifically, in Example 1, the
sequential priority of the first occurrence of
HE is to be noted along with the implication
that the sequence occurs in measurable real
time, involves five separable segments, and
designates the phonemes specifically as HE
and HA. As a simple notation of an event, the
description of laughter is devoid of all these
details.

Extralinguistic communicative behaviour
includes non-vocal bodily movements (e.g.
hand gestures and gaze) occurring during a
verbal interaction. Both speakers and listen-
ers may engage in extralinguistic behaviours.
They are typically described rather than tran-
scribed in qualitative research.

In some dialogical interactions, talking is
not the primary activity of all the partici-
pants. A participant may initiate a verbal
response or react to a verbal request with a
non-linguistic activity. Example 2 of a dia-
logical interaction where non-linguistic
activities initiate brief verbal responses is
taken from the movie Bonnie and Clyde

(Beatty and Penn, 1967) as presented in
O’Connell and Kowal (2012: 115). A police
officer is silently presenting to a witness
photographs of potential suspects in a gro-
cery robbery, while the injured witness is
lying in a hospital bed. The non-linguistic
activity of the police officer is described in
brackets:

Example 2

Police Officer [presentation of photo]

Witness no

Police Officer [presentation of photo]

Witness huh-uh [as negation]

Police Officer [presentation of photo]

Witness no ...

Coding

Transcription is also to be distinguished
from coding, which refers to the classifica-
tion of events in discrete categories and the
labelling of these categories. An example
can be found in Bull and Mayer (1993:
655) who have classified the reactions of
British politicians in response to inter-
viewer questions into three categories:
replies, non-replies and answers by impli-
cation. Note that coding is logically
dependent on previous transcription and
entails a further theoretical orientation as
foundation for its categorizations.

Transcript

A transcript is the result of the activity of
transcribing performed by a single person or
by several persons, sometimes by the
researchers themselves, sometimes by per-
sonnel not otherwise involved in the research.
Some researchers have emphasized that tran-
scribing and the analysis of transcripts
should be done by the same persons (see,
e.g., Dittmar, 2009: 59f.; ten Have, 2007:
95; Lapadat and Linsay, 1999, as cited in
Tilley, 2003: 751). In fact, Chafe (1995: 61)
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has bluntly stated, ‘One cannot fully under-
stand data unless one has been in on it from
the beginning.’

Notations

The set of signs used to represent selective
aspects of the behaviour of participants
involved in a verbal communication, that is
the tools for transcribing, are referred to as
notations. A transcription system is the sum
of all the notation signs plus the conven-
tions for arranging the signs sequentially on
paper or screen and the methods used to
assess the various behavioural aspects. With
respect to the assessment of prosodic param-
eters, namely duration, pitch and loudness,
basically two methods may be distin-
guished: with reliance upon the perceptual
reliability of the transcriber(s) and with sup-
plementation by instrumental measurement.

Transcribers and Transcript Users

In addition, there are two personal roles
involved in transcription: that of the tran-
scriber and that of the transcript user. From
a psychological perspective, both roles
demand extremely complex processing.
Riessman (1993; cited in Frost, 2011: 101)
has emphasized the importance of the tran-
script user when choices have to be made
about how to design transcripts: these choices
‘have serious implications for how a reader
will understand the narrative’. In fact, Du
Bois (1991: 77ff.) has even made ‘transcrip-
tion design principles’ a basis for his Dis-
course Transcription (DT) system in an
effort to accommodate the needs of a large
variety of users.

In the following section, we will discuss
some common problems that have been
shown in empirical research to have an
impact specifically on the transcriber’s job
of faithfully representing selective aspects
of spoken discourse and that should be con-
sidered when training novice transcribers.

THE TRANSCRIBER, AS A LANGUAGE
USER, IS ‘OFTEN QUITE
UNRELIABLE' (MACWHINNEY AND
SNOW, 1990: 457)

Results of Transcription Research

A number of psycholinguistic studies have
indicated that the production of transcripts from
audio and video recordings by use of various
notation systems is a quite demanding task.
This fact has to be taken into account, espe-
cially in applied contexts where a transcript can
have important consequences. For example,
Walker (1986: 209) has reported the case from
a court transcript in which the spoken phrase
‘male in extremis’ had been changed in tran-
scription to ‘male, an extremist’.

O’Connell and Kowal (1994) have analysed
four types of changes in the verbal component
of transcripts in German corpora of spoken
discourse (including parliamentary speeches,
interviews and an informal conversation):
deletions, additions, substitutions and reloca-
tions, including linguistic units ranging in size
from phonemes to sentences. They found that
changes were quite common, occurring on
average every 13 syllables. Deletions were
most frequent (42%), followed by additions
(34.3%), substitutions (18.1%) and relocations
(5.6%). Among the most frequent deletions
were the function words und, auch, also (and,
also, well) and the filler G/ (uh); among the
most frequent additions were corrections of
elisions typical for spoken discourse, for exam-
ple is was changed to ist and n was changed to
ein or eine (a, masculine or feminine) indicat-
ing that transcribers were either deliberately or
inadvertently ‘introducing alterations from
characteristically spoken discourse to properly
written discourse’ (132). These deletions and
additions may be disregarded for some tran-
scription purposes, but in other cases they may
even constitute an open violation of the explic-
itly formulated transcription rules.

Dresing and Pehl (2011: 14; our translation),
in their second transcription rule, have stipu-
lated: “Word contractions are not transcribed
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but instead are moved in the direction of stand-
ard German orthography.” Their motivation in
this regard is to simplify transcription rules.
Example 3 provides an English-language tran-
script from the movie Bonnie and Clyde
(Beatty and Penn, 1967) in standard English
orthography and, for comparative purposes, in
our own transcript notation (adapted from
O’Connell and Kowal, 2012). The reader may
note that our transcript notation coincides with
what will be described below as literary
transcription:

Example 3
since it does not look

like you are going to
invite me inside

Standard English Clyde

Bonnie  ah you would steal
the dining room
table if | did
Our Notation Clyde since it don't look
like you're goin’ to
invite me inside
Bonnie  ah you'd steal the

dinin’ room table if
| did

In the present instance, the difference made
by using our own notation amounts to three
syllables (does not — dont; you are —
you 're; you would — you’d); our version is
also more faithful to the acoustic realization
as articulated by the actors and reflects famil-
iar spoken English usage.

More recent data from Chiari’s (2007)
Italian corpora are couched in a similar set of
four categories of changes as in O’Connell
and Kowal (1994). Of interest is Chiari’s
‘most striking finding’ regarding:

the amount of repair that does not rely of [sic]
linguistic form but on creative unconscious
reconstruction made by the transcriber, that gen-
erally tends to preserve utterance meaning. The
transcriber attributes intentions and beliefs to
the voice heard, and tends to filter inevitably the
spoken sounds re-interpreting them in a way
that is always both grammatical and meaningful.
(2007: 10)

An example of such a ‘repair’ is provided by
Chiari herself in the following substitution:
‘rendere flessibile il patto (“make an agree-
ment flexible) > rendere possibile il patto
(“make an agreement possible”)’ (5). In this
case, it is easy for the transcriber thus to pass
over the import of the semantic difference by
reason of the sound similarity of the two words
flessibile and possibile. Chiari has concluded
that the uncovering of changes (errors in her
terminology) made by transcribers in research
reports should be used as a teaching tool in the
training of transcribers. We too consider this an
important pedagogical device.

It should be emphasized that the changes
(or errors) observed in transcripts are not pri-
marily due to careless transcription but to the
fact that transcribing is a highly unusual way
of using language, often quite conflictual
with respect to both one’s everyday habits of
spoken language use and one’s schooling
regarding proper written usage. More specifi-
cally, in everyday spoken discourse, listeners
must seek out the gist of a message for their
own purposes rather than attending carefully
to the individual words, whereas in transcrip-
tion the sequencing of sounds articulated by a
speaker must be assessed as objectively and
as accurately as possible. But what finds its
way into a written transcript is not simply a
matter of careful listening; it also involves
decision processes which derive from implicit
theories, goals and convictions. For example,
Tilley (2003) has dedicated an entire article to
the problems one inexperienced transcriber
has had with the task of transcribing focus
group interviews including five participants
and two interviewers; in this instance, the
source of the difficulty was clearly the quality
of the recording and in particular the simulta-
neous speaking of participants.

In Example 4, taken from the movie A4
Month at the Lake (Fox and Irvin, 1995), a
combination of rapid articulation and poor
acoustic quality in the original recording led the
transcribers (ourselves: Transcriber’s Best
Guess) to an absurdly irrelevant guess which
could be disambiguated only by persistent
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repeated listening sessions on the part of both
transcribers together (Original Recording):

Example 4
Transcriber’s Miss Bentley  I've always
Best Guess some (?)cakes
and cheese
Original Miss Bentley ~ Miss Beaumont is
Recording hardly antique

The task of transcribing may contradict over-
learned habits regarding the use of well-
formed structure in written language. Our
own transcription research has shown that
untrained transcribers frequently use self-
instruction which contradicts the experimen-
tal instructions in order to produce correct
written language use (O’Connell and Kowal,
1994: 129).

The Need to Train Transcribers

The consequence of all of this is that the task
of producing even transcripts limited to the
words spoken necessitates some training in
order to avoid the transcripts becoming more
a self-revelation of the transcriber than a
record of the interlocutors’ spoken discourse.
In addition, such training should involve reli-
ability checks by way of having several tran-
scribers work independently on the same
excerpt of spoken discourse and then com-
paring their transcripts so as to verify both
their validity and reliability.

VARIOUS COMPONENTS OF VOCAL
BEHAVIOUR

The Verbal Component

Typically, in transcripts of spoken dialogue,
the words spoken constitute the core units of
a transcript. Although this sounds like a
straightforward task, in fact it is not. Before
even turning to the different ways of putting
spoken words on paper or on the screen, the
question arises: What is considered by the
transcriber to be a word?

Our own research mentioned above
(O’Connell and Kowal, 1994) as well as
Chiari’s (2007) has shown that transcribers
tend to delete parts of utterances which they
may either fail to hear or hear but not consider
as words to be noted in a transcript. These
would include primarily fillers such as um and
uh, repetitions of words which are not syntacti-
cally integrated (e.g. the the child), other varie-
ties of haltingly produced spontaneous speech
(e.g. after he uh because he), and also a variety
of interjections of both the conventional (e.g.
gee) and the non-conventional type (e.g. oosh).
In recent linguistic, psycholinguistic and soci-
olinguistic research on dialogical interaction,
the functional importance of such segments is
typically acknowledged and consequently they
are carefully noted in transcripts. But for the
transcriber him- or herself, these elements may
constitute a source of confusion for several
reasons, among them the following:

— They typically do not occur in well-formed written
text.

— They may be considered flaws in ‘good rhetoric’
and therefore not worthy to be written down.

— In spontaneous, casual dialogue, they are often
articulated rapidly and at a lower pitch than the
surrounding speech and are therefore difficult to
hear.

— Their sequential occurrence in a chain of words
may not be easy to ascertain perceptually.

— Orthographic representation may be difficult.

In other words, the inexperienced transcriber
may either use his or her everyday habits of
filtering them out without noticing that he or
she is doing so, or consider them ‘bad
speech’ and therefore deliberately exclude
them from a transcript. Such exclusion,
however, may lead to the loss of informa-
tion crucial for purposes of interpretation.
The various ways of transcribing the verbal
component are sequenced in the following
four paragraphs incrementally according to
their approximation of phonetic accuracy.

Standard Orthography
The words can be represented in standard
orthography, that is in the spelling given
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to them in a standard dictionary of the
language. Deviations from standard pronun-
ciation by a speaker are thereby lost. Optional
variations in orthography, for example
British -our and American -or, should be used
appropriately and consistently. Example 5,
taken from the movie African Queen (Spiegel,
Woolf and Huston, 1951), is presented here
in both standard orthography and in our own
notation (adapted from O’Connell and
Kowal, 2012):

Example 5
Standard Charlie  oh Miss it is not your
Orthography property
Our Notation Charlie  oh miss it ain't your
proputy

In Example 5, the standardization includes a
replacement of the contraction ain ¥ by is not,
the spelling of proputy changed to property,
and the initial capitalization of the address
term Miss.

Literary Transcription

Another mode of transcribing the verbal
component is by way of literary transcrip-
tion. It constitutes part of Ehlich’s (1993)
originally German transcription system
referred to by the acronym HIAT (Halb inter-
pretative Arbeitstranskriptionen). A literary
transcription of the words spoken takes
account of deviations in pronunciation
whereas standard orthography does not.
According to Ehlich (1993: 126), this method
allows for ‘systematic departures from the
standard orthography rendering of an item
but in a manner that is meaningful to some-
one familiar with the orthographic system as
a whole’. Example 6, from the movie African
Queen (Spiegel, Woolf and Huston, 1951),
provides a literary transcription of Charlie
Allnut’s response to Rose Sayer’s comment
that her brother, the reverend, has been killed
by soldiers (adapted from O’Connell and
Kowal, 2012). For comparative purposes, we
have also included a version notated in stand-
ard orthography:

Example 6

Literary Charlie  oh well now ain't

Transcription that awful if they'd
up ‘n shoot a reverend
couldn’t do ‘em a bit
of harm then

Standard Charlie  oh well now is that

Orthography not awful if they would

up and shoot a reverend
could not do them a bit
of harm then

Eye Dialect

The method of transcribing words in eye
dialect is used especially in conversation
analysis. It entails an even greater amount
of deviation from standard orthography in
the attempt to represent in a pseudo-pho-
netic way how words have actually been
pronounced. In the following example of
eye dialect, taken from Schegloff (1984:
288), only the words spoken are included;
underlining and punctuation are deliber-
ately left out. We have added a version
notated in standard orthography for com-
parative purposes:

Example 7
Eye Dialect Curt: | heard Little wz makin
um was makin frames'n
sendin ‘'m t'California
Standard Curt: | heard Little was
Orthography making um  was
making frames and
sending them to
California

The difference between literary transcrip-
tion and eye dialect is a matter of degree;
Examples 6 and 7 illustrate this relativity
quite well. But the difference between eye
dialect and standard orthography is consid-
erable. It is of interest that the eye dialect
method has been criticized for its poor
readability, inconsistency and wrong pho-
netics (Edwards, 1992: 368). In addition,
Gumperz and Berenz (1993: 96f.) have
argued that ‘eye dialect tends to trivialize
participants’ utterances by conjuring up
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pejorative stercotypes’. Our readers may
wish to ask themselves whether they them-
selves experience the eye dialect in Exam-
ple 7 as trivializing Curt’s utterance.

Phonetic Transcription

Phonetic transcriptions by means of the
International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) entail
a written representation of phonetic catego-
ries sequentially realized in a corpus of spo-
ken discourse. According to Ehlich (1993:
125), ‘phonetic transcriptions aim at one-to-
one relationships between (a) graphemes and
(b) phonetic units and other characteristics of
the spoken language’. Although the IPA is
well suited for detailed transcripts used by
linguists, it is seldom used by social scien-
tists in qualitative research. The reason for
this unpopularity of the IPA is partly the
onerous training required for transcribing
and reading it. Its complexity also makes its
use subject to frequent errors.

The Prosodic Component

This component specifies sow the words are
spoken in terms of the characteristics of pitch,
loudness and duration. But it should be noted
that the terms emphasis and stress both sub-
sume one or more of these characteristics
indiscriminately. The characteristics are also
referred to as suprasegmentals insofar as the
sequential segments are supplemented by the
additional notation of diacritical marks. This
is typically done by adding discrete graphic
units (e.g. the question mark in Example 8
below), by super- or subimposing diacritical
marks (e.g. the acute and grave accents in
Chafe (1995: 58) given above and the under-
lining in Example 12 below), or by changing
the sequential segments themselves (e.g.
RACHEL ROBERTS in Example 9 below).
While the verbal component is typically
assessed by listening to an audio recording
repeatedly, the various suprasegmental char-
acteristics are more difficult to assess percep-
tually due to the limitations of the human
auditory system. Some researchers have
insisted on the perceptual assessment of these

characteristics on the ground that they aim at
transcribing what the participants themselves
perceive in a dialogical interaction. Others
have pointed to the necessity of using instru-
mental measurement precisely because of the
unreliability of the human ear and the correla-
tive difficulty of transcribing from the per-
spective of the participants in a conversation.

Pitch

In basic transcripts, notation of the prosodic
component may be relevant to disambiguate
syntactic features of an utterance. Example 8,
from the movie Houseboat (Rose and Shavel-
son, 1958), occurs in a scene where the father
is talking to his young son, who is fishing. A
question mark is used here as a prosodic nota-
tion of raised pitch in order to identify the utter-
ance as a question rather than as an imperative
(adapted from O’Connell and Kowal, 2012):

Example 8

Father catch anything?

As Kowal and O’Connell (2003: 100) have
shown in an analysis of five German-lan-
guage and three English-language transcrip-
tion systems, rising intonation has been
notated in these systems in several different
ways: as +, as ', as T, or as 7. We have chosen
the question mark because it is the common
notation sign for written text and therefore is
the easiest for inexperienced transcribers and
transcript readers to use.

Loudness

Another prosodic notation is related to vari-
ations in loudness. Unfortunately, the concept
of stress is frequently made synonymous in
the archival literature with the concept of
loudness; but there are many ways of accom-
plishing stress other than loudness, for
example the very opposite of loudness,
namely whispering. Example 9, taken from
Atkinson and Heritage (1984: xii), uses
capital letters to indicate ‘an utterance, or
part thereof, that is spoken much louder than
the surrounding talk’:
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Example 9
Announcer: an the winner: Jdiz:s (1.4)
RACHEL ROBERTS for YTANKS

Duration

Still another basic prosodic characteristic that is
included in all current transcription systems is
the temporal organization of utterances. It
includes both ontime, that is the duration of utter-
ances uninterrupted by pauses, and offfime, the
duration of pauses. Whereas pause duration is
consistently considered in current transcription
systems, variation in ontime is only occasionally
included. The following example is taken from
the movie Unforgiven (Eastwood, 1992). It is
part of a conversation between Delilah, a prosti-
tute, and Bill Munny, a gunman. In order to
emphasize the importance of pause durations, in
Examples 10a and 10b we provide our own
transcription without and with pause notation
(see O’Connell and Kowal, 2012: 125). All
pauses were measured instrumentally to a cut-
off point of 0.10 seconds by use of the PRAAT
software, because the research of O’Connell and
Kowal (2008: 105f., for a summary) has shown
that the perceptual assessment of pauses may
lack both reliability and validity. Pause duration
in Example 10b is given in parentheses:

Example 10a

Delilah your friends they been takin’
advances on the payment

Bill advances

Delilah  free ones

Bill free ones

Delilah  Alice and Silky been givin’ them free
ones

Bill 00 | see

Delilah  would you like a free one

Bill no | | guess not ...

Example 10b

Delilah your friends (1.40) they been
takin’ advances on the payment

(1.78)

Bill advances
(2.64)

Delilah  free ones
(1.46)

Bill free ones
(1.31)

Delilah  Alice and Silky been givin’ them free ones
(2.12)

Bill 00 | see
(4.33)

Delilah  would you like a free one
(8.77)

Bill no | (1.38) | guess not ...

Notation of pauses in Example 10b discloses
the unusually slow pace of this conversational
interaction as well as the thoughtful reflec-
tions identified by the long pauses. Note that
turn-taking pauses between speakers are on a
separate line, whereas pauses within the turn
of a speaker are on the same line as his or her
words. The assumption is that the former are
shared by both participants, whereas the latter
may be ascribed to the current speaker. In
addition, these conventions facilitate the sepa-
rate analyses of the two types of pauses.

The Paralinguistic Component

Vocal features occurring during speaking but
not as part of the linguistic system are referred
to as paralinguistic. They include audible
breathing, crying, aspiration and laughter.
Paralinguistic features may entail separate
segments, or they may occur as suprasegmen-
tal additions to verbal segments. In both
cases, they are not easy to transcribe and are
therefore typically described in or omitted
from transcripts in qualitative research.

In our own studies of laughter in TV inter-
views with Hillary and Bill Clinton, respec-
tively (O’Connell and Kowal, 2004; 2005),
and in the film The Third Man (O’Connell and
Kowal, 2006), we have developed the follow-
ing notation conventions: so-called ha-ha
laughter was transcribed by an approximation
to the number and phonetic constitution of
laughter syllables; so-called overlaid laughter,
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that is laughter that occurs as overlay on spoken-
word syllables, was transcribed by underlining
those parts of an utterance which were pro-
duced laughingly and with occasional altera-
tion and/or addition of syllables. Example 11 is
taken from an interview of Bill Clinton (BC)
by Charlie Rose (CR) on the occasion of the
publication of Clinton’s memoir My Life
(O’Connell and Kowal, 2005: 286):

Example 11

CR well there was also this you were gettin’ beat
up so bad at home that you were anxious to
get to the office

BC that's right | said that uh yeah that's ri-hi-hi-
hight HU HU HU HU | probably was more
attentive to my work for several mo-honths
just because | didn’t want to have to attend

to anything else

NOTATION SYSTEMS FOR
TRANSCRIPTION

In the spirit of the critical approach to tran-
scription in this chapter, Chafe (1995: 55) has
stated ‘that any transcription system is a the-
ory of what is significant about language’ (see
also Ochs, 1979), and we might add: about para-
linguistic, extralinguistic and non-linguistic
components of communicative behaviour.
With this basic fact in mind, we will briefly
present a selection of transcription systems.
Among the most common transcription
systems in use today are the Jeffersonian
Transcript Notation, developed in the context
of conversation analysis (CA) (Atkinson and
Heritage, 1984; see Toerien, Chapter 22, this
volume); the Gesprdchsanalytisches Tran-
skriptionssystem 2 (GAT 2), developed by
Selting et al. (2009) and translated and adapted
for English by Couper-Kuhlen and Barth-
Weingarten (2011); Discourse Transcription
(DT), developed by DuBois et al. (1993); and
HIAT (Ehlich, 1993), an acronym for the
German Halbinterpretative Arbeitstranskrip-
tionen. For a more detailed summary of the
Jeffersonian Transcript Notation, DT and
HIAT see O’Connell and Kowal (2009).

The Jeffersonian Transcript
Notation

According to ten Have (2007: 95), ‘the
basic system was devised by Gail Jeffer-
son’, but ‘there is not one clearly defined,
canonical way of making and formatting
CA transcriptions’. The canonical reference
to the system is Atkinson and Heritage
(1984: ix—xvi). The main purpose of Tran-
script Notation is to represent the sequential
characteristics of spoken interaction. It
allows for the notation of the words spoken,
the sounds uttered, overlaps in speaking of
two or more participants, and various pro-
sodic features (e.g. pauses, tempo, stress
and volume). In addition, it may be used to
transcribe laughter (e.g. Jefferson, 1979),
applause and a variety of extralinguistic
behaviours (e.g. gaze direction). The fol-
lowing example from Schegloff (1984: 288)
is identical with Example 7 above but
includes suprasegmental notation signs
(underlining):

Example 12

Curt: | heard Little wz makin um, was makin
frames 'n sendin ‘'m t' California.

According to CA transcript notation (Atkinson
and Heritage, 1984: xif.), underlining of seg-
ments indicates emphasis, a comma indicates
continuing intonation and a period (full stop)
indicates a stopping fall in tone.

Gesprachsanalytisches
Transkriptionssystem 2 (GAT 2)

GAT 2 has been developed over a period of
more than 10 years, originally for the analysis
of German-language data, to be used in particu-
lar in the context of conversation- and discourse-
analytic research (see Toerien, Chapter 22, and
Willig Chapter 23, this volume). Its emphasis is
on the notation of ‘the wording and prosody of
natural everyday talk-in-interaction’ and it is of
interest for both ‘the compilation of working
transcripts ... for research purposes and for
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transcripts in linguistic publications’ (Couper-
Kuhlen and Barth-Weingarten, 2011: 2). Its
main asset for qualitative research is the fact
that it is ‘easily accessible for novices to tran-
scription’ (3) because it offers rules for the
production of a minimal transcript ‘sufficient
for a range of purposes in the social sciences
(such as content analysis in interviews)’ (7).
Couper-Kuhlen and Barth-Weingarten have
provided a detailed account for notating the
following characteristics in a minimal tran-
script: segments and wording, sequential struc-
ture (e.g. overlaps and simultaneous speech,
pausing), other segmental transcription con-
ventions (e.g. hesitation markers, laughter),
non-verbal vocal actions and events (e.g.
sniffs, sighs), and intelligibility (e.g. assumed
or uncertain wording). All characteristics are
documented with numerous examples. In case
more detailed notation is necessary, the
researcher may turn to the basic (see 18ff.) or
to the fine transcript (see 25ft.).

Discourse Transcription (DT)

Du Bois et al. (1993: 45) have defined DT ‘as
the process of creating a written representation
of a speech event so as to make it accessible to
discourse research’. They have developed DT
in a top-down manner on the basis of transcrip-
tion design principles with the goal of develop-
ing a system that consists of good, accessible,
robust, economical and adaptable notation
conventions. The system uses standard orthog-
raphy for the verbal component and most of
the notations represent suprasegmental charac-
teristics. For the sake of notation adaptable to
different research purposes, Du Bois et al.’s
goal of adaptability implies: ‘Allow for seam-
less transition between degrees of delicacy’
(94). An example of a rather narrow transcript
is given below (Du Bois, 1991: 77):

Example 13
L: . . But ‘they never ‘figured Aout what he had?

The double period represents a short pause,
the grave (') and caret () accents represent

the secondary and primary accent, and the
question mark represents appeal.

HIAT

The acronym HIAT may be translated into
English as semi-interpretative working
transcription. The term interpretative is
meant to emphasize the transcriber’s role
in structuring the spoken corpus by way of
both segmentation and commentary. Pecu-
liar to Ehlich’s (1993: 125) notation sys-
tem is the arrangement of speakers’ contri-
butions in ‘score notation’ analogous to
musical score: ‘Semiotic events arrayed
horizontally on a line follow each other in
time, whereas events on the same vertical
axis represent simultaneous acoustic
events’ (129). Example 14 provides part of
Ehlich’s (1993: 130) longer example of
score notation:

Example 14
Mi: ... bottom. Pardon? Hewers.
In: Uh/hewers — did you use that term, too?
Hewers.

TRANSCRIBING TURN-TAKING

All four transcription systems presented
above include notations for the sequential
organization of successive turns in dialogi-
cal interaction. In order to emphasize the
similarities and differences among the sys-
tems, we present below a brief fictitious
example of turn-taking between two partici-
pants (A and B), notated in standard orthog-
raphy and without prosodic notation, but
transcribed according to the different sys-
tems. Basically, there are three different
modalities of turn-taking that might be
noted: (1) with a measurable pause between
two turns, (2) without a pause between turns
(referred to as latching), and (3) with over-
lapping speech. Examples 15a—d include all
three varieties in the sequential order indi-
cated by the numbers above:
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Example 15a (Jeffersonian Transcript Notation)

A was it good
(0.5)
B | don’t know=
A =come on [tell me] more
B [that's all]

Example 15b (GAT 2)

was it good

A

B (0.5) I don't know=

A =come on [tell me] more
B

[that's all]

Example 15¢ (DT)

was it good

A

B .. I don’t know
A (0) come on [tell me] more
B

[that’s all]

Example 15d (HIAT)

A was it good come on tell me  more
B | don't know that’s all

Turn-taking serves well to exemplify the
complexity of spoken dialogue and the urgent
importance of transcription appropriate for
the specific purposes of a given research
project. The omission of any explicit prefer-
ence in Example 15 for a, b, ¢ or d can be
considered our vote against standardization
without reference to purpose.

NEW TECHNOLOGIES AND
PERSPECTIVES

In their presentation of EXMARaLDA,
Schmidt and Worner (2009) have counted the
following among the ‘main objectives’ of this
computer-assisted system for research in cor-
pus-based pragmatics : ‘to pave the way for
long term archiving and reuse of costly and
valuable language resources (e.g. to ensure
the compatibility of corpora with existing or
emerging standards for digital archiving)’

(566). But Hartung (2006), in the context of
qualitative methods in media research, has
pointed out potential problems with digitali-
zation of data in view of the formidable
changes that continue to characterize this
development of technology: ‘It is precisely
the enormous rapidity of technical progress
which makes it difficult to say anything about
the future and the further development of
digital data formats and the corresponding
hardware. For long-term archivization it is
therefore not at all simple to make the right
decisions’ (476; our translation). At the same
time, Hartung has emphasized that empirical
data in the social sciences are typically ana-
lysed only within a given project and not kept
in long-term archives.

With regard to future technological per-
spectives of transcription, it is our position
that software remains a research fool; the
finality of a research project is antecedent to
and independent of the software itself. Tran-
scribing ‘accurately and unambiguously’
(MacWhinney and Wagner, 2010: 156) still
remains a property of the human transcriber,
not of software of any kind. However, knowl-
edge of the various capacities of available
software may indeed determine for research-
ers what projects can prudently be engaged.

FURTHER READING

The rationale for our selection of recom-
mended readings is as follows. Recency in
such a rapidly developing field is obviously
important; the earliest of our recommenda-
tions appeared within the last two decades.
But breadth of treatment is another require-
ment. Edwards and Lampert (1993) have
engaged the field of transcription quite gener-
ally, but provide further details by the authors
of the transcription systems DT and HIAT
mentioned above. Jenks (2011) has deliber-
ately truncated his reference list for the sake
of inexperienced students, has provided
examples, and has referred to the Jeffersonian
Transcript Notation, to DT and to GAT 2.
Finally, Kreuz and Riordan (2011) have
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provided a concise and critical treatment of
various transcription systems and have also
included brief references to the transcription
of child language, signed language and the
language of cognitively impaired individuals.

Edwards, Jane A. and Lampert, Martin D. (eds) (1993)
Talking Data: Transcription and Coding in Discourse
Research. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Jenks, Christopher J. (2011) Transcribing Talk and
Interaction. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Kreuz, Roger J. and Riordan, Monica A. (2011) ‘The
transcription of face-to-face interaction’, in
Wolfgang Bublitz and Neal R. Norrick (eds),
Foundations of Pragmatics. Berlin: De Gruyter
Mouton. pp. 657-79.
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Collaborative Analysis of

Qualitative Data

Flora Cornish, Alex Gillespie and

While multi-researcher projects are an
increasing feature of the research landscape,
collaborative analyses, which integrate mul-
tiple points of view, remain the exception
rather than the rule. A typical lament in a
multidisciplinary project is that the research-
ers work in parallel, contributing separately
to their original disciplines, rather than pro-
ducing an integrated result which benefits
from their diverse perspectives (Moran-
Ellis et al., 2006). Given that contemporary
research policies incentivize large-scale,
multidisciplinary research projects, on the
assumption that solutions to complex social
problems require the contributions of multi-
ple disciplines and the engagement of non-
academic ‘research wusers’, qualitative
researchers are increasingly likely to find
themselves involved in research collabora-
tions. The purpose of this chapter is to help
qualitative researchers to capitalize on the
potential benefits of collaborative data anal-
ysis, when appropriate, by presenting what

Tania Zittoun

has been learnt in the literature to date about
this process.

By ‘collaborative data analysis’ we refer
to processes in which there is joint focus
and dialogue among two or more research-
ers regarding a shared body of data, to
produce an agreed interpretation. Such dia-
logues may take place in a face-to-face
workshop, or over the Internet, and may
encompass a variety of dimensions of dif-
ference. (Box 6.1 summarizes some of
these dimensions, with references to exem-
plary accounts, for reference.) They may
pair researchers from different disciplines,
countries or theoretical traditions; they can
include both senior and junior researchers;
and they may bring together academic
researchers with professional experts or lay
people. The key point is that different per-
spectives are brought to bear on the analy-
sis and interpretation of the data, with the
eventual interpretation being a result of that
combination.



80 CONCEPTS, CONTEXTS, BASICS

Box 6.1 Dimensions of Difference in Collaboration, with Exemplary
Accounts

¢ Insider/outsider (Bartunek and Louis, 1996)

e Interdisciplinary (Tartas and Muller Mirza, 2007; Lingard et al., 2007)

¢ Different methodological approaches (Frost et al., 2010)

e Academic—practitioner (Hartley and Benington, 2000)

e Academic—lay person (Enosh and Ben-Ari, 2010; Lamerichs et al., 2009)

e International (Akkerman et al., 2006; Arcidiacono, 2007; Bender et al., 2011; Markova

and Plichtova, 2007; Tartas and Muller Mirza, 2007)
e Senior—junior (Hall et al., 2005; Pontecorvo, 2007; Rogers-Dillon, 2005)

In what follows, we first introduce why col-
laborative data analysis is interesting from a
methodological point of view, informed by
the epistemological stance of perspectivism.
Expanding this discussion, we then explore
five potential methodological benefits of col-
laborative data analysis. These benefits pri-
marily derive from juxtaposing diverse
perspectives. Becoming more concrete, we
then present an exemplar of a collaborative
analysis process, and outline three different
models of team organisation for collabora-
tive analysis (in Box 6.2). The final section
seeks to derive further practical lessons from
others’ experience, presenting typical chal-
lenges to successful collaborative analysis,
along with proposed solutions.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL FRAME:
PERSPECTIVISM

The epistemological position of perspectivism
provides an intellectual rationale for the col-
laborative analysis of qualitative data.
According to perspectivism, all knowledge is
relative to a point of view and an interest in the
world (James, 1907; Rorty, 1981). Knowledge,
instead of being a ‘mirror of nature’, is more
like a tool, something which either works or
does not for a given interest (Cornish and
Gillespie, 2009). This does not imply that all
knowledge is equal. Far from it: the bottom
line is always whether or not the knowledge is
effective relative to an interest. A sociologist

has a different perspective on the problem of
domestic violence to that of a counselling
psychologist because they are trying to do dif-
ferent things. A Foucauldian discourse analyst
(see Willig, Chapter 23, this volume) has a
different perspective on human resource man-
agement to that of a human resources manager,
again, because they are trying to do different
things. To ask who is right, the Foucauldian or
the human resources manager, is akin to asking
whether a saw is more ‘true’ than a hammer —
the real issue is how effective the given tool is
for the problem at hand. Collaborative analysis
becomes useful when the interests of a research
project seem not to be served by a single per-
spective, but require the engagement of multi-
ple perspectives.

From a perspectivist point of view, the
attraction of collaborative data analysis is that it
brings a diversity of perspectives to the analy-
sis. Our own perspectives are compelling: it is
not easy to escape our social position and see
the world from a different point of view
(Gillespie, 2005). Researchers are embodied,
socially located humans with investments and
preoccupations, like anyone else. Yet the
research role asks us to step back from our
investment in the research topic, and take a
critical attitude (Bauer and Gaskell, 1999).
Being critical often means adopting more than
one perspective, so that we can apprehend both
positive and negative aspects of a phenomenon,
or both insider and outsider perspectives
(Bartunek and Louis, 1996). Combining per-
spectives gives externality to each perspective,
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enabling distanciation and critical reflection
(Gillespie, 2012). Given the difficulty of step-
ping out of our perspectives, a collaborative
analysis brings a diversity of perspectives to the
project, embodied in different people.

Let us take as an example the fundamental
perspectival distinction in the analysis of qual-
itative data, between description and interpre-
tation of our participants’ perspectives — that is,
between aiming to elucidate participants’
point of view and aiming to provide a critical
explanation or problematization of that point
of view. Ricoeur (1970) distinguishes between
a ‘hermeneutics of faith’ and a ‘hermeneutics
of suspicion’ (see also Josselson, 2004; Frost
et al., 2010; see also Willig, Chapter 10, and
Wernet, Chapter 16, this volume). When
adopting a hermeneutics of faith, we treat the
speaker’s voice as an authentic representation
of their point of view (as, for instance, in typi-
cal examples of thematic analysis seeking to
present a summary of interviewees’ beliefs).
Adopting a hermeneutics of suspicion, we
engage more critically with a text, treating the
speaker’s voice as a result of social or psycho-
logical processes which call for explanation.
Smith (2004), exponent of interpretive phe-
nomenological analysis, makes the case that
analyses should reflect both of these perspec-
tives, producing both an empathic reading of a
person’s experience and a ‘more critical and
speculative reflection’. To realize both the
hermeneutic of faith and the hermeneutic of
suspicion in a research project, it may be help-
ful to embody those different perspectives in
different collaborators. Insiders to a field may
often be more empathic to the local actors,
given that they share assumptions and identi-
fications, while outsider—researchers may take
up a more suspicious/critical stance (Lingard
et al.,, 2007). However, there is not a fixed
relation between insider/outsider status and an
attitude of empathy or critique; rather, it will
vary according to the context (see the discus-
sion of Cornish and Ghosh’s differences
below for a counter-example). The perspectiv-
ist stance informs our following discussion of
the methodological benefits of collaborative
analysis.

METHODOLOGICAL BENEFITS OF
COLLABORATIVE ANALYSIS

Benefits claimed for collaborative analysis
range from the goal of researchers confirm-
ing one another’s analyses (i.e. affirming a
single perspective) to more complex aspira-
tions of constructing new ideas through the
diversity of perspectives. The following sub-
sections work through five potential benefits.
Collaborative analysis is not the only way to
achieve these benefits. Indeed, academic
practices such as peer review, critical reflec-
tion, or participant observation research have
long been means of bringing multiple per-
spectives to bear upon one’s object. The
argument is, however, that, by embodying
different perspectives in different analysts,
collaborative analysis is particularly well
poised to capitalize on multiple perspectives.

Inter-coder Reliability

A second analyst in the role of coder, auditor,
sounding-board or overseer is suggested as a
safeguard against an interpretation represent-
ing the subjectivity of the observer more than
the object of study (Gaskell and Bauer,
2000). If coding (see Thornberg and Charmaz,
Chapter 11, this volume) and analysing are
private activities, there is a risk, or at least a
suspicion, that the resulting analysis may be
unconstrained or unsystematic (Ryan, 1999).
Collaborating on the coding process is said to
enforce systematicity, clarity and transpar-
ency (Hall et al., 2005). Similarly, having a
second researcher as ‘auditor’ is a form of
accountability, preventing researchers from
making unjustifiable leaps of the imagination
(Akkerman et al., 2008).

Multiple coders also enable the assessment
of inter-coder reliability statistics, where
agreement between two or more coders is
taken as evidence of the rigour of an analysis.
(Ryan, 1999; Lu and Schulman, 2008). In
research projects working with relatively
small bodies of data, the second coder usually
codes a subset of the data coded by the pri-
mary coder, checking for reliability. In
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research projects dealing with such large
corpuses that multiple coders are needed to
cover the material, inter-coder reliability is an
important check on the consistency of coding.
For example, when US government agencies
seek public comment upon proposed legal
changes, they may receive hundreds of thou-
sands of email or Web-based submissions
from members of the public, and they have a
duty to digest all of these responses. Shulman
(2003; 2006) and colleagues devised a pro-
cess and a software package (CAT) to enable
a team of multiple coders to code the submis-
sions swiftly and consistently, producing a
rigorous content analysis with multiple
checks on inter-coder reliability.

Despite the popularity of inter-coder reliabil-
ity in some fields, there are two important
caveats. First, this form of collaborative data
analysis is suited to content or thematic analy-
sis, where representativeness is an aim. It is less
suited to analyses, such as conversation analy-
sis, discourse analysis or dialogical analysis,
which do not make claims to representative-
ness, but instead claim transparency on the
basis of publishing sufficiently long textual
extracts to allow the reader to check the plausi-
bility of the interpretations. Second, agreement
between coders does not guarantee against col-
lective idiosyncrasies, nor does it necessarily
increase validity (Gaskell and Bauer, 2000).
Two or more coders may agree because they
share the same peculiar or limiting assumptions
(see Barbour, Chapter 34, this volume).

Incorporating Rich Local
Understandings

The complex phenomena of interest to quali-
tative researchers may require years of
socialization to be understood ‘from the
inside’, as a local expert, and through the
local language. Local experts, as collabora-
tors, may provide the role of a ‘guide’ or
‘educator’, explaining to the rest of the team
the local context and customs — knowledge
which is needed in order to produce a sensi-
tive analysis (Hartley and Benington, 2000;
Lingard et al., 2007). In the case of complex

organizations, the insider can be an invalua-
ble guide to the informal and unofficial pro-
cesses adopted by the organization, which
might otherwise be difficult for the outsider
researcher to discern (Hartley and Benington,
2000; Lingard et al., 2007). Using collabora-
tion in this way is similar to the function of
the ‘key informant’ in ethnographic research
(see e.g. DeWalt and DeWalt, 2010), a well-
versed member of the community who can
speed up the outsider—researcher’s develop-
ment of familiarity with an area.

In a series of collaborative studies of lay
understandings of democracy in Eastern and
Western European countries following the fall of
the Iron Curtain, the researchers came to appre-
ciate the necessity of rich local understandings of
history, politics and linguistic nuance (Markova
and Plichtova, 2007). Whereas political, eco-
nomic or macro-sociological studies showed
change to social institutions, and sought to com-
pare countries on their degree of ‘democratiza-
tion’, Markova and Plichtova (2007) argue that
lay definitions of ‘democracy’ were more
nuanced than large-scale comparisons could
reveal. Not only did ‘democracy’ mean different
things in different countries, but even where
institutions were democratizing, lay beliefs, val-
ues and practices were slower to change. These
authors argue that their team could not have
understood this local diversity without team
members fluent in the national languages and
familiar with the national histories.

Incorporating local voices in the analysis,
cutting across the social boundary between the
researchers and participants in the field, pre-
vents hasty interpretations being made by out-
siders based on incomplete knowledge. It may
also lead team members to problematize their
own taken-for-granted assumptions. More
ambitiously, collaboration may also produce a
transformation of knowledge, as our following
three subsections elaborate.

Perspective-Transcending
Knowledge

If the narrowness of our individual perspec-
tives is a rationale for collaborative research,
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one of the goals of collaborating may be to
achieve ‘perspective-transcending know-
ledge’ (Gillespie and Richardson, 2011).
Perspective-transcending knowledge is an
understanding of the situation that goes
beyond the limited individual perspectives to
the ‘emergence’ (Zittoun et al., 2007) of a
higher-level, more synthetic knowledge.

In the participant observation literature, the
perspectives of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ or ‘par-
ticipant’ and ‘observer’ are hailed as a produc-
tive dimension of difference, whose
juxtaposition or integration is the source of the
special insight of the participant observer
(DeWalt and DeWalt, 2010; Atkinson and
Hammersley, 2007; see Marvasti, Chapter 24,
this volume). The combination of the embod-
ied, practical understanding of the participant,
and the reflective, distant understanding of the
observer, are argued to yield the fullest under-
standing of social phenomena (Becker and
Geer, 1957). Traditionally, the anthropologist
or sociologist participant observer has sought
to embody both participant and observer per-
spectives, by both undertaking the routine
activities of the community being studied, and
stepping back to observe and theorize those
activities (e.g. Wacquant, 2004). Collaborative
analysis can bring together these perspectives
in two different persons in the research team.
In the literature on collaborative data analysis,
insider/outsider collaborations have attracted
particular attention (e.g. Bartunek and Louis,
1996; Lingard et al., 2007).

In some of our own research on community
mobilization of sex workers for HIV preven-
tion in India, Flora Cornish, a European
researcher, has worked with Indian colleagues
Riddhi Banerji and Anuprita Shukla to under-
stand the creation of successful projects
(Cornish and Ghosh, 2007; Cornish et al.,
2010). Contrasting socio-cultural and intellec-
tual heritages led each of us to differing inter-
pretations of our complex data. Cornish,
conscious of the post-colonial politics of her
outsider position, has generally begun with a
sympathetic view of the sex worker projects,
assuming that community mobilization is dif-
ficult to achieve, and that the projects studied

are successful, against the odds. Indian col-
leagues, with more practical experience of the
constraints of working in red-light districts and
awareness of NGOs’ self-publicizing as well
as local controversies about the projects, have
often been more sceptical and critical. Long
debates have led us to interpretations that
acknowledge both the achievements and the
compromises of the projects. Rather than seek-
ing to make singular interpretations of the
projects, we have come to see them as worka-
ble, contradictory responses to contradictory
pressures (e.g. Cornish and Ghosh, 2007). Our
eventual interpretations, we suggest, bear the
traces of each of our original starting points, in
anovel synthesis. Not only does the collabora-
tive analysis enhance the subtlety of the even-
tual interpretation, but it also is a learning
process for each of us, so that our individual
perspectives become extended as we incorpo-
rate something of each other’s points of view.

Reflexivity

Assuming, as do many qualitative research-
ers, that the interpretation we produce is
partially a function of our particular perspec-
tives, reflexivity about our ideological, theo-
retical and methodological predispositions is
advocated as a step towards transparency, if
not emancipation from our constraints (see
May and Perry, Chapter 8, this volume). A
collaborator, bringing an alternative perspec-
tive, and questioning our own, might help us
to step back from our taken-for-granted
assumptions (Cornish et al., 2007). The par-
ticular dimension of difference of the col-
laboration is significant. While an
international collaborator might help us to
reflect upon our own national situation or
practices, a collaboration with a practitioner
might help us to reflect upon the potential
practical usefulness of our conclusions.

In a collaboration between medical and
sociological colleagues regarding doctor—
patient communication, Barry et al. (1999)
describe the stark differences that were
revealed in their definitions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’
communication. In ‘the seaweed incident’, a
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doctor sought to reassure a patient that an anti-
indigestion medication was ‘actually just made
from seaweed’ (39). The pharmacist interpreted
this as helpful framing in terms of lay know-
ledge, while the sociologist viewed it as pater-
nalistic and persuasive. The confrontation of
such diverse interpretations led each to reflect
on their definition of ‘good communication’. It
also led the team to seek more objective meas-
ures of ‘good communication’, and to work
much harder on developing analyses that
would fit with doctors’ models of medicine —
given their goals of educating doctors.
Conducting collaborative analysis with lay
people, academic researchers may seek to pro-
mote local critical thinking (Kagan et al., 2011;
see Murray, Chapter 40, this volume). For
instance, Lamerichs et al. (2009) describe
using the ‘Discursive Action Method’ in a col-
laborative process with young people to pro-
mote their critical thinking about how they
speak and act in relation to bullying. Learning
some of the tools of discursive psychology, the
young people analysed examples of their talk,
in collaboration with the academics, leading
both to a heightened awareness of their own
interactional strategies and to the initiation of
participatory anti-bullying activities.

Useful Knowledge

‘Applied’ research seeks to create useful
knowledge, which answers to human inter-
ests, improving practice in some way. If
researchers want to make knowledge that is
useful beyond academia, either to practition-
ers or to the public at large, then it might be
helpful to include these potential beneficiar-
ies in conducting the analysis.

Academic communities develop their own
peculiar languages, infused with assump-
tions, and embedded in historical traditions.
What seems significant to a socio-cultural
developmental psychologist might appear
meaningless to a sociologist of education, or
indeed to a teacher. An analysis that is
endorsed by different collaborators (e.g.
medical doctor and social worker; IT spe-
cialist and educator) is likely to address a

wider audience than an analysis developed
and articulated in the language of a single
community.

Communication gaps between communities
have been particularly evident in efforts to
derive ‘applied’ benefit from ‘academic’
research (see Murray, Chapter 40, this volume),
exemplified in debates about the problem of a
‘theory—practice gap’ and a consequent effort to
initiate ‘evidence-based practice’. Part of the
problem may be that analyses developed in an
academic language and context do not speak to
the language and concerns of practice. For
example, in a research project on young peo-
ple’s relationship to literary and philosophical
texts in secondary school (Grossen et al., 2012;
Zittoun and Grossen, 2012), we were surprised
to discover the importance of teachers’ often
accidental recognition of students’ out-of-
school life for the students’ commitment to
learning. Eager to ‘bring back’ those discover-
ies to the teachers who took part in the project,
we were surprised to be met with a total lack of
interest. For one reason or another, the teachers
did not consider this knowledge as useful-
knowledge-for-teachers. Had the teachers been
more involved in the construction of the knowl-
edge, they might have had more commitment
to it. Hartley and Benington (2000; see Box
6.2) suggest that the involvement of their co-
researchers leads not only to useful knowledge
being generated, but also to its being put into
practice. Developing useful knowledge is not
simply about discovering truths, or indeed use-
ful truths, it is also about making ‘ergonomic’
knowledge that “fits’ with the aims and identi-
ties of the potential beneficiaries.

The following sections turn to presenting
some practical steps to enable such methodo-
logical benefits to be realized.

AN EXEMPLAR: HALL ET AL.'S (2005)
ITERATIVE COLLABORATIVE
ANALYSIS PROCESS

Hall et al.’s (2005) account of their collabo-
rative grounded theory study (see Thornberg
and Charmaz, Chapter 11, this volume) of



COLLABORATIVE ANALYSIS OF QUALITATIVE DATA 85

clerical workers’ workplace distress serves
as a useful exemplar to make the process of
collaborative analysis more concrete. For
alternative models of team organization,
see Box 6.2. Hall and colleagues are dif-
ferentiated on seniority (including two fac-
ulty members, graduate and undergraduate
students, and volunteers, some with no prior
research experience), discipline (including
sociology, counselling, journalism, occupa-
tional health and safety, nursing), and
amount of time committed to the project.
Their grounded theory study aimed to

develop a middle-range substantive theory
of how workers manage their workplace
distress, incorporating both contextual and
person-level concepts. The grounded the-
ory techniques of the constant comparative
method and theoretical sampling — in which
analysis of early data inform subsequent
data collection — lend themselves well to
an iterative model of individual and group
stages of analysis. Table 6.1 presents a
condensed account of the steps used by
Hall and colleagues in their collaborative
analysis.

Table 6.1 Hall et al.'s (2005) iterative collaborative analysis process

Steps Description

Guiding principle

Preparation stage
1. Team building
2. Reflexivity exercises

3. Contracts
responsibilities, timelines, etc.

Analysis stage
1. Individual analysis

2. Pairs compare
same data

3. Full team analysis

Understanding individual and group goals
Surfacing individual presuppositions and preferences
Formal agreements regarding data ownership, roles and

Interviewing and preliminary open coding
Pairs compare/contrast their individual codes for the

Develop higher-level categories

Towards a shared
understanding:
coordination through
mutual adjustment

Creating an
atmosphere of critique
and questioning

Identify gaps, informing further sampling

Individual synthesis
Full team debate
Individual writing
Individual feedback

N o vk

Draft tentative explanatory frameworks

Critique and develop the proposed frameworks
Co-authors write, varying responsibilities defined
Circulate drafts for all authors to review

The guiding collaborative principle employed
in this study was the aspiration to achieve
‘coordination through mutual adjustment’
rather than ‘coordination through centralised
decision-making’ (Hall et al., 2005: 396). To
enable the former model of coordination, in
which each team member would have a sense
of ownership of the common goals and under-
standing of the goals of others, the team
placed great emphasis on activities to build a
shared understanding, particularly in the prep-
aration stage. Early team-building work was
focused on constructing a shared understanding

of grounded theory and the project goals, with
a later activity creating space for reflections on
experiences of teamwork. Part-way through the
data collection, the team employed two ‘reflex-
ivity exercises’ (detailed in Barry et al., 1999),
designed to surface individual team members’
presuppositions, biases and preferences.
Finally, formal, signed, publication agreements
clarified mutual expectations.

The analysis stage was also built around
developing a shared perspective, with iterative
moves between individual, pairs or three-
person groups, and large-group work. In this
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phase, the importance of an atmosphere allow-
ing critique and questioning came to the fore.
Each team member serves as lead researcher
for particular participants, interviewing them
and beginning to code their data. To develop a
shared perspective, subgroups of 2—3 partici-
pants analyse the same transcripts, comparing
and contrasting their coding. At full team
meetings, code lists are discussed, codes
defined and categories developed, with a par-
ticular focus on codes that require further
clarification or development. Gaps are identi-
fied, to inform the next round of theoretical
sampling, with a return to individually con-
ducted interviews and preliminary coding.

CONCEPTS, CONTEXTS, BASICS

The process of discussion enables a coordi-
nated and cumulative approach, so that the
early collective experience of the team can
inform the subsequent actions of each mem-
ber. Once group meetings had produced agree-
ment on higher-level categories, the task of
drafting a tentative explanatory framework
was undertaken by an individual, and brought
back to the group for critical discussion.
Finally, the writing phase was again a primar-
ily individual task, with drafts circulated for
individual-level feedback. Thus, the collabo-
rative analysis consisted of numerous moves
between individual and collective work,
according to the benefits of each.

Box 6.2 Three Models of Team Organization for Collaborative
Analysis

1. Insider/outsider pairs

Lingard et al. (2007) conducted an interdisciplinary study of health care novices learning their
profession’s discourse, bringing together experts in rhetoric, paediatric medicine, optometry
and social work. They used ‘insider/outsider pairs’ to analyse their data, finding that this was
the best way of unearthing tacit knowledge. Both the insider and the outsider conduct
independent analyses and present them to the team for discussion, which benefits from the
insider's local expertise and the outsider’s relative lack of taken-for-granted assumptions
about the topic. They report noticing that critical findings often derived from the discussion
prompted by the insider and outsider encountering a discrepancy that could not be resolved.

2. Co-research (three perspectives)

In a collaboration between a university business school and 35 local authority organizations
in the UK, three-person research teams are constituted (Hartley and Benington, 2000),
comprising an academic, a ‘host manager’ from the case study organization and a
‘co-researcher’ from an equivalent organization. The academic is an outsider. The ‘host
manager’ is an insider to the organization. The ‘co-researcher’ is an insider to the professional
domain of the case study organization, but is an outsider to that particular organization.
Similarities and differences between ‘host’ and ‘co-researcher’ organizations prompt the
emergence of analytical insights.

3. Loose team research

Since the 1990s, Ana Cecilia de Sousa Bastos and her group of colleagues, including peers,
Masters and PhD students, have worked on the general theme ‘Developmental contexts and
trajectories’. For eight years they have focused on the transition to motherhood, using a
framework combining three theoretical models and a general methodological orientation.
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Each participant interprets the task in his or her own way (e.g. studying trajectories of
mothers who have lost a child, of women who do not want to become mothers, of mothers
from three generations), combining models as required. Collective analytical work is done
through weekly seminars, one-to-one supervisions, and commenting on each other’s
papers). In addition, the group regularly organizes workshops, where each researcher
presents his or her current work, and external ‘experts’ help to systematize the analysis,
creating links between the perspectives, and supporting the development of a more
comprehensive view of the problem and the theories (Cabell et al., forthcoming.). Following
this model, the loose team previously produced a compelling account of poverty in a
Brazilian favela (Bastos and Rabinovich, 2009).

CHALLENGES AND SOLUTIONS

The methodological gains of collaborative
analysis are not easily won. It is typically
more comfortable to work within a familiar
disciplinary and methodological frame than
to work across communities and disciplines.
Some collaborations produce results that are
hardly different to the lead researcher’s start-
ing assumptions (Akkerman et al., 2006). In
other cases, teams have been unable to agree
or to commit to writing up the findings of
collaborative studies (Riesman and Watson,
1964; Erickson and Stull, 1998). In this sec-
tion, based on a review of the literature
reporting experiences of collaboration, we
outline three sets of challenges and indicate
possible constructive responses.

Practical Challenges

To coordinate a diverse, geographically dis-
persed team represents a significant manage-
ment challenge. It requires the establishment
of agreement (to varying degrees) on the
goals, means, time frames, division of labour
and valued outcomes of the collaboration.
Establishing such coordination, itself, has a
significant cost, in terms of time (to build a
shared frame of reference) and money (to
cover travel, host meetings, and pay for
research managers to administer the relation-
ships between different institutions, and
between a large team and their funding
body). In the literature there is an impression

that collaborations are rarely well supported
or rewarded by academic institutions
(Lingard et al., 2007). Hall et al. (2005)
report an impression that there was never
enough time given to analysis, but instead
their limited time was devoted to the urgent
practical task of conducting the next set of
interviews. Erickson and Stull (1998), seek-
ing to account for the failures of a large team
to write up fully their collaborative ethnogra-
phies, describe how individuals’ competing
commitments undermined their commitment
to collaborative writing. A key hurdle, then,
for collaborative analysis, is to arrange for
sufficient time and resources.

To avoid misunderstandings, projects
using collaborative analysis have a particular
requirement to be clear and explicit in their
formulation. To work together, each col-
league needs to have a clear understanding of
their particular role and how their work is
going to be valued. To work with others on
data, the organization of the data must be
meticulous. Labelling of primary data files
with key information must follow agreed
formats. The definition of codes, categories,
inclusion and exclusion criteria for individ-
ual codes, and other conventions needs to be
clear and agreed upon. Clarity about the divi-
sion of labour is important, whichever of the
diverse possible forms of organization is
chosen (see Box 6.2). For some teams,
explicit written, signed agreements were
found to be useful means of achieving clarity
of understanding. Hall et al. (2005) wrote a
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‘publication agreement’ outlining the rights
and responsibilities of all team members in
relation to the data, authorship and publica-
tion. Arcidiacono (2007) describes a ‘col-
laborative contract’ which served primarily
to clarify questions of ‘ownership’ of data
among a large international team, and sec-
ondarily to establish collaboration etiquette
regarding timelines and communication.
Both reprint the agreements in their papers’
appendices, for reference.

Overall, the potential administrative burden
of coordination is not to be underestimated.
Insightful qualitative analyses require focused
engagement with data, and administration
should not overshadow this. For this reason
multi-country EU research projects, for exam-
ple, often employ research managers to take
charge of the significant administrative tasks.

Recent developments in CAQDAS software
(see Gibbs, Chapter 19, this volume), particu-
larly the advent of Internet-based programs
and servers hosting the data, should facilitate
coordination. Early CAQDAS programs could
not allow for simultaneous coding, and
required one researcher to keep a ‘master copy’
of the analysis. Keeping track of multiple ver-
sions and iterations presented a significant
management problem. When programs and
data are hosted on servers, the ‘master copy’ is
on the server, and so coders are working on the
same material rather than on various versions.

It is not only due to lack of clarity of proce-
dures that teams may fail to reach a consensus.
Each collaborator works within particular
social, institutional and national contexts
which exert constraints on the collaborator’s
action. Collaborators have responsibilities to
their ‘home’ discipline, institution or country,
as well as to the ‘collective’ interest of the col-
laboration. Different institutions may have
different goals, creating contradictory pres-
sures on boundary-crossing collaborators.

Akkerman et al. (2006) describe a project in
which a five-country team of educators sought
to create a European syllabus for ‘pioneer
teachers’ of information and communication
technology. As their project developed, how-
ever, it became clear that differing national

constraints made it impossible for them to
agree on a common syllabus. They first settled
on the production of a more vague ‘curriculum
framework’ which would allow each country
to create a syllabus suited to local needs. This
solution, in acknowledging the diversity
among the countries, suggests that collabora-
tions sometimes cannot produce a single defin-
itive outcome, but need some flexibility in the
degree of sharedness of their product (see also
Tartas and Muller Mirza, 2007).

However, in this instance, the project leader
of the team was nervous that they had prom-
ised their funder (the European Commission) a
European syllabus, something that would add
‘European value’ to the project, legitimating
their five-country composition. In the interest
of meeting their funder’s expectations, the
project leader created a syllabus, which was
almost the same as the one he had suggested at
the start of the project, and which thus did not
reflect any of the learning that had taken place.
Here, an institutional requirement (to meet the
objective of producing a single syllabus),
which was ostensibly directed at producing
‘European added value’, in fact effaced the
diversity of the team in the end product.

Sometimes institutional diversity can be a
source of advantages for collaborative teams.
Lingard et al. (2007) described how different
conventions for recognizing authorship in dif-
ferent disciplines led them to extract extra
benefit from their publications. In the humani-
ties, proximity to the first name on a paper
signals author importance, whereas in health
care sciences, the last name on a list of authors
gains important recognition. By putting
humanities scholars at the start and health
scholars at the end, each gains significant rec-
ognition in their academic communities.

Identity Challenges

As scholars of inter-group relations have
established, the simple act of defining people
by virtue of their membership of a particular
group runs the risk of creating a situation
of inter-group tension. When people are
labelled as ‘academics’ vs ‘practitioners’, or
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as ‘medics’ vs ‘social scientists’, they may
become sensitive to their identity and to chal-
lenges to their group’s status. In a project
bringing together education researchers and
IT specialists to create pedagogical software,
each side developed nicknames for the other:
the pedagogical teams were called ‘dream-
ers’, the technical teams were labelled ‘tech-
nocrats’ (Tartas and Muller Mirza, 2007).

As we have argued above, part of the value
of interdisciplinary analysis comes from the
problematization of assumptions, leading to
questions of why practices are one way in one
discipline and another way in another disci-
pline. But, as Becker (1998) points out, the
question ‘why?’ is often interpreted as a chal-
lenge, as calling the person to account for their
unusual behaviour. An optometrist working in
an interdisciplinary team (Spafford, in Lingard
et al., 2007) reported that having her own dis-
cipline under the critical gaze of interdiscipli-
nary colleagues was difficult. She writes: ‘in
the process of peeling back our words to their
bones — feelings of exposure and exhaustion
were my frequent companions’ (2007: 505). In
particular, she felt uncomfortable about expos-
ing weaknesses of her discipline in front of the
more powerful discipline of medicine.

Not only is our group identity an issue, but
also our personal commitments and interests
are at stake. In Hartley and Benington’s (2000)
co-research model, managers from one organi-
zation visit another organization in the role of
a co-researcher. They describe the risk that the
co-researchers interpret their findings in terms
of a judgement or evaluation of their own
organization or of the organization they are
visiting. They write:

a co-interviewer may deplore a particular set of
organizational processes and believe and feel that
their own organization manages better.
(Alternatively, they may lionize a particular leading
figure in the case-study organization, and feel that
their own organization would work ‘if only’ they
had someone of the same calibre in their own
organization). (2000: 474)

For these authors, productive research
generates knowledge about organizational

processes — not evaluations of individual
case study sites. Sometimes, they report, they
have needed to guard against interpretations
of case study data becoming judgemental
evaluations. The human, interested, perspec-
tives that we occupy, of course, lead us to
interpret data in the light of our own experi-
ence and our own aspirations for ourselves
and our organizations, but to make this inter-
pretation into research is to make it more
than a personal comment, to become an
analytical understanding about processes that
transcend individual cases.

Challenges to Open Debate

To capitalize on the diversity in a team, col-
laborators need to listen to each other’s per-
spectives, not to ignore or silence difference
(Akkerman et al., 2006). Social status is often
cited as a factor undermining an atmosphere
of open debate and critique (Cooper et al.,
2013). If some team members are of a higher
status on many of the dimensions of differ-
ence among the collaborators (e.g. discipline,
seniority, length of time associated with the
project), and others are consistently of a
lower status, this poses a real risk that the
lower-status members are unlikely to voice
challenges, and the higher-status members
are unlikely to listen to such challenges
(Psaltis, 2007).

Lingard et al. (2007) report that their study
suffered from the alignment of multiple dimen-
sions of status. Their core team comprised spe-
cialists in English, paediatric medicine,
optometry and social work, in a study of the
socialization of novices to make ‘case presenta-
tions’. Unintentionally, the social work team
member was disadvantaged on several dimen-
sions, leading to her perception of being a ‘sec-
ond stringer’ throughout the project. Not only
did she join the team later than the others, but an
apparently arbitrary decision to analyse the data
from medical students first meant that medicine
became the ‘authoritative first case’ — a refer-
ence point in the process of analysis — so that
social work data was always compared with the
medical data. The authors describe how this
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situated social work ‘outside’ the core, and
seemed to demand that the social worker
continually account for the difference of her
discipline.

The value of different dimensions of social
status not being aligned is evident in Hall
et al.’s (2005) account of a turning point in the
group dynamics of their team, following which
team members were able to challenge each
other’s interpretations respectfully. Their team
included senior and junior members, with the
Jjunior members initially expressing a feeling
of being inexpert, uncertain and unlikely to
challenge interpretations. The turning point
came when the faculty members engaged in a
critical dialogue regarding the tentative analy-
sis offered by one of them. There was an inter-
esting social dimension to the development of
this atmosphere of critique, which was that the
faculty member presenting the interpretation
was in a minority in her discipline. As a soci-
ologist, she offered a social-structural inter-
pretation. The other faculty members, like the
majority of the junior team members, shared a
background in counselling psychology, which
led them to argue against an overly structural
account which neglected individual agency.
Again, the group dynamics needed to be man-
aged to avoid inter-group alliances, but the
numerical advantage of the students’ theoreti-
cal perspective appeared to support them in
raising challenges to the academically higher-
status faculty member.

With a similar interest, Pontecorvo (2007)
describes the distribution of expertise and sta-
tus in her Italian team of students and faculty
members working on video recordings of fam-
ily dinners. While Pontecorvo was the project
leader, she reports that the methodological
expertise in conversation analysis required for
the project was held by two other, more junior
researchers. Moreover, the expertise in the
content of the data was widely distributed,
with pairs of students and their tutors being the
experts in the sub-topics for which they had
taken responsibility (Pontecorvo, 2007).

From this point of view, the social position-
ing of team members would ideally be ambig-
uous, so that those from more traditionally

respected disciplines might be less central to
the project planning, or the more junior
researchers might have richest expertise in the
details of the data, for instance. If this is not
practical, teams ought to be aware of problems
of social status, and work to compensate for
them. In the family dinner study mentioned
above, Pontecorvo and Arcidiacono describe
an informal rule for their team analysis meet-
ings, namely that it is not only the professor
who offers interpretations, but all present
should make a contribution (Cornish et al.,
2007). More formally, in Hartley and
Benington’s (2000) work with local authorities
in the UK, an institutionally recognized rule
was invoked to enable free and critical
exchange on sensitive matters. The ‘Chatham
House’ rule is familiar to UK government bod-
ies, and establishes that participants are
allowed to use the information generated in a
meeting, but not allowed to report speakers’
identity or affiliation beyond the meeting.

CONCLUSION

From a perspectivist outlook, collaborative
analysis of qualitative data seems to hold the
potential for a variety of valuable gains, from
producing a more informed, nuanced, com-
plex or useful analysis, to creating new, per-
spective-transcending knowledge, or, indeed,
to individual learning on the part of research-
ers. Such potential benefits are not risk- or
cost-free. Risks and costs, like the benefits,
derive from the confrontation of diverse per-
spectives. Institutional support and flexibil-
ity, explicit working procedures, and social
relations, which promote debate without
threatening identities, may all help to allevi-
ate the risks of collaboration.

In reviewing the literature on collaborative
analysis, for this chapter, we sought especially
to understand the methodological significance
of collaborative analysis. By ‘methodological
significance’ we mean the consequences of col-
laboration for the substance of the resultant
analysis. So, asking: what is different about the
interpretation that results from a collaborative
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analysis compared with one produced by a
single researcher? While the literature richly
documents practical and inter-personal chal-
lenges of collaboration, and makes positive
theoretical claims for the value of collabora-
tion, we found few concrete examples unravel-
ling how that value emerged as a result of the
particular composition of the team. Social stud-
ies of science show us that the social conditions
of knowledge production shape the content
of the knowledge produced. This should be of
concern to methodologists. An expansion of
methodological discussions to include the
social relations in which research is produced
would aid qualitative researchers in designing,
conducting, capitalizing on and understanding
their collaborative research projects.
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Qualitative Comparative Practices:
Dimensions, Cases and Strategies

Monika Palmberger and Andre Gingrich

Our reasoning is always guided by comparison,
whether we intend it to be or not (Strauss and
Quinn, 1997). Thus, scientific research is
penetrated by comparison, even if in an
implicit manner. Comparing is an elementary
cognitive activity. It occurs in simple and
routinized ways in everyday lives by compar-
ing aspects between phenomena, and it regu-
larly occurs in more complex ways as a set of
standard practices focusing on the relations
between phenomena (Schriewer, 1992).

MAIN DIMENSIONS

By its basic cognitive foundations as well as
by it its central academic dimensions, com-
parison always enables us to identify simi-
larities and differences:

Depending on the theme or experience under
scrutiny, one of comparison’s main two compo-
nent elements [similarities and differences] at
times may become much more significant than
the other. Yet essentially, comparison always
entails at least some elements of both: it thus can

be defined as the mental activity of simultane-
ously identifying similarities as well as differences.
(Gingrich, 2012)

This insight is important, since it helps us to
keep in mind that comparison is always an
essential component of (scientific) reason-
ing, not just in explicitly comparative studies
(see Boeije, 2010).

Qualitative empirical research such as
ethnographic fieldwork is guided by
comparison in its own ways. In order to come
to more general conclusions, ethnographic
fieldworkers constantly compare throughout
their empirical activities similar events,
situations and contexts in everyday life, or
rituals, with those they have observed in an
earlier phase (Gingrich, 2012). Only by
repeatedly participating in these practices, by
observing them and by comparing one with the
other will the researcher be able to distinguish
what is particular or accidental from what is
regular and standard.

Parallel to the above-mentioned forms of
implicit comparison that are part of any
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research, comparison is also an explicit
research tool. Explicit comparison differs from
implicit comparison in that it offers a higher
level of abstraction. Lewis identifies five areas
of contributions by a qualitative comparative
approach:

o identifying the absence or presence of partic-
ular phenomena in the accounts of different
groups

e exploring how the manifestations of phenom-
ena vary between groups

e exploring how the reasons for, or explanations
of, phenomena, or their different impacts and
consequences, vary between groups

e exploring the interaction between phenom-
ena in different settings

e exploring more broadly differences in the
contexts in which phenomena arise or the
research issue is experienced. (2003: 50)

The line between implicit and explicit com-
parison, however, is not always as clear as it
may seem, and there are many different types
of intermediate comparisons between the
two ends. Moreover, there is no single
method or theory of qualitative comparison
but rather a plurality of approaches. Com-
parison has been an integral part of social
sciences. Marx, Durkheim and Weber all
tackled questions concerning differences
between various countries and societies in
history, although they did not necessarily
declare their work to be comparative. Their
comparisons were first and foremost con-
cerned with macro-developments and histor-
ical change (Teune, 1990: 40).

This chapter first of all is concerned with
explicit qualitative comparison and discusses a
range of different approaches. Qualitative
comparison is characterized by comparing
whole cases with each other. While cases may
be analysed in terms of variables (e.g. the
presence or absence of a certain institution
might be an important variable), cases are
viewed as configurations — as combinations of
characteristics. ‘Comparison in the qualitative
tradition  thus involves  comparing
configurations’ (Ragin, 1987: 3). Qualitative
comparative methods are well equipped to
tackle questions that require complex and

combinatorial explanations. Since the cases
are compared in their complexity, the number
of cases has to be kept low. And although it
may be tempting to compare larger samples
and include more variables, it would not
necessarily lead to finer comparison: ‘It would
be an error because with the multiplication of
cases and the standardization of categories for
comparison the theoretical return declines
more rapidly than the empirical return rises’
(Tilly, 1984: 144). As Lewis rightly reminds
us, the value of a qualitative comparative
approach is in ‘understanding rather than
measuring difference’ (2003: 50).

Comparison in qualitative analysis aims to
achieve abstraction by doing justice to the
context in which the different cases are
embedded: ‘In keeping with their concern for
context, they particularly dismiss the
universalist methodologies that promised to
find laws, regularities or states of development
that would be applicable to all cultures or to
humanity at large’ (Fox and Gingrich, 2002:
12). As Scheffer argues along a similar line of
reasoning with his concept of ‘thick
comparison’, the context should not be
perceived as some type of container loosely
connected to the compared items but ‘thick
comparison approaches context as both,
address and reason for differences’ (2010: 34).
With this argument Scheffer substantiates the
case for theorizing contexts.

Qualitative comparison seeks to draw
attention to both, to the differences and
similarities, to consider endogenous as well as
exogenous factors, and to carve out diversity
as well as similarity (May, 1997: 187). We
cannot, however, speak in the singular of ‘the’
comparative method in qualitative analysis.
The remainder of the chapter will
demonstrate the basic plurality of qualitative
comparative methods. Although qualitative
comparative research may differ greatly
between the disciplines and even within a
discipline, the different approaches have in
common that they all seek a middle ground
between a universalistic and a particularistic
research agenda — sometimes tending more to
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the former, sometimes more to the latter.
Although this chapter addresses a wide field of
humanities and social sciences without

restricting the discussion to a single discipline,
examples from anthropology prevail because
of the authors’ disciplinary background.

Box 7.1 The Constant Comparative Method

Even if, as has been suggested above, all scientific reasoning possesses an element of com-
parison, it may play a stronger or weaker role in the process of the analysis. Glaser and
Strauss developed a method that is strongly built on comparison, the so-called ‘constant
comparative method’, which represents an integral part of the ‘grounded theory’ approach
(see Glaser, 1965). In the constant comparative method ‘sections of the data are continually
compared with each other to allow categories to emerge and for relationships between
these categories to become apparent’ (Harding, 2006: 131). This method represents a tool
for inductive theory building: ‘The constant comparative method raises the probability of
achieving a complex theory which corresponds closely to the data, since the constant com-
parisons force consideration of much diversity in the data’ (Glaser, 1965: 444). The constant
comparative method achieves abstraction of individual cases and is a valuable method for

developing typologies (Flick, 2006).

COMPARISON AND ITS LEGACY IN
ANTHROPOLOGY AND BEYOND

Social sciences and the humanities have their
roots in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
in the emerging comparative sciences of
humans. They compared languages, religions,
political systems and other aspects of society
in ways that were similar to the natural
sciences. Indeed, the evolving new social sci-
ences gained their legitimacy through this
‘scientific’ comparative method (Kaelble and
Schriewer, 2003). Comparison remained cru-
cial in the early days of many social science
disciplines, often under the influence of evolu-
tionist paradigms derived from biology. This
also was the case for anthropology: ‘The
whole comparative endeavor was part of the
anthropologists’ emulation of what they under-
stood to be the scientific method’ (Holy, 1987:
3). Decades later, the gradual abandonment of
evolutionism and the simultaneous rise of sta-
tistical methods led to a preference for quantita-
tive comparison. In anthropology, particularly
in the United States with Murdock’s Human
Relations Area Files (HRAF), a holo-cultural
approach was pursued that strongly relied on
quantitative comparison. The HRAF were

based on statistical sampling and aimed at
worldwide comparison. With the HRAF, Mur-
dock strove to reveal functional correlations
between cultural traits. Together with neo-
evolutionist and structuralist approaches, the
holo-cultural approach dominated anthropol-
ogy in the post-war period until the
1970s when the ‘grand theories’ and ‘meta-
narratives’ of many fields in the humanities and
the social sciences increasingly came under
heavy criticism (Fox and Gingrich, 2002: 3—4).

One consequence of breaking with most
grand theories was the fact that anthropologists
for a while distanced themselves from
comparison per se. This said, anthropologists
continued to practise comparison, although
often in a more implicit than explicit manner
and mostly engaging in regional comparison
(see Eggan, 1953). The main argument brought
forward against comparison was that it could
not do justice to analytical concepts that are
bound to their native context (Niewohner and
Scheffer, 2010: 6). In its extreme form, cultural
relativism indeed does not allow for any form
of comparison whatsoever, because cultures
are presented as unique (Yengoyan, 2006). In
view of this particularist and empiricist
impasse, anthropologists during the last couple
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of decades thus have carefully re-entered the
field of comparison (see Holy, 1987; Gingrich
and Fox, 2002). Much of comparative research
today aims at revealing the cultural logic and
culturally specific meaning of phenomena (see
Urban, 1999), thus transcending the dichotomy
between particularism and universalism.

Comparative research for these reasons
always is confronted with the problem of
translation. Translation transforms insights from
the empirical ‘context of discovery’ into the
publicized ‘contextofacademic communication’,
to paraphrase (and, in fact, to translate)
Reichenbach’s well-known concepts for our
purposes. In the end, this also includes an
indispensable element of comparison since
researchers have to compare the results of their
translational activity, in order to ensure and
maintain an essential and adequate corres
pondence between both ends. Although translation
is always a crucial part of any empirical
research — when concrete empirical observations
are translated into abstract qualitative data, and
in a second step are translated into a text for the
respective readership — cross-cultural and cross-
national comparison is confronted with an
additional level of translation. It faces the task of
translating different meanings that specific
phenomena assume in different socio-cultural
settings (see Ember et al., 2009).

As this chapter will show, comparison in
qualitative research may assume very different
forms. While anthropological comparison often
is dominated by an interpretative and culturally
sensitive approach, a more ‘variable-oriented’
approach is pursued in other disciplines such as
political science (see Box 7.4). Sceptical voices
concerning comparison, however, have
maintained a presence in various disciplines.
The main argument brought forward concerns
the risk of decontextualization, the risk of
losing the complexity and uniqueness of the
cases under investigation (see Bryman, 2012).
Meanwhile, many qualitative comparative
studies have proven that if comparison is
handled carefully and if the number of cases is
kept low, decontextualization can be prevented
or at least minimized. Qualitative case-oriented
studies tend to restrict the number of cases to
numbers between two and four. Thereby the
case-oriented approach allows the researcher
comprehensively to examine the context of
each case. At this point it has to be said that the
criterion of how many cases are enough and
still manageable varies between disciplines and
also depends on the choice of method. When,
for example, ethnographic fieldwork is
conducted, the number of cases has to be kept
particularly low (especially in a one-person
research design).

Box 7.2 Key Points

All scientific research is in some way comparative. Still, we can distinguish between
implicit and explicit comparison.

Explicit comparison enables us to go beyond the particularities of an individual case and
to reach higher levels of identifying similarities, commonalities and differences through
careful abstraction.

Qualitative comparison aims to understand certain aspects of society in its socio-cultural
specific context. In order to do so, qualitative comparison concentrates on a comparably
small number of cases.

Qualitative comparison is based on purposefully selected cases. This means that general-
izations in qualitative comparison are of a theoretical rather than a numerical kind.
Comparative research designs may differ greatly in respect to the research question, the
research aim and the units of analysis.

Comparison in qualitative research most often means ‘small-n'/controlled comparison.
But the quality of the cases compared differs greatly. Cases may be closely related (e.g. in
regional comparison) but they may also show great variety.
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NEW INTEREST IN COMPARISON IN
THE CONTEXT OF GLOBALIZATION

The gradual re-emergence of qualitative
comparative methods before and since the
turn of the century in the humanities and
social sciences has had its internal academic
reasons, as briefly described above: if many
‘grand theories’ obviously have failed, and if
the description and interpretation of particu-
lar case examples rarely are sufficient for
creating enduring academic substance, then
that alone creates very fertile intellectual
environments for all methodological proce-
dures that move beyond the particular with-
out necessarily reaching out for universals.
By definition, comparative procedures pre-
cisely met these challenges. A second set of
conditions favouring the re-emergence of
comparative methodological inventories was
more closely connected to changes in the real
world, and to their recognition inside aca-
demia. This concerns the end of the Cold
War in Europe, and the ensuing phases of
current globalization.

Time—space compression has been
identified as a key property of these current
phases. The ensuing media-communicated
simultaneity is resulting in an increasing local
awareness of what is going on elsewhere, and

about elsewhere being present inside the local
(Beck, 1999; Harvey, 2006; Kreff et al.,
2011). In addition to all existing continuities
between current and earlier phases of
globalization, this self-reflexive awareness
about ‘ourselves’ being part of, and interacting
with, wider worlds has led to an additional
boost for comparative investigations about
the intellectual and practical sides resulting
from that explicitly growing awareness. If
more and more groups of people are
interacting with transnational and global
conditions in ways that are similar and
different, then it becomes increasingly
important to compare how they do this, and to
which ends. In addition, if in a post-colonial
world more and more people find that this
also applies to people in various parts of, say,
Asia and Africa, then local researchers in, for
instance, South Africa, India and Singapore
will feel encouraged also to compare their
research insights with each other, and not
only with those in the UK, the United States
and Australia (Chen, 2010). In addition to
intra-academic developments in the social
sciences and humanities, changing global
conditions thus are providing excellent
encouragement for the re-emergence of
comparative procedures in all fields of global
academia.

Box 7.3 Case Study: Migration and New Diversities in Global Cities

A question researchers have to face in an increasingly transnational and globalized world
is whether nations are still legitimate units of analysis. In the field of comparative
research this raises the issue of whether we should continue with the tradition of com-
paring nations or whether it is more fruitful to search for other units of analysis (e.g.
regions, cities) in order to do justice to transnational processes and the increasing diver-
sity we face today. The recently launched Globaldivercities research project led by Steven
Vertovec at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity faces
these challenges when asking 'How can people with ever more diverse characteristics
live together in the world’s rapidly changing cities?’ (Vertovec, 2011: 5). Of particular
interest are conditions of diversification that are shaped when new diversity meets old
diversity.

Within this comparative research project, several distinct methods are applied, which
concentrate on conceiving, observing and visualizing diversity in public space and social
encounters. The aim of the project is twofold: first, to gain theoretical insights in the fields
of migration, diversity and urban change; and, second, to gain knowledge applicable to
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urban policies, for example to identify common patterns of social adjustment and ways to
foster them. This is achieved through comparison.

Comparison in this project can be described as controlled, strategic comparison of key
cases. The units of analysis are not nations but three cities. Comparison is conducted across
New York, Johannesburg and Singapore, whereby ethnographic fieldwork is conducted in
selected neighbourhoods of each city. The main focus is on public space and its social and
spatial patterns that arise under conditions of diversification when new forms of diversity
meet pre-existing forms of diversity. Through comparison, typologies and models are
developed. The models, however, are not presented as the ‘Asian’, ‘African’ or ‘North
American’ model and not even as the ‘New York’, ‘Singapore’ or "Johannesburg’ model, ‘but
rather a variety of differences and commonalities of conditions and processes that cross-cut
each case’ (Vertovec, 2011: 27). This means that comparison achieves generalization but in
a more moderate, middle-range way. As will be argued later in the chapter, a complex
comparative project is better suited for a group of researchers than a single researcher.
Moreover, it requires sufficient time and financial resources. In the case of the Globaldivercities

project these prerequisites are met.

METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES

A legitimate question to be raised is whether
comparative research requires different prac-
tices than other forms of research (see May,
1997; @yen, 1990). Although different view-
points exist on this subject, most researchers
agree that it does not require other forms of
research and that comparison and comparative
inquiry does not present a relatively independ-
ent method per se (Yengoyan, 2006: 4; see Box
7.3). As is the case for any research, methodo-
logical choices depend on the primary research
question and on its conceptual and theoretical
formulation (see Flick, 2007; Gingrich, 2012).
Since comparison in qualitative analysis is not
restricted to a specific methodological
approach, Parts III (Analytical Strategies) and
IV (Types of Data and Their Analysis) of this
handbook will be of particular interest to read-
ers seeking practical advice for data analysis.
What we can offer in the remainder of this
chapter, however, is a discussion of the partic-
ular challenges one is likely to face when
choosing and applying a comparative research
design and how best to meet these challenges.
For a better understanding, we shall provide
examples to illustrate how comparative
research can be designed.

When we think of comparison in qualitative
analysis we first and foremost think of

comparison between nations, or between
diverse forms of cultural settings. The majority
of qualitative comparisons indeed are of the
cross-national or cross-cultural kind, as Teune
states:

Social science disciplines compare countries:
sociologists, for example, compare the relationship
between societies and political systems; social
psychologists, for instance, patterns of national
values and political behavior; anthropologists,
culture (especially when it appears coterminous
with national boundaries) and institutional
change; psychologists, perceptions and language;
and economists, national economies (market and
non-market ones). (1990: 38)

Political sciences even include the special-
ized subfield of ‘comparative politics’
devoted to cross-national comparison. The
‘comparative method’ in political science is
understood as a method in which specific
phenomena among a small number of nations
are investigated by comparison. Some schol-
ars, however, have characterized the com-
parative method as inferior to statistical
comparison. In their view ‘small-n’ compari-
son at best represents a tool for formulating
hypotheses, which then should be tested by a
large statistical sample (Lijphart, 1971).
Regardless of these critical voices, ‘the’
comparative method in this subfield has
become well established, convincing by its
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ability to grasp cases in their complexity in
ways that are impossible if confronted with a
high-number sample (see Bowen et al., 1999;
Collier, 1993).

‘The’ comparative method in political
sciences uses two modes of inductive enquiry
based on John Stuart Mill: the method of
agreement and the indirect method of
difference (see Mill and Robson, 1996;
Etzioni and DuBow, 1969). Since countries
cannot be similar in all respects but one, the
investigator selects countries that are similar
in the relevant respects. The shortcomings of
this method are that it cannot compare every
possible characteristic and that it seeks for
only one cause and dismisses the possibility
of multiple or alternative causes (Vauss,
2008: 253). Moreover, the classification of
countries into similar or different samples has

a great impact on the conclusions drawn. This
is problematic if we consider that agreement
and difference in real life resemble a
continuum or a sliding scale, rather than a
dichotomy. Moreover, when using the method
of similarity and difference it is crucial to
consider the meaning of concepts within their
socio-cultural context. Religiousness, for
example, may have very different meanings
in different countries (Vauss, 2008). From a
wider epistemological perspective, it could
thus be argued that approaches based on
Mills’ reasoning may be too tightly caught up
in binary (and Aristotelian) reasoning: a
Wittgenstein-inspired approach to ‘family
resemblances’ (Needham, 1975) or alternative
forms of philosophical reasoning might be
more helpful in this regard, particularly so in
a globalizing world.

1999: 57).

facilitate recruitment.

inherently violent or peaceful.

Box 7.4 Case Study: National Revivals and Violence

The following case is an example of controlled comparison or of a ‘small-n" approach, which
investigates two sets of contrasting pairs, Catalonia and the Basque Country, and the
Ukraine and Georgia. In his study, Laitin (1999) provides an explanatory model to show why
in some cases of national revival violence breaks out, while in other cases it does not.
Laitin's comparative study is grounded in a phenomenon that can be observed in
different places around the world. The question of why in some cases violence breaks out
while in other cases it does not is the puzzle Laitin tries to solve with the help of comparison.
First, he analyses the two Spanish cases and asks why the nationalist revival movement in
Catalonia has been relatively peaceful while the nationalist revival movement in the Basque
Country has been bloody. In order to answer this question, Laitin identifies the crucial
differences and isolates conditions (variables) that led to violence. He is aware that in
qualitative social sciences the identification of ‘controlled’ variables may be problematic. Still,
he encourages researchers to do their best to isolate variables they see as important (Laitin,

Since macro-factors have not been suited to explain sufficiently why some national revival
movements are more violent than others, Laitin draws our attention to what he refers to as
‘micro factors’, such as social networks and language histories. Laitin argues that the tipping
point in how national revivals develop is whether enough followers can be recruited or not.
If the latter is the case, violence such as terrorist activities may be seen as a possibility to

In order to test this hypothesis, Laitin in a second step then applies the variables identified
in the Spanish cases to two cases of post-Soviet nationalism. The four cases he examines
allow him to do justice to the social reality of each case and still to reach some degree of
generality that goes beyond the individual case. Moreover, the historical dimension that
Laitin integrates in his analysis ensures that none of the societies studied are presented as
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Although, as we have learned, the majority
of comparative research projects are cross-
national or cross-cultural in character, we
should acknowledge that qualitative com-
parison is, by far, a much larger field. The
units of analysis may be regions, sections of
society identified by gender, ethnicity, reli-
gion, age, by socio-economic criteria,
urban—rural background, as well as by fam-
ily status or other elements of social differ-
entiation. We may, for example, compare
piousness and religiousness among men and
women or among one ethnic group with
another. We may also compare the medical
choices people make in rural areas com-
pared with urban settings or the medical

choices of migrants and non-migrants.
Comparison may also be of an explicit his-
torical character as discussed in Box 7.5 in
the case of ‘dethroned’ ethnic majorities in
the collapse process of two empires.
Historical comparison can again have many
different faces (see Mahoney and
Rueschemeyer, 2003). The subject of com-
parison may be a certain practice (e.g. war-
fare, distribution of social benefits or
multi-ethnic co-existence) and its past and
present manifestation. For this endeavour
we may compare the chosen subject in only
one place (past and present) or compare
several places, which again will depend on
the research question.

Box 7.5 Case Study: Distant Comparison

Perhaps binary comparison and regional comparison represent the most popular and best
established among the more conventional forms of qualitative comparative procedures in the
humanities and social sciences at large. Binary comparison would contrast one set of cases
against another, as in comparative literature (‘the trope of a hero in novels X and Y’) or in
comparative legal studies (‘indigenous rights in late twentieth-century Australia and Canada’).
Regional comparison, on the other hand, would compare a whole set of corresponding cases
from one area within similar time horizons, as in archaeology ('Palaeolithic cave drawings in
Saharan Africa’) or art studies (‘“Temple sculptures in thirteenth-century Southeast Asia’). Both
orientations have their advantages, but they also entail the possibility of ignoring an inherent
bias. Binary comparison might tempt the researcher to pay too much attention to differences
(up to the point of producing or re-producing stereotypes), while regional comparison might
lead to the invention of closed ‘cultural circles’, ‘style provinces’ and similar constructs that may
turn out to be more misleading than helpful. In some cases, such a bias might be minimized
through the introduction, as an additional or as an independent device, of ‘distant compari-
son’, also called ‘self-reflexive controlled macro-comparison’ (Gingrich, 2002).

The comparative examples assessed and analysed by Gingrich for the elaboration of this
method were historical, and focused on the emergence of mass violence in the disintegration
processes of multi-ethnic state configurations. In a first step, sequences and key events of
anti-Christian massacres during and after the First World War in the decaying Ottoman
Empire were scrutinized. This was contrasted against the anti-Jewish mob violence in
Nazi-ruled Vienna during November 1938, interpreted also as a protracted aftermath to the
fall of the Habsburg Empire, in 1918. The comparison revealed dominant contrasts and
differences, and minor parallels. These subordinate parallels were then compiled into a flow
diagram, leading from the loss of legitimacy for previous rulers to a sense of humiliation for
the ‘dethroned’ ethnic majority, ensuing pan-nationalism, the identification of minority
groups as the enemy’s “fifth column’, and a rapid transition from hate speech to the creation
of ‘virile militancy’, mob violence and persecution.

The resulting flow diagram was then carefully applied to key sequences of the civil war
in the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s, featuring surprising parallels. This led to a

(Continued)
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(Continued)

number of conceptual conclusions and to the formulation of a theoretical hypothesis about
the dangerous aftermath to the dethronement of ethnic majorities.

This procedure implies a scope of comparison that is kept ‘controlled’ through a small
choice of three samples connected by a conceptual constellation of ‘disintegrating multi-
ethnic societies’ as a main selection criterion. In addition, the range of comparison is
‘macro-’ and ‘distant’ in time and space: processual developments inside the three units of
comparison are related to each other merely in indirect ways if at all.

The groups to be compared may already be
manifested in the research design but they
may as well be identified in a later stage
and may emerge from the collected data
only during the analysing process (Lewis,
2003: 50, 51). The latter was, for example,
the case in Palmberger’s research project
on Bosnia and Herzegovina (see Palm-
berger, 2010; Palmberger, 2013). In this
research, which investigates narratives of
the local past after the 1992—5 war, discur-
sive patterns of different generations are
compared. The units of analysis, the three
generations, were first inductively drawn
from ethnographic fieldwork. This means
that each case (narrative) was first analysed
and only at a later stage were the different
cases compared with each other and the
generational distinctions identified. The
research design was comparative in nature
but the units to be compared were not
determined up front.

The research aims differ as much as the
units of analysis differ. While one compara-
tive project may aim for deep theorization,
another project may be of a more applied
character while aiming at solving a socio-
political problem. Comparative education,
for example, often is of an applied character,
particularly when it assists in the develop-
ment of educational institutions (see Steiner-
Khamsi, 2009; Phillips and Schweisfurth,
2007). In a similar way, comparisons of
public policies are conducted mainly to
learn lessons rather than to develop theory
(Teune, 1990: 58). Common to all compara-
tive research, however, is the fact that it
requires more time and resources and most

likely a bigger budget than a non-comparative
project. This is particularly true if the pro-
ject relies on primary rather than on second-
ary data (see Box 7.3). As is the case with
any qualitative research, we are likely to
collect great amounts of data of very differ-
ent kinds (oral, visual, written) but in com-
parative research we collect these kinds of
data for even more than one place/group of
people. This means that the researcher at
some point (better sooner than later) has to
identify key themes, concepts and catego-
ries. We have to choose a few cases as well
as comparative dimensions based on the
research question or a theory-inspired
problem:

Comparison can deal with either questions of
larger processes or particular patterns that can be
elicited from limited historical processes, but
neither ever exhausts what might be possible, nor
can we ever account for the full spectrum of
cases. (Yengoyan, 2006: 11)

The number of comparative dimensions
needs to be kept low in view of ensuring that
the amount of data remains manageable. In
this selection process it is also important to
decide which of the demographic character-
istics (e.g. age, gender, town or country etc.)
needs to be considered and which one does
not (Flick, 2009: 150).

Due to the above-mentioned particularities
of comparative qualitative analysis, studies
with a particular emphasis on comparison
will usually also require more structure,
since it is necessary to cover broadly the
same issues with each of the cases compared.
This is even more important when working
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in a team. In this case a structured approach
is needed to ensure some consistency
(Arthur and Nazroo, 2003: 111). In the last
few decades computer-assisted qualitative
analysis programs have become popular
among some scholars. Although no computer
program by itself is able to do qualitative
analysis, it may be helpful to sort the data and
to draw the researcher’s attention to some
patterns and correlations in an extensive data
set. Since there are various computer pro-
grams available for qualitative analysis and
they are constantly changing, this is not the
place to discuss the pros and cons of various
types and items of software (but see Gibbs,
Chapter 19, this volume). Consulting the
existing literature on this topic, however, is
appropriate.

So far we have only dealt with a priori com-
parative research design, which means
research that was designed comparatively
from its very beginning. There is, however,
also the possibility to bring in a comparative
perspective a posteriori, once the research has
been completed. Since, as we have stated
above, comparative research is generally more
time consuming and budget intensive, it is
often better suited for larger individual or
group projects than for smaller ones. This is
particularly true if empirical research is
required, such as in-depth interviews and/or
participant observation. When resources are
scarce, one can still consider an a posteriori
comparison to highlight the wider relevance
of a given analysis, to address a wider reader-
ship, or both. Often enough, such an a poste-
riori comparison merely concerns particular
phenomena discussed within a wider research
range. Units of comparison may then be
drawn from different regions and sources
(Gingrich, 2012).

UNITS AND PROCEDURES OF
ANALYSIS

It has been argued that comparison is no
independent methodological procedure: its
creative employment presupposes that data

already have been yielded previously
through other procedures (a posteriori), or
that it is applied together with other, inde-
pendent methodological strategies (a pri-
ori). In both cases, comparative strategies
seek to generate additional constellations of
data that may then provide additional
insights. Comparative research procedures
thus may be characterized as dependent
methodologies, because they usually depend
on the primary procurement of data through
other methods.

As in other methodological procedures of
qualitative research, comparison at first is
informed by the key research question and by
the given empirical evidence to pursue it, or by
the likelihood of such empirical evidence to
emerge in the course of the research process.
These issues become even more important
when the choice of units to be compared has to
be made.

These units, as we have said, usually are in
one way or another configurations, which
should suggest a relative likelihood of pro-
viding sufficient results by way of analysis
— without, however, giving way to self-ful-
filling prophecies. It depends on the research
question whether the choice of these units
does or does not make sense: if | am inter-
ested in their respective contents of water,
sugar and vitamins, then I may very well
compare ‘apples and oranges’, quite to the
contrary of what folk wisdom believes to be
self-evident.

Early on during the comparative process,
it is important at least to try out what kind of
limits might best be chosen for the potential
units of comparison. This definitional ques-
tion is not a matter of methodological prin-
ciple: in some instances, it is highly
appropriate to be as precise as possible in
defining those limits. By contrast, there are
many other cases where the opposite is more
appropriate — that is, to define those limits in
as fluid, loose and processual a manner as
possible. During the actual comparative pro-
cedures, it may then become necessary to
readjust and redefine those limits several
times for reasons of inner consistency, or for
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reasons of more rewarding results. These
major changes should be made accessible
and transparent to the research communities
among readers.

Defining the units of comparison and
their limits is the first precondition for the
decisive step in developing a comparative
strategy of analysis. This decisive step is
the identification of the criteria of com-
parison and, eventually, of their empirical
features among the respective units of
comparison. The criteria of comparison
have to be formulated on a somewhat more
abstract level, in the form of markers that
basically raise the same set of questions to
the empirical contexts that are being com-
pared. The criteria of comparison thus
have to convey and communicate the main
research question towards the empirical
issues under scrutiny. This implies that the
criteria of comparison at the same time are
developed in a dialogical relationship with
the empirical evidence at hand. In this
sense, the criteria of comparison corre-
spond to what Aristotelian traditions have
called the tertium comparationis. The
empirical features to be compared, finally,
are analogous to what quantitative proce-
dures would refer to as their ‘variables’ —
yet in qualitative comparative analyses,
these features explicitly are subjected to
transparent phases of reinterpretation, con-
textualization and translation.

For instance, if one’s units of comparison
are Southwest Arabian star calendars, as
once was the case with one of us (Gingrich,
1994), then it becomes important to clarify
by which cross-cutting criteria they can be
compared among each other. Some of these
criteria may then address the question of
socio-economic contexts, such as fields of
practical application and social carriers of
stellar knowledge. Other cross-cutting crite-
ria will refer to the contents of those calen-
dars of oral traditions, such as linguistic
contents and contents of observation. At the
latest, during the actual process of compara-
tive analysis, it then becomes important to
examine which actual empirical features
correspond in each unit of comparison to

the cross-cutting criterion of comparison,
and how to qualify the outcome. For
instance, applying the criterion of linguis-
tic contents then led to the possibility of
qualifying the outcome according to a
qualitative tripartite scale for the star termi-
nology’s linguistic background. The tripar-
tite scale differentiated between ‘standard
Arabic terminology’, ‘predominantly South
Arabian terminology’ and ‘mixed terminol-
ogy’. In other forms of comparison, it might
be useful for data analysis to work not with
qualifiers, but with (loosely defined) inde-
terminate quantifiers, such as ‘intense’,
‘average’ and ‘low’.

Comparative data analysis therefore
requires a simultaneous affinity to empirical
results as well as to possible avenues of
interpretation and theorizing. For these rea-
sons, the appropriate choice of cross-cutting
criteria of comparison and of their empirical
features in individual examples is the most
decisive step in comparative data analysis.
A transnational comparison of neo-national-
ist movements and parties in Western
Europe (and beyond) during the early years
after the turn of the century (Gingrich and
Banks, 2006) illustrates this point (see Box
7.6). Five main criteria of comparison
could then be applied to detailed case stud-
ies from Australia, Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, France, India, Italy, the Netherlands,
Sweden and the UK, since these case studies
did provide the empirical features to actu-
ally answer the questions raised through the
criteria of comparison: this in fact is the
crucial point — the criterion of comparison
has to be designed in ways that raise a few
relevant questions, and the results of empir-
ical research have to be rich enough to
answer these questions in a meaningful way
that at the same time can be simplified to
some extent. Whether these empirically
derived simplified answers are then formal-
ized by means of indeterminate quantifiers
and/or qualifiers, or whether they are better
formulated in a non-formal, narrative man-
ner as in Box 7.6 is a pragmatic and com-
municative choice rather than a matter of
principle.
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Box 7.6 Case Study: Qualitative Comparison in Data Analysis on
Neo-nationalism

Contributors to the Brussels Conference on Neo-nationalism in Europe and Beyond had elabo-
rated their case examples on the basis of a set of common propositions and hypotheses regarding
the development and manifestations of ‘'neo-nationalism’, that is the parliamentary and basically
legal versions of extreme right-wing populism during the 1990s and early 2000s in what was then
the European Union and the European Economic Area. On the basis of the conference presenta-
tions and their discussion, as well as of the contributions to the resulting edited book (Gingrich
and Banks, 2006), the editors elaborated a number of cross-cutting criteria of comparison:

(@) Historical backgrounds and origins of neo-nationalist parties and movements in West-
ern Europe: This first criterion led to useful distinctions between those groups (or their
respective predecessors) that had emerged during the first two decades after 1945,
with somewhat stronger and more explicit continuities to post-fascist or post-Nazi
groups of supporters during their formative periods (ltaly, Austria, Flemish parts of Bel-
gium), and most other neo-nationalist groups and parties (in Western Europe and
elsewhere) that had been founded somewhat more recently, often emerging at least in
part out of breakaway movements from established mainstream parties.

(b) Relation to existing state and its territorial and regional/ethnic dimensions: This second
criterion led to the important differentiation between those movements/parties that
were primarily oriented towards an enhancement of ethnic or regional self-determina-
tion (northern Italy, Flemish parts of Belgium, to a lesser extent also (then) the German-
speaking parts of Switzerland) and most other neo-nationalist parties in Western Europe.
The first group displayed interesting transitional forms to some among the more conven-
tional forms of breakaway nationalism or regional secessionism elsewhere in Europe (e.g.
UK/Scottish nationalism; Spain/Catalonia, the Basque region; France/Corsica).

() Instances of neo-nationalism’s most striking advances up to 2005: For the main criterion
for 'most striking advances’ defined by national election results of 10% or more for dis-
tinctly neo-nationalist parties, it turned out that, until 2005, in Western Europe these were
mostly cases of small affluent countries (e.g. Austria, Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands,
Norway, Switzerland). With the exception of Italy, none of the EU’s then four other big
countries (i.e. France, Germany, Spain, UK) had allowed for similar advances by neo-
nationalists into their national parliaments. Since then, the situation has changed to some
extent (e.g. British votes for the EU Parliament, or French votes during the first course of
the 2012 presidential elections), and also through the ascension of Poland (with the dif-
ferent legacy of post-communism) as a sixth big EU country — while also displaying some
continuities (e.g. through subsequent Swedish and Finnish national election results).

(d) Common ideological features among most successful neo-nationalist parties. Despite their
obvious diversity, over-communicated by their own propaganda’s emphasis on ‘authenticity’
and national specificity, this fourth cross-cutting criterion of comparison yielded several
important results. Key among them was the finding that a basic tripartite ideological and
programmatic hierarchy was common to most of these movements. In essence, this ideo-
logical and cognitive hierarchy featured — and continues to feature — at its lower level other
ethnic and/or regional groups, potential or resident immigrant groups, and (among EU
member countries) certain non-EU member countries (e.g. Turkey, as the most important
case in point). The same hierarchy’s uppermost level presents ‘Brussels’ and its respective
local/national allies and mysterious supporters, as well as to some extent "Washington’. Sand-
wiched between these two dangerous and powerful levels are ‘us’, that is the redefined
nation, with neo-nationalism as its best and faithful representative.

(Continued)
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(Continued)

(e) Main tools of mass mobilization: Unsurprisingly, the ‘politics of emotionalizing’ turned
out to be a main result of applying this fifth criterion of comparison, aiming at reinforc-
ing state security while promoting economic deregulation and downsizing the welfare
state at the same time. A second main result was permanent campaigning by address-
ing (or creating) scandals that served as the mediatized environment in which neo-
nationalist leaders could be presented as quasi-pop-culture icons, bringing justice and
redistributing wealth to those who deserve it.

Identifying and defining one’s units of com-
parison and their size, and, even more
importantly, one’s cross-cutting criteria of
comparison and their corresponding empiri-
cal features, and then adjusting and read-
justing them throughout the comparative
project until it actually is consistent, plausi-
ble, transparent and insightful, are the cen-
tral elements of qualitative comparison.
Compared with these central elements, it is
a rather pragmatic and flexible process to
choose between the different available
options of comparative ranges. In its sim-
pler versions, the range of comparison can
be binary, regional or distant (see Box 7.5).
Systematic historical (or ‘temporal’) com-
parison usually works along a central time-
line, while keeping the regional or spatial
dimensions fairly stable. More complex

versions of comparative ranges are ‘fluid’
forms of comparison, which follow phenom-
ena through time and space that consequently
change together with the comparative anal-
ysis that follows them. This applies when
we explore, for instance, a new instrument
and method of electronic communication
emanating from a few centres, and then
compare the similarities and differences of
how it is used in different communities
across the globe. ‘Fluid’ forms of compari-
son thus are especially useful for the com-
parative analysis of border-crossing phe-
nomena and processes. In the contexts of
today’s phases of globalization, fluid and
distant forms of comparison thus may repre-
sent a growth sector of qualitative compari-
son in today’s and tomorrow’s humanities
and social sciences.

Box 7.7 Key Points

carefully.

e Comparative research does not present an independent method per se. Methodological
choices depend on the primary research problem.

e Comparison in qualitative research may be designed a priori or a posteriori.

e A priori comparative research is generally more time consuming and budget intensive.
Particularly group projects (and the great amounts of data that come with them) require
a structured approach, for example the comparative criteria markers need to be defined

e The definition of the units of analysis and their limits is a decisive step in the early stage
of any comparative research. In a second step, the criteria of comparison need to be
identified as well as their corresponding empirical features.

e Our exposure to and interaction with increasing transnational and global conditions
opens up the possibility for comparative research that investigates how different people
in different parts of the world position and adapt themselves to these conditions.
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Reflexivity and the Practice of
Qualitative Research

Introducing a reflexive practice into qualita-
tive research enables both an examination of
the grounds upon which claims to know the
social world are based and an exploration of
the strengths and limitations of forms of
knowledge. This allows researchers to
sharpen subsequent research practices and
correct an instrumental approach to knowl-
edge that is informed by a desire to control,
rather than understand, the social world.

To understand how this occurs, we first
examine different social scientific approaches
to reflexivity. We then look at the implications
of this discussion for the process of conducting
research. That, in turn, leads us into a discus-
sion of reflexive spaces which we illuminate
through the different forms of qualitative work
we have conducted over the past few years.

CALLS TO REFLEXIVITY: HISTORY
AND CONTENT

Reflexivity has a long history in social
inquiry (see May, with Perry, 2011). Calls to

Tim May and Beth Perry

reflexive social inquiry do not maintain a
simple separation between subject and object
or between the knower and the known.
Reflexivity involves turning back on oneself
in order that processes of knowledge produc-
tion become the subject of investigation. It
thus recognizes that: ‘Inquiry is practice of a
deeply cultural sort, which can become
reflexive only by investigating these rela-
tionships through inquiry itself” (Hall, 1999:
255). This same impulse is apparent at an
individual level in terms of the dynamic
between self and society: ‘Inner conscious-
ness is socially organized by the importation
of the social organization of the outer world’
(Mead, 1964: 141).

For Max Weber (1949), the practice of
social inquiry could not simply be about the
collection of social facts, but ‘idea of ideas’
(Albrow, 1990: 149). His ‘ideal type’ thereby
served as an analytic instrument for the order-
ing of empirical reality within an approach
which supported a view that we cannot know
the social world, but only our representations
of that world. As researchers, there is no view
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we can derive that is free from social position
given our participation in the social world.
Instead, we should take our participation as a
good starting point and learn from mediating
between different cultures of inquiry.

Critics argued that Weber failed to recognize
the episodic nature of human conduct and
hence his call for causal adequacy was bound
by sociological and historical understanding
(Schutz, 1973). For Alfred Schutz, meaning is
the event, or an act is a meaningful process.
From this point of view verstehen (see
Outhwaite, 1986) is not a method for doing
social research, but what social scientists
should study as it represents the ‘experiential
form in which common sense thinking takes
cognisance of the social cultural world’
(Schutz, 1979: 29).

Through such writings the mediation of
first- (everyday meanings) and second-order
(representation of those meanings) constructs
became a topic of reflexive concern. Authors
argued that a commonsense stock of knowl-
edge orientates people to apply meaning to
their own actions, those of others and the
events that they encounter. The life world
exhibits the basis for a primary experience
that enables people to orientate their actions
through taking its self-evidence, or pre-
reflexive constitution, for granted. Through
the study of ‘lay’ reflexivity, the analytic
focus of research therefore moved towards a
representation of everyday life and meaning
production, providing a spur to qualitative
inquiry (Moustakas, 1994).

A difference between the knower and known
was apparent in the work of Schutz through the
mediation of first- and second-order con-
structs. Harold Garfinkel took these insights,
yet refused to differentiate between everyday
theorizing and social science (Garfinkel,
1967). By attending to the ways in which eve-
ryday life was being produced through the
work of interpretation by lay actors as both a
starting and finishing point of social analysis,
the context dependence of action and meaning
became the focal point. Reflexivity thereby
was seen to contribute to social order, dis-
played through situated and public activities

that are open to various forms of qualitative
analysis (ten Have 2007; Heath and Hindmarsh,
2002 — see also Eberle, Chapter 13, Toerien,
Chapter 22, and Knoblauch et al., Chapter 30,
this volume).

Alvin Gouldner took aim at ethnomethodol-
ogy for attracting those who wished to engage
in a ‘non-violent revolt’ against the status quo
because they could not, or would not, chal-
lenge dominant social structures (Gouldner,
1971: 394-5). His reflexive aim was more
concerned with social change and the ‘back-
ground assumptions’ of social inquiry. He
argued that normalizing ‘unpermitted worlds’
that threaten stability reproduces the status quo
while allusions to value neutrality enable an
existential distance to be maintained from the
consequences of research work and the sub-
jects of investigation. An overemphasis upon
technical approaches to research also denies
the significance of practice in social contexts
(Gouldner, 1971: 484-8).

Reflexive understanding in social inquiry
was now directed towards how the researchers’
praxis and their role and social position related
to the product and process of their work.
Reflexive processes were seen to deepen
self-awareness of the production of valid and
reliable ‘bits of information’, strengthen a
commitment to the value of this awareness
and generate a willingness to be open to ‘hostile
information’ (Gouldner, 1971: 494).

Authors, writing from a feminist perspec-
tive, have argued that a critical and insightful
gaze does not come from a position of disinter-
est from which the researcher works, but that
interest itself comes from the advantage of
‘being engaged’ (Hartsock, 1987). What are
immediately placed in question are unsustain-
able ideas of bias being constituted in terms of
possessing ‘interests’. Here we find an “abstract
masculinity’ being compared with the ‘con-
nectedness and continuities’ between women
living in everyday life exemplified through the
exercise of empathy and an ‘ethic of care’
(Larrabee, 1993). The absence of women’s
experiences in scientific accounts — sympto-
matic of ‘relations of ruling’ (Smith, 2002) —
can then be deployed productively because an
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analytic focus upon the differences in men’s
and women’s situations gives: ‘a scientific
advantage to those who can make use of the
differences’ (Harding, 1991: 120). The result is
a ‘standpoint’ that, unlike a perspective, is
socially mediated and requires both science
and politics to achieve (Harding 1991: 276n).
In Dorothy Smith’s work this has led to an
approach called ‘institutional ethnography’
(Smith 2002; 2005 — see also Gubrium and
Holstein, Chapter 3, this volume).

To understand how mediating processes
work between social inquiry and social life,
authors have turned to hermencutics (see
Wernet, Chapter 16, this volume) in order to
focus upon a two-way relationship between
the knower and the known and lay and techni-
cal languages. Here we find what has been
termed a ‘double hermeneutic’, which refers to
the ways in which lay and professional con-
cepts become implicated in slippages between
frames of meaning (Giddens, 1984: 374). The
‘revelatory’ nature of expertise is seen to have
given way to an ‘interpretive’ mode between
the production and reception of social research.
Set against the backdrop of ‘reflexive mod-
ernization’ (Beck et al., 1994) it follows that:
‘No one can become an expert, in the sense of
the possession either of full expert knowledge
or of the appropriate formal credentials, in
more than a few small sectors of the immensely
complicated knowledge systems that now
exist’ (Giddens, 1990: 144).

The relations between social research and
social life are now open to interpretive flexibil-
ity and incorporation without necessarily rec-
ognizing the origins of the insights. However,
positioning in social relations has effects on
what we see, how it is seen and with what
consequences. This opens the path towards
more complex understanding of the relations
between the social scientific and life world in
order to understand better the mediated nature
of social inquiry and social life (Wynne, 1996).

One way forward is to understand better
how both dispositions and positions enable
particular views on social life to emerge. Here
we find calls for what may be termed a ‘genu-
ine epistemology’ that is based on knowledge

of the social conditions under which scientific
schemata actually function (Bourdieu, 2004).
This moves us beyond ‘the experiencing sub-
ject to encompass the organizational and cog-
nitive structure of the discipline’ (Wacquant,
1992: 40). The aim is not to ‘discourage scien-
tific ambition but to help make it more realistic
... reflexivity makes possible a more responsi-
ble politics, both inside and outside of aca-
demia’ (Bourdieu, in Bourdieu and Wacquant,
1992: 194; original italics). For Bourdieu, this
ethos was taken into the empirical investiga-
tion of many domains, including everyday life,
the social structures of the economy and self-
analysis (Bourdieu, 2007; 2008).

CONSEQUENCES AND ISSUES

Each of the authors and schools of thought
examined so far have their own perspective
on the dimensions of reflexivity that need to
be incorporated into the research process. Yet
we can find one feature which is important to
take on board: reflexivity is not a method,
but a way of thinking or critical ethos, the
role of which is to aid interpretation (see
Willig, Chapter 10, this volume), translation
and representation. It does not legislate or
seek closure and cannot be confined to one
element of the research process, bracketed or
appended; it is an iterative and continuous
characteristic of good research practice.
Running through the above approaches are
two different yet interrelated dimensions of
reflexive practice: endogenous and referential
reflexivity (May, with Perry, 2011).
Endogenous reflexivity refers to the ways in
which the actions and understandings of
researchers contribute to the modes in which
research practices are constituted. There are
specific expectations, often latent and unartic-
ulated, that are made of the practices and forms
of knowledge that are deployed in particular
disciplines. Endogenous reflexive practice
refers to how we think and act in our social and
cultural milieus, particularly within academic
disciplines and communities. Referential
reflexivity, on the other hand, takes place
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where the production of accounts meets con-
texts of reception that seek to render events,
conditions and experiences intelligible via a
meeting of points of view. The power to ignore
or act upon these is variable among and
between different groups, and that also informs
the extent to which production and reception
are differentiated, conjoined in various ways or
collapsed into the same domain of activity.

To consider endogenous reflexivity alone
would not allow us to see how it is that the
social sciences are constitutive of social rela-
tions. What would then be replicated is a one-
way hermeneutic whereby social research is
simply separated from social life. Referential
reflexivity is not just a reflection of everyday
life, but must begin with that experience. The
movement from endogenous to referential
reflexivity may be characterized as one from
reflexivity within actions to reflexivity upon
actions, enabling connections to be made
between individuals and the social conditions
of which they are a part.

Both dimensions are informed by varying
degrees of epistemic permeability. This refers
to the boundaries between knowing communi-
ties within and outside academia and varies not
only according to discipline, but also accord-
ing to institutional position, disposition and
research culture (see May, with Perry, 2011).
Changeable dynamics between justification
(for research within a bounded community of
scholars) and application (of research in terms
of its dissemination and interpretation by dif-
ferent groups — see Barbour, Chapter 34, this
volume) inform these dynamics. We see both
demands for a more socially accountable sci-
ence, and an increased detachment from
socially excluded communities through the
clamour for an institutional elitism that con-
centrates resources in a principle site of
research production: the university.

The ‘contextualization’ thesis holds that the
traditional monopoly of the university, ques-
tioned by many, is being undermined in the
twenty-first century as massification has led to
new ‘knowledge workers’ leaving the univer-
sity to set up alternative sites of knowledge
production (Gibbons et al., 1994). Alongside

those who embrace the new mantra of univer-
sities as ‘engines of growth’ or ‘knowledge
factories’ (Castells and Hall, 1994), accounts
also emphasize how universities are being
irrevocably redefined by the myriad expecta-
tions placed upon them and increasingly mana-
gerialist approaches to playing the ‘knowledge
capitalism’ game (May and Perry, 2006). The
consequence is that spaces for critical reflection
are being squeezed, squashed and diminished.
Without care, and under pressure to meet these
different expectations, the case study becomes
no more than an exemplary vignette; compari-
son transmutes into the transplantation of
models with no concern for context sensitivity
and the quality and rigour of social scientific
work is diminished.

A reflexive approach to analysis thereby
requires navigation between the paths of sci-
entism and relativism and deconstruction and
reconstruction. This concerns how to acknowl-
edge different viewpoints, ways of knowing
and knowledge (lay/expert), without under-
mining the sites of knowledge production that
enables a scientific gaze without giving over to
‘scholastic slumbers’ (Bourdieu, 2000). That
brings the position of the researcher within the
remit of reflexivity in social inquiry. In addi-
tion, how researchers define themselves, in
particular through their difference from and
distance to others with whom they compete in
the academic field, are key elements that bring
together the disposition and position of the
individual. This is a continual process of seek-
ing to understand what social inquiry sees, the
manner in which it is constructed and its place
within social relations more generally.

During the process of social investigation it
is necessary to take these insights on board and
translate them into research practice. The pro-
cess of research itself is not regarded as valid
by virtue of being constituted by the reflexive
attitude of the investigator’s point of view.
Research becomes a dialogic process whereby
the views of research participants are incorpo-
rated into the findings (Cook and Fonow,
1990). Rooting actual experiences within insti-
tutional relations not only brings to light simi-
larities in experiences, but also demonstrates
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disjunctures between character and culture that
demand analytic attention, as opposed to being
glossed over in favour of formulaic neatness as
determined by models of the isolated
researcher.

The task is twofold: first, to be much smarter
in arguments regarding the distinctiveness of
knowledge produced through qualitative
research, without collapsing into overstretched
claims that such knowledge is ‘truth’ in terms
of understanding the worlds we inhabit; sec-
ond, to consider not only how knowledge
relates to action, but what actions we must take
to permit knowing. Active and practical efforts
are needed to create spaces for reflection to
enable research to improve and refine its
insights and hence understandings of the
world. In order to illustrate these issues in
practice, we now turn to examples within our
own work.

EXPERIENCES AND INSIGHTS FROM
PRACTICE

The limits and possibilities for reflexive
practice in our own work have been shaped
by the different issues outlined above. Not
only our characters and commitments, but
also the contexts and cultures in which we
have worked have shaped the ‘multiple
reflexivities” we have practised (see Mruck
and Mey, 2007; Lynch, 2000). The Centre for
Sustainable Urban and Regional Futures
(SURF) was established in 2000 as an inter-
disciplinary research centre at the University
of Salford. With an ethos of producing aca-
demically excellent research with high soci-
etal relevance, SURF has occupied different
positions in its history on the continuum
between research centre, think tank and con-
sultancy. Over the last 12 years we have
worked on a number of research projects,
funded by academic research councils,
European framework programmes, govern-
mental organizations, charitable or research
foundations and business organizations. This
mixed economy of research was facilitated in
the first years of SURF by our status as a

cross-faculty centre with staff located within
different university schools.

The history of SURF — in relation to the
university, our urban and regional environ-
ment, funding regimes and policy frameworks
for research — has shaped the ‘degrees of
reflexivity’ we have been able to exhibit over
the passage of time (Mauthner and Doucet,
2003). SURF has moved from a cross-faculty
research centre to one ‘normalized” within a
single school, at the same time as notions of
relevance, impact, interdisciplinarity, collabo-
rative working and the need to be outward
facing have collided with systemic organiza-
tional turbulence and restructuring, the latter
brought about as a result of changes in the UK
higher-education landscape.

Our common predispositions to be reflexive
have been mediated through our variable posi-
tions and career trajectories, through shared
and individual relationships to SURF, the insti-
tution and each other. Through our upbring-
ings, histories and biographies, we each
brought with us multiple ‘ghosts’ (Doucet,
2008). Collectively manifesting and exploring
these was a critical element in creating a cul-
ture in which reflexivity could be a relational
and collaborative, rather than self-referential
and individualized, exercise. At Tim’s instiga-
tion, all members of SURF — from the directors
to the administrative staff — were asked to
present and discuss their motivations, interests
and passions to the team, reflecting the desire
to create the possibility for ‘intensive intellec-
tual and affective fusion’ (Bourdieu, 2007:
19-20). Such efforts were variably received
and acted upon across the team. Yet for those
with a disposition to do so, these initial
explorations — continued through away-days
and supervisions and a concern with a sup-
portive culture — provided a basis upon which
collaborations could be built and the uncertain-
ties and insecurities of academic life shared
and navigated.

How we approached research topics, the
nature of the work, the methods deployed, the
outputs desired and expected from varying
groups have differed over time, according to a
complex set of relationships between context,
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culture and content. We now draw on three spe-
cific examples of these in qualitative research
practice and the iterative and embedded nature
of data analysis, particularly in relation to writ-
ing, dissemination and representation.

Academic Research Projects,
2002-7

In 2002 we successfully applied for funding,
with our colleague Simon Marvin, to the UK
Economic and Social Research Council’s
(ESRC) Science in Society programme for a
one-year pilot study. The research aimed to
build an understanding of the dynamic inter-
action between existing scientific practice and
regional needs, in particular to assess how far
the articulation of regional needs in the UK
had reshaped the governance, processes and
outcomes of national science policy.

According to the criteria deployed by refer-
ees, the project was graded ‘Outstanding’ by
the ESRC and led to a successful large grant
under the second round of the programme
(2004-7). By expanding the scale and scope of
the project to include case studies in France,
Germany and Spain, the work took the study
of regional science policy into a comparative
context and focused on different approaches
for building science regions in the European
Research Area. That project also gained an
‘Outstanding’ grading.

Neither project was conceived to embody an
iterative or reflexive approach. A linear meth-
odology was envisaged from research question
and hypothesis through to fieldwork, followed
by a discrete period of data analysis and repre-
sentation. Within the terms of the project,
reflexivity was neither planned, nor anticipated
as a prerequisite of funding or assessment.
Nonetheless, given the context and culture of
SUREF, research practices emerged which facil-
itated reflexivity within the project and a move
from endogenous to more referential concerns.

Project meetings and supervisions provided
critical spaces for reflexive practice (see also
Elliott et al., 2011). These facilitated reflection
on the design, conduct and results of the inter-
viewing process as it unfolded, as well as

constituted spaces for collective discussion of
emerging themes and issues of validity, repre-
sentativeness and authenticity (see Barbour,
Chapter 34, and Mertens, Chapter 35, this
volume). While we did not follow a single
method, such as listening guides or multiple
voice analysis (Gilligan et al., 2005; Mauthner
and Doucet, 1998; 2003), project spaces ena-
bled the data to be re-evaluated continuously
through listening from different points of view,
multiple readings or comparing field notes and
observations with transcriptions of key inter-
views (see Roulston, Chapter 20, this volume).
That process enabled us to analyse the
dynamics and asymmetries of power; not, as is
often the case, through giving over power to
research subjects as equals or co-constructors,
but through acknowledging the inherent inter-
ests at play in presenting particular versions of
events (England, 1994). These were not people
from disadvantaged communities or marginal-
ized groups; these were decision-makers; they
were elites. Furthermore, the vast majority of
interviewees were older, male and in positions
of seniority in higher education with much to
lose from an unfavourable account of their
actions and decisions. A reflexive approach to
data analysis was critical in highlighting the
limitations of the data and the basis upon
which claims could be made. While we had
some privileged access to key decision-makers
and documents, it became apparent that we
could not expect our study, given the resources
available, to penetrate the political spheres of
influence shaping decision-making processes.
These reflections strongly influenced the
aims and objectives of the second round pro-
ject, which took us beyond a one-year time
frame. The emphasis here was more deliber-
ately on illuminating the construction and
mobilization of discourses around scientific
excellence and territorial relevance, rather than
to reconstruct events and processes. Prior intel-
lectual interests were critical in reshaping and
refining the research to examine not only regu-
lative and structural accounts, but also the
normative and cognitive frames, which created
particular conditions in which contemporary
developments around the innovative region or
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city were being formed. At this time Tim had
taken on the role of Lead Director within
SURF and sought systematically to embed a
supportive and reflexive culture — not only
despite but because of external challenges of
the changing policy, funding and governance
of research within the UK, the content in the
city of Manchester and Salford in particular.

In seeking to create a ‘safe space’ for critical
reflection and engagement within SURF, we
were able to submit the relationship between
the Science in Society project and our own
institutional position to scrutiny. While the
methodology for the project remained rela-
tively traditional and linear, the culture of
SURF forged a context for us to examine how
our roles as academics informed the analysis of
our data. Our research was increasingly focus-
ing on the mechanisms through which universi-
ties were engaging with ‘their’ localities, the
hierarchies which emerged and the values
attributed to and assumed by different organiza-
tions and forms of knowledge. This, combined
with other projects which we were undertaking
for the Greater Manchester Universities and
Manchester: Knowledge Capital, forced us to
examine how our position, within a marginal-
ized university in regional/subregional terms,
informed our critique of research-excellent
universities and the capturing of the regional
development agendas by a narrow and elitist
search for global excellence.

The role of academics and university man-
agers, often known to us, was subject to inter-
nal critique through the project and broader
context. Collective and iterative discussions of
interview material, encompassing discussions
of the dynamics, body language, content and
space of the interview, enabled us to see how
our own positions were being invoked and
used in particular ways to legitimize existing
justifications, or constitute alternative dis-
courses. With such statements as ‘you know
how it is, as academics, we all play these
games’, uncomfortable questions were often
dismissed as naive, while interviewees simul-
taneously sought to co-opt us and invite us into
the collective idea of regional relevance, while
practices often carried on regardless.

These sets of reflections created an ambiva-
lence and hesitancy about forms of writing, the
prioritization of different narratives, modes
and forums of representation and audiences
(see Perry, 2006; Perry and May, 2006; May
and Perry, 2006; Perry and May, 2007; May,
2011). The process of writing as an act of
analysis (see Denzin, Chapter 39, this volume)
was critical in this respect. Faced with com-
plex sets of circumstances, we developed dif-
ferent forms of representation — to funders,
participants, stakeholders, policy-makers, aca-
demics, etc. We produced versions of final
reports for different groups, along with policy
briefings and academic articles, and collec-
tively discussed presentations and key mes-
sages for audiences (see Murray, Chapter 40,
this volume). Anticipation and a desire to pro-
tect the integrity of our work were key facets
of a reflexive approach. In this respect we were
bolstered by having continuously ‘tested’ the
validity of our analysis (see Barbour, Chapter
34, this volume) and the reception of work
through presentations to those involved, infor-
mal workshops and formal seminars.

In these projects a reflexive approach to data
analysis enabled not only checks on bias
through a self-centred reflexive approach, but
also the movement from endogenous to refer-
ential concerns. This took place through the
culture of SURF rather than planned in-project
methods. Data analysis could not be seen as
clearly bounded within a single phase, as
ongoing project meetings, workshops, presen-
tations and forms of representation over time
created different spaces for reflexive analysis.

Formative Project Evaluation,
2008-10

Our second example concerns a formative
evaluation of the Manchester Innovation
Investment Fund (IIF). The work itself was
supported by the National Endowment for
Science, Technology and the Arts, the North
West Development Agency and Manchester
City Council. The aim of the IIF was to bring
about a step change in the innovation capacity
in the city region through the injection of
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about £9,000,000. Our role, alongside the
University of Manchester’s Institute of
Innovation Research, was not to act as con-
sultants, but as ‘critical friends’, providing
real-time feedback and lessons that could
inform subsequent actions, rather than pro-
duce an end-of-project summative evaluation.

The mode of working was developed at our
instigation — indeed, we wrote the brief —
drawing on our critique of academic engage-
ment and linear models of knowledge transfer
as against those concerning ‘exchange’. Our
aspiration, shared by one of the key organiza-
tions involved, was to bring endogenous and
referential concerns, excellence and relevance
together in a novel approach to inform practice
not as a by-product or end product, but as an
intended, collaborative outcome. This can be
seen as embodying a frustration with existing
academic practices and desire for a more criti-
cal, emancipatory form of research (see
McCabe and Holmes, 2009).

These concerns were reflected in the terms
of reference for the research with the emphasis
upon learning, evaluation and representation at
a programmatic level. The intention was for
direct access to materials and the methods
deployed were observation of meetings and
events, documentary analysis (see Coffey,
Chapter 25, this volume), interviews (see
Roulston, Chapter 20, this volume) with
funders, participants and stakeholders, as well
as questionnaires and focus groups (see
Barbour, Chapter 21, this volume). We pro-
duced work package reports designed to
inform the process with the intention that these
might ‘red-kite’ any issues unfolding and thus
provide the possibility of realignment or
adjustment of priorities, processes and the tra-
jectory of the IIF. The work was planned over
three years, to run alongside a summative
evaluation of funded activities, with the inten-
tion that we would then synthesize the forma-
tive learning into a summative report.

Reflexive spaces for participants were
actively planned as part of the data collection
and analysis process. Having explored the moti-
vations, desires and perspectives of the funders
and managers privately through interviews,

they were then brought into a collective forum
in which they could reflect on and within
actions. Through analysing and comparing the
transcriptions (see Kowal and O’Connell,
Chapter 5, this volume) of the interviews and
the focus groups, alongside a self-completion,
open-ended questionnaire, we were able to see
how individuals performed different roles pub-
licly and privately and the extent of capacities
to reflect and share their assumptions, uncer-
tainties and concerns as a precursor to effective
learning. At the time, these forums were cred-
ited by participants as being extremely helpful
in generating a common understanding and
exploring the purpose of organizational and
individual motivations and contexts that other-
wise would not have been gained. A temporary
sense of belonging together in a collective
endeavour then emerged.

As the political and governance context for
the IIF altered over time, the degrees of reflex-
ivity that the funders and managers were able
to exhibit — in the spirit of real-time learning
and evaluation — hit a limit. Our interview data
revealed a mix of positive and negative mes-
sages for the managers in terms of structures,
experiences, processes and impacts. These
were met with variable reactions — from
acknowledgement and legitimation through to
dismissal and refutation — not only according
to the nature of the statement (informally;
through verbal asides; through interview
spaces or in public forums), but also according
to the point of time in the process. It was par-
ticularly noticeable how the dispositions of
funders/managers to engage in reflexive learn-
ing changed in line with their positions and
organizational expectations in the context of
the financial recession.

What this highlights is the relational nature
of reflexivity in qualitative research and the
interactive nature of endogenous and referen-
tial dimensions. Reflexive spaces were planned
as the basis for learning within in-project spaces
— yet the limits to the reflexivity of others
increased the need for reflexivity on our part at
the very time when our own organizational
culture was under pressure and not due to
financial issues. We were working on different
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projects while trying to defend our governance
model — which has worked well for 10 years —
and responding to the needs of funders and
clients. We were struggling with our own moti-
vations and sense of belonging in a changing
academic context and with meeting the expec-
tations placed upon us in different spheres. The
result of these contexts and cultures, despite
our proclivities, was to reduce systematic
reflexive spaces to ad hoc ‘reflexive snatches’,
grabbed when servers failed and email was
blissfully suspended, or on the telephone in the
odd moments when we needed a break from
discussions on the survival of a positive organ-
izational culture.

The emphasis was on the representation of
the work, given the sensitivities of the funders,
our own involvement in the research and our
commitments to those we had interviewed to
ensure that their voices were clearly heard.
Again, the process of report writing was essen-
tial to the process of analysis as we sought to
navigate the thin and uncomfortable line
between academic credibility and capitulation
to the need for easily digestible and positive
stories of success that would justify the invest-
ments made. To establish the legitimacy of the
reports according to our concerns with accurate
representation and the ethics surrounding data
collection, we sought to give space to the voices
of others to allow for the material to speak for
itself, through including interview quotes along-
side extracts from public meetings, minutes and
workshops. We sought not just to deconstruct
but reconstruct ways forward for the IIF to
enable different perspectives to be recognized
and reconciled within practices.

For the funders, representation took priority
over learning; reputations were on the line for
all involved. The feedback and review process
on the final submitted report was extremely
revealing (see Murray, Chapter 40, this vol-
ume). At the point of representation and with the
prospect of the report being made publicly
available, our work took centre stage. The report
became a lens through which the funders saw
themselves and simultaneously acted as a mech-
anism through which differences were seen. We
received four different, contradictory word, line,

paragraph and page amendments with no guid-
ance on how to mediate between them. Our
position became untenable and unwinnable.
Ultimately, our report was described as ‘so
accurate it would never see the light of day’. At
the same time, we were informed that we
needed to provide solutions, as if differences of
opinion between those involved were irrelevant.
The contract came to an end with a consultant
being employed to undertake the work of repre-
sentation and produce ‘best practice’ case stud-
ies for other cities.

We were left with a series of ethical dilem-
mas and choices relating to the spirit in which
we had undertaken the work and our responsi-
bilities to the funder, our commitments to par-
ticipants and our standing with academic and
policy/practitioner circles. Distance and time
away from the project were needed before we
could systematically consider these issues,
particularly as there were multiple battles to
secure the boundaries and reproduction of the
SUREF, while Beth was completing her PhD by
publication. It took 18 months before we had
the space and time and felt able to return to the
work. Acknowledging how painful we had
found the process, we then created new spaces
to reflect on the work, in part through remov-
ing ourselves from our environment and pre-
senting at conferences, not on the work itself,
but on the process (Knoblauch, 2004: 357).
This ongoing reflexive reanalysis of our roles
and the relationship between creativity and
critique in urban governance and policy pro-
cesses not only acted as ‘confession, catharsis
and cure’ (Pillow, 2003), but informs our cur-
rent practices.

The project illustrated multiple reflexivities
in data analysis. Reflexivity was employed as
a deliberate tool to produce transformative
outcomes and learning among fund managers;
to enhance the validity and integrity of the
work; to inform choices about representation/
analysis; as a mechanism of support and
understanding; and as a rescue package for the
work in an ironic retreat into endogenous cir-
cles. It also highlighted how the relationship
between academic research and engaged work
was not straightforward nor linear and the
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complexities of seeking to work in partnership
with multiple organizations in the urban space
(May and Perry, 2011a; 2011b).

Designing Reflexive Processes and
Projects, 2009-

Taking these experiences forward, both posi-
tive and negative, we have retained a belief
that the effort required to create, maintain
and draw value from reflexive spaces for dif-
ferent participants in the research process is
worthwhile. This is in a context where reflex-
ivity is often invoked as a demand from those
who exhibit a disjuncture between their
expectations and the actual efforts needed to
make it happen. Informed by our experiences
and writings, we have increasingly sought to
embed a reflexive methodology within all
stages of the research process from conceptu-
alization through to analysis, representation
and evaluation (Knoblauch, 2004).

The history and development of SURF itself
and the relationship between the content, cul-
ture and contexts for innovative, excellent and
relevant work have increasingly formed the
substantive subject matter for work. Drawing
on our analysis of tensions placed upon univer-
sities and the ‘devilish dichotomies’ that shape
research (Perry and May, 2010; Perry, 2011),
alongside debates over the legitimacy of differ-
ent knowledge claims and the fragmentation of
authority and expertise, we have developed a
systematic framework in which reflexivity can
be subject to analysis. Within our projects, we
are seeking proactively to deploy reflexivity in
the formation of interdisciplinary epistemic
communities and communities of practice,
through the creation of spaces where endoge-
nous and referential concerns meet and where
all participants can be encouraged to think
about their dispositions, positions and sense of
belonging. The following examples illustrate
this approach.

The first relates to the process of interdisci-
plinary knowledge production within large-
scale collaborative projects. At a UK level, an
increasing emphasis has been seen on funding
mechanisms which encourage multidisciplinary,

cross-institutional and multi-annual projects for
the receipt of larger sums of research money.
Mirroring developments elsewhere around the
concentration of resources, linked to expecta-
tions of excellent academic work with high
impact, groups of academics have increasingly
needed to form alliances in order to apply suc-
cessfully for Research Council funding. While
this may happen independently of Research
Councils, processes — such as research ‘sand-
pits’ — have been designed with the intention of
forging new collaborations between academics
who have never previously met but may work
together for up to five years based on a single
moment of contact.

Taking insights about the importance of
context and culture, disposition, position and
belonging in shaping the content of research in
terms of its legitimacy, quality and potential
impact, we sought to develop a reflexive pro-
cess within such projects as a precursor for
effective teamworking. From within the
Retrofitting the City project, funded by the
UK’s Engineering and Physical Sciences
Research Council (EPSRC), we instigated a
process of bilateral exchanges to facilitate the
sharing of orientations, motivations and expec-
tations between team members as a foundation
for interdisciplinary knowledge production
(see also Mruck and Mey, 2007: 521). In 2011,
we took a reflexive approach to team building
in a development grant for a four-year £1.5
million project under the Arts and Humanities
Research Council (AHRC) Connected
Communities programme. Here we carried out
individual interviews with team members,
shared examples of previous work, had bilat-
eral exchanges with a write-up of issues and
developed a process of embedding reflexive
analysis within the final project.

The results of both processes were variable:
we were able to build a sense of orientation
and history into new collaborations — the
AHRC project was ultimately funded — and we
have a commitment to collaborative reflexive
analysis as a mechanism for integrated know-
ledge production in the project through the
creation of the CIRCUS (Collaborative
Interdisciplinary Research Connecting Urban
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Society). Limits were also readily apparent, in
terms of differential positions and dispositions
to engage; disciplinary norms; levels of epis-
temic permeability; and the gap between inten-
tion and reality as the speed and urgency of
different application deadlines and commit-
ments took precedence. Both processes also
raised the question of whether differences in
institutional and disciplinary cultures towards
knowledge production and exchange and
reflexive dispositions can be addressed through
creating spaces away from what are everyday
cultures of inquiry.

In our work for Mistra — Urban Futures
(2010-15) we are now seeking to bring all our
experiences and knowledge to bear in analys-
ing the role of reflexivity in the co-production
of knowledge. Mistra — Urban Futures (M-UF)
is an international centre funded by the Swedish
Foundation for Strategic Environmental
Research (MISTRA), the Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) and
seven regional and local consortium partners.
This operates through five Local Interaction
Platforms in Sweden, Kenya, South Africa,
China and the UK. Hosted by Chalmers
University in Gothenburg, M-UF is based on
the belief that the ‘co-production of knowledge
is a winning concept for achieving sustainable
urban futures and creating fair, green and dense
cities’, through an innovative structure which
brings local partners together in consortia to
develop shared approaches to sustainability in
city regions with local relevance and global
applicability, the latter achieved through an
international learning and collaboration mecha-
nism: the Urban Futures Arena.

SUREF is responsible for the development of a
Local Interaction Platform in Greater Manchester,
2010-15. The complexities of mapping the
funding and governance model of M-UF at an
international level onto the contemporary urban
context in the UK, with its own changing gov-
ernance structures, funding regimes and redefi-
nition of the roles of different agencies within the
city, were immediately clear. As such, we are
seeking to embed reflexivity through the research
process as a prerequisite for building lasting and
meaningful collaborations. Multiple aspects are

at play in terms of the dynamics between indi-
viduals, the work and the broader contexts and
cultures in the urban sphere which influence
how joint knowledge production, exchange and
learning might take place in cities. In so doing
we are drawing on emerging work such as
Gilbert and Sliep’s (2009: 468) call for ‘inter-
relational reflexivity’ which includes ‘a concern
for moral agency and the negotiation of account-
ability and responsibility for action, as social
action requires a joint deconstruction of power in
the voices and relationships operating between
the stakeholders within a performative space’.
Hosking and Pluut’s (2010: 59) relational
approach is also promising and highlights the
need for ‘regular reflexive dialogues as part of,
and directed at, the research process [to] heighten
the local use value of research for all partici-
pants and ... facilitate new possible realities
and relations’.

In the development of the Greater
Manchester Local Interaction Platform, reflex-
ivity is an explicit and planned element to
guard against bias, ensure legitimacy, improve
quality and rigour, but also to increase the
chances that knowledge collaboratively pro-
duced has an impact on the learning capacities
of the city region over time. Multiple methods
are planned and being deployed — from reflex-
ive walking interviews with participants, entry/
exit interviews, to diary keeping, writing
reflections in between meetings and creating
‘integrated actions’ to allow others to reflect
collectively on their experiences. An alterna-
tive approach to interviewing is being trialled,
in which participants first write their own per-
spective on sustainable futures in the city and
we subsequently discuss and examine their
reasons and motivations and the choices they
made. Systematized spaces — bilateral, internal
and external — are being consolidated into a
process through which those from different
communities within the city region can
examine the relationship between values and
learning in urban environments. Learning,
emancipation and transformation are facili-
tated through reflexive spaces in which indi-
viduals and groups can come to see themselves
and their actions in different ways (Fay, 1987).
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A number of issues are already emerging in
taking our reflexive practices forward. The
work requires a recasting of our role into facili-
tators or ‘active intermediaries’ (May et al.,
2009) of different knowledge claims raising
questions not only about our own interests, aca-
demic reputations and careers, but also about
how we can resist being positioned as legisla-
tors, rather as illuminators of contemporary
dynamics. The commitment to engage in reflex-
ive thinking has been clearly communicated to
participants at the outset and partners within
Greater Manchester have already started writing
reflexive diaries as well as ourselves; meetings
are increasingly reflexive spaces for decision-
makers to consider the challenges they are fac-
ing and as safe spaces to think through current
practice and preconceptions. This raises clear
ethical issues as well as highlights limits
(Guillemin and Gillam, 2004). At the same
time, as the demands of project management,
the realpolitik of international collaborations
and institutional turmoil in the UK increase, the
potential gap between a reflexive design and its
practical realization widens. While our experi-
ences provide ample opportunity to remain
sceptical as to the success of such a strategy, the
aspiration is to contribute to the possibility of
knowledge having transformative outcomes in
society through collaborative reflexivity that
improves collective capacities to act in order to
create more just and sustainable futures.

SUMMARY

In this chapter we have examined core ele-
ments of a reflexive practice. Through exam-
ples from our practice, the movement from
endogenous and self-referential to more ‘inter-
subjective’ concerns has been traced as con-
texts, cultures and conditions for knowledge
production transform under contemporary
pressures (Beck, in Beck and Beck-Gernsheim,
2002: 212). The environments from which
Bourdieu launched his critiques are different
from many which the twenty-first-century
researcher encounters. A common theme
within teleological accounts of the twentieth

century relates to how knowledge itself is
implicated in redefining the societies and
economies in which we live and work.

As modes of knowledge production are
changing with researchers involved in collabora-
tive knowledge generation, it is not only the
multi-dimensional reflexivity of the researcher
that comes into play, but that of all knowledge
producers in the process — and of how they inter-
relate. In our fragmented, fast-speed, time-poor,
high-pressured societies, where policy proceeds
at a startling pace in the absence of collective
learning, collective spaces for reflection are
needed even more. As epistemic permeability
questions the boundaries between and within
disciplines and the social world, the challenge is
to design mechanisms for collectively produc-
ing knowledge in a reflexive ethos, without
collapsing into group therapy, while maintain-
ing concern to contribute to the possibilities of
transformation of the world to which we belong.
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Induction, Deduction,

| have built and rebuilt upon

what is waitin’ for the sand on the
beaches carves many castles on

what has been opened before my time
Bob Dylan: 11 Outlined Epitaphs

Induction, deduction and also abduction are
forms of logical reasoning that are used in
every type of research (qualitative and quanti-
tative alike). Together with observation, they
create the basis of all research. These forms of
thinking are not concepts, nor are they meth-
ods or tools of data analysis, but means of
connecting and generating ideas. Because
they represent the intellectual building blocks
of research, they are method neutral.
Researchers are therefore compelled to take a
close look at the logic of the logic of their
thought processes — if they are to avoid falling
victim to their own scientific common sense.
Contrary to a widely held belief, logic and
logical conclusions do not simply fall from the
sky. Syllogisms neither apply universally, to
every being in the Universe, nor have all
humans on Earth always reasoned the same
way. What today is known as logical reasoning

Abduction

Jo Reichertz

is, in one respect, the outcome of historical
debate, the most important milestones of which
are the work of Aristotle, the Port Royal
School, Gottlob Frege, and finally the writings
of Charles Sanders Peirce. The latter in par-
ticular showed logic and logical thinking to be
deeply human, rooted in the human constitu-
tion, and ultimately arising from human needs.

That being so, this chapter begins by
describing the anthropological conditions and
historical development of ‘good’ and creative
reasoning and goes on to introduce the differ-
ent forms of thinking in detail and consider
their usefulness to research. It then concludes
by showing how induction, deduction and
abduction are not separate, unconnected enti-
ties, but actually three stages of research.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL PREMISES

It was in the nature of evolution that in the
human species instincts either disappeared
altogether or relaxed considerably. If animals
generally know what to do in which situation
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and /ow to do it, when humans find them-
selves in a particular situation they initially
have a wide range of possibilities for action.
They face the problem of having to choose
which path to take — some also say ‘to make
a decision’ — within this realm of possibility.
This therefore initially hinders their action,
causing them to pause and mobilize inner
physical and mental resources with which to
solve their problem of action. The human
species has always been the species without
inborn solutions, without inborn certainties.
Humans have always had to manage more or
less without the assistance of nature and its
tried and tested solutions. That is why humans
by their very nature are problem-solvers.

Of course, they never did and still do not
manage entirely without some help from
nature. Nature has given humans (luckily
enough) a series of tools with which to solve,
or more appropriately deal with, the problem
of the constant ‘pressure to make a decision’.

Nature’s greatest gift is an inborn ability to
evaluate existing knowledge in relation to a
given problem. Human beings have a ‘natural’
feeling for the knowledge they possess. This
feeling ‘tells’ them what their knowledge is
worth. Humans have a kind of feeling for
knowledge. Although they may ‘feel’ what a
piece of knowledge is worth, the knowledge
feeling (= a feeling of rightness or logicality) is
not a feeling like disgust or shame, yet it is just
as basal. It tells them whether they only sense
something, whether they know something or
are certain of something, or whether they find
something completely obscure. Without this
knowledge feeling, their entire knowledge
would mean nothing.

These statements constitute the premises of
European anthropology and sociology of
knowledge (Gehlen, 1988; Berger and
Luckmann, 1991), and they are represented
very heavily in American pragmatism. They
can also be found in the classical works on the
development of communication and the
ontogenesis of cognition (see Vygotsky, 1978;
Tomasello, 2008).

Above all, these premises are found in the
anthropology of Charles Sanders Peirce

(Peirce, 1931-1935; see also Paavola, 2005
and Zeman, 1994). It was primarily he who
defined the ways and means with which
human beings solve or deal with the constant
problem of ‘What do I do next?’ Peirce’s
main focus is on the forms (which emerge in
the course of evolution and are inscribed on
the brain) of cognitive thinking, also known
as reasoning habits, which include: deduc-
ing, generalizing, conveying, inferring,
inducing, sensing, guessing, recognizing,
discovering, etc.

These reasoning habits help humans, in
managing their everyday life, to make connec-
tions and continue with the tried and tested, or
if necessary also to discover something new.
When forms of cognitive reasoning stand the
test, they turn into habits, becoming estab-
lished as forms — as formats — of reasoning that
can be used to build logical syllogisms. For
Peirce, the forms of logical reasoning such as
induction, deduction and abduction are not
unhistorical inferences valid for their own
sake, but rather different and more or less good
forms of cognitive thinking, each of which is
suited to a specific cognitive situation and spe-
cific groups.

FROM INDUCTION TO DEDUCTION
AND TO THE ABDUCTIVE TURN

Humanity has developed and explored many
ways of acquiring (reliable) knowledge.
Particularly for scientists, observing reality is
an especially valuable way of doing this, as it
offers the best and safest way of arriving at
valid statements and theories. For the propo-
nents of empirical research, reason without
sense data appears to be blind, and only sys-
tematic investigation of the inner and outer
world with the aid of the human senses can
(so it is believed) shed light on the dark:
‘And as for the first, that all general elements
are given in perception’ (Peirce CP' 5.186—,
1905). From perception, if recurring relia-
bly, a rule is then derived to which ‘probabil-
ity’ or even ‘validity’ is ascribed. The man-
ner of reasoning behind it is usually called
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induction, and for a long time it was consid-
ered to be the central form of inference for
discovering new ideas.

In terms of the history of science, this claim
(and hope) of inductionism was rejected very
early on. Instead, many researchers (e.g.
Popper, 2002; Reichenbach, 1983) relied on
empirically based intuition in discovery (logic
of discovery) and a strictly empirical-logical
process of justification (logic of justification).
This ‘solution’ went hand in hand with a strict
division between the logic, or more appropri-
ately the art, of discovery and the logic of jus-
tification. Since, by this account, discoveries
result from psychological rather than logical
factors, the unscientific discovery must be
separated from the scientific justification of
theories.

From the beginning, qualitative social
research vehemently rejected separation of the
context of discovery and the context of justifi-
cation and, in some cases explicitly referring to
the work of Peirce, regarded the operation of
discovery, namely abduction, as logic: ‘It must
be remembered that abduction, although it is
very little hampered by logical rules, neverthe-
less is logical inference, asserting its conclu-
sion only problematically or conjecturally, it is
true, but nevertheless having a perfectly defi-
nite logical form’ (Peirce CP 5.188—, 1905).

Clearly in reference to Peirce’s work on
abduction, qualitative social researchers have,
in the course of the last four decades, devel-
oped, tested and in some cases already canon-
ized new plausibilities for socio-scientific
research (methodologies and methods). These
new plausibilities have themselves emerged
out of the critique of classical standards (see
the critique of a purely inductive approach in
Gubrium and Holstein, 1997: 34, and
Silverman, 2010: 85), and it is also through
this criticism that qualitative research found
its shape and its self-conception. This type of
research, variously referred to as ‘qualitative
research’, ‘interpretative paradigm’ and
‘interpretive social research’, claimed as its
own the ability to shed (more) light on issues
that previously attracted little attention from
science or are socially enshrouded (subjective

perspectives, latent patterns, or behind the
scenes of organizations, for instance) and
above all to discover new ideas in a system-
atic and ‘logical’ way, in other words by
abduction. That is why, for proponents of
qualitative social research, the logic of social
research is made up of three stages: abduc-
tion, deduction and induction.

If there was long a belief within qualitative
social research, in part due to formulations to
that effect from early grounded theory circles,
that induction was the fundamental logical
operation for finding new theories, since the
1990s hopes have been pinned on abduction
alone. Since then, almost all newer textbooks
on qualitative social research have come to
include a somewhat lengthy chapter on the
form and strategic significance of abduction
(Flick et al., 2004; Bryant and Charmaz,
2007). Proponents of virtually all qualitative
methods are unusually unanimous in claiming
abduction as the fundamental operation of
their own research programmes (Reichertz,
2003, 2004 and 2010; Schroer and Bidlo,
2011; Eberle, 2011). According to them, only
abduction can promise the discovery of truly
new knowledge and theories.

DEDUCTION, INDUCTION AND
ABDUCTION

If we are now to make a serious attempt, in
(qualitative and quantitative) research, to
analyse collected data, in other words to
typologize them according to particular fea-
tures and orders of features, the question
very soon arises of how we may bring a little
order to the chaos of the data. This is only to
a very small extent a matter of work organi-
zation (sorting of data) and much more a
question of how the unmanageable variety of
the data may be related to theories: either pre
existing or still to be discovered. In this
undertaking (following the ideas of Peirce),
we may, in ideal terms, distinguish between
three procedures, and in what follows I subdi-
vide the second procedure into two subgroups;
not because there are fundamental differences
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between the two, but rather because in this
way the difference we have already spoken
of between abduction and hypothesis or
qualitative induction can be made clearer (for
a fuller discussion of this, see Reichertz,
2003, 2010).

Abduction as a Reasoning Habit

Research begins with an unpleasant feeling:
the feeling of genuine surprise (see also
Nubiola, 2003; 2005; Kruijff, 2005).
Surprise, doubt and anxiety are what make
the beginnings of, or more accurately the
reasons for, research: ‘Each branch of sci-
ence begins with a new phenomenon which
violates a sort of negative subconscious
expectation’ (Peirce CP 7.188—, 1901). Other
authors also stress how doubt and anxiety
drive the search for the new: ‘Doubt, accord-
ingly, is the initiator of inquiry. Doubt is not
just the absence of belief; rather, it is that
state of uncertainty as to what to do next that
characterizes the existential situation that we
sometimes call “anxiety”, at other times sim-
ply “frustration”” (Strauss, 1988: 3). Genuine
doubt drives research. And very rarely scien-
tific research begins with pure curiosity.

Research thus does not begin with theories
or suppositions we wish to test. Both qualita-
tive and quantitative research rather begin
when we are genuinely surprised to find that
something is significantly different from what
we expect. First comes the surprise that it is not
what we expected, then the doubt about
whether our old beliefs are still appropriate,
and then the anxiety of not knowing what
comes and what to do next. This generates the
desire for research, the need to investigate real-
ity, so that we can regain a sense of security for
our actions.

Research is necessary, then, when old
beliefs continually lead to surprises and there-
fore are of no help — in short, they obstruct
rather than permit action. This is when new
(socially) created beliefs must be brought into
the world. The kind of reasoning that can
bring about new beliefs (if we are to follow
Peirce) is ‘abduction’.? Abduction begins

when the human actor is taken by surprise,
and it ends when the surprise is replaced by
understanding and the ability to make predic-
tions (see also Aliseda, 2005).

The starting point for any abduction is
empirical data. Scientists interpret the empiri-
cal data by de- and recontextualizing it, and in
so doing arrive at new ideas: ‘We turn over our
recollections of observed facts; we endeavour
so to rearrange them, to a few of them in such
new perspective that the unexpected experi-
ence shall no longer appear surprising’ (Peirce
CP 7.36—, 1907). What is really ‘new’, how-
ever, it is only vaguely possible to say (see
also Eberle, 2011): whether it is a new combi-
nation of old and partly familiar ideas, or the
discovery of an idea that has never before
existed, initially plays a secondary role for
Peirce. The decisive point is that this idea,
which in this form is new, explains or explains
better something that was previously unex-
plained or unclear.

In terms of theoretical predisposition,
abduction attempts as far as possible to begin
its observations without presuppositions and,
above all, without theories: ‘Abduction
makes its start from the facts, without, at the
outset, having any particular theory in view,
though it is motivated by the feeling that a
theory is needed to explain the surprising
facts. ... Abduction seeks a theory’ (Peirce
CP 7.218-, 1903). That is not to say that
researchers embark on their work in igno-
rance or with no knowledge of the specialist
literature, but it does mean that they put their
knowledge of the world to one side for a
moment and do not use it to help them in
their observation of the world.

In the course of research, abduction occurs,
if it occurs at all, in a kind of “flash’, spontane-
ously and completely, and it has a lot to do (as
Peirce formulates in an often misinterpreted
passage of text) with ‘guessing’: ‘Abduction is
that kind of operation which suggests a state-
ment in no wise contained in the data from
which it sets out. There is a more familiar
name for it than abduction; for it is neither
more nor less than guessing’ (Peirce MS 692.
23—, 1901; see also Peirce, 1929: 268).
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Yet abduction is not the product of unin-
formed guessing or a god-given ability to rec-
ognize what is right, but is rather a matter of
absorbing (the greatest possible amount of)
environmental data, which are then (albeit
subconsciously) interpreted and used to arrive
at a meaningful conclusion. The brain (and
William James in particular referred to this
repeatedly in his work — see Pape, 2002)
stores, metaphorically speaking, all manner of
worldly knowledge, its typifications and its
extent in the course of human action. These
also include the ‘petites perceptions’ to which
Alfred Schiitz, following Leibniz, ascribes a
central role for decisions between possible
actions. These are the perceptions humans are
not aware of, partly because they make such a
minor impression and partly because they are
so unified that it is no longer possible to tell
them apart (see Schiitz, 1972). These ‘minor
perceptions’ correspond to Peirce’s uncon-
scious perceptions, interpretation of which is
the basis of abduction. The ‘spirit’ or, more
moderate, the ‘brain’ or the consciousness (in
the sense of Schiitz) then adds a unifying idea
to the data. It does this ‘by introducing an idea
not contained in the data, which gives connec-
tions which they would not otherwise have
had’ (Peirce CP 1.383—, 1890). Only the
human ‘mind’ creates connections in certain
(logical) forms, believes it can see similarities
and differences, and supposes it can distin-
guish between cause and effect.

From this perspective, it takes two things to
make good research: observation and reason.
Without the data acquired through observation,
the mind is idle. And the mind can and should
be prepared to work ‘well’: “The clue lies with
the relevance of control to the operation of its
lumen naturale. We can control the flashes of
insight involved in retroduction in so far as we
can prepare our minds to receive them through
research and discussion’ (Ayim, 1974: 41). Or
to put it another way: ‘Abduction takes place
in medias res and is influenced by previous
thoughts’ (Anderson, 1986: 161). That is why
abduction is always informed guessing.

The objective of every form of cognitive
reasoning is to create firm beliefs which help to

make us (more) secure in our actions. The
quality of the knowledge is measured by its
future viability. If abduction helps us to act,
then it is good (see also Houser, 2005).

The logical form of creating new ideas is
that of abduction. Here one has decided (with
whatever degree of awareness and for what-
ever reason) no longer to adhere to the conven-
tional view of things. This way of creating a
new ‘type’ (the relationship of a typical new
combination of features) is a creative outcome
which engenders a new idea. This kind of asso-
ciation is not obligatory, and is indeed rather
risky. Abduction ‘proceeds’, therefore, from a
known quantity (= result) to two unknowns
(= rule and case). Abduction is therefore a
cerebral process, an intellectual act, a mental
leap, that brings together things which one had
never associated with one another: a cognitive
logic of discovery.

Deduction

A second type of data analysis consists in the
procedure of subsumption. Subsumption pro-
ceeds from an already known context of
features, that is from a familiar rule (e.g. ‘all
horses make a clattering noise with their
hooves when they run’) and seeks to find this
general context in the data (e.g. the case in
question is a horse), in order to obtain knowl-
edge about the individual case (e.g. the horse
in question makes a clattering noise with its
hooves). The logical form of this intellectual
operation is that of deduction: the single case
in question is subordinated to an already
known rule. Here a tried and trusted order is
applied to the new case. New facts (concern-
ing the ordering of the world) are not experi-
enced in this way. Deductions are therefore
tautological, they tell us nothing new. But
deductions are not only tautological, they are
also truth conveying: if the rule offered for
application is valid, then the result of appli-
cation of the rule is also valid.

Deductions nevertheless only convey the
‘truth’ contained in the original premise,
which ultimately is always a general rule. The
‘truth’ of deductive reasoning in three steps
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(i.e. (1) All humans are mortal. (2) Socrates is
human. (3) Therefore Socrates is mortal.) is
based solely on the truth of the rule that all
humans in the real world are mortal.

To what extent the truth of such deductions
is dependent on the truth of the premise is
shown very clearly in the following, as far as
the logical steps are concerned similar, for
example: (1) All men are pigs. (2) Peter is a
man. (3) Therefore Peter is a pig. The truth of
this inference does not ensue from logical rea-
soning (i.e. by deduction), but purely from the
observable fact if Peter actually is a pig.

The general logical form of the deduction
(i.e. (1) Y is true for all X. (2) Z is a proper
subset of X. (3) Therefore Y is also true for Z.)
is the formal description of a truth-conveying
inference operation, yet it is essentially made
up of tautological transformations of the origi-
nal premise. This characteristic of deduction
can be demonstrated particularly clearly using
a deduction from geometry as an example of
all forms of mathematical deduction. The
example is as follows: (1) Any space having
three and only three corners is called a triangle.
(2) Space X has three and only three corners.
(3) Therefore we call space X a triangle. It is
important to stress here that deductions of this
kind are nothing more than tautological trans-
formations of definitions that are turned into
new statements with the aid of formal logic;
these new statements are ‘true’ if the transfor-
mations are made deductively.

It is only in this area of mathematical axio-
matics that deduction reliably conveys a truth.
However, deduction only conveys the old,
Sfamiliar truth; it does not produce a new one.

By contrast, in the case of empirical prem-
ises, that is statements about reality, deductions
only convey truths to a very limited extent; and
the attempt at the beginning of the twentieth
century to apply the propositional logic of
mathematics in socio-scientific research is
seen as having failed entirely: in the real world,
logical deductions put no bread on the table,
since empirical data are not logical, but diverse.
To what extent formal deductive logic can
produce nonsense has been demonstrated
many times — but to particularly entertaining

effect by Eugéne Ionesco and more specifi-
cally in his play Rhinoceros (Ionesco, 2000).

Quantitative and Qualitative
Induction

A third form of data analysis consists of
extending, or generalizing, into an order or
rule the combinations of features that are
found in the data material. Generalization
(see Maxwell and Chmiel, Chapter 37, this
volume) takes the characteristics of a small
selection of elements of a specific group to
be representative of the characteristics of all
elements of that group. The implication
inherent in this manner of reasoning is that
all the elements of a group have the same
features.

To take again an example for illustrating
this: I have seen a lot of horses when they are
running, and they all make a clattering noise
with their hooves. The generic group is
‘horses’, the subgroup contained within it is
‘the horses I have seen running’, and the ‘same
features’ are ‘the clatter of their hooves’. The
generalization is: ‘All horses make a clattering
noise with their hooves when they run.’” This
statement is based on many observations of
many horses, leading to the conclusion that all
horses make a clattering noise with their
hooves when they run. Yet that is not necessar-
ily true, since observation was only of many,
and not all, horses.

The logical form of this intellectual opera-
tion is that of quantitative induction. It trans-
fers the quantitative properties of a sample to a
totality; it ‘extends’ the single case into a rule.
Quantitative inductions therefore are equally
tautological, but not truth conveying. The
results of this form of inferencing are merely
probable. This example illustrates, in addition
to the procedure of quantitative induction, also
its shortcomings, since it can lead, as Russell’s
chicken shows (below), to grave errors and
action that, by dint of being dangerous, is
wrong.

One particular variant of the inductive pro-
cessing of data consists of assembling certain
qualitative features of the investigated sample
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in such a way that this combination of features
resembles another (that is already available in
the repertoire of knowledge of the interacting
community) in essential points. In this case
one can use the term that already exists for this
combination to characterize one’s ‘own’ form.
The logical form of this operation is that of
qualitative induction. The existence of certain
qualitative features in a sample implies the
presence of other features. (For example, I can
hear a clatter that in many ways sounds like the
clatter of hooves. Conclusion: the clatter of
hooves comes from horses, so there must be
horses nearby.)

The observed case (token) is an instance of
a known order (type). To summarize: if quan-
titative induction makes inferences about a
totality from the quantitative properties of a
sample, qualitative induction (by contrast) sup-
plements the observed features of a sample
with others that are not perceived. It is only in
this sense that this form of induction tran-
scends the borders of experience; that is, only
the experience of the sample in question. This
inference only extends knowledge to the extent
that it proceeds from a limited selection to a
larger totality. Qualitative induction is not a
valid but only a probable form of inference,
although it does have the advantage of being
possible to operationalize (albeit with diffi-
culty). Qualitative induction is the basis of all
scientific procedures that find, in collected
data, only new versions of what is already
known.

The selected example that reproduces the
American saying, ‘If you hear the clatter of
hooves in Helsinki, think horse not zebra’, was
deliberately chosen because it makes clear the
difficulties with the different forms of induc-
tion and abduction and their embeddedness in
a situation. When is the conclusion ‘horse’
justified for the clatter of hooves, and when
‘zebra’? Both are qualitative inductions, but
they differ in terms of their probability in a
particular situation (depending on whether I
am in Cape Town or in Helsinki, at the zoo or
in a street). This conclusion is nevertheless not
an abduction, since it is not necessary to create
a new idea to answer the question (who is

making the clattering noise?), but to draw on
an old one.

However, let us take a closer look at this
example and find out something about induc-
tion as a reasoning habit: before a person can
ask whether the clattering of hooves they are
hearing is made by a horse or a zebra, their
brain (or they themselves or their conscious-
ness?) must decide or, better, discern what it is
they are hearing — in other words, what the
rhythmical, hollow sound actually means. Is
someone banging two coconut halves together
(as in Monty Python and the Holy Grail) or is
someone hammering, or is it the sound of a
hoofed animal running? This decision, which
is the product of subconsciously registering
and evaluating the features of the acoustic
trace of the event (which in difficult cases can
be raised into the consciousness), is in logical
terms a cognitive improvement, a logical infer-
ence from the qualities of an event (certain
noises) of a certain, familiar type (clattering of
hooves). This induction is qualitative, as rec-
ognizing always has the structure of qualitative
induction.

It is only when the brain (or the conscious-
ness?) has become aware that the noise is the
clatter of hooves that the person asks the next
question (usually without experiencing the two
as separate processes), namely whether the
clatter of hooves is coming from a horse, a
donkey, a pony, a foal or a zebra. In this case it
is crucially important where the hearer is in the
world and in what situation. Are they at the zoo,
in a stable, or on a journey through the high-
lands of Tibet? Do they hear the sound in
Helsinki or on the South African steppe or at a
research station on the pack ice? In the first
case (presuming they are not at the zoo), they
will conclude that a horse, in the second a
zebra and in the third a radio is responsible for
the clattering of hooves.

The first inference, that it is the clatter of
hooves, is probably the more complex and dif-
ficult, and it can only take place if the person
has learned through socialization to recognize
the special features of clattering hooves and
can distinguish between them and other, simi-
lar noises. Once that has been learned, the
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inference takes place subconsciously, albeit
not without reasons. The second inference is
likewise of a social nature and requires the
reasoner to reflect on the situation and the con-
ditions surrounding it.

Inductive inferences are tenuous, since they
are not truth conveying but only more or less
probable. A good example of the logical form of
an inductive inference and the problems associ-
ated with it was provided by Bertrand Russell:

We know that all these rather crude expectations
of uniformity are liable to be misleading. The man
who has fed the chicken every day throughout its
life at last wrings its neck instead, showing that
more refined views as to the uniformity of nature
would have been useful to the chicken. ... The
mere fact that something has happened a certain
number of times causes animals and men to
expect that it will happen again. Thus our instincts
certainly cause us to believe the sun will rise
tomorrow, but we may be in no better a position
than the chicken which unexpectedly has its neck
wrung. (Russell, 1912: 54ff.)

Russell’s chicken, which by inductive inference
from its perception (= being fed by the man)
derives a rule (the man is good, he will always
feed me), has the ultimate certainty for its life,
up until shortly before it comes to a bitter end,
that the hand that feeds him is well meaning,
because this hypothesis has been confirmed day
in, day out and without exception.

To sum up: deduction begins with a valid
law and asserts that something will behave in a
certain way. Induction observes individual
parts of the unique diversity of the world and
attempts to determine rules and laws to order
its infinite manifestations. Induction can only
hope that the rules ascertained in one limited
situation also apply in other contexts. Deduction
interprets the world ‘from above’, from within
a system of rules. Induction interprets the world
“from below’, still searching for the rules. While
deduction has the unresolved problem of the as
yet still unproven rule, inductions have the
handicap of not being able to consider all the
data in their infinite diversity. Both share the impos-
sibility of creating new knowledge. The one gen-
eralizes what is already known, the other
subsumes everything to it. Only abduction,

which creates hypotheses and conjectures from
the interpretation of perception and ideas, is
capable of bringing a new idea to life (for the
application of abduction to the process of
grounded theory analysis see Thornberg and
Charmaz, Chapter 11, this volume).

THE THREE-STAGE LOGIC OF
RESEARCH

The three aforementioned reasoning processes
do not exist in isolation, each with its own
value, they also make sense together — if they
take place in a certain order. This practice of
employing the three types of reasoning one
after the other has proven itself in scientific
research, which is why it is possible to talk of
a research ‘habit’ here. Together, the three
stages of reasoning form the basic framework
of any scientific research — qualitative as well
as quantitative (Santaella, 2005: 183;
Chauviré, 2005). However, in quantitative
research, less attention is paid to the first step,
abduction. In an idealized way of speaking the
three stages happen in a subsequent order. In
the actual research processes they are some-
times mixed (see also Magnani, 2005).

As the first stage of scientific research,
abduction searches for a meaningful rule, a
possibly valid or fitting explanation for some
surprising fact, which takes away the surprise
by making us understand. The search culmi-
nates in a (linguistic) hypothesis. Once a
hypothesis has been found, it is generally fol-
lowed (both in quantitative and in qualitative
research) by several stages of testing.

Abduction (according to Peirce) needs no
justification, but that is not the case for the
product of abduction, hypothesis. It can and
must be tested, and with the hypothesis so too
stands or falls the abduction. Hypotheses bear
linguistic witness to non-linguistic logical pro-
cesses. These hypotheses can be criticized
because they can be tested. And they can be
tested because they are propositions which are
stated, supposed, feared or hoped for.

How can and should such testing be
designed? Hypotheses are full of implications
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which can be derived from them. Attempting
to do this and test them as fully as possible
marks the beginning of the second major stage
of research, the testing phase.

The hypothesis is the link between the dis-
covery phase and the testing phase. The
hypothesis says that something will be in the
future with a certain probability. It supplies no
justification of this statement, but it does offer
possibilities for testing it. Systematic testing of
the hypothesis takes place in three steps: first
comes the abductively derived hypothesis, the
formulation of a rule in a proposition; then a
prediction is deduced from this rule and ‘veri-
fied’ or “falsified’ by means of observation and
induction. Every induction, whether quantita-
tive or qualitative, is thus preceded by a rule, in
the broad sense: a theory. From this theory
predictions are deduced, and the third stage
looks for the facts to confirm the supposition.
Abduction searches for theories, deduction for
predictions, induction for facts.

If the facts prove elusive, the process starts
again from the beginning and repeats itself until
the facts that ‘fit” are found. On these terms, it is
possible (following on from Peirce) to develop
a three-stage research logic of abduction, deduc-
tion and induction. If discovery is largely not
open to conscious and systematic access, testing
takes place according to operationalizable and
rule-driven, reason-controlled standards.

Yet, however extensively an abductively
derived hypothesis is tested, that is by deduc-
ing consequences from it and confirming them
by induction, and then repeating the three
stages ad infinitum, it is still not possible to
achieve certainty as to its validity:

It must then find confirmation or else shift its foot-
ing. Even if it does find confirmations, they are all
partial. It still is not standing upon the bedrock of
fact. It is walking upon a bog, and can only say,
this ground seems to hold for the present. Here |
will stay till it begins to give away. Moreover, in all
its progress, science vaguely feels that it is only
learning a lesson. (Peirce CP 5.589-, 1898)

A single stage on its own, abduction or induc-
tion in itself, can provide little certainty. It is for
this reason that abduction is only the first part

of an empirical research strategy — research
must not under any circumstances restrict itself
to the separate forms of reasoning. Abduction
without testing is meaningless. Abductively
derived hypotheses, however, which stub-
bornly continue to stand the test are much more
valid — not because they are ‘more true’, but
because they have proven useful in more situa-
tions. Nevertheless, ‘I am not standing upon a
bedrock, but I am walking upon a bog’. Such
research logic intriguingly enough resembles
the fallibilism explicitly developed later by
Popper (2002) in the knowledge of Peirce’s
argumentation (see also Chauviré, 2005).
However, there is one error that ‘abduction-
ists’ are prone to make in their research: they
often believe that only true abductions are
worth the research effort. This, however, is to
confuse an ordinary day in research with a red-
letter day. Researchers should not make the
mistake of only chasing after abductive
‘flashes’. Everyday scientific research is not
always about making new discoveries. Often
(or even usually), researchers will come across
an already known order and a theory to explain
it. That is why both qualitative induction and
abduction are part of entirely routine scientific
work. Both complement each other. New
research data must constantly be tested to find
out if their characteristics correspond ade-
quately to those of existing types (= known
theories and concepts). If this is the case, they
are ascribed to a theory by qualitative induc-
tion — that is everyday research routine. It is
only when this assessment concludes that none
of the previously known concepts or theories
adequately matches the data that abduction
comes in. Then it is time to discover something
new — and it is a red-letter day for research.

HOW TO RECOGNIZE THE OFFSIDE
RULE IN SOCCER

A detailed example can help to explain the
peculiarities, capabilities and limitations of
all the forms of reasoning addressed here.
For this purpose it would have been best to
take an example from the concrete work of a
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social researcher. However, this would have
involved presenting the case, its context and
data in detail. As the space to do this is not
available here, I have taken an example in
which the circumstances, context and data
are more or less familiar to everyone: soccer.

People virtually everywhere in the world are
moved by soccer, and everywhere the game is
the subject of sometimes very heated debate.
Often, that debate centres on whether a refer-
ee’s decision was right or wrong. Offside deci-
sions are one particularly frequent point of
contention — not only because they concern
situations that can decide the outcome of a
match, but because the rule is not an open
book, even to soccer fans. Part of the reason
why the offside rule is special is that soccer has
rules about behaviour during a challenge for
the ball and rules about the position of the
players on the pitch.

The thought experiment begins here, and it is
every bit comparable with the everyday prac-
tice of social researchers in that they too are
constantly confronted with the problem of (re)-
constructing rules in their field of observation.
Anyone with no or only a vague knowledge of
the rules of the game who watches a soccer
match, either willingly or unwillingly, will see
that the man in black, whom they have heard
referred to as the referee, frequently blows his
whistle loudly during the game. When he
blows his whistle, the players stop playing.

If this person is a careful and accurate observer,
they will notice after a certain amount of time that
the referee always blows his whistle if a particu-
larly rough challenge is made for the ball, a
player is down and possibly injured. After the
whistle, the ball is given to the team whose player
suffered the rough challenge, and the match
resumes. That (for anyone with any knowledge
of other sports) is still possible to follow.

However, the observer will have difficulty
with one particular type of whistle blowing,
which occurs when one team is in front of the
opponent’s goal and play is suddenly inter-
rupted by the whistle, without any rough
challenge for the ball taking place before-
hand. The observer is surprised and no longer
knows what is happening.

If this problem is approached deductively,
there are various possibilities anyone with a
knowledge of other games could attempt in
three steps. For example: (1) All players are
governed by rules. (2) Soccer is a game.
(3) Soccer is also governed by rules. It is also
possible to deduce that: (1) All actors in a foot-
ball match act according to rules. (2) The referee
is an actor in the football match. (3) The referee
acts according to rules. The chain can then
be continued: (1) The referee blows his whistle
when a rule is broken. (2) The referee has blown
his whistle. (3) A rule has been broken. The
deductive reasoner will not get much further
than this. They will conclude that, on the basis
of their deductions, a rule was, or rather must
have been, broken during the game, otherwise
the referee would not have blown his whistle.

Using induction, the observer would take a
different approach: they would observe in
exactly which situations the referee blows his
whistle and would see that, when the referee
whistles with no rough challenge for the ball
preceding it, the referee’s assistant raised his
flag shortly before the whistle. Once the idea
occurs to the observer that the unexpected
whistle has something to do with the lines-
man’s flag and they take a closer look, keeping
track of the times it happens, they will find that
the linesman raised his flag before the referce
blew his whistle on each of the observed occa-
sions. And the observer inductively comes to
the realization that, whenever the linesman
raises his flag, the referee blows his whistle,
and, further, the referee always blows his whis-
tle when the linesman raises his flag.

An observer using abductive inference
would also watch the events on the pitch very
closely. However, they would also be looking
for a rule to explain the behaviour of the lines-
man and the referee. If the observer is able to
take note of the players’ positions at the
moment the ball is passed, and realize that the
referee blows his whistle whenever a player
from the team in possession of the ball is closer
to the opponents’ goal line than the ball and the
second-last opponent when the pass takes
place, then the observer has reached this con-
clusion abductively. As soon as this rule comes
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to mind, the observer also understands what is
happening on the pitch. This rule is by no
means easy to find and can only be understood
at second glance, when the observer has under-
stood the point of the game.

Once the observer has arrived at this rule
abductively, they can predict when and why
the referee will blow his whistle in future. And
if they too want to play football at some time,
they will know how to avoid offside positions.
If an observer already knows the offside rule
and therefore concludes that a player must be
offside if the whistle is blown unexpectedly,
they reach that conclusion by qualitative induc-
tion. The observer ‘recognizes’ a case for the
rule being applied and, rather than producing
anything new, merely recognizes what they
have seen as a token of a type.

When the observer has (re)constructed the
offside rule, they can predict by deduction the
situations in which the referee will whistle
again (the referee always whistles when ...).
This rule can then be operationalized and
tested in a small study. The observer watches
the match with this rule in mind and checks
whether the situation in the game corresponds
to the rule every time it occurs. They will
quickly find that the first rule applies often, but
not always. Sometimes the situation is differ-
ent — for example, for a throw-in or a goal-kick
—and it is different again if the player with the
ball takes a direct shot at the goal. All these
tests add new information to the initial offside
rule and thereby improve it. This continues
until such time as observing the game reveals
no new surprises. The rule is then complete
and could sound like this:

A player is offside if he is closer to the opponents’
goal line than the ball and the second-last defence
player. Being in an offside position in itself does
not constitute an offence. Similarly, it is not an
offence if the offside player receives the ball
directly from a goal-kick, throw-in or corner-kick.
Players are penalized for being offside if the player
is actively involved in play and his team-mate
touches or plays the ball. Actively involved means
that the player is in active play, interferes with his
opponent or gains an advantage from his posi-
tion. (Official rules of the German Soccer
Association)

WHAT IS A GOOD THEORY?

What is a good theory (see Kelle, Chapter 38,
this volume)? Before it is possible to answer
this question, we have to ask what a good
abduction is. Peirce’s answer:

What is a good abduction? ... Of course, it must
explain the facts. ... The question of the goodness
of anything is whether that thing fulfils its ends.
What, then, is the end of an explanatory hypoth-
esis? Its end is, through subjection to the test of
experiment, to lead to the avoidance of all sur-
prise and to the establishment of a habit of posi-
tive expectation that shall not be disappointed.
(Peirce CP 5.198-, 1905)

From this it follows that a good theory is a the-
ory that keeps us safe from surprises, in other
words one that explains everything it is impor-
tant to know for people and their actions. Such
a theory is only possible, however, and this is
the crux of the matter, if all members of a com-
munity are safe from surprises. Because ‘all’
also always refers to those who are born after us,
the research process can never come to an end.

Some problems (according to Peirce) are
easy to solve, others possibly never. Many ques-
tions have already been answered definitively
and thus correctly, but it is also the case ‘that
some finite number of questions, we can never
know which ones, will escape getting answered
forever’ (Peirce CP 8.43—, 1885). Since there is
‘nothing to distinguish the answerable questions
from the unanswerable ones’ (ibid.), researchers
have no choice but to test every answer over and
over again. Truth is thus not definitive, but pro-
visional. The attitude of researchers, therefore,
must be one of internalized scepticism.

Just how important Peirce considered ‘inter-
nalized” systematic doubt to be can be seen
from the following anecdote in his writing. In a
piece from 1897, Peirce remarks that he has
largely been overlooked by scientific critique.
Only once had he received praise, albeit origi-
nally intended as a reproach: ‘It was that a critic
said to me that I did not seem to be absolutely
sure of my own conclusions’ (Peirce CP 1.10-,
1897). A little more doubt in the certainty of its
findings would also suit contemporary science.
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NOTES

1. As is usual in the Peirce literature, the abbreviation CP
refers to the Collected Papers of Peirce (1931-1935). The
first figure names the volume. The figures following the
full stop refer to the chapter number. | have additionally
added the year of origin.

2. In the early days (of the reception) of the notion of
‘abduction’ there was a widespread misunderstanding of
Peirce’s position, namely that there are no differences
between 'hypothesis’ and ‘abduction” as forms of infer-
ence. From the modern point of view it is beyond ques-
tion that, up to about 1898, Peirce combined two very
different forms of inference under the name of ‘hypoth-
esis’. When he became aware of this unclear use of the
term, he elaborated a clear distinction between the two
procedures in his later philosophy, calling the one opera-
tion ‘qualitative induction’ and the other ‘abduction’ -
later also ‘retroduction’ (for more details see Reichertz,
2003, 2004 and 2010; also Eco, 1985 and the contribu-
tions to Semiotica, 2005, vol. 153).
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10

Interpretation and Analysis'

Interpretation is the challenge at the heart of
qualitative research. Without interpretation,
we cannot make sense of our data. As quali-
tative researchers, we aim to find out more
about people’s experiences, their thoughts,
feelings and social practices. To achieve this
aim, we need to ask questions about their
meaning and significance; we need to make
connections between different components
and aspects of the data in order to increase
our understanding. In other words, we need
to make the data meaningful through a pro-
cess of interpretation. This chapter aims to
reflect on the process of meaning-making in
qualitative research and to offer guidance in
relation to the conceptual, practical and ethi-
cal dimensions of interpretative practice in
qualitative research.

ORIGINS OF INTERPRETATION

Interpretation as a formal, purposeful and self-
conscious activity first emerged in the culture of
late classical antiquity. Originally, interpretation

Carla Willig

was concerned with making sense of difficult
and/or obscure documents, usually mythical
or religious writings such as biblical texts.
Sontag (1964/1994: 6) describes this early
approach to interpretation as ‘respectful’ in
that it was motivated by a desire to ‘reconcile
the ancient texts to “modern” demands’. Here,
interpretation was about making sure that
ancient texts which had been revered and held
sacred for a long time continued to play their
traditional role within a culture despite the fact
that their literal meaning did not make any
obvious sense to a contemporary audience.
Post-mythic consciousness and the emergence
of scientific enlightenment meant that these
texts did not speak for themselves anymore;
instead, they needed to be interpreted to reveal
their deeper, often symbolic, meaning in order
to stay relevant. Schmidt (2006: 4) points out
that the act of interpretation is based on ‘the
principle of charity or good will’ because any
interpretation is based on the assumption that,
however nonsensical or obscure a text may
appear to be, on some level ‘what is written
does make sense’. Since ancient times, the art
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of interpretation, or ‘hermeneutics’ (see
Schmidt, 2006, for an excellent introduc-
tion), was practised in a range of disciplines
including the interpretation of the law (legal
hermeneutics), interpretation of the bible
(biblical hermeneutics) and interpretation of
the classics (philological hermeneutics).
Later on, with the writings of Friedrich
Schleiermacher (1768-1834) and Wilhelm
Dilthey (1833—-1911), interpretation as a gen-
eralized human endeavour (‘universal herme-
neutics’) emerged as a concern, suggesting
that interpretation happens whenever we try to
understand spoken or written language or,
indeed, any human acts (see Wernet, Chapter 16,
this volume).

APPROACHES TO INTERPRETATION

Although interpretation happens wherever
and whenever meaning is made, within the
context of this chapter, we are particularly
concerned with meaning-making in qualita-
tive research. Most of the data qualitative
researchers work with takes the form of writ-
ten or spoken accounts and even though there
are important exceptions to this, here we are
primarily concerned with the interpretation
of various types of texts. Interpretation is a
response to the question ‘what does this
mean?’ and it is concerned with generating a
deeper and/or fuller understanding of the
meaning(s) contained within an account.
Depending on what we are looking for and
depending on which aspects of the data we
choose to focus our attention on, an interpre-
tation could generate any of the following:

e A better understanding of the author’s intended
meaning (i.e. a clearer sense of what he or she
was trying to express).

e A better understanding of the author’s uncon-
scious (i.e. unintended) communication (i.e. an
understanding of what may have motivated the
author to say what he or she said or did even
though he or she may not be aware of this moti-
vation him- or herself).

e A better understanding of the social, political,
historical, cultural and/or economic context

which made it possible (or indeed necessary) for
the author to express what he or she expressed.

e A better understanding of the social and/or psy-
chological functions of what is being expressed
(i.e. an insight into what is being achieved, in
relation to other people or the self, by what is
being expressed).

e A better understanding of what the account may
tell us about the nature and quality of a more
general concept such as ‘human existence’,
‘social progress’ or human psychology'.

The fact that very different interpretations of the
same material can be generated as a result of
asking different questions of and about it sug-
gests that every interpretation is underpinned by
assumptions which the interpreter makes about
what is important and what is worth paying
attention to, as well as what can be known about
and through the data. In other words, the type of
interpretation we generate depends upon the
ontological and epistemological positions we
adopt before we start the process of interpreta-
tion. It is also shaped by the interpreter’s ethical
and perhaps also political commitments in that
the questions we ask tend to be informed by our
wider projects, be they personal, intellectual,
social or political in nature (see Willig, 2012,
for a fuller discussion of the epistemological
bases of qualitative research in psychology).
The process of interpretation can generate
quite different types of knowledge, ranging
from (apparently) straightforward ‘transla-
tions’ of a surface meaning into a deeper,
‘true’ meaning, to an elaboration of meanings
which adds texture to the original account
without replacing it with something more
‘true’. Broadly speaking, there are two rather
different orientations to the interpretative task.
These have been characterized as interpreta-
tion driven by ‘suspicion’ and interpretation
driven by ‘empathy’, respectively (Ricoeur,
1970; see also Langdridge, 2007, for a clear
account of the difference between these two).

'SUSPICIOUS’ INTERPRETATION

‘Suspicious’ interpretation aims to reveal hid-
den truths. It is akin to detective work where
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clues are interpreted to find out what ‘really
happened’. Appearances are not taken at face
value (hence the reference to ‘suspicion’) and
instead are used as clues which point to a more
significant, latent meaning. ‘Suspicious’ inter-
pretation aims to unmask that which presents
itself, to bring out latent meaning which is
contained within but not immediately obvious
or which is actually obscured by appearances.
Psychoanalysis (in its original ‘classical’
Freudian form) is a good example of the use of
‘suspicious’ interpretation. The power of this
approach to interpretation is that it can render
apparently trivial or irrational phenomena (such
as acts of forgetting or slips of the tongue)
meaningful by going beneath the surface, fol-
lowing their traces right back to their origin
and, therefore, discovering their ‘true’ meaning
(see Wernet, Chapter 16, this volume).

‘Suspicious’ interpretations are theory
driven in the sense that to extract deeper mean-
ing from an account, it is necessary to have
access to theoretical concepts with which to
interrogate the text. Theory provides the lens
though which the text is read. A theory-driven
interpretation offers a reading which is informed
by a set of given concepts whose usefulness
and validity are being presupposed. One criti-
cism of ‘suspicious’ interpretations is that they
make the data fit the theory and this means that
they can never constitute a genuine test of the
theory (e.g. Popper, 1945). However, it could
be argued that testing the validity of theories is
not the aim of interpretation.

A ‘suspicious’ approach to interpretation
presupposes that the phenomena we encounter
(be they accounts, behaviours, symptoms,
social practices, historical events or whatever)
are merely the surface-level manifestations of
underlying processes and structures which gen-
erate them. What we encounter, that is to say
what appears before us, is not the whole story.
In fact, it is only the tip of the iceberg; real
understanding can only be gained by looking
underneath to find out ‘what is really going on’.
According to Ricoeur (1983/1996: 152) this
approach to interpretation aims ‘at demystify-
ing a symbolism by unmasking the unavowed
forces that are concealed within it’.

One consequence of this approach to inter-
pretation is that the interpreter occupies the
role of the expert who is capable of generating
a superior understanding of the phenomenon
under investigation. The interpreter who has
access to the theories required to decode what
presents itself is in a position to gain a better
understanding of the account, behaviour or
experience than the person who is actually at
the centre of it (e.g. the analytic patient, the
research participant, the social actor). From
this point of view, to experience something or
to enact something is not the same as under-
standing it. That is to say, the patient who
experiences a neurotic symptom does not nec-
essarily understand its meaning and origin, the
worker who goes on strike does not necessarily
understand his or her role in the class struggle,
the disaffected teenager does not necessarily
understand his or her rebelliousness as a mani-
festation of a moment of life stage transition,
and so on.

‘EMPATHIC' INTERPRETATION

This approach to interpretation seeks to
elaborate and amplify the meaning which is
contained within the material. The interpreter
stays with (rather than digs below) what pre-
sents itself and focuses on what is manifest
(as opposed to that which is hidden). The
interpreter attempts to illuminate that which
presents itself by paying special attention to
its features and qualities, by making connec-
tions between them and by noticing patterns
and relationships. Looking at the material
from different angles, zooming in and out,
foregrounding different parts of the whole as
well as moving between a focus on parts and
a focus on the whole, are all ways in which
this type of interpretation seeks to increase
understanding.

‘Empathic’ interpretation requires the inter-
preter to enter the phenomenon, to get inside it
and to try to understand it ‘from within’ (hence
the reference to ‘empathy’). This type of inter-
pretation refrains (as much as possible) from
importing ideas and concepts from the outside.
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‘Empathic’ interpretations are very much
grounded in the data. The aim is to amplify
meaning rather than to explain what something
‘is really about’. ‘Empathic’ interpretations do
not set out to explain why something occurs or
to identify a causal mechanism underpinning
the phenomenon.

All this does not mean, though, that
‘empathic’ interpretation only works with what
is explicit in the material that is being inter-
preted. In other words, there is a difference
between conducting an ‘empathic’ interpreta-
tion and simply describing or summarizing
what presents itself. One consequence of this is
that there can be conflicting empathic interpre-
tations of the same text. After all, interpretation
is concerned with clarification, elucidation and
understanding. It does seek to add something
to the material that is being interpreted, even if
that something is implicit in the material itself
rather than being brought to bear on it from the
outside. For example, an ‘empathic’ interpreta-
tion may involve the elucidation of an absence.
Take the example of an account which empha-
sizes that ‘every cloud has a silver lining’ and
which revolves around the various coping
strategies the narrator is using in order to ‘stay
positive’. Although the narrator has not actu-
ally mentioned, explicitly, why she feels the
need to ‘stay positive’ and, by implication, that
she is struggling with feeling low, her distress
shows itself indirectly through her account’s
preoccupation with trying to ‘stay positive’.
Interpretation as amplification of meaning
requires that attention is paid to the absent term
(the low mood) to which the coping strategies
are a response. As such, it does require that we
move beyond that which is foregrounded by
the narrator, the manifest content which in this
case is the positivity. However, interpretation
as amplification of meaning does not replace
the manifest content with another, more ‘real’
or ‘true’, meaning; rather it sheds further light
on that which is foregrounded by illuminating
the background against which this is set. It is a
question of pointing to parts of the picture
(perhaps less obvious, somewhat obscured
ones) as opposed to introducing entirely new
ideas or concepts into it.

This means that although ‘empathic’ inter-
pretation is not easy and is a skill which needs
to be developed and practised, it does not
require familiarity with existing theories. In
fact, ‘empathic’ interpretation benefits from
being carried out collaboratively, for example
when a client and a psychotherapist work
together in order to gain a better understanding
of the client’s thoughts, feelings and actions.
This approach to interpretation does not con-
struct an opposition between the one who
interprets (the expert) and that which is being
interpreted (e.g. the research participants or the
client’s words); rather, ‘empathic’ interpreta-
tion seeks to generate shared understanding by
helping the interpreter to enter the world of the
other (e.g. the research participant, the client)
and, by doing so, helping the other to notice
aspects of their experience which they have
not noticed before. It follows that this approach
to interpretation ‘aims at a re-collection of
meaning in its richest, most elevated, most
spiritual diversity’ (Ricoeur, 1983/1996: 152).

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
'SUSPICION’ AND 'EMPATHY’

The characterizations of the two approaches
to interpretation provided above suggest that
they are distinct, even opposing, approaches
which have little in common. However, this
is not necessarily the case. According to
Ricoeur, the two approaches to interpretation
produce different kinds of knowledge con-
cerned with understanding (generated
through ‘empathy’) and explanation (gener-
ated through ‘suspicion’), respectively.
However, Ricoeur (1983/1996) is quick to
point out that neither of the two interpretative
positions on its own can generate satisfactory
insight and that a combination of the two is
required. This is because neither ‘a reduction
of understanding to empathy’ nor ‘a reduc-
tion of explanation to an abstract combina-
tory system’ will do as the former is based
upon the ‘romantic illusion of a direct link of
congeniality between ... the author and the
reader’ while the latter presupposes the
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‘positivist illusion of a textual objectivity
closed in upon itself’; instead, Ricoeur
argues, what is required is ‘a dialectic of
understanding and explanation’ (1983/1996:
153—-4). Indeed, Ricoeur goes as far as ‘to
define interpretation by this very dialectic of
understanding and explanation’ (154).
Ricoeur’s position is the product of his
intensive engagement with the extensive litera-
ture in philosophical hermeneutics which has
been grappling with the question of what con-
stitutes a ‘good interpretation’ for a very long
time. Philosophers such as Schleiermacher,
Dilthey, Husserl, Heidegger and Gadamer,
among others, have sought to clarify the mean-
ing and nature of interpretation, and its rela-
tionship with and place within the human
condition. The challenge which all of these
philosophers have faced is to find a way of
accepting the subjective nature of the process
of attributing meaning to something while
acknowledging that interpretations are more
than idiosyncratic flights of fancy on the part
of the interpreter — that they generate a kind of
knowledge which is meaningful and which has
some validity in its own right and not just by
virtue of its relationship with the interpreter.
Solutions offered to this problem range from
Husserl’s attempt to develop a method which
would allow the meaning of things to show
themselves uncontaminated by the interpret-
er’s presuppositions and expectations, to
Heidegger’s turn to ontology whereby what is
of interest is the role of meaning-making in
human existence rather than the truth value of
the products of this activity. In between these
two positions, others have tried to specify just
how much distance, how much of a reflexive
gap, there can (or indeed needs) to be between
the subject (i.e. the interpreter) and the object
(i.e. the material to be interpreted) of the inter-
pretation to allow some kind of understanding,
some actual knowledge, to be generated. The
challenge at the heart of interpretation is that to
make sense of something, to understand some-
thing, we need to adopt a perspective from
which to view it and we need to have a rela-
tionship with it and ask questions about it.
However, this standpoint inevitably shapes

how something is seen and, therefore, what
can be known about it, thus removing the pos-
sibility of an ‘objective’ or ‘neutral’ view. This
paradoxical dynamic is reflected in the
‘hermeneutic circle’, which describes how
parts of a whole can only be understood on the
basis of an understanding of the whole, while
the whole itself can only be grasped on the
basis of an understanding of the parts. For
example, when we read or hear a sentence, we
make sense of the meaning of individual words
in the light of the meaning of the entire sen-
tence (e.g. there is no way of knowing which
meaning to attribute to the word ‘blind’ with-
out having access to the context in which it is
used, e.g. ‘Please, draw the blind’ versus ‘She
has been blind from birth’). At the same time,
however, if we did not know the meaning of
individual words in the first place, we would
not be able to develop an understanding of the
meaning of the whole sentence. Thus, the her-
meneutic circle points to an interdependence
between the parts and the whole, with neither
of them taking precedence.

Prior knowledge and what we bring with us
to the interpretative event play an important
role in the process of making sense of some-
thing. Indeed, it could be argued that an inter-
pretation tells us more about the interpreter
than it does about the material that has been
interpreted. However, Gadamer (1991; see
also Schmidt, 2006: ch. five) proposes that for
any understanding to take place, there needs to
be a fusion of the interpreter’s and the text’s
‘horizons’ so that in the encounter between the
interpreter and the text new insight can be
generated. It is the combination of the old (in
the form of the interpreter’s presuppositions
and assumptions which are informed by tradi-
tion and received wisdom) and the new (in the
form of the text) which makes understanding
possible. Ricoeur makes a related point when
he says that ‘the text ... belongs neither to its
author nor to its reader’ (1983/1991: 74; see
also Schmidt, 2006: ch. seven). Rather, the
appropriation of the text by the interpreter
requires that the interpreter enters the world of
the text and makes it his or her own by taking
up possibilities inherent within it. However, it
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is one thing to say that interpretation requires
that the interpreter and the text adapt to one
another and that both of them are changed by
the encounter, but it is quite another thing to
claim that the product of this assimilation is
valid knowledge. This raises the question of
how we evaluate an interpretation. As one
would expect, hermeneutic philosophers’
views on this question diverge radically, rang-
ing from the position that the application of a
correct methodology can generate valid inter-
pretations (Ricoeur) to the view that interpreta-
tive truth is an experiential event which occurs
when an interpretation’s (always partial) truth
shines forth and convinces those who encoun-
ter it, suggesting that agreement indicates the
validity (or truth) of the interpretation
(Gadamer). Other views include the position
that there is no interpretative ‘truth’, since
meaning itself is the product of a process of
discursive construction which relies upon a
decentred system of signifiers which only
acquire meaning in relation to one another but
which do not signify anything ‘real’ which
may exist outside of the system of signifiers
(Derrida).

It is clear, then, that how we go about gener-
ating interpretations and how we evaluate
other people’s interpretations depends to a
large extent on our views about the nature and
purpose of the act of interpretation. Anyone
who engages with interpretation as a conscious
and purposeful activity needs to think about
the epistemological (and, after Heidegger, also
the ontological) status of interpretation and to
adopt a position in relation to the questions
raised above. This is important because it helps
us to clarify our relationship with the insights
generated by our (and others’) interpretations
and to use them responsibly and ethically.

ETHICAL CHALLENGES

To interpret another person’s experience means
claiming to have access to (some of) its under-
lying meaning. During the act of interpretation
the interpreter moves beyond the surface mean-
ing of a description or representation and asks:

‘What does it mean?’ As a result, the act of
interpretation always involves a degree of
appropriation; the interpreter processes what he
or she sees, hears and/or reads, digests it,
metabolizes it and generates something new.
Whether this happens in collaboration with the
person whose experience is being interpreted
(as would be expected in a more ‘empathic’
reading) or whether it is done from the top
down (as would occur during a ‘suspicious’
reading), something is added to the original
material and (part of) that something comes
from the interpreter. This means that the inter-
preter has the power to shape what comes to be
known about somebody’s experience (see
Mertens, Chapter 35, this volume). However,
power always carries the risk of being abused
and there are circumstances in which the expe-
riences of some (usually less powerful) people
are misrepresented by other (usually more
powerful) people. For example, much has been
written about the power issues raised by psy-
choanalytic practice where the analyst’s expert
status together with the patient’s distressed and
often vulnerable condition can lead to the
imposition of meanings upon the patient’s
experience, meanings which can be unhelpful,
inaccurate or even damaging (see Frosh, 1997,
and Lomas, 1987, for reviews). At a more
overtly political level, the imposition of mean-
ings by ruling elites with the aim of silencing
those who challenge their power is another
example. Political protest can be interpreted as
an expression of mental disturbance leading to
the incarceration of political dissidents in asy-
lums, as happened in Soviet Russia and as still
happens in some parts of the world today.
Similarly, socially undesirable behaviours or
behaviours which challenge social norms can,
through interpretation, be converted into symp-
toms of mental ill health and then treated
accordingly. Historical examples of this include
pathologizing interpretations of female sexual-
ity leading to medical interventions such as
clitoridectomy, still widely practised in the
United States at the beginning of the twentieth
century, and of homosexual desire leading to
electroshock treatment and reconditioning
schedules for gay men, still widely used in the
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second half of the twentieth century. It is clear
that interpretation can be (ab)used in order to
control, oppress or manipulate others. This
means that interpretation raises ethical ques-
tions including questions about ownership:
Does the interpretation belong to those who
have generated it or to those whose words and
actions have been interpreted? We also need to
think about the status of the interpretation —
what does it tell us about? Does it tell us some-
thing about the nature of the experience that has
been interpreted or does it tell us something
about those who have produced the interpreta-
tion, or perhaps both? We also need to think
about the effects of the interpretation — what are
its consequences for those who have produced
it and for those at the receiving end of it? Once
in circulation, does the interpretation change
the lives of the people involved in them, and, if
so, does it improve or undermine them? Does it
change power relations between people or does
it reinforce existing relations?

It could be argued that the ethical challenges
associated with interpretation in qualitative
research are particularly acute where research-
ers are seeking to generate ‘suspicious’ inter-
pretations, particularly those which participants
themselves would not recognize or agree with.
Here, the risk of misrepresenting participants’
experiences by imposing theory-driven mean-
ings upon the data is great, and to avoid this
risk some would counsel against the applica-
tion of a ‘suspicious’ approach to interpreta-
tion, preferring a purely ‘empathic’ approach
instead (e.g. Flowers and Langdridge, 2007).
However, those who are willing to risk gener-
ating ‘suspicious’ interpretations argue that
there is value in digging beneath participants’
accounts of their experiences and that to refuse
to do so would mean giving up the opportunity
to gain a deeper understanding of what moti-
vates people, especially at an unconscious
level because taking people’s accounts at face
value means assuming that people are trans-
parent to themselves and others, and that there
is no depth and no mystery to their experiences
(Hollway and Jefferson, 2005).

In the remainder of this chapter, we shall
review a range of orientations to the use of

interpretation which underpin different quali-
tative research methods, and reflect on their
theoretical and ethical implications for the kind
of insights these methods can generate.
Methods covered in this discussion have been
selected in order to capture a wide range of
data collection techniques (ranging from the
use of written texts to forms of participant
observation) and epistemological positions so
as to demonstrate the relevance of interpreta-
tion across quite different methods.

THE PSYCHOANALYTIC CASE STUDY

The psychoanalytic case study is probably
the most obviously interpretative method of
analysis in that it offers a reading of a client’s
clinical material and presentation which aims
to make sense of something (a symptom, an
unexplained behaviour, an irrational prefer-
ence or dislike) which has failed to make
sense before. A psychoanalytic case study
applies concepts and perspectives informed
by psychoanalytic theory in order to solve
what appears to be a riddle, to unravel a mys-
tery. It translates surface-level manifestations
such as unreflected descriptions of experi-
ence and non-verbal expressions of emotions
into their underlying, deeper meaning and, as
a result, transforms a collection of puzzling
phenomena into a meaningful account of a
person’s psychological dynamic, including
their developmental history, unconscious
desires and defence mechanisms. Through
the case study, psychological mechanisms
such as distortions, substitutions, condensa-
tion and displacements of meaning are iden-
tified and exposed as the psyche’s ways of
disguising the true significance of the per-
son’s experience, a significance which is not
normally accessible to their own conscious
mind. A successful psychoanalytic case study
is, therefore, a tribute to the analyst’s inter-
pretative skills and ability.

In terms of its approach to interpretation,
therefore, the psychoanalytic case study is
committed to ‘suspicious’ interpretation. A
psychoanalytic approach to qualitative data
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analysis presupposes that research participants
‘may not know why they experience or feel
things in the way that they do’ and ‘are moti-
vated, largely unconsciously, to disguise the
meaning of at least some of their feelings and
actions’ (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000: 26).
Here, participants are unaware of the theoreti-
cal orientation of the researchers, their underly-
ing research question(s) and their hypotheses.
In the analysis of the data, the participants’
words are not taken at face value and attention
is paid also to what is not said and to what
participants appear to want (or do not want) to
come across as saying. The psychoanalytic
case study researcher is alert to any evidence,
both verbal and non-verbal, which points to
unconscious defences and motivations which
may be at work in the participant. This means
that the psychoanalytic case study’s approach
to interpretation positions the analyst as the
expert who (potentially) has superior skills in
accessing the ‘true’ meaning of the partici-
pants’ experience. Another important feature
of this type of research is the use of the relation-
ship between the researcher and the participant
whereby the researcher’s own experience of the
participant’s material and style of presentation
provide further data to be interpreted as evi-
dence of transference and counter-transference
(see Grant and Crawley, 2002: 4).

PHENOMENOLOGICAL RESEARCH

There are important differences between a
variety of phenomenological approaches (see
Eberle, Chapter 13, this volume) to qualita-
tive analysis, most particularly in relation to
their stance regarding the desirability (and,
indeed, the possibility) of producing accurate
‘descriptions’ of experiential phenomena
(see Lopez and Willis, 2004, and Finlay,
2009, for further information about the dif-
ferences between ‘descriptive’ and ‘interpre-
tative’, or ‘hermeneutic’, phenomenology).
However, all forms of phenomenological
research are committed to staying very close
to the text that is being analysed, ensuring
that it is the participant’s account (rather than

the researcher’s theoretical framework or
hypotheses) which drives the interpretation.
The participant’s account is not just the point
of departure but also the foundation of the
interpretation, and it is constantly revisited
throughout the analysis. In phenomenologi-
cal research, it is the participant’s account
which ‘is privileged as the source for the
interpretative activity which occurs’ (Eatough
and Smith, 2008: 190). Even hermeneutic
phenomenological analyses do not import a
particular theoretical framework into the data
and read the data through its lens. Instead, a
hermeneutic approach merely argues that it is
impossible to enter a text without adopting
some provisional perspective on it, without
posing some initial questions about it, and
without making some preliminary assump-
tions about its possible meaning(s). A phenom-
enological analysis (even a hermeneutically
inspired one), however, will always subject
its initial understanding of the material to
sustained questioning and review, allowing
the emerging understanding of the text itself
to challenge the researcher’s own prelimi-
nary assumptions about it. Thus, while the
phenomenological researcher accepts that it
may have been necessary to adopt a provi-
sional perspective on the text to find a ‘way
in’ to the data, he or she also accepts that once
the text has been entered, this initial perspec-
tive may prove to be inadequate to making
sense of the account and it will then be the
account itself which will continue to chal-
lenge and shape the researcher’s interpre-
tation of it. As such, phenomenological anal-
ysis is committed to an ‘empathic’ approach
to interpretation.

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS

Again, there are important differences
between versions of discourse analysis (see
Willig, Chapter 23, this volume). The most
well-known varieties of discourse analysis
are probably discursive psychology (e.g.
Edwards, 2004; Wiggins and Potter, 2008),
Foucauldian discourse analysis (e.g. Parker,
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1992; Kendall and Wickham, 1999) and criti-
cal discourse analysis (e.g. Wodak and Meyer,
2001; Fairclough, 2010). However, all vari-
eties of discourse analysis share a conceptu-
alization of language as constructive and
performative. Here, language does not simply
reflect what happens elsewhere (e.g. thoughts
and feelings inside a person or objective
events that take place in the social world).
Instead, language is seen as the medium
which actually brings particular versions of
events and experiences into being by con-
structing them in a particular way, for particu-
lar purposes, in particular social contexts.
From this point of view, language is not a
means to an end and it is not a way of access-
ing what is ‘really’ of interest to the researcher
(such as participants’ subjective experiences
and their inner worlds, or the social processes
they are involved in); instead, it is language
itself which is of interest to the researcher.
Discourse analytic research is driven by
research questions about the capacities and
characteristics of language rather than by
questions about the participants and their
experiences. For example, discourse analysts
might want to know what kinds of discourses
are used in the construction of illness talk or
what kinds of subject positions participants
take up when they talk about their attempts to
give up smoking. Some versions of discourse
analysis (e.g. Foucauldian discourse analysis,
or critical discourse analysis) are more con-
cerned with the availability of discursive
repertoires and the social, cultural and his-
torical contexts within which particular ways
of talking emerge. Other approaches (e.g.
discursive psychology) focus on the specific
ways in which discursive resources are actu-
ally deployed by participants within particu-
lar conversations. All forms of discourse
analysis, however, are interested in the effects
of discourse and in how particular ways of
constructing meaning through language ena-
ble or prevent, empower or constrain, action.

Discourse analysts do not tend to describe
their work as ‘interpretation’. They are not
interested in any hidden meanings which may
be discovered within a text and they are not

concerned with foregrounding and amplifying
unacknowledged aspects of a text’s meaning
and significance. Rather, discourse analysts are
concerned with how meaning is produced
through language in the first place. This means
that the analytic work focuses on the decon-
struction rather than amplification of meaning.
Meaning is removed, stripped away, if you
will, rather than added through the process of
analysis. And yet, there is interpretation in
discourse analysis. This is because discourse
analysis is based on a particular understanding
of the role of language. It presupposes a par-
ticular interpretation of the meaning of lan-
guage itself, of its function and its position in
human experience and action. In discourse
analytic research, therefore, interpretation
enters the picture at a very early stage, before
any actual analysis of data has been conducted.
Interpretation sets the scene for the analysis, it
shapes the choice of methodology and it
informs the questions which the researcher
asks of the text. It determines the ‘status of the
text’ in that it dictates what the text is taken to
represent and what it can tell us about; namely,
the way in which language is used to construct
a particular version of reality within a particu-
lar context. Discourse analysts, therefore, do
not take participants’ accounts at face value;
instead, they subject them to an analysis driven
by a particular theory of language and they
generate insights about the function of dis-
course which those who produced the accounts
are unlikely to be aware of or indeed to recog-
nize. In this sense, it could be argued that far
from refraining from interpretative activity,
discourse analysis could be described as adopt-
ing a ‘suspicious’ approach to interpretation.

GROUNDED THEORY

Grounded theory methodology (see Thornberg
and Charmaz, Chapter 11, this volume) seeks
to facilitate a process whereby new theories
can emerge from data. There are marked dif-
ferences between grounded theorists in terms
of the strategies which they recommend in
support of the process of theory generation;
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for example, while Glaser (1992) advises
against approaching the data with anything
other than an open mind, Strauss and Corbin
(1990/1998) are much more prescriptive in
that they recommend the use of a coding
paradigm which directs the researcher’s atten-
tion to particular features of the data (such as
interactional strategies and their conse-
quences). Despite these differences, grounded
theorists share an understanding that theory is
the goal of research rather than the starting
point. To facilitate theory development,
grounded theorists attempt to refrain from
theory-driven interpretations of their data,
preferring instead to take evidence at face
value in so far as participants’ accounts are
not subjected to a ‘suspicious’ reading. It is
assumed that participants mean what they say
and say what they mean. In other words, they
are treated as witnesses whose accounts pro-
vide useful information about social and
psychological processes.

Grounded theorists tend to approach their
data as a form of evidence of what goes on,
either in participants’ minds or in their social
encounters and practices. Grounded theory
methodology does not require the researcher to
use a particular theoretical lens through which
to read this evidence. The approach to interpre-
tation which informs grounded theory research
is, therefore, mainly ‘empathic’. However, it is
important to acknowledge that an inductively
developed grounded theory can inform an
increasingly ‘suspicious’ reading as the
research progresses; in addition, construction-
ist versions of grounded theory (e.g. Charmaz,
2006) also acknowledge the importance of the
researcher’s subjectivity in shaping the analy-
sis of the data.

ETHNOGRAPHY

Ethnography takes a similar approach in
that the ethnographic researcher enters the
field with an open mind regarding the
nature of the events he or she will encounter
there (see Gubrium and Holstein, Chapter 3,
this volume). Like the grounded theorist,

the ethnographer does have a research ques-
tion in mind; however, this question is
really little more than an acknowledgement
of what motivates the researcher to com-
mence the research in the first place rather
than a theoretically derived problem state-
ment. The aim of ethnographic research is to
obtain an insider view of a particular dimen-
sion of people’s everyday lives by participat-
ing, overtly or covertly, in it for a sustained
period of time. There is a theoretical basis to
such research in that ethnographic research-
ers tend to be interested in specific cultural
practices and their meanings rather than, for
example, being concerned with the quality
of individuals’ subjective experiences as a
phenomenologist might be. As Griffin and
Bengry-Howell explain, ‘[E]thnography
focuses on cultural interpretation, and aims
to understand the cultural and symbolic
aspects of people’s actions and the contexts
in which those actions occur’ (2008: 16).
This means that ethnographic research,
while being very open as to the precise
nature and content of people’s actions, does
presume that people’s actions are not devoid
of cultural and symbolic meaning and that
such meanings are significant.
Ethnography’s theoretical base directs the
researcher’s attention to certain aspects of the
data and it supplies the researcher with sensi-
tizing concepts such as the notion of ‘cultural
practice’ or ‘cultural meaning’. However,
within these broad assumptions and concep-
tual tools, the ethnographic researcher is
encouraged to approach the data with humility
and an attitude of not knowing as he or she is
seeking to understand what is going on from
the point of view of those who are involved in
the action. The ethnographer rejects the role of
expert and this means that, although theoreti-
cally grounded, ethnographic research aspires
to maintain a flexible and reflexive stance (see
May and Perry, Chapter 8, this volume),
remaining explorative and open to changes in
perspective throughout the research. However,
there are also more theory-driven approaches
to ethnographic research, such as those which
seek to test out existing theories in the field
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(see Maxwell, 2011, for an example and
Maxwell and Chmiel, Chapter 2, this volume).
Ethnographic research is, therefore, perhaps
best placed mid-way between a ‘suspicious’
and an ‘empathic’ interpretative position.

ACTION RESEARCH

Action research shares ethnography’s respect
for the perspectives of its research partici-
pants and its rejection of an expert role (see
Murray, Chapter 40, this volume). Here, the
researcher engages in collaboration with the
research participants with the explicit aim of
bringing about change in some parts of the
latter’s everyday lives. The precise nature and
direction of this change is not predetermined
by the researcher; instead it emerges from
consultation with those who will be affected
by it. The researcher contributes time and
skills, and it is hoped that the researcher’s
involvement in the process of collectively
identifying goals and implementing strategies
to reach these goals will allow him or her to
develop a better understanding of how social
change comes about. Ideally, the action
researcher develops a theoretical understand-
ing of (some aspects of) social change as a
result of being involved in an action research
project. Again, as with grounded theory, it
seems that theory generation is the goal of the
research rather than its point of departure.
However, at the same time we need to
acknowledge that action research does rely
upon a theoretical base. This can be more or
less developed, depending on the researcher’s
background and theoretical and political com-
mitments. At its most basic level, action
research presupposes that the most effective
way of bringing about an improvement in
people’s quality of life is through forms of
collective action. It assumes that social prac-
tices inform how people experience aspects of
their life world, and that these practices need to
be modified in order to enhance individuals’
well-being. Most action research also presup-
poses that empowerment of research partici-
pants (and, indeed, of people in general) is

desirable. It has been acknowledged that
action research is ‘a value-based practice,
underpinned by a commitment to positive
social change’ (Kagan et al., 2008). Action
researchers’ definition of what constitutes
‘positive social change’ tends to involve the
redistribution of power in one way or another
through empowering those who traditionally
have little control over the conditions in
which they live and work. At the more theo-
retical end of the spectrum of action research,
there are action researchers who are commit-
ted to a sophisticated theoretical framework
which equips them with an understanding of
the structure of contemporary societies and
the place of various social groups within this.
For example, feminist or Marxist action
researchers will bring with them a fully
developed theoretical toolkit which informs
the ways in which they understand the people
and events they encounter during the action
research process. There are, therefore, more
and less prescriptive versions of action
research, with the former being committed to
a ‘suspicious’ approach to interpretation and
the latter adopting a more ‘empathic’ stance.

NARRATIVE ANALYSIS

Narrative researchers share an interest in the
stories people tell about their experiences,
and they share a commitment to the idea that
people organize and bring meaning to their
experiences through constructing narratives
(see Esin et al., Chapter 14, this volume). As
Murray puts it, narrative allows us ‘to define
ourselves, to clarify the continuity in our lives
and to convey this to others’ (2003: 116).
Narrative research concerns itself with the
content, structure and form of the stories peo-
ple tell. However, while some narrative
research is primarily concerned with the con-
tent of the story, other styles of narrative
research are particularly interested in the sto-
ry’s structure and form, its internal organiza-
tion and use of linguistic features (see Smith
and Sparkes, 2006, for a review of differences
in approach and tensions within the field of



INTERPRETATION AND ANALYSIS 147

narrative inquiry). The former approach is
perhaps more psychological in orientation as
it seeks to advance the researcher’s under-
standing of the relationship between the
stories that are told and the storytellers’ sub-
jective experience (e.g. Crossley, 2000; Smith
and Sparkes, 2002). This approach to narra-
tive research can be said to be underpinned by
a phenomenological curiosity. Other styles of
narrative analysis, however, have a more dis-
course analytic flavour whereby the researcher
is interested in the narrative strategies through
which particular versions of human experi-
ence, and indeed of social reality more gener-
ally, are constructed. This type of narrative
analysis makes use of similar kinds of theo-
retically derived conceptual tools as discourse
analytic research in its search for evidence of
the various discursive strategies which are
used in constructing a story and its characters.
It could be argued, therefore, that the pheno-
menologically inflected version of narrative
research is less theory driven and, therefore,
would need to be placed closer to the ‘empathic’
interpretative position than the discursive ver-
sion. However, it is important to acknowl-
edge that all narrative research is based on the
theoretical premise that telling stories is fun-
damental to human experience, and that it is
through constructing narratives that people
make connections between events and inter-
pret them in a way that creates something that
is meaningful (at least to them). This means
that all narrative researchers will look for
(and find) stories in their data.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Thematic analysis refers to the process of
identifying themes in the data which capture
meaning that is relevant to the research ques-
tion, and perhaps also to making links
between such themes. In this way thematic
analysis helps the researcher identify patterns
in the data (see Braun and Clarke, 2006). It
has been argued (e.g. Boyatzis, 1998; Ryan
and Bernard, 2000) that thematic analysis
does not, in fact, constitute a method of

analysis in itself because the systematic pro-
cess of extracting themes from data can form
apart of a wide range of qualitative approaches
to data analysis which differ significantly in
terms of their epistemological orientations.
This means that, having extracted themes, the
researcher still needs to decide what these
themes represent; for example, does a theme
represent a discursive construction, a thought,
a feeling, a psychological mechanism? Does
the researcher take the theme at face value, as
something that directly reflects the research
participant’s experience, or does the
researcher approach the theme as something
which needs to be explained in its own right?
Answers to these types of questions will
reveal the epistemological and theoretical
positions adopted by the researcher, and it is
those positions that have implications for the
approach to interpretation which is adopted in
the study. Thematic analysis can, therefore,
underpin both ‘empathic’ and ‘suspicious’
interpretations.

CONCLUSION

Every study makes assumptions about the
type of knowledge it seeks to produce and it
is given direction by the types of questions
which it asks of the data. Every study needs
to be clear about what ‘status’ it attributes to
the data, that is to say, what it wants the data
to tell the researcher about. In this sense,
every qualitative study, irrespective of which
specific method is used, interprets its data
because the data never speaks for itself. It is
always processed and interrogated in order to
obtain answers to particular questions, to
shed light on a particular dimension of
human experience and/or to clarify a particu-
lar aspect of an experience or a situation.
Indeed, Emerson and Frosh (2004) remind us
that even apparently practical decisions about
which transcription method to use contain
theoretical assumptions about which features
of discourse are significant and meaningful
and will shape the type of reading that can be
produced. A study’s theoretical orientation,
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its focus and its procedures in themselves are
interpretative. This is why it is so important
for researchers to be explicit about their
frame of reference and their (personal, theo-
retical, emotional, conceptual) investments
in the research; after all, in one way or
another, these will be used to interpret the
data.

NOTE

1. Some of this discussion was originally formulated in Carla
Willig, Qualitative Interpretation and Analysis in
Psychology © 2012. Reproduced with the kind permission
of Open University Press. All rights reserved.
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PART IlI

Analytic Strategies

Part III turns to issues of how to do analysis
of qualitative data. It discusses a range of
analytic strategies in greater detail in nine
chapters. Methods like grounded theory
(see Thornberg and Charmaz, Chapter 11) or
qualitative content analysis (see Schreier,
Chapter 12) and tools (like computer
programs — see Gibbs, Chapter 19) that are
applied to all sorts of data are presented as
approaches. Strategies relevant for specific
types of analysis like narrative analysis (see
Esin et al., Chapter 14) are discussed. But we
also find descriptions of how to analyse cul-
ture (see Winter, Chapter 17) or virtual
cultures (see Kozinets et al., Chapter 18).
Again less specific in their objects of analy-
sis are analytic strategies like phenomenology
(see Eberle, Chapter 13), documentary anal-
ysis (see Bohnsack, Chapter 15) and
hermeneutics (see Wernet, Chapter 16).
Guideline questions as an orientation for
writing chapters were the following: What
characterizes the approach and what is

intended to reach with it? What is the devel-
opmental background of the approach? What
is an outstanding example of using it? What
are the major theoretical background assump-
tions of the approach? How does one pro-
ceed in applying the approach and what are
its major practical procedures? What is a
recent example of using it? What are the
main areas of using the approach? What are
the limits and outrange of the approach?
What are the new developments and perspec-
tives in this context?

Reading the chapters in Part III should
help to answer questions like the following
for a study and its method(s): What is the
epistemological background of analysing
qualitative data with this specific approach?
How can data analysis in qualitative research
be planned with this specific approach? How
can data be prepared for this specific
approach — for example, how to transcribe
interview data, how to elaborate field notes?
What are the steps in applying the selected



152 QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

approach for analysing the data? What char-
acterizes good (and bad) examples of using
the approach? What are the main stumbling
blocks in using this approach? What are cri-
teria of good practice with this approach of
analysing qualitative data? What are the spe-
cific ethical issues in analysing qualitative
data with this specific approach?

In answering questions like the ones just
mentioned, the chapters in this part are meant
to contribute to the development of a meth-
odological toolkit for qualitative data analy-
sis so that it becomes clearer how to use
which method in a data-sensitive way of
analysing empirical material in qualitative
studies.



11

Grounded Theory and
Theoretical Coding

Robert Thornberg and Kathy Charmaz

BACKGROUND

Grounded theory (GT) is a research approach
in which data collection and analysis take
place simultaneously. Each part informs the
other, in order to construct theories of the
phenomenon under study. GT provides rigor-
ous yet flexible guidelines that begin with
openly exploring and analysing inductive
data and leads to developing a theory
grounded in data. Induction starts with ‘study
of a range of individual cases and extrapo-
lates patterns from them to form a conceptual
category’ (Charmaz, 2006: 188). Nevertheless,
instead of pure induction, the underlying
logic of GT actually moves between induc-
tion and abduction. Abduction means
selecting or constructing a hypothesis that
explains a particular empirical case or set of
data better than any other candidate hypoth-
eses, as a provisional hypothesis and a
worthy candidate for further investigation.
GT was originally developed by sociolo-
gists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss
(1967), and has since then been further

developed in different versions, such as
Glaserian GT (e.g., Glaser, 1978; 1998;
2005), Straussian GT (Strauss, 1987; later
developed in collaboration with and fur-
thered by Corbin, see Corbin and Strauss,
2008; Strauss and Corbin, 1990; 1998), con-
structivist GT (Bryant, 2002; Charmaz, 2000;
2003; 2006; 2009; Thornberg, 2012;
Thornberg and Charmaz, 2012), Clarke’s
(2003; 2005) postmodern version called situ-
ational analysis, and Multi-GT (Goldkuhl
and Cronholm, 2010). This chapter empha-
sizes constructivist GT.

Glaser’s intellectual background had
focused on rigorous training in quantitative
methodology and middle-range theories at
Columbia University in New York. He also
had studied literature for a year at the
University of Paris, and became familiar
with the literary analysis method called
explication de text — a method of careful
reading and line-by-line comparisons of text.
After his academic training, Glaser contin-
ued working at Columbia University under
the guidance of Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Robert
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K. Merton. In contrast, Strauss studied at the
University of Chicago (within the so-called
‘Chicago School’) where he continued his
undergraduate interest in pragmatism and
further developed his interests in symbolic
interactionism, ethnographic field studies
and comparative analysis. At Chicago, the
works of John Dewey, Charles S. Peirce,
Robert Park, Herbert Blumer and Everett
Hughes influenced his thinking (for further
reading on Glaser and Strauss’s backgrounds,
see Morse et al., 2009).

From the beginning, GT had mixed epis-
temological roots in positivism, pragmatism
and symbolic interactionism. Although
Glaser and Strauss’s GT took a critical
stance towards the positivistic mainstream
social research of the 1960s, at the same
time they incorporated a taken-for-granted
vocabulary and discourse of positivism
when arguing for the scientific legitimacy
of GT. Hence, the original GT as well as
Glaserian GT later on have both been chal-
lenged for their unproblematic and rather
naive realist view of data, that data ‘could
speak for itself’, and the possibility of
obtaining objective data ‘by looking at
many cases on the same phenomenon, when
joint collecting and coding data, to correct
for bias and make the data objective’
(Glaser, 2003: 173; for examples of the
critical voices, see Bryant and Charmaz,
2007a; Charmaz, 2000; 2006; Clarke, 2005;
Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Olesen, 2007;
Thornberg, 2012).

In contrast, Charmaz (1995; 2000; 2003;
2006; 2009) and others (e.g. Bryant, 2002;
Mills et al., 2006) have developed and
argued for a constructivist version of GT,
rooted in pragmatism and relativist episte-
mology. This position assumes that neither
data nor theories are discovered, but
researchers construct them as a result of
their interactions with their participants and
emerging analyses (Charmaz, 2006; 2009;
Thornberg and Charmaz, 2012). Researchers
and participants co-construct data, and the
researchers’ socio-cultural settings, aca-
demic training and personal worldviews

inevitably influence these data (Charmaz,
2009; Mills et al., 2006). This position takes
a middle ground between realist and post-
modernist positions (Charmaz, 1995) by
assuming an ‘obdurate reality’ while also
assuming multiple realities and multiple
perspectives on these realities (Bryant and
Charmaz, 2007a; Charmaz, 1995; 2009).
Social realities are mutually constructed
through interaction and may be redefined,
and, thus, are somewhat indeterminate.

AIMS OF DOING GT RESEARCH

When doing a GT study, researchers aim to
investigate individual and collective actions
and social and social psychological pro-
cesses, such as everyday life in a particular
social setting, organizational changes, estab-
lishing and maintaining workplace practices,
identity transformations, problem-solving
processes in social groups, and responding to
and coping with life changes. In GT, research-
ers concentrate on what people do and the
meanings they make of their actions and on
the situations in which they are involved.

Numerous manuals provide different and
more or less rigid guidelines for conducting
GT research (e.g. Charmaz, 2003; 2006;
Clarke, 2005; Corbin and Strauss, 2008;
Glaser, 1978; 1998; Glaser and Strauss,
1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990; 1998). As
constructivist grounded theorists, we view
our methodological strategies as flexible
guidelines rather than rigid prescriptions
(Charmaz, 2006; Thornberg and Charmaz,
2012). Over the decades GT has spawned
several related versions and some differ a lot
from the original. Bryant and Charmaz
(2007b) view GT as a family of methods, in
accordance with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s con-
cept of family resemblances. Thus they view
various approaches to GT as including
numerous resemblances and similarities
between the ‘members’ of the family, as well
as differences and disputes. Charmaz (2010:
11) clarifies the points of convergence
between versions of GT as follows:
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1. Conduct data collection and analysis simultane-
ously in an iterative process.

2. Analyse actions and processes rather than
themes and structure.

3. Use comparative methods.

4. Draw on data (e.g. narratives and descriptions) in
service of developing new conceptual categories.

5. Develop inductive categories through systematic
data analysis.

6. Emphasize theory construction rather than descrip-
tion or application of current theories.

7. Engage in theoretical sampling.

8. Search for variation in the studied categories or
process.

9. Pursue developing a category rather than cover-
ing a specific empirical topic.

DATA GATHERING AND THEORETICAL
SAMPLING

Whereas researchers from other traditions
first collect all data and then analyse them,
grounded theorists gather data and conduct
analysis in parallel throughout the entire pro-
ject (Charmaz, 2000; 2006; Glaser, 1978;
1998; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and
Corbin, 1990; 1998). GT is not limited to any
particular method for gathering data but uses
data collection methods that best fit the
actual research problem and the ongoing
analysis of the data. Thus GT remains open
to a range of data collection methods, such as
field observations (see Marvasti, Chapter 24,
this volume), informal conversations (see
Toerien, Chapter 22, this volume), qualita-
tive interviews (see Roulston, Chapter 20,
this volume), focus groups (see Barbour,
Chapter 21, this volume), documents (see
Coffey, Chapter 25, this volume), question-
naires and diaries. In addition to qualitative
data, Glaser (1992; 1998; 2008) argues that
even quantitative data can be used in GT.
Although methods are just tools, the choices
of methods have consequences: ‘How you
collect data affect which phenomena you
will see, how, where, and when you will
view them, and what sense you will make of
them’ (Charmaz, 2006: 15). Hence, reflexivity
(see May and Perry, Chapter 8, this volume),

flexibility, focus and the openness for shift-
ing, adding or combining methods during the
research project comprise essential aspects
of data gathering.

At the outset, the initial choice of method
or a combination of methods of data collec-
tion depends on the research problem. If, for
example, a research team aims to explore a
particular social group of high school stu-
dents’ resistance to school rules, they might
start with identifying, gaining access to and
doing field observations in one or more
schools in which disciplinary problems, van-
dalism and violence occur and students show
disinterest in and resistance to school.
Nevertheless, questions, clues and incom-
plete insights might emerge during the
research that lead the researchers to choose
or construct new data collection methods and
to revise earlier ones. In the example above,
researchers’ analysis of their field notes
might lead them to begin conducting qualita-
tive interviews with a particular focus and
with a particular subset of students. Thus, the
analysis of data evokes insights, hunches,
‘Ahal” experiences, or questions that might
lead researchers to change or add a new data
collection method. Once they have a tenta-
tive theoretical category to develop, they
focus this interplay between data collection
and analysis on obtaining the data to illumi-
nate this category, fill out its properties and
define its implications. This process, called
theoretical sampling, has distinguished GT
as an analytic approach in qualitative inquiry.

According to Glaser and Strauss’s (1967:
45) original definition, theoretical sampling
refers to ‘the process of data collection for
generating theory whereby the analyst jointly
collects, codes, and analyzes his data and
decides what data to collect next and where
to find them”’. It keeps the researchers focused
on checking and refining their constructed
codes and categories, while simultaneously
they avoid becoming overwhelmed and unfo-
cused in data collection and analysis.
Theoretical sampling should not be confused
with sampling strategies used in other kinds
of research, in which sampling decisions
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occur at the planning phase about who,
when, what and where to sample (see Rapley,
Chapter 4, this volume). Even in a GT study,
researchers have to make such initial sam-
pling decisions (e.g. convenience sampling or
purposeful sampling) during the planning
phase. For example, if researchers aim to inves-
tigate the experiences of living with chronic
pain, they might plan to interview about 30
patients with chronic pain. Nevertheless, once
researchers begin collecting data, moving
between data and analysis ‘takes over’. Early
leads and ideas from their nascent analyses
direct them as to where to go, whom to ask or
observe, and what kind of data to collect
next. For example, theoretical sampling
might lead researchers to revise or add new
questions in their interview protocol after
constructing a tentative theoretical category,
to conduct more interviews with the same or
new participants, asking participants to make
diary notes, to investigate medical journals,
or to conduct field observations in some par-
ticipants’ everyday life.

CODING

Coding is about ‘naming segments of data
with a label that simultaneously categorizes,
summarizes, and accounts for each piece of
data’ (Charmaz, 2006: 43). Coding begins
directly as researchers first gather data for a
GT study. Throughout the research project,
they engage in this interplay between data
collection and coding. By coding, research-
ers scrutinize and interact with the data as
well as ask analytical questions of the data.
They create their codes by defining what the
data are about. According to constructivist
GT (Charmaz, 2000; 2003; 2006), coding
consists of at least two phases: initial coding
and focused coding. However, coding is not
a linear process, but in order to be sensitive
to theoretical possibilities, researchers move
back and forth between the different phases
of coding, although they do more initial
coding at the beginning than at the end of
the study.

Initial Coding

When researchers conduct initial coding (also
known as open coding), they compare data
with data; stay close to and remain open to
exploring what they interpret is happening in
the data; construct and keep their codes short,
simple, precise and active; and move quickly
but carefully through the data (Charmaz,
2006). To scrutinize and code the data,
grounded theorists ask questions: ‘What is
this data a study of?’, “What category does
this incident indicate?’, ‘What is actually
happening in the data?’ (Glaser, 1978: 57),
‘What is the participant’s main concern?’
(Glaser, 1998: 140), ‘What do the actions and
statements in the data take for granted?’,
‘What process(es) is at issue here? How can |
define it?’, ‘How does this process develop?’,
‘How does the research participant(s) act and
profess to think and feel while involved in
this process?’, ‘What might his or her
observed behavior indicate?’, ‘When, why,
and how does the process change and what
are its consequences?’ (Charmaz, 2006: 51).
These analytical questions serve as flexible
ways of seeing, not as mechanical applica-
tions to search for and define what is
happening in the data and to look at the data
critically and analytically.

The researcher reads and analyses the data
word by word, line by line, paragraph by para-
graph, or incident by incident, and might use
more than one of these strategies. For example,
in her study of suffering, Charmaz (1999)
engaged in both line-by-line coding of inter-
views with her research participants and inci-
dent-by-incident coding of interview stories
about obtaining medical help during crises.
Every code the researcher generates has to fit
the data (instead of forcing the data to fit the
code), and hence should earn its way into the
analysis (Glaser, 1978). Coding helps research-
ers to see the familiar in a new light; gain dis-
tance from their own as well as their participants’
taken-for-granted assumptions; avoid forcing
data into preconceptions; and to focus further
data collection, including the potential of lead-
ing the researchers in unforeseen directions.
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This careful reading and coding encourages
grounded theorists to confirm and saturate their
‘emerged’ codes and minimize missing impor-
tant codes or significant details in data (Glaser,
1978). Coding with gerunds (noun forms of
verbs) helps the researchers to detect and
remain focused on process and action
(Charmaz, 2006). Hence, a good rule of thumb
to use in a flexible and sensitive way is to seek
to label codes with gerunds such as ‘avoiding
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attention’, ‘becoming sad’ and ‘giving up future
orientation’.

Table 11.1 illustrates an example of line-
by-line coding (Thornberg et al., 2013). The
excerpt is from an interview with a 17-year-
old upper secondary school student who had
experienced being bullied as a younger child
in school. Note that the authors kept initial
codes close to the relevant data and focused
on process and action.

Table 11.1 Initial coding
Initial coding Interview data
Interviewer:  How did the bullying affect you during this period?
Becoming insecure; Eric: | started to feel very insecure. In other words, | started to
self-doubting; loss of self-confidence; doubt myself more and more. | lost my self-confidence. |
thinking bullying depends on thought there has to be something wrong with me,
wrongness with self; because otherwise they wouldn't have picked me as a
believing bullies’ negative image of victim. | believed all the stupid things they said about me.
you; getting bad self-confidence from So, | really got very bad self-confidence from all the
being bullied; becoming passive out of bullying. I really didn't dare to do things | wanted to do
social fear when other people were nearby.
Interviewer:  The bullying gave you bad self-confidence?
Believing of the wrongness with self Eric: Yes, and it made me believe there was something wrong
as a result of being bullied; feeling with me, that | was stupid. | felt worthless, that no one
self-worthlessness; being globally would like to be with me.
disliked Interviewer:  You said before that you thought they bullied you because
there was something wrong with you. Can you tell me
more about that?
Being bullied because of being Eric: Because | was a different or a bit odd, | wasn't like them.
different Interviewer:  You became bullied because you were different?
The constant message of being nerdish; Eric: Yeah, that was what | was told all the time, that | was a
a sense of not fitting in as a result of nerd, | wore ugly clothes and stuff like that. But it was only
being bullied; when the bullying started that | began to feel different,
inferring social deviance of self from that | didn't fit in. | didn’t think like that before. But when
the experiences of peer victimization; they started to tease me, push me around, and when | was
a lingering sense of being different frozen out all the time, | began to understand that | was
different. | can still remember that feeling.
Avoiding bullying Interviewer:  What did you do when you got bullied at school?
Eric: | tried to avoid it.
Interviewer:  How?
Inhibiting the social presence of self; Eric: For example, by not putting my hand up during the lessons,
believing social invisibility prevents being quiet and not standing out. | thought if | didn’t stand
bullying; out, if they wouldn't notice me, then they wouldn't bully
inaction protects self from me. If | didn't say or do things when other people were
embarrassment and teasing around, nothing embarrassing would happen, no one
would tease me.
Interviewer:  What do you mean?
Standing out leads to more bullying; Eric: Well, if | said something, if | tried to take some space, then

becoming silent;
avoiding attention

they would just say, ‘We have to put him down! We have
to bully him even more!’ So, the best thing was to be quiet
and not be noticed.
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As grounded theorists, we treat our con-
structed codes as provisional and open to
modification and refinement to improve their
fit with the data. While coding, we use the con-
stant comparative method, which means that
we compare data with data, data with code, and
code with code, to find similarities and differ-
ences (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Initial coding
and constant comparative practices lead to
sorting and clustering of initial codes. In turn,
sorting and clustering codes might result in
revising codes as well as constructions of
new, more elaborated codes by merging or
combining identical or similar initial codes.

Focused Coding

As a result of doing initial coding, the
researcher will eventually ‘discover’ the
most significant or frequent initial codes that
make the most analytical sense. In focused
coding (also known as selective coding), the
researcher uses these codes, identified or
constructed as focused codes, to sift through
large amounts of data (Charmaz, 2000;
2003; 2006). According to Glaser (1978;
1998; 2005), the researcher has to look for,
identify and select one core category, which
refers to the most significant and frequent
code that is also related to as many other
codes as possible and more than other candi-
dates for the core category. The identified

Table 11.2 Focused coding

and chosen core category guides further data
gathering and coding.

However, seeking one core category can
limit the analytic rendering of the data and
the theoretical usefulness of the completed
report. We have argued earlier that Charmaz
(2003; 2006) offers a more sensitive and
flexible approach in her guidelines for
focused coding: ‘The constructivist position
of grounded theory is more flexible by being
open for more than one significant or fre-
quent initial code in order to conduct this
further work. Such openness also means that
the researcher continues to determine the
adequacy of those codes during the focused
coding’ (Thornberg and Charmaz, 2012: 48).
Researchers still remain sensitive and open
to modifying their focused codes and to
being surprised by the data.

The study of upper secondary students and
university students who had a previous his-
tory of being bullied in school (Thornberg
et al., 2013) demonstrates this point. During
the focused coding, the authors established a
limited set of focused codes — codes that had
previously been identified and elaborated by
carefully comparing and sorting many initial
codes. These codes subsequently guided
their work. Charmaz (2006) states that
focused codes are more directed, selective
and conceptual than initial codes. The exam-
ple in Table 11.2 illustrates a focused coding

Focused coding Interview data

Self-inhibiting Eric:

For example, by not putting my hand up during the lessons, being quiet and not

standing out. | thought if | didn't stand out, if they wouldn't notice me, then they
wouldn't bully me. If | didn't say or do things when other people were around, nothing
embarrassing would happen, no one would tease me.

Interviewer: What do you mean?

Eric: Well, if | said something, if | tried to take some space, then they would just say, ‘We
have to put him down! We have to bully him even more!” So, the best thing was to be

quiet and not be noticed.

Self-doubting Ann:

| felt that there had to be something very wrong with me because everyone picked on

me. | felt that | was worthless. | felt that | really must be a boring—, a very boring
person because everyone avoided me and because they teased me and because of all
things they did to me. | never thought that | didn’t want to live anymore. | didn’t think
that way. | don't think | did. At least | can't recall | did. | just felt that | must be messed
up in my head, and that | was much more inferior to the others.
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of two interview transcription pieces — the
first from the interview with Eric that was
exemplified in Table 11.1 and the second
from an interview with Ann, a 26-year-old
university student.

As can be seen in Table 11.2, focused
codes capture and synthesize the main themes
in the students’ statements. Thornberg et al.
(2013) constructed the focused code ‘self-
inhibiting’ through the constant comparison
of initial codes like ‘becoming passive out of
social fear’, ‘inhibiting the social presence
of self’, ‘believing social invisibility pre-
vents bullying’, ‘becoming silent’, and so
on. The focused code ‘self-doubting” was
first selected among the initial codes as it
captured many other initial codes, such as
‘becoming insecure’ and ‘loss of self-
confidence’, and then merged with another
focused code, ‘developing self-worthlessness’,
which captured another set of initial codes,
like ‘feeling self-worthlessness’ and ‘getting
bad self-confidence from being bullied’.
The authors merged these two focused
codes as a result of constantly comparing
these two codes and the initial codes they
captured. Subsequently Thornberg et al.
chose the label ‘self-doubting’ over the
label ‘developing self-worthlessness’,
because it incorporated all the initial codes
that constituted the new and more elaborated
focused code.

When conducting focused coding,
grounded theorists explore and decide which
codes best capture what they see happening
in the data, and raise these codes up to tenta-
tive conceptual categories. This process
means giving these categories conceptual
definitions and assessing relationships
between them (Charmaz, 2003; 2006). For
example, the authors later conceptualized the
focused code ‘self-inhibition’ in Table 11.2
as a category defined as a self-protecting
strategy in which bullied students held them-
selves back in social situations in order to
avoid being noticed in hope of avoiding
being picked on (Thornberg et al., 2013). To
generate and refine categories, researchers
have to make many constant comparisons

such as: (1) comparing and grouping codes,
and comparing codes with emerging catego-
ries; (2) comparing different incidents (e.g.
social situations, actions, social processes, or
interaction patterns); (3) comparing data
from the same or similar phenomenon, action
or process in different situations and con-
texts (Thornberg and Charmaz, 2012: 50);
(4) comparing different people (their beliefs,
situations, actions, accounts or experiences);
(5) comparing data from the same individu-
als at different points in time; (6) comparing
specific data with the criteria for the cate-
gory; and (7) comparing categories in the
analysis with other categories (Charmaz,
2003: 101).

Theoretical Coding

According to Glaser (1978), when employ-
ing theoretical coding researchers analyse
how categories and codes constructed from
data might relate to each other as hypotheses
to be integrated into a theory. To achieve this
integration, researchers have to inspect,
choose and use theoretical codes as analyti-
cal tools to organize and conceptualize their
own codes and categories with each other to
develop a coherent GT (see Glaser, 1978;
1998; 2005). Holton (2007: 283) defines
theoretical coding as ‘the identification and
use of appropriate theoretical codes to
achieve an integrated theoretical framework
for the overall grounded theory’. What are
theoretical codes and how can these be dis-
tinguished from the codes and categories
that the researchers generate during initial
and focused coding?

Initial and focused coding generate data-
driven and empirical codes and categories by
building on constant comparisons of data, data
and codes, and codes and codes. In contrast,
theoretical codes consist of ideas and perspec-
tives that researchers import to the research
process as analytic tools and lenses from out-
side, from a range of theories. Theoretical
codes refer to underlying logics that could be
found in pre-existing theories. They include
ideas, terms or abstract models that ‘specify
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Table 11.3 Examples of Glaser’s coding families

Coding families

Theoretical codes

The 'Six C's’
Process
Basic family

Cultural family

Strategy family

Degree family
Type family
Dimension family

Identity-self family
Consensus family
Paired opposite family

Cutting point family

Causes, contexts, contingencies, consequences, covariances
and conditions

Phases, progressions, passages, transitions, careers,
trajectories, cycling, etc.

Basic social process, basic social psychological process, basic
social structural condition, etc.

Social norms, social values, social beliefs, etc.

Strategies, tactics, manipulation, dealing with, positioning,
dominating, etc.

Limit, range, grades, continuum, level, etc.
Type, kinds, styles, classes, genre, etc.
Dimensions, sector, segment, part, aspect, section, etc.

Self-image, self-concept, self-worth, self-evaluation, identity,
transformations of self, self-realization, etc.

Agreements, contracts, conformity, homogeneity—
heterogeneity, conflict, discensus, etc.

Ingroup—outgroup, in—out, manifest—latent, explicit-implicit,
overt—covert, informal—formal, etc.

Boundary, cutting point, turning point, breaking point,
deviance, etc.

Source: Adapted from Glaser (1978; 1998)

possible relationships between categories you
have developed in your focused coding ...
[and] may help you tell an analytic story that
has coherence’ (Charmaz, 2006: 63). Glaser
(1998; 2005) argues that studying many theo-
ries across different disciplines enables
researchers to identify theoretical codes embed-
ded in them, and thus develop and enhance
their knowledge base of theoretical codes:
‘One reads theories in any field and tries to
figure out the theoretical models being used. ...
It makes the researcher sensitive to many codes
and how they are used’ (Glaser, 1998: 164).
According to Glaser (2005: 11), the more theo-
retical codes the researchers learn, the more
they have ‘the variability of seeing them emerge
and fitting them to the theory’. As a guide for
researchers, Glaser (1978: 72—82) compiled a
list of theoretical codes organized in a typology
of coding families, to which he then made some
later additions (Glaser, 1998: 170-5; 2005:
21-30). In Table 11.3 we present a sample of
his coding families.

Whereas Glaser includes many more coding
families in his list (1978; 1998; 2005), he
acknowledges that his list is not exhaustive. His
set of coding families also reveals considerable
overlapping (e.g. compare the process family
with the basic family or the cutting point
family). Furthermore, Charmaz (2006) points
out that several coding families are absent from
Glaser’s list and other coding families appear
rather arbitrary and vague. As we have argued
elsewhere, instead of being hypnotized by
Glaser’s list of coding families, researchers
should investigate all kinds of extant theories
that they encounter in different research disci-
plines or domains to figure out for themselves
their embedded theoretical codes (Thornberg
and Charmaz, 2012). Glaser’s depiction of
theoretical coding amounts to importing theo-
retical codes consciously. Hence, adopting and
applying theoretical codes poses similar risks
of preconceiving the analysis that Glaser (1992)
accused Strauss and Corbin (1990) of doing.
We see the implications of Karen Henwood and
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Nick Pidgeon’s concept, ‘theoretical agnosti-
cism’ (2003: 138), as an advance and antidote
to applying theoretical codes. They argue that
researchers must remain critical of applying
theories throughout the research process.
Glaser (1978; 1998; 2005) warns research-
ers not to get blinded by one theoretical code
or forcing a personally preferred theoretical
code onto the analysis as an insensitive
‘pet code’. A combination of many theoretical
codes most often captures the relationships
between categories and is therefore typically
used when relating and organizing categories
and integrating them into a GT. Glaser (1978)
argues that theoretical codes must earn their
way into the analysis by the work of careful
and constant comparisons between theoretical
codes, data, empirically generated codes and
categories, and memos (see below).
Theoretical codes must work, have relevance,
and fit the data and generated and refined cat-
egories. In their study of former victims’ expe-
riences of school bullying, Thornberg et al.
(2013) took advantage of many theoretical
codes to develop their categories further and
to investigate their relations to each other to
integrate them into a GT of victimizing of
school bullying. Examples of the theoretical
codes that Thornberg et al. used during coding
that preceded the findings were basic social
psychological processes, phases, deviance,
strategies, self-transformation and social
norms (see also the later memo excerpt and
our discussion below). Abduction supplies the
main underlying logic in theoretical coding.
Researchers explore their knowledge base of
theoretical codes and compare them with their
data and their own constructed codes and cat-
egories. Then they choose (or construct) and
use the ‘best’ theoretical codes as analytical
tools to relate categories to each other and
integrate them into a GT. Hence, theoretical
coding is about abduction, not deduction.

ABDUCTION IN GT

The American pragmatist philosopher Charles
S. Peirce first introduced and further developed

the concept of abduction (e.g. Peirce 1960;
1979). In order to differentiate between induc-
tion, deduction and abduction (see Reichertz,
Chapter 9, this volume), Peirce (1960) gave
illustrative examples of how to reason and
make inferences using beans. We start with his
examples of beans but also made some
changes and elaborations in order to capture
the complexity of abduction as it has been
further developed by Peirce and others (e.g.,
Anderson, 1987; Reichertz, 2007; Schurz,
2008; Walton, 2004). Suppose we enter a
backyard and find a sealed bag on the ground.
It has a label that says, ‘Beans’. As we
approach the bag, we detect a very small tear
on the left side. Curious about what kind of
beans might be in the bag, we lift up the bag
and begin to shake it. As a result, a white bean
falls from the tear in the bag. Encouraged by
this first outcome of our ‘data collection’, we
continue shaking the bag. Every new bean
falling out of the bag is white. After a while —
10 beans have now dropped out and all of
them are white — we conclude that because
every bean we find from the bag is white, it
seems to be plausible that all the beans in the
bag are white. This is a simple example of
induction: from a series of empirical and indi-
vidual cases, we identify a pattern from which
we make a general statement, which of course
is probable and provisional. Now, suppose we
enter another backyard and find a bag with a
label that says, ‘Only White Beans’. We know
that every bean in this bag is white. A woman
suddenly arrives, puts her hand into the bag
and then pulls it out without showing us what
she is holding. She turns to us and says, ‘I
have three beans in my hand. As you saw, |
took them from this bag. What color are these
beans?’ Although we cannot see the beans in
her hand, we can easily conclude that the three
beans are white. This conclusion is a simple
example of deduction: we predict what will be
or happen in a particular case by applying a
general statement or rule.

In order to understand the complexity of
abduction, suppose we enter a third backyard.
Here we find five bags in a line next to a wall.
Bag A only contains white beans, Bag B only
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contains green beans, Bag C only contains
red beans, Bag D only contains brown beans,
and Bag E only contains black beans. Four
metres in front of the line of bags, we dis-
cover three white beans on the ground. Based
on these data and our accessible knowledge
of Bag A, Bag B, Bag C, Bag D, and Bag E,
we infer at once as a probability, or as a fair
guess, that the three beans on the ground
come from Bag A. On further investigation
we discover footsteps on the ground parallel
to the lines of bags but four metres in front
them. The three white beans are just a few
centimetres next to one of these footsteps. In
addition, from our further investigations we
see that there are no footsteps near the bags,
and all the five bags are sealed. Thus, we
come up with a new, more plausible hypoth-
esis: the three white beans come from a per-
son who has passed by and accidently or
deliberately dropped the three beans.
Fortunately, we know that there are three
people in the neighbourhood who happen to
love white beans, usually have some in their
pocket and eat them like candy. Two of them
are children — an 8-year-old girl, and a
10-year-old boy. The third is a very old man,
and he happens to have the very same shoe
size that you have. We therefore investigate
the shoeprints closer, and you put your foot
next to one of the shoeprints. It is the same
size! We can therefore dismiss the two chil-
dren and choose the very old man as a reason-
able hypothesis: as he was passing by, three
white beans happened to fall out of his pocket
when he pulled his hand from his pocket dur-
ing his bean snack. But then we detect a
‘surprising fact’. There are no imprints from
a stick at the side of the footsteps. This is very
puzzling because we know that the old man
has a severe knee injury on the left side and
always walks with a stick. In the light if this
new surprising data, we no longer hold the
old-man-who-loves-white-beans hypothesis
as plausible (well, if we do not consider the
possibility that he recently had undergone a
new miracle treatment with an extremely fast-
healing process). It is more reasonable that
another person (perhaps someone we do not

know) passed by and dropped the three white
beans. We decide to follow the footsteps in a
search for more data.

All these lines of reasoning in order to gain
a better understanding of why there are three
white beans on the ground are examples of
abduction, and, as the example clearly illus-
trates, their outcomes are always provisional,
open for revision in the light of new data as
well as better hypotheses or explanations.
Abduction means selecting or inventing a
hypothesis that explains a particular empirical
case or set of data better than any other candi-
date hypotheses, as a provisional hypothesis
and a worthy candidate for further investiga-
tion. According to Atkinson et al. (2003: 149),
abduction is ‘a way of capturing the dialectical
shuttling between the domain of observations
and the domains of ideas’. Like the fictional
detective Sherlock Holmes, a researcher who
uses abductive reasoning constantly moves
back and forth between data and pre-existing
as well as developing knowledge or theories,
and makes comparisons and interpretations in
the search for patterns and the best possible
explanations (Thornberg, 2012):

Different from the situation of induction, in abduc-
tion problems we are confronted with thousands of
possible explanatory conjectures (or conclusions) —
everyone in the village might be the murderer. The
essential function of abduction is their role as search
strategies which tell us which explanatory conjec-
ture we would set out first to further inquiry ...
through the explosive search space of possible
explanatory reasons. (Schurz, 2008: 203-4)

Furthermore, constructivist grounded theo-
rists admit and use the analytical power of the
constant interplay between induction (in
which they are never fabula rasa) and abduc-
tion during the whole research process. In
contrast to Glaserian GT (Glaser, 1978; 1998)
which argues for delaying the literature
review in the substantive area of the actual
GT study until the analysis is nearly com-
pleted, constructivist grounded theorists (e.g.
Charmaz, 2006; Thornberg, 2012) as well as
many other grounded theorists (e.g. Clarke,
2005; Corbin and Strauss, 2008; Dunne,
2011; Goldkuhl and Cronholm, 2010; Kelle,
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2005) take advantage of knowing and using
the literature, not for forcing the research into
preconceived categories but as multiple pos-
sible lenses. As Dey (1993: 63) puts it, ‘There
is a difference between an open mind and
empty head.” Ignoring established theories
and research findings in the substantive area
implies a loss of knowledge. Instead of run-
ning the risk of reinventing the wheel, miss-
ing well-known aspects, and coming up with
trivial products or repeating others’ mistakes,
researchers should take advantage of the pre-
existing body of related literature to see fur-
ther (Thornberg, 2012), as ‘a dwarf standing
on the shoulders of a giant may see further
than the giant himself” (Burton, [1638] 2007:
27). The ability to draw good abductive infer-
ences is dependent on the researchers’ previ-
ous knowledge, rejection of dogmatic beliefs
and development of open-mindedness (Kelle,
1995; for a discussion on how to use literature
in a non-forcing and data-sensitive way, see
Thornberg, 2012).

MEMO WRITING AND SORTING

During their gathering, coding or analysing
of data, researchers will raise new questions
for which they seek answers as well as hav-
ing ideas and thoughts about their codes and
relationships between codes. Researchers
write down these questions and ideas to
remember them. Such analytic, conceptual or
theoretical notes are called memos. According
to Glaser (1978: 83), memos are ‘the theoriz-
ing write-up of ideas about codes and their
relationships as they strike the analyst while
coding’. Other definitions of memos are: ‘the
narrated records of a theorist’s analytical
conversations with him/herself about the
research data’ (Lempert, 2007: 247); and
‘documentation of the researcher’s thinking
process and theorizing from data’ (Thornberg,
2012: 254). By memo writing, grounded
theorists step back and ask, ‘What is going
on here?’ and ‘How can I make sense of it?’

Writing successive memos throughout
the research process helps researchers to

investigate their codes and categories as well
as possible relationships between them, to
gain an analytic distance from data and
generated codes, to increase the level of
abstraction of their ideas, and to build up and
maintain ‘a storchouse of analytical ideas
that can be sorted, ordered and reordered’
(Corbin and Strauss, 2008: 120). Memo writ-
ing means putting things down on paper,
which makes codes, categories, thoughts,
reflections and ideas manageable and
stimulates further theorizing. It leads the
researchers to explore and scrutinize their
codes, categories and emerging GT. Thus,
memo writing is a prerequisite for theoreti-
cal sampling. Memos are about creating an
intellectual workplace for the researcher and
therefore must be written with complete
freedom without worrying about language
and grammar. The important thing is ‘to
record ideas, get them out, and the analyst
should do so in any kind of language — good,
bad or indifferent’ (Glaser, 1978: 85).
According to Pidgeon and Henwood (1997),
the contents of memos are not constrained in
any way. Memos can for example include:

working definitions of codes or categories;

e comparisons between data and between codes
and categories;
identified gaps or vagueness in categories;
hunches, questions, or conjectures to be checked
out and further investigated in the empirical
research;
fresh ideas and newly created concepts;

e comparisons between categories and a range of
theoretical codes, and the use of theoretical
codes to suggest and investigate possible rela-
tions between categories and how categories
might be integrated into a modifiable GT;

e comparisons with and links to relevant literature.

As with codes and categories, grounded theo-
rists treats each memo as partial, preliminary
and modifiable, open for correction and revi-
sion (Charmaz, 2006). Because grounded
theorists work with data collection and analy-
sis in parallel, they write memos from the
beginning of the research process. Their early
memos are often shorter, less conceptualized
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and filled with analytical questions and
hunches. Box 11.1 illustrates an early memo

from Thornberg et al.’s (2013) study on for-
mer victims’ bullying experiences.

Box 11.1 Early Memo Example

Internal Victimizing

There are lots of initial codes from the first interview transcriptions that seem to indicate
what could be labelled as internal victimizing. As a response to the bullying situation, the
targeting students appeared to incorporate the victim-image produced by their classmates in
conversations and behaviour directed towards them, and they started to think, feel and act
upon this negative image. Examples of initial codes:

believing bullies’ negative image of you;
feeling self-worthlessness;

becoming insecure;

loss of self-confidence;

blaming oneself for being bullied;
avoiding attention;

becoming silent;

avoiding others;

inhibiting the social presence of self.

In order to gain a deeper understanding of bullying as a social psychological process as well
as the victims’ main concerns in these processes, we have to investigate this more complex
code, internal victimizing, and the growing set of initial codes that could be associated with
internal victimizing:

What is going on in internal victimizing?

How can internal victimizing be defined? What are its properties?

How can internal victimizing be related to bullying and other social situations?

How can the initial codes that seem to be indicators of initial victimizing be sorted and
clustered? Similarities and differences? What is the variation or dimension of internal
victimizing?

e \What are the victims’ main concerns in internal victimizing?

e What are the consequences?

We have to explore this further and search for more examples of internal victimizing by
adding more questions about it in the interview guide as well as focusing on it when
continuing coding.

As can be seen in Box 11.1, Thornberg et al.
took an active, open and critical stance by
constructing analytic questions about internal
victimizing that they identified in many data
segments in the first interview transcriptions.
All the questions in the memo above were
expressions of the basic question in initial

coding: “What is happening or actually going
on here?’ By asking these questions, Thornberg
et al. formulated hunches and strategies for
further data gathering and coding.

Because these codes appeared frequently
and significantly in their coding of interview
transcriptions, Thornberg et al. identified
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and constructed internal victimizing and a
limited set of clustered and elaborated initial
codes (e.g. a sense of not fitting in, self-
protecting and self-blaming) from which
internal victimizing ‘emerged’ as focused
codes. Thus, the memo above as well as
other memos helped Thornberg et al. to shift
from initial coding to focused coding. Later
on in the GT analytic process, memos become
longer, more conceptualized, and more and
more like written findings. Box 11.2 is one
of the memos that Thornberg et al. (2013)
wrote towards the end of their study. The
memo begins with a title, ‘Self-Protecting’,
which is the tentative name of the main
category in the memo, and provides a
definition of this category. Moreover, in the
memo the category is explored by relating it
to subcategories, represented with their ten-
tative names as subheadings as well as
working definitions. Thornberg et al. also
conceptualize how self-protecting is an inte-
grated part of internal victimizing and related

to the basic social process of victimizing,
which consists of an interplay or cycling
process between external victimizing and
internal victimizing.

During focused coding, researchers use
memos to raise focused codes into tentative
conceptual categories. They begin a memo
with a title, usually the tentative name of the
category. Then they devise a working defini-
tion for it by comparing this category with
data, codes, subcategories and other catego-
ries, and by comparing the memo with other
memos. During theoretical coding, research-
ers further compare, sort and integrate their
memos. Through memo sorting, they
explore, create and refine theoretical rela-
tionships. They compare categories, search
for relationships between categories, and
consider how their sorting of memos and
integrating of categories into a GT reflect the
studied phenomenon. Hence, memo sorting
is the key to constructing a GT and writing
drafts of papers.

Process

Self-Protecting

Box 11.2 Example of Memo in the Later Stages of the Research

Whereas there is a set of subprocesses of internal victimizing that express thinking and feeling
responses of bullying (e.g. a sense of not fitting in, self-doubting and self-blaming), there is
also an action component of internal victimizing, which is about attempts to protect oneself
from bullying or its harmful effects. Even if they could be seen as coping strategies, these self-
protecting strategies have to be defined as a component of the internal victimizing because
these strategies most often — and in contrast to the victims’ intentions or hopes — supported
the bullies’ agenda and confirmed the socially constructed victim-image of them. These
strategies became a part of the social psychological process that manifested and maintained
the victims in the victim role. Five different self-protecting strategies were identified in the
coding and analysis of the former victims' narratives of their prior bullying experiences.

Self-isolating

The victims actively began to isolate themselves by socially withdrawing and avoiding others in
the hope of creating a zone where they were left alone, felt safe and avoided harassment (e.g.
"You were like a loner ... you kind of isolated yourself from the rest of the world ... to avoid
meeting the people who bullied you. It was like a safe zone’, My, 18 years old). Nevertheless,

(Continued)
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(Continued)

this strategy socially confirmed and co-constructed a low-status loner and deviant position and
hindered the opportunities of making and maintaining friendship alliances.

Introverting

The victims passed their time wrapped up in their own thoughts and lived in their own inner
world, as a way of dealing with and protecting themselves from the suffering of the
loneliness and alienation created by social exclusion (other classmates began to avoid and
ignore them as a result of bullying) and their own self-isolating strategy (e.g. ‘I lived very
much in a sort of fantasy world that | had created, not necessarily by choice but more
because | had a need, a need for relationships. If | didn’t have any relationships outwardly, |
had to create an inner world that | could relate to’, Daniel, 28 years old).

Social shielding

The victims tried to appear emotionally unconcerned or unaffected in front of the bullies and
other peers in order to hide how hurt, sad or upset they had actually become by the bullying
(e.g. 'l became cold and hard on the outside, because if you don’t show the bullies that you
were in fact sad and upset, then they didn’t think it was fun anymore, but you were actually
terribly sad’, John, 21 years old). Nevertheless, social shielding made the harming
consequences more or less diffuse or invisible for others, which in turn made it easier for the
bullying process to continue.

Turning off emotions

The victims tried to turn off their emotions or feelings in bullying situations (‘Every time
someone hurt me with their words, | somehow turned myself off. | kind of made myself
faraway. | wasn’t there. | can't really describe how that feels because | never felt it so much
since | turned off those feelings’, Daniel, 28 years old). Turning off emotions was a way of
protecting self from hurting and negative feelings, but at the same time, it socially diffused
the harming consequences of bullying, and hence made it easier for the bullies to continue,
in the same way as in the case of social shielding.

Self-inhibiting

The victims held themselves back in social situations. They tried not to stand out or be
detected by their peers in social situations in the classroom as well as in other school settings
(e.g. ‘It was better to be quiet and withdraw than to say or do something wrong so that
others might laugh at me’, Maria, 26 years old). The main idea behind self-inhibiting was the
attempt to be more socially invisible, which they assumed reduced the risk of bullying. At the
same time, this strategy made them look like weak, insecure and ‘odd’ students, and hence
confirmed their social role as easy targets of bullying.

These self-protecting strategies of internal victimizing played a significant role in the interplay
or cycling process between external victimizing (bullying) and internal victimizing. The findings
of self-protecting deepen our understanding of what the interaction patterns of bullying
might look like, and about the victims’ main concerns in bullying. The presence of self-
protecting indicates that victims are not passive receivers but active agents who try to cope
with the bullying events as well as the harming effects and negative feelings these evoke.
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QUALITY IN GT RESEARCH

A significant question to ask is when to stop
collecting and analysing data. The answer is
when the study has reached theoretical satu-
ration, meaning that gathering fresh data no
longer sparks new theoretical insights, nor
reveals new properties of the generated GT
and its categories or concepts. Questions to
ask in order to evaluate theoretical saturation
might for example be: Are there any gaps in
the GT or in its categories? Are there any
vague or underdeveloped definitions? Are
we missing some data? Are the findings
coherent? Glaser (2001: 191) talks about
‘conceptual density’ and ‘theoretical com-
pleteness’. At the same time, a constructed
GT is never a fixed endpoint nor an exact
portrayal of the reality, but always remains
provisional and open to later modification.
To judge the quality (see Barbour, Chapter
34, this volume) of a GT study, researchers
as well as readers might use Glaser’s (1998:
17) four criteria (workability, relevance, fit
and modifiability) and his questions in rela-
tion to them: (1) Does the theory work to
explain relevant behaviour in the substantive
area of the research? (2) Does it have rele-
vance to the people in the substantive field?
(3) Does the theory fif the substantive area?
(4) Is it readily modifiable as new data
emerge? In addition, Corbin (Corbin and
Strauss, 2008: 305-7) recently added ques-
tions to Glaser’s criteria that we summarize
as: (1) How applicable/useful are the find-
ings for policy and practice? (2) Do the
findings inform concepts or themes rather
than remain uninterpreted? (3) Are concepts
situated in their contexts and thus allow the
reader to understand and evaluate them?
(4) Does the analysis demonstrate a logical
flow of ideas or does it contain gaps? (5) Are
the concepts given depth and complexity and
show variation in findings through providing
rich descriptive details and specifying the
links between these concepts? (6) Does the
study offer a creative contribution? (7) Have
the researchers shown sensitivity towards
their participants and data? (8) Have their

memos successively gained depth and greater
abstraction as the research proceeded?
Charmaz’s (2006) criteria further condense
the above questions. Does the completed
analysis fulfil the criteria of credibility, origi-
nality, resonance, and usefulness?
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Qualitative Content Analysis

WHAT IS QUALITATIVE CONTENT
ANALYSIS?

Qualitative content analysis is a method for
systematically describing the meaning of
qualitative data (Mayring, 2000; Schreier,
2012). This is done by assigning successive
parts of the material to the categories of a
coding frame. This frame is at the heart of the
method, and it contains all those aspects that
feature in the description and interpretation
(see Willig, Chapter 10, this volume) of the
material. Three features characterize the
method: qualitative content analysis reduces
data, it is systematic, and it is flexible.
Unlike other qualitative methods for data
analysis which open up (and sometimes add
to) data, qualitative content analysis helps
with reducing the amount of material. It
requires the researcher to focus on selected
aspects of meaning, namely those aspects that
relate to the overall research question. There
can be many such aspects — some coding
frames contain well over 100 categories and
subcategories — but ultimately the number of

Margrit Schreier

aspects is limited by the number of categories
a researcher can handle. Also, when defining
the categories, one will usually go beyond the
specifics of any particular passage. Instead,
the meaning of the passage will be taken to a
higher level of abstraction, resulting in catego-
ries that apply to a number of concrete,
slightly different passages. McDonald et al.
(2009), for example, analysed the reports of
people who had a spiritual experience in a
wilderness setting. One participant wrote
about seeing the sun set, a second wrote about
the expanse of a glacier, and a third empha-
sized the sense of calm that she experienced in
a fjord. When analysing these descriptions,
the authors did not create separate categories
for sunsets, glaciers and the calmness of
fjords, but they created one overarching cate-
gory of ‘aesthetic experience’ that covered all
these descriptions and more. On the one hand,
abstracting from the specifics of a given pas-
sage invariably results in the loss of concrete
information. On the other hand, one gains a
sense of how different parts of the material
compare and relate to each other.
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A second key feature of qualitative content
analysis is that it is highly systematic. To start
with, the method requires the examination of
every single part of the material that is in any
way relevant to the research question. In this
way, the method counteracts the danger of look-
ing at the material only through the lens of one’s
assumptions and expectations. The method is
also systematic in that it requires a certain
sequence of steps, regardless of the exact
research question and material. As is often the
case in qualitative research, this may be an itera-
tive process, going through some of these steps
repeatedly, modifying the coding frame in the
process. But the steps and their sequence remain
the same. The method is also systematic in that
it requires coding (i.e. assigning segments of the
material to the categories of the coding frame)
to be carried out twice (double coding), at least
for parts of the material. This is a test of the
quality of the category definitions: they should
be so clear and unambiguous that the second
coding yields results that are very similar to
those of the first coding (see in detail below).

A third key feature of qualitative content
analysis — especially by comparison with the
quantitative version (Krippendorff, 2004;
Neuendorf, 2002) — is its flexibility. Qualitative
content analysis typically combines varying
portions of concept-driven and data-driven
categories within any one coding frame. At the
same time, a part of the categories should
always be data-driven. This is to make sure
that the categories in fact match the data — or,
to put it differently, that the coding frame pro-
vides a valid description of the material.
Qualitative content analysis is therefore flexi-
ble in that the coding frame should always be
matched to the material.

WHAT ARE THE ORIGINS OF
QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS?

The Emergence of Qualitative
Content Analysis

Qualitative content analysis developed out of
the quantitative version of the method (on the

history of content analysis, see Krippendorff,
2004: ch. 1; Schreier, 2012: ch. 1). This origi-
nated in the first half of the twentieth century,
in the context of a broadening media landscape
and a concomitant interest in media effects
research, as well as the Second World War and
the related interest of the US government in the
analysis of propaganda issued in Nazi Germany.
In 1941, a conference on mass communica-
tion with a focus on content analysis was held in
Chicago and was attended by all leading schol-
ars in the field (Waples, 1942). In 1952 Berelson
published what was to become the first leading
textbook on quantitative content analysis. There
he put forward his definition of the method
which continues to be cited today: ‘Content
analysis is a research technique for the objective,
systematic, and quantitative description of the
manifest content of communication’ (1952: 18).
With his definition of content analysis as
quantitative and limited to the description of
manifest communication content, Berelson had
firmly established the method within the quanti-
tative research tradition. But in the same year
that Berelson published his textbook, his narrow
definition of the method was contested by
Kracauer (1952). Kracauer pointed out that
meaning is often complex, holistic, context
dependent, and that it is not necessarily apparent
at first sight. He also argued against the practice
prevalent in quantitative content analysis to
equate the coding frequency of a given theme
with its importance. On these grounds Kracauer
advocated a different type of content analysis
that does not limit itself to manifest content and
frequency counts. Kracauer was therefore the
first proponent of qualitative content analysis.
His suggestions were later taken up by George
(1959), who argued in favour of what he
called ‘non-frequency content analysis’, and
by Holsti (1969), who advocated a similar
non-quantitative type of content analysis.

A Classic Example in Qualitative
Content Analysis

A classic example from these early days of
the method is Shannon’s analysis (1954) of the
newspaper cartoon Little Orphan Annie. The
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cartoon was originally intended for children, but
soon attracted as much of an adult audience.
Shannon was struck by how the editors of the
paper used the cartoon as a vehicle for trans-
porting conservative, middle-class American,
anti-Roosevelt sentiment and values. Using
qualitative content analysis, she examined these
values in depth, focusing on five questions
which she used for her main categories:
(1) Who are Annie’s friends and opponents,
and who among the opponents is killed or
injured? (2) What are the goals that Annie and her
friends approve of and (3) how do the characters
suggest to reach these goals? (4) Which symbols
do Annie and her friends evaluate positively
and (5) which symbols do they condemn?

Shannon and another coder answered these
questions in writing, examining 104 weekly
appearances of the comic strip over a period of
two years (April 1948 to July 1950). Shannon
then summarized the answers and in this way
created her subcategories. The analysis shows
that both the very poor (other orphans, for
instance) and the very rich (whom Annie solic-
its to help the orphans) are Annie’s most impor-
tant friends, whereas Russian foreign agents
and ‘a gang of young hoodlums working the
protection racket’ (1954: 173) figure among her
most notorious enemies. Her life goals include
making a lot of money, being charitable, being
a law-abiding citizen, making a good marriage,
and raising a large family. To get there, making
a large amount of money (i.e. money features
both as an end and a means), the use of force
and hard work are suggested. Orphans, work,
honest merchants and smart businessmen
figure among the symbols that Annie and her
friends evaluate positively, whereas ‘lazy mean
people who are unwilling to work’ (1954: 178),
radicals, slave labour camps, the Soviet Union
and Hitler, receive a negative evaluation. These
findings are reported mostly in a narrative for-
mat, supplemented by coding frequencies and
many examples from the cartoon strip.

Further Developments of
Qualitative Content Analysis

Qualitative content analysis continued to be
developed on the Continent, especially in

Germany. Further developments include
Ritsert’s (1972) concept of an anti-ideologi-
cal version of the method (in a similar tradi-
tion, Vorderer and Groeben, 1987), Rust’s
(1980) ‘strict and qualitative’ qualitative
content analysis, and flexible content analy-
sis (Rustemeyer, 1992). A major proponent
of the method in Germany has been Mayring
(20005 2010), who developed several distinct
versions of the method, notably summarizing
and structural qualitative content analysis.

In English-speaking countries, especially in
England and the United States, the situation
has been different. As quantitative content
analysis evolved methodologically, the method
was increasingly applied to less manifest types
of meaning — although the focus on presenting
results in terms of coding frequencies was
generally maintained. Because the quantitative
had opened up towards qualitative versions of
the method, many researchers argued that the
distinction between a qualitative and a quanti-
tative type of content analysis was only a mat-
ter of degree (Holsti, 1969; Krippendorft,
2004). Quantitative increasingly came to
‘embrace’ qualitative content analysis.

Because of this development, qualitative
content analysis has not been well known as a
method in its own right in most English-
speaking countries until recently. Some quali-
tative researchers do not mention it at all in
their textbooks (Gibbs, 2007; Mason, 2002), or
else they present what is really quantitative
content analysis (Berger, 2000; Bernard and
Ryan, 2010). Others use the term ‘qualitative
content analysis’ to refer to the full range of
qualitative methods for data analysis, equating
the method with other qualitative methods
such as discourse or conversation analysis
(Krippendorff, 2004). Yet other authors call the
method by a different name, such as ‘thematic
coding’ (Boyatzis, 1998) or ‘qualitative media
analysis’ (Altheide, 1996). Descriptions of
qualitative content analysis as a method in its
own right started to appear in the Anglo-
American literature only recently (e.g. Hsie
and Shannon, 2005; Schreier, 2012).

This overview shows that there exist differ-
ent versions of qualitative content analysis. The
core ideas and steps in the version described



QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS 173

here largely correspond to what Mayring
(2010) has called structural, Hsie and Shannon
(2005) conventional, Rustemeyer (1992)
flexible (qualitative) content analysis, and what
Boyatzis describes as thematic coding (1998).

HOW DOES QUALITATIVE CONTENT
ANALYSIS RELATE TO OTHER
METHODS?

Qualitative and Quantitative
Content Analysis

There is no sharp dividing line between quali-
tative and quantitative content analysis
(Groeben and Rustemeyer, 1994), and the two
methods share many similarities. Both ver-
sions of the method are concerned with the
systematic description of data through coding.
To do so, they follow a predefined series of
steps. In both cases this involves making use
of a coding frame, generating category defini-
tions, segmenting the material into coding
units, and distinguishing between a pilot
phase and a main phase of analysis. Quality
criteria used in qualitative content analysis,
notably consistency (to assess reliability) and
validity (see Barbour, Chapter 34, this vol-
ume), are derived from the quantitative ver-
sion of the method, although they are often
applied less strictly. As in quantitative content
analysis, presenting the findings of qualitative
content analysis can involve frequency counts.

But despite these similarities, qualitative
content analysis has specific features that set it
apart as a method in its own right. Whereas the
focus of quantitative content analysis contin-
ues to be on manifest meaning, qualitative
content analysis is also applied to latent and
more context-dependent meaning. Because
latent meaning is harder to describe consensu-
ally, consistency as a quality criterion is han-
dled less strictly in the qualitative version of
the method. Quantitative content analysis is
often used to test hypotheses, and, because of
this, entire coding frames may be built in a
concept-driven way, and the coding frame is
always tried out on material that is different
from the material used in the main study. The

focus of qualitative content analysis is more
often on providing a detailed description of the
material under analysis. To provide a good fit
with the material, the coding frame will at least
in part be data-driven, and it should be built
and tried out on the same material that is used
in the main study. When it comes to presenting
the findings, in quantitative content analysis
the process of coding is only the starting point
for a subsequent statistical analysis of the data.
In fact, in the quantitative research tradition
content analysis is usually considered a method
for data collection. In the qualitative tradition,
on the other hand, content analysis counts as a
method for data analysis.

Qualitative Content Analysis and
Other Qualitative Research
Methods

Qualitative content analysis shares many fea-
tures with other qualitative research methods,
such as the concern with meaning and inter-
pretation (see Willig, Chapter 10, this volume)
of symbolic material, the importance of con-
text in determining meaning, and the data-
driven and partly iterative procedure. But the
method also incorporates elements from the
quantitative research tradition and in these
respects it differs from other qualitative meth-
ods. Because the process of assigning units of
meaning to the categories of the coding frame
is termed ‘coding’ and because a ‘coding
frame’ is at the heart of the method, qualitative
content analysis is easily confused with
(inductive) coding in particular (on coding,
Gibbs, 2007; see also Thornberg and Charmaz,
Chapter 11, this volume). But whereas induc-
tive coding allows for assigning any number
of codes to a piece of text, qualitative content
analysis is more restrictive here (see below on
the requirements of unidimensionality and
mutual exclusiveness for coding frames). In
inductive coding, code development and
application go hand in hand, whereas they
have to be performed separately and consecu-
tively in qualitative content analysis, and the
coding frame can no longer be changed during
the main analysis phase. Unlike coding,
qualitative content analysis requires a step of
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segmentation, a pilot coding and a subsequent
evaluation of the coding frame in terms of
reliability and validity (see Barbour, Chapter
34, this volume).

HOW TO DO QUALITATIVE CONTENT
ANALYSIS?

Data Preparation

Qualitative content analysis is divided into a
series of steps which are summarized in

Box 12.1. Usually, no special data preparation
is necessary. If transcripts are used, there is no
need for a detailed description of paralinguistic
features, especially if the focus is on the themes
mentioned in the material. But because qualita-
tive content analysis is concerned with describ-
ing meaning in context, relevant context should
always be made available in or with the mate-
rial. Transcripts should be complete, including
the questions asked by the interviewer, not
leaving out anything that may seem ‘unimpor-
tant” while transcribing (see Kowal and
O’Connell, Chapter 5, this volume).

Box 12.1

Deciding on a research question.

Selecting material.

Building a coding frame.

Segmentation.

Trial coding.

Evaluating and modifying the coding frame.
Main analysis.

Presenting and interpreting the findings.

N AWN =

Steps in Qualitative Content Analysis

Building a Coding Frame

Building a coding frame consists of the fol-
lowing steps: selecting material; structuring
and generating categories; defining catego-
ries; revising and expanding the frame.
Before going through these steps one by one,
the idea of a coding frame will be described
in more detail. Descriptions of these steps
can, for example, be found in Boyatzis
(1998), Mayring (2010), Rustemeyer (1992),
and Schreier (2012).

The Coding Frame

The coding frame is at the heart of the method.
It consists of at least one main category and at
least two subcategories. Main categories are
those aspects of the material about which the
researcher would like more information, and
subcategories specify what is said in the mate-
rial with respect to these main categories.

In a recent study about prioritizing in health
care (Diederich and Schreier, 2009), we con-
ducted interviews where we presented our
participants with a number of scenarios. One of
these scenarios described the case of Terri
Schiavo, a woman who had been in a coma vigil
for 15 years, when it was decided in 2005 to
discontinue intravenous feeding. Aspects that we
wanted to know more about included partici-
pants’ opinions about turning off the machines
that were keeping Terri Schiavo alive and their
reasons for considering this course of action to
be justified or not. For the main category
Opinion, we generated the following subcat-
egories: morally justified, long overdue, morally
wrong, refusal to take any decision, unclear,
miscellaneous. Subcategories for the main cate-
gory reasons in favour of turning off the machines
included: unnecessary prolongation of suffering,
high costs, long duration of comatose state,
agreement by the relatives, and several others.
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Coding frames can vary in complexity, con-
sisting of any number of main categories and
hierarchical levels, with subcategories containing
additional sub-subcategories (cf. Schreier, 2012:
ch. 4). In practice, however, more than three hier-
archical levels can be difficult to handle.

Coding frames should meet a number of
requirements. To start with, main categories
should cover one aspect of the material only
(requirement of unidimensionality). This is
why we created separate main categories for
opinion and reasons in the above study. But
there can of course be many such main catego-
ries, that is the requirement of unidimensional-
ity applies to any one main category — which
should cover one concept only — but not to the
entire coding frame, which can and usually
will be multi-dimensional.

Second, subcategories within one main
category should be created so that they are
mutually exclusive (requirement of mutual
exclusiveness). The reasons for this are partly
conceptual (there would be little point in
classifying a participant as considering the
decision in the case of Terri Schiavo to have
been both justified and unjustified) and partly
practical (Schreier, 2012: ch. 4). Again, it is
important to see this requirement in the con-
text of the entire coding frame. The require-
ment does not imply that any one unit can be
coded only once — it implies that any unit can
be coded only once under one main category.
In our study, we routinely classified one and
the same passage in terms of a participant’s
opinion about turning off the life support for
Terri Schiavo, for example, and a reason for
that opinion. The requirement also does not
prevent the researcher from coding several
subcategories under the same main category
for the same person — it only prevents the
researcher from doing so for the same unit of
coding (units of coding are described in
detail below). In other words, the same par-
ticipant may well argue that it was wrong to
turn off the life support for a number of rea-
sons, for example both on moral and on legal
grounds. And both reasons can be coded —
but not for the same unit. Qualitative content
analysis requires that the material is divided

up (‘segmented’) in such a way that one seg-
ment is classified as, for example, ‘moral
grounds’ and a second one as ‘legal grounds’.

Finally, all relevant aspects of the material
must be covered by a category (requirement of
exhaustiveness). This is to make sure that all
parts of the material are equally accounted for
by the coding frame. In practice, the require-
ment is easy to meet by introducing residual
categories. But there should not be too many
of these and they should not be used too often,
else the frame will not be sufficiently valid
(see below).

Selecting Material
Qualitative research often involves large
amounts of material. Because of this and to
avoid ‘cognitive overload’, typically only a part
of the material is used in building the coding
frame. Therefore, the first step in building a
frame is to select a suitable amount of material.
The most important criterion here is to select
the material so that it reflects the full diversity
of data sources. If the data consist of interviews
with different stakeholder groups, at least one
interview from each group should be selected.
If the material consists of newspaper articles
from three different time periods, all three time
periods should be represented in the selection.
But even if only part of the material is used,
it is best to build the frame not in one step, try-
ing to cover the material all at once. It is better
to break the material down into smaller
‘chunks’ and to build the coding frame for one
‘chunk’ after another, for example according to
source or (if interviews were used for data col-
lection) according to topic. The two strategies
can also be combined, and in fact this is what
we did in our study on setting priorities in
health care. We started out with the patients
and what they had to say on one topic, such as
the case of Terri Schiavo. We then moved on to
what the physicians had to say about this case,
including one group of participants after
another. Once we had finalized the coding
frame for this one topic, we moved on to
another case vignette, again starting with the
patients, and so on, until we had finalized a
first version of the entire coding frame.
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Structuring and Generating
Structuring and generating are the next steps
in building the coding frame, where structur-
ing refers to creating the main categories and
generating to creating the subcategories for
each main category. These steps can be carried
out in a concept- or in a data-driven way. But
it is not a good idea to generate all categories
in a concept-driven way. A key objective of
qualitative content analysis is to provide a
good description of the material. Concept-
driven categories alone, however, may leave
part of this material unaccounted for. This is
why concept-driven categories are usually
combined with data-driven categories. One
way to do this is to create main categories in a
concept-driven way and to add subcategories
in a data-driven way.

Working in a concept-driven way means
basing the categories on previous knowledge: a
theory, prior research, everyday knowledge,
logic, or an interview guide (Schreier, 2012: ch.
5). In our study on setting priorities in health
care, for example, we used our interview ques-
tions for generating main categories, such as:
the participants’ opinion on terminating Terri
Schiavo’s life support, their reasons why they
considered this justified or unjustified, or other
information they would have liked about the
case before coming to a decision.

When working in a data-driven way, there
are again several strategies to choose from
(Schreier, 2012: ch. 6). The most important
among these are subsumption and progressive
summarizing; these strategies largely corre-
spond to the structural (subsumption) and the
summative (progressive summarizing) types
of qualitative content analysis developed by
Mayring (2010: section 5.2.4). Subsumption is
a useful strategy for generating subcategories
in a data-driven way once main categories
have been decided upon. It involves examining
one passage after another, going through the
following steps:

1. Reading the material until a relevant concept is
encountered.

2. Checking whether a subcategory that covers this
concept has already been created.

3. If so, mentally ‘'subsuming’ this under the respec-
tive subcategory.

4. If not, creating a new subcategory that covers
this concept.

5. Continuing to read until the next relevant concept/
passage is encountered.

This process is continued until a point of
saturation is reached; that is, until no addi-
tional new concepts can be found.

Successive summarizing is a suitable strat-
egy for developing entire coding frames in a
data-driven way (Mayring, 2010: section
5.5.2). This involves paraphrasing relevant
passages, deleting from these passages any-
thing that appears superfluous, and summariz-
ing similar paraphrases which are then turned
into categories and subcategories.

Comparing and contrasting is another strat-
egy for developing entire coding frames in a
data-driven way. This is especially useful for
comparing different sources (Boyatzis, 1998).

Defining

Once the structure of the coding frame has
been developed, the next step is to define the
categories. Category definitions consist of
four parts: a category name, a description of
what is meant by that name, positive exam-
ples, and decision rules.

Category names should provide concise
descriptions of what a category refers to; they
should be neither overly long nor overly short
and cryptic. These are some examples of
names that we used for subcategories referring
to reasons why participants believed it was
wrong to have turned off the machines that
were keeping Terri Schiavo alive: Reasons
against: unethical/unjust procedure; playing
God; criminal offence.

Descriptions can consist of two parts: a
definition and indicators. The definition is a
mandatory part of the category description. It
states what is meant by a given category and
what features are characteristic of the category.
It helps to think of definitions as instructions in
a code book, telling the coders when a given
category is applicable. A frequent mistake is to
make definitions too narrow by limiting them
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to the instances of the category in the material
that is used for building the coding frame. But
of course the category should be more compre-
hensive than those specific instances and be
applicable to the entire material. The following
is our definition of the category Reasons
against: unethical/unjust  procedure
(Winkelhage et al., 2008b: 81; my translation):

This category applies if an interviewee argues that
it was wrong on moral grounds to turn off the
machines that were keeping Terri Schiavo alive.
The category applies whenever an interviewee
expresses the view that turning off the machines
is unethical and/or constitutes a violation of a
moral rule or principle, for instance the principle
of justice. It is not relevant which moral principle
or rule the interviewee considers to have been
violated. The interviewee's exact reasoning why s/
he considers turning off the machines to be in
violation of a moral rule or unethical is also not
relevant.

Indicators are signs that point to the pres-
ence of a phenomenon, something by which
to recognize a phenomenon. They can be
specific words, or they can be descriptions
of the ways in which the presence of a phe-
nomenon manifests itself in the data.
Indicators of the above category might
include words such as unethical, immoral,
morally wrong or unfair.

Because category definitions are by neces-
sity somewhat abstract, it is helpful to illustrate
them by providing examples from the material.
Ideally, these should be typical examples of the
category, but hypothetical examples may also
be used. One or two examples are perfectly
enough — otherwise, the coding frame quickly
becomes too large and therefore difficult to
handle. The following is the example we used
to illustrate the category Reasons against:
unethical/unjust procedure (Winkelhage et al.,
2008a: 81; my translation):

| would say that it is an ethical thing really. And
that a society, like American society which relies
on - well, finding one’s way in society, acting
appropriately, liking sports, being dynamic, all that
sort of thing. And being old, fragile, sick, disabled,
all this is marginal. ... So it has something to do
with ethics, with the ethics of a society. And

because of this | would say — Well, | believe that
this was a very unfortunate decision. (ID-110: 59)

To make sure that subcategories within one
main category are indeed mutually exclusive,
decision rules may be needed. Unlike the
category name, description and examples
which are a necessary part of category defini-
tions, decision rules are optional and are
needed only where subcategories may over-
lap and where coders may therefore be uncer-
tain which category to use. In these cases,
decision rules tell the coders which of the two
categories to use. They should specify what is
not to be included in a category and which
category to use instead. We used the follow-
ing decision rule to differentiate between
Reasons against: unethical/unjust procedure
and the closely related subcategory Reasons
against: manner of death (Winkelhage et al.,
2008b: 81; my translation).

If it is not primarily turning off the machines as
such which the participant considers to be uneth-
ical, but Terri Schiavo’s manner of death (such as:
starving or dying of thirst), the present category
does not apply. In this case, the category ‘manner
of death’ should be used.

Extensive definitions, including a name,
description, example, and decision rules if
needed, should be generated for all subcate-
gories in the coding frame. With main cate-
gories, a brief description of the scope of the
category is usually enough.

Revising and Expanding
Once all categories have been generated and
defined, it is time to take a step back, look at
the structure of the coding frame once again,
and ‘tidy up’ any loose ends. If subcategories
are very similar, it might be best to collapse
them. Some subcategories may be much
more comprehensive than others and might
be better conceptualized as main categories.
These and other considerations may lead to a
revision of the structure of the frame.

If the coding frame has so far been based on
part of the data only, the frame should in a next
step be expanded to include the next part. Each
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expansion involves going through all the pre-
vious steps once again, checking whether any
additional main categories (structuring) and
any new subcategories (generating) are
required and defining any new subcategories.
These steps are repeated as many times as
there are different sources or parts of the mate-
rial that have not yet been covered.

Segmentation

Coding consistency, that is applying categories
to the entire material in a consistent manner, is
an important quality criterion in qualitative
content analysis. It is assessed by comparing
two rounds of coding that are carried out either
by two independent coders or by one coder at
two points in time. But comparing two rounds
of coding only makes sense if the codes are
applied to identical parts of the material each
time. Because of this, the material has to
be segmented into units before any coding
is done.

Segmentation involves dividing the material
into units in such a way that each unit fits into
exactly one (sub)category of the coding frame.
These coding units are those parts of the mate-
rial that can be interpreted in a meaningful way
with respect to the subcategories, and their size
can vary from an entire book to a single word.
This definition shows that segmentation is in
fact closely related to developing the coding
frame and meeting the requirement of mutual
exclusiveness. The size of segments or units
should be chosen so as to match the definition
of the categories.

Dividing the material into units of coding
requires a criterion that specifies where one
unit ends and another one begins. There are
two such types of criteria: formal and thematic
(Rustemeyer, 1992). Formal criteria draw on
the inherent structure of the material. They are
formal units such as words, sentences or para-
graphs in a legal text. Formal units make seg-
mentation easy because they are usually very
obvious. However, unless the category defini-
tions match the internal structure of the
material, formal criteria may not result in
meaningful units. Especially in qualitative
research, a thematic criterion will often be

more useful. This involves looking for topic
changes, and one unit essentially corresponds
to a theme. What constitutes a theme will vary
with the coding frame and main categories.
Thematic criteria are much less clear cut than
formal criteria, but they often provide a better
fit with the coding frame.

In our study on prioritizing in health care,
we used a thematic criterion for segmentation
(Winkelhage et al., 2008a), as in the following
example where the focus is on reasons and
considerations raised by the interviewee con-
cerning the case of Terri Schiavo:

[Of course this is — it's a complete borderline issue,
and of course you can never tell whether some-
one might not wake up again after 20 years or
so.] [This is not, it is not just about the costs, but,
well] ... [You have to, and this always applies
where medical issues are concerned: Have another
very close look at the medical parameters. This is
a very decisive factor.]

When dividing the material into segments,
units of coding should be numbered consecu-
tively per source. If a formal criterion is
used, segmentation can be done in parallel
with the coding. If a thematic criterion is
used, segmentation should precede coding.
This can be done by one person, but if two
coders will be working on the material, it is
useful to do part of the segmentation process
together.

The Pilot Phase

In the pilot phase, the coding frame is tried out
on part of the material. This is crucial for rec-
ognizing and modifying any shortcomings in
the frame before the main analysis is carried
out. The pilot phase consists of the following
steps: selecting material; the trial coding;
evaluating and modifying the coding frame.

Selecting and Preparing Material

Material for the pilot phase should again be
selected so as to cover all types of data and
data sources in the material. In addition, the
material should also be selected so that the
majority of categories in the coding frame can
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be applied during the trial coding. In our
study on prioritizing in health care, for exam-
ple, we included interviews with participants
who approved and who did not approve of
turning off the machines that were keeping
Terri Schiavo alive. This material is then seg-
mented into coding units, as described above.

The Trial Coding
The next step, the trial coding, is at the heart
of the pilot phase. The categories from the
coding frame are applied to the material dur-
ing two rounds of coding, following the same
procedure that will be used during the main
coding. This can be done by two coders
working independently of each other or else
by one person coding and recoding the mate-
rial within approximately 10 to 14 days.
Frames that consist of more than 40 catego-
ries should be divided into parts that are applied
consecutively, else coders are likely to make
mistakes. An obvious way to do this is to divide
the frame by main categories, that is to start out
by applying all subcategories for this one main
category, then move on to the next main cate-
gory, and so on. All codings should be entered
into a coding sheet, where the coding units are
the rows and the main categories are the
columns. The subcategory to which each unit
of coding is assigned is entered into the cells.

Evaluating and Modifying the
Coding Frame

Evaluating the coding frame involves exam-
ining the results of the trial coding in terms
of consistency and validity (see Barbour,
Chapter 34, this volume).

If the definitions of subcategories are clear
and straightforward and if the subcategories
are mutually exclusive, units of coding will
usually be assigned to the same subcategories
during both rounds of coding. In other words,
the higher the consistency between the two
rounds of coding, the higher the quality of the
coding frame. This is why it is important to
identify those units of coding that were
assigned to different subcategories during the
two rounds. If the coding was done by two
coders, it is helpful to have them sit down

together and discuss their reasons for assigning
a coding unit to different subcategories. It can
also be helpful to quantify the degree of coding
consistency by calculating a coefficient of
agreement (Neuendorf, 2002: ch. 2; Schreier,
2012: ch. 9). Usually this examination of
inconsistencies will show which subcategories
were difficult to use and which subcategories
were used interchangeably, pointing to over-
laps between categories. The definitions of
such subcategories should be revised, and
decision rules should be added where needed.

The second criterion for evaluating coding
frames is validity, that is the extent to which
the categories adequately describe the material
and the concepts that are part of the research
question. For all data-driven parts of the frame,
the distribution of coding frequencies across
the subcategories for a main category is indica-
tive of validity. In particular, the coding frame
does not adequately describe the material
wherever coding frequencies are high for
residual categories. In this case, additional
subcategories to capture these aspects should
be created. For all concept-driven parts of the
coding frame, ideally an expert on the research
topic should assess the frame.

If only few changes are made to the frame
following the trial coding, the frame can now
be used for the main analysis. Otherwise, it
may be best to run a second trial coding before
moving on to the next step.

The Main Analysis Phase

The main analysis phase is where al// material
is coded. It is important to keep in mind that
the coding frame can no longer be modified
at this stage. Therefore it is crucial that the
frame is sufficiently reliable and valid before
entering this phase.

A first step in the main analysis is to divide
the remaining part of the material into coding
units. In a next step, the material is coded by
assigning these units to the categories in the
coding frame. Because the frame has already
been evaluated and revised, it is now no longer
necessary to double-code each unit. The exact
amount of material to be double-coded at this
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stage depends on the results of the pilot phase.
The lower the coding consistency and the
validity of the first version of the frame, and the
more changes were made as a result of the pilot
coding, the more the material should be double-
coded during the main analysis phase. If only
few changes were made following the pilot
coding, double-coding approximately one-third
of the material during the main analysis is suf-
ficient. This, however, is only a rule of thumb.

The results of the main coding should again
be entered into a coding sheet. The final meaning
of a unit is obvious for those parts of the material
that were coded only once and for those that
were double-coded and where the two rounds of
coding agree. Any coding inconsistencies need
to be discussed and resolved. Researchers who
are working on their own should try to keep
track of their reasons for interpreting the unit
differently each time and arrive at a final mean-
ing in this way. If an inconsistency cannot be
resolved, it can be useful to bring in a third per-
son who is also familiar with the research.

In a final step of the main analysis phase, the
results of coding should be prepared so that
they are suitable for answering the research
question. This is necessary whenever the units
of coding are smaller than the cases specified in
the research question. In this case, the coding
has to be transformed from the level of the unit
of coding to the level of the case. This is done
by creating a new data matrix where the col-
umns continue to correspond to categories, but
the rows now represent cases. In our study
about prioritizing in health care, one of our
concerns was with comparing the reasons why
members of different stakeholder groups
(patients, physicians, politicians, etc.) believed
that it was or was not a good decision to turn off
the machines that were keeping Terri Schiavo
alive. We therefore had to create a new data
matrix where each row no longer corresponded
to a unit of coding, but to an interviewee.

Presenting the Findings

With qualitative content analysis, the coding
frame itself can be the main result (this was
the case with our study on setting priorities in

health care, see Winkelhage et al., 2008b; for
another example, see Heil, 2011). In this
case, presenting the findings involves pre-
senting the frame and illustrating it through
quotes. This can be done through continuous
text or through text matrices, that is tables
that contain text instead of or in addition to
numbers. Text matrices are very flexible and
especially useful for contrasting different
sources or illustrating selected cases (Miles
and Huberman, 1994). The findings can also
serve as a starting point for further data
exploration, examining the results of qualita-
tive content analysis for patterns and co-
occurrences of selected categories. This
involves moving beyond the individual units
of coding and categories to the relations
between the categories (Gibbs, 2007; Miles
and Huberman, 1994).

All the above are essentially qualitative
ways of presenting the findings of qualitative
content analysis. Alternatively, findings can
also be presented in quantitative style. This
typically involves reporting coding frequen-
cies, percentages or inferential statistics such
as chi-square analysis. Inferential statistics are
especially useful for comparing different
sources, provided that there are enough cases
(for an example see Odag, 2008; see also
Denzin, Chapter 39, and Morse and Maddox,
Chapter 36, this volume).

APPLICATIONS AND PERSPECTIVES

Applications

Qualitative content analysis is suitable for a
wide range of materials, visual or verbal,
self-generated (by conducting interviews or
focus groups etc.) or sampled from available
sources (websites, newspapers, magazines,
blogs, letters, etc.). Because of this inherent
flexibility, the method has been applied
across a wide range of disciplines, branching
out from its early usage in communication
studies. These include, but are not limited to,
research in education (Kapustka et al., 2009),
psychology (McDonald et al., 2009), sociol-
ogy (Finn et al., 2011), political science
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(Heil, 2011), the empirical study of literature
(Odag, 2008), and research in health-related
fields (Diederich and Schreier, 2009).

But of course there are limits to the applica-
bility of qualitative content analysis. The focus
of this method is on description. This implies
that the material is taken ‘for granted’; the
method is, so to speak, ontologically and epis-
temologically ‘naive’. Therefore, if a researcher
is concerned with doing a critical analysis, dis-
course analysis (see Willig, Chapter 23, this
volume) would be a better method to use (Van
Dijk, 1997a; 1997b). With its focus on descrip-
tion, qualitative content analysis is also not
suitable for theory building (here grounded
theory would be the better choice: Corbin and
Strauss, 2008; see Thornberg and Charmaz,
Chapter 11, this volume). Furthermore, qualita-
tive content analysis is a method that reduces
data, making use of categories that abstract
from individual passages. If the data are to be
opened up instead, some type of coding would
again be a better option (Gibbs, 2007).
Qualitative content analysis also reduces data
by forcing the researcher to assign each coding
unit to one subcategory only (within one main
category; of course one coding unit can be clas-
sified under several main categories). Where
the researcher is concerned with exploring
multiplicity of meaning and how different
meanings relate to each other, a method like
semiotics would be the better choice (Chandler,
2007).

Perspectives

On the one hand qualitative content analysis
is flexible, concerning the material to which
it is applied, but on the other hand the idea of
the coding unit works best when applied to
textual material. It is much more difficult to
segment visual material (see Banks, Chapter
27, this volume) or online material (see
Marotzki et al., Chapter 31, this volume)
with a hypertext structure where units may
range across different websites. This diffi-
culty is unfortunate in a time and age where
multimodality is ever increasing in impor-
tance (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2002). It is

therefore crucial to develop the method so as
to facilitate its application to material other
than texts.

Today, qualitative data analysis increasingly
makes use of software (Lewins and Silver,
2007). However, the majority of the programs
currently on the market do not seamlessly fit
the requirements of qualitative content analysis
(Schreier, 2012: ch. 12). Several programs have
been developed for conducting content analysis
— but this refers to quantitative content analysis,
and the programs are not suitable for the quali-
tative version of the method. Qualitative soft-
ware (see Gibbs, Chapter 19, this volume), on
the other hand, was often developed with
grounded theory (see Thornberg and Charmaz,
Chapter 11, this volume) in mind. And while it
can easily be adapted to qualitative content
analysis, this type of software does not equally
support all steps of the method. Software that
supports qualitative content analysis in particu-
lar is still under development. Bringing com-
puter-aided qualitative data analysis and quali-
tative content analysis together by developing
flexible software that supports all steps of the
method is the next step ahead.

FURTHER READING

Groeben, Norbert and Rustemeyer, Ruth (1994) 'On the
integration of quantitative and qualitative methodo-
logical paradigms (based on the example of content
analysis)’, in Inger Borg and Peter Mohler (eds),
Trends and Perspectives in Empirical Social Research.
Berlin: DeGruyter. pp. 308-26.

Mayring, Philipp (2000) 'Qualitative content analysis’
[28 paragraphs], Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung/
Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 1 (2), Art. 20:
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-
fgs0002204 (accessed 2 May 2013).

Schreier, Margrit (2012) Qualitative Content Analysis in
Practice. London: Sage.

REFERENCES

Altheide, David (1996) Qualitative Media Analysis.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Berelson, Bernard (1952) Content Analysis in
Communication Research. Glencoe, IL: Free Press.



182 ANALYTIC STRATEGIES

Berger, Arthur A. (2000) 'Content analysis’, in Arthur
Berger (ed.), Media and Communications Research
Methods. Thousand Oaks: Sage. pp. 173-85.

Bernard, Russell H. and Ryan, Gery W. (2010) ‘Content
analysis’, in Russell Bernard and Gery Ryan (eds),
Analyzing Qualitative Data. Systematic Approaches.
Los Angeles: Sage. pp. 287-310.

Boyatzis, Richard E. (1998) Transforming Qualitative
Information:  Thematic  Analysis and Code
Development. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Chandler, Daniel (2007) Semiotics: The Basics. New
York: Routledge (1st edition, 2002).

Corbin, Juliet and Strauss, Anselm (2008) Basics of
Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for
Developing Grounded Theory. Thousand QOaks, CA:
Sage (1st edition, 1990).

Diederich, Adele and Schreier, Margrit (2009) Kriterien
der Priorisierung aus gesellschaftlicher Sicht’,
Zeitschrift ~ fir  Arztliche  Fortbildung — und
Qualitatssicherung, 103: 111-16.

Finn, James, Mukhtar, Vera, Kennedy, David, Kendig,
Hal, Bohle, Philip and Rawlings-Way, Olivia (2011)
"Financial planning for retirement village living: A
qualitative exploration’, Journal of Housing for the
Elderly, 25 (2): 217-42.

George, Alexander L. (1959) ‘Quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches to content analysis’, in Ithiel de Sola
Pool (ed.), Trends in Content Analysis. Urbana:
University of lllinois Press. pp. 1-32.

Gibbs, Graham (2007) Analyzing Qualitative Data.
London: Sage.

Groeben, Norbert and Rustemeyer, Ruth (1994) 'On the
integration of quantitative and qualitative methodo-
logical paradigms (based on the example of content
analysis)’, in Inger Borg and Peter Mohler (eds),
Trends and Perspectives in Empirical Social Research.
Berlin: DeGruyter. pp. 308-26.

Heil, Simone (2011) Young Ambassadors. Baden-
Baden: Nomos.

Holsti, Ole R. (1969) Content Analysis for the Social
Sciences and the Humanities. Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley.

Hsie, Hsiu-Fang and Shannon, Sarah E. (2005) ‘Three
approaches to qualitative content analysis’,
Qualitative Health Research, 15: 1277-88.

Kapustka, Katherine A., Howell, Penny, Clayton,
Christine D. and Thomas, Shelley (2009) ‘Social jus-
tice in teacher education: A qualitative content
analysis of NCATE conceptual frameworks', Equity
and Excellence in Education, 42 (4): 489-505.

Kracauer, Siegfried (1952) ‘The challenge of qualitative
content analysis’, Public Opinion Quarterly, Winter:
631-42.

Kress, Gunther R. and Van Leeuwen, Theo (2002)
Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of
Contemporary Communication. London: Edward
Arnold.

Krippendorff, Klaus (2004) Content Analysis: An
Introduction to Its Methodology. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage (1st edition, 1980).

Lewins, Ann and Silver, Christina (2007) Using Software
in Qualitative Research: A Step-by-Step Guide.
London: Sage.

Mason, Jennifer (2002) Qualitative Researching.
London: Sage.

Mayring, Philipp (2000) 'Qualitative content analysis’
[28 paragraphs], Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung/
Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 1 (2), Art. 20:
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-
950002204 (accessed 2 May 2013).

Mayring, Philipp (2010) Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse:
Grundlagen und Techniken. Weinheim: Beltz (1st
edition, 1983).

McDonald, Matthew M., Wearing, Stephen, and
Ponting, Jess (2009) ‘The nature of peak experience in
wilderness’, The Humanistic Psychologist, 37: 370-85.

Miles, Matthew B. and Huberman, A. Michael (1994)
Qualitative Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage (1st edition, 1984).

Neuendorf, Kimberly A. (2002) The Content Analysis
Guidebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Odag, Ozen (2008) 'Of men who read romance and
women who read adventure stories ... An empirical
reception study of the emotional engagement of
men and women while reading narrative texts’, in
Jan Auracher and Willie van Peer (eds), New
Beginnings in Literary Studies. Newcastle: Cambridge
Scholars Publishing. pp. 308-329.

Ritsert, Jurgen (1972) Inhaltsanalyse und Ideologiekritik.
Ein Versuch tber kritische Sozialforschung. Frankfurt:
Athendum.

Rust, Holger (1980) Struktur und Bedeutung. Berlin:
Verlag Volker Spiess.

Rustemeyer, Ruth (1992) Praktisch-methodische
Schritte der Inhaltsanalyse. Mlnster: Aschendorff.
Schreier, Margrit (2012) Qualitative Content Analysis in

Practice. London: Sage.

Shannon, Lyle W. (1954) ‘The opinions of the little
orphan Annie and her friends’, Public Opinion
Quarterly, 18: 169-79.

Van Dijk, Teun (ed.) (1997a) Discourse as Structure and
Process. London: Sage.

Van Dijk, Teun (ed.) (1997b) Discourse as Social
Interaction. London: Sage.

Vorderer, Peter and Groeben, Norbert (eds) (1987)
Textanalyse als Kognitionskritik? Mdglichkeiten



QUALITATIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS 183

und Grenzen ideologiekritischer Inhaltsanalyse. medizinischen Versorgung’ [Electronic Version],

Tubingen: Narr. FOR655, 15: www.priorisierung-in-der-medizin.de
Waples, Douglas (ed.) (1942) Print, Radio, and Film in a (accessed 17 March 2012).

Democracy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Winkelhage, Jeannette, Winkel, Susanne, Schreier,
Winkelhage, Jeannette, Winkel, Susanne, Schreier, Margrit, Heil, Simone, Lietz, Petra and Diederich,

Margrit, Heil, Simone, Lietz, Petra and Diederich, Adele (2008b) Anhang zu FOR Working Paper

Adele  (2008a) 'Qualitative  Inhaltsanalyse: No. 15 [Electronic Version], FOR655, 16: www.

Entwicklung eines Kategoriensystems zur Analyse priorisierung-in-der-medizin.de (accessed 18 March

von Stakeholder-Interviews zu Prioritdten in der 2012).



13

Phenomenology as a

Phenomenology is a philosophy that called
for an analysis of ‘the things themselves’. It
has developed new methods of analysis and
produced findings that proved very seminal
for the methodology of the social sciences.
The phenomenological method is not just a
method of data interpretation; phenomeno-
logical analysis begins before empirical
data are even constituted. It is therefore
inevitable to describe phenomenology at a
much more fundamental level than as a mere
strategy of data analysis. As phenomenology
has greatly contributed to the methodology
of qualitative research, the aim of this
chapter is to elucidate several crucial aspects:
phenomenology as an epistemology; as a
protosociological foundation to the method-
ology of the social sciences; as a sociologi-
cal paradigm; and as an empirical research
procedure. Hopefully, I will succeed in
providing a solid overview of the complex
relationship between phenomenology and
qualitative empirical research and clarifying
some common misunderstandings.

Research Method

Thomas S. Eberle

In pursuing this goal I will first delineate
the origin of phenomenology, what it means
to analyse ‘the things themselves’ and how
the phenomenological life-world analysis
was used for providing a philosophical foun-
dation of the methodology of the social sci-
ences. Then I describe two basic versions of
how to conceive of the relationship between
phenomenology and the social sciences. The
first makes a strict distinction between phe-
nomenology and sociology and proclaims
the phenomenological analysis of the life-
world as a protosociology. The second
attempts to merge or synthesize phenomenology
and sociology and sees phenomenological
sociology as a new paradigm that replaces
the positivist paradigm and radically
renews empirical research. The first pre-
vails in German sociology, the second in
US sociology — a constellation full of
misunderstandings. After some basic clarifi-
cations I describe three new developments
that use phenomenology as a strategy of
empirical research.
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THE CALL OF PHENOMENOLOGY:
TURNING TO THE THINGS
THEMSELVES!

The notion phenomenon is often equated
with ‘appearance’ or ‘experience’, and the
term phenomenology is often used in a loose
and superficial way, even by social scientists:
namely, as a mere description of the ‘appear-
ances’ or ‘experiences’ of something.
Phenomenology, however, is also a philosophy
that claims to be a ‘rigorous science’ with an
‘autonomous philosophical method’. It was
founded at the beginning of the twentieth
century by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938)
and became a broad Phenomenological
Movement that Herbert Spiegelberg (1982)
described in its many ramifications.

Husserl studied philosophy, mathematics,
physics and astronomy in Germany. After his
long research on numbers, calculations and
logics he developed the idea that philosophi-
cal analysis should turn to ‘the things them-
selves’. The next question was: What are ‘the
things themselves?” How to perceive and
conceive of them? This was the birth of phe-
nomenology, the ‘science’ of phenomena.
Scrutinizing ‘the things themselves’ obviously
requires an epistemological framework.
Following Descartes, Husserl ([1928] 2012;
[1939] 1973) started his analyses with the
subjective consciousness: it is the locus of
cognition with the best evidence. There is
no cognition without consciousness. While
Descartes inferred from the ego cogito to the
ergo sum, Husserl pointed out that a crucial
part was missing: ego cogito cogitatum. ‘Ego
cogito’ cannot happen as an act per se but is
always bound to the cogitatum, namely to
something that is (re)cognized. Husserl
theorized this aspect with the concept ‘inten-
tionality’ that he borrowed from his teacher,
Franz Brentano: subjective consciousness is
always a ‘consciousness of something’. If
I perceive, think, feel, imagine — I always
perceive something, think of something, feel
something, imagine something. The ensemble
of ‘ego cogito cogitatum’ is the phenomenon.

For analytical purposes, Husserl distin-
guished between the noesis and the noema of a
phenomenon: the noesis consists in the acts of
consciousness, the noema in the properties of
the cogitatum. If I perceive, for instance, a bird
in my garden I can observe it with great atten-
tion and see it fairly clearly; if I glimpse it only
hastily, my perception of that bird remains
rather blurred and vague. My different kinds of
attention obviously constitute a different phe-
nomenon — in each case a bird but once with
clear and once with only vague contours. The
noema consists in the properties of the per-
ceived. The bird is not an elephant, and if it has
a red belly it does not have a blue belly, and if
it is an old bird it is not a young bird. Whether
I notice any of these noematic aspects depends
on my noetic attention. Therefore both aspects,
the noesis and the noema, constitute the
phenomenon. A phenomenon is always a
noetic—noematic unity and includes acts of
consciousness as well as properties of their
‘object’. Husserl attempts thereby to overcome
the aporia that empiricism and rationalism
have produced by separating the cognizing
subject and the objective world.

Husserl developed several methods to pur-
sue a phenomenological analysis. All of them
are descriptive and egological, that is a phe-
nomenologist investigates the phenomena in
his or her own subjective consciousness:

1. A famous and popular one is the method of ‘free
imaginative variation’ or of ‘eidetic variation’. It
aims at finding the essence of phenomena, their
eidos. One imagines, for example, if a cube is still
a cube when it is made of wood, plastic, glass or
steel, or if it has different colours or a different
size. One finds that the eidos of a cube is inde-
pendent of colours or material or size, but if the
proportions of the sides are changed or if the
angles are not rectangular, it is no longer a cube.
Obviously, the eidos (essence) of a cube is that it
has six equal sides and that all angles are rectan-
gular. The basic idea is to find the eidos, the pla-
tonic idea, the invariant properties that are
universal. In the context of a book on empirical
research it is noteworthy that eidetic variations
are not bound to empirical observation but are
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infinite: one can imagine whatever is logically
possible even if it does not exist.

2. A closely related method aiming at the same goal
to reveal the eidos of things is the epoché or
‘eidetic reduction’, the 'bracketing’ of the assump-
tions of the natural attitude that we regularly rely
upon in everyday life. It reduces iteratively the
beliefs, the theoretical and pre-theoretical presup-
positions, hypotheses and elements of knowledge
which are usually involved in the constitution of a
phenomenon. Elucidating all these presupposi-
tions helps to clear the way from the particulars to
the universal ‘pure’ essences.

3. A further method is the transcendental reduction
that Husserl also calls the phenomenological
reduction. In addition to the eidetic epoché it brack-
ets also the existence of things in order to scruti-
nize exclusively the ‘whatness’ of phenomena — no
matter if they refer to the ‘real” world or to fantasy
and fiction — and to analyse the transcendental
subjectivity in which the pure phenomena are con-
stituted. This was the turn of phenomenology to a
transcendental philosophy, in search for a prioris
like Kant.

These methods are said to produce apodictic
findings that need no intersubjective valida-
tion. Husserl recommended elucidating the
eidos of concrete phenomena but himself
preferred to focus his constitutive analyses
rather on the universal and invariant eidetic
properties of a/l phenomena. In other words,
he dispelled with the noema and restricted
his analyses to the noesis, to the basic consti-
tutive achievements of consciousness.
Husserl provided many lucid insights on how
we constitute the sense of phenomena. The
core is apperception: what is actually per-
ceived? Phenomena are constituted with an
outer horizon — against a ‘background’,
within a ‘context’ — but they have also an
inner horizon which is constituted by appre-
sentation: we perceive not only what is per-
ceivable but ‘appresent’ also aspects that are
not perceivable (e.g. we see a ‘house’ although
we just perceive its front side). Phenomena
are constituted in passive syntheses and
include sensuous apperception as well as
meaning. A crucial difference to many other,
especially linguistic approaches is that phe-
nomenology analyses meaning constitution

on a pre-predicative level. Subjective experi-
ence is always more than and different from
what is formulated in language. It is therefore
crucial to start analysis at the pre-predicative
level of subjective experience and not just at
its representations on the predicative level of
language (for an illustration of such a
‘reflective analysis’ see Embree, 2011).

Three aspects of phenomenology are com-
mon to all strands: description as method, the
claim for apriority, and the claim to serve as
the foundation of all other sciences. The con-
cept of the ‘life-world’ that has become so
common in modern sociology was coined by
Husserl ([1936/54], 1970). He argued that the
crisis of modern sciences — he meant, as
always, the natural sciences — was caused by
the fact that they had taken their idealizations
and abstractions, their mathematical and geo-
metrical formulae for bare truth, and forgotten
that they originated in the life-world. The phe-
nomenological life-world analysis will there-
fore allow for solving this crisis and elucidate
the workings of scientific methods.

MUNDANE PHENOMENOLOGY:
CARVING OUT THE MEANINGFUL
STRUCTURES OF THE LIFE-WORLD

Alfred Schutz was the key figure who intro-
duced phenomenology into sociology. His
basic idea is that the methodology of the
social sciences has two pillars: first, the log-
ics of scientific explanation; and, second, a
constitutive analysis of the social world. The
second is much more crucial. Schutz there-
fore contrasted Carnap’s The Logical
Structure of the World ([1928] 1967) with his
own book The Meaningful Structure of the
Social World (Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozi-
alen Welt) — which is not recognizable any-
more in the English translation of the book
title, The Phenomenology of the Social
World, (Schutz, [1932], 1967). As the social
world is meaningfully constituted in every-
day life before any scientific research begins,
the social sciences have to take this fact sys-
tematically into account.
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Phenomenology proved to be seminal for
analysing the constitution of sense in social
reality. Schutz opposed a ‘picture book phe-
nomenology’ that attempted to describe the
eidos of concrete social phenomena (e.g. of a
family, a state, a community), and he endorsed
Husserl’s search for universal, invariant formal
structures of the life-world. He advocated a
mundane phenomenology that does not bracket
the existence of things but posited that
Husserl’s findings in the transcendental reduc-
tion are also valid in the mundane sphere.
Mundane phenomenology analyses the natural
attitude and accepts the socio-cultural a priori:
an actor’s subjective stock of knowledge with
its typifications and systems of relevances are
socially derived.

As Max Weber ([1922], 1978) stipulated
that sociology has to understand (verstehen)
the subjective sense of social actions, Schutz
investigated carefully what Weber had over-
looked: that the modes of givenness of social
actions — and therefore their meanings — are
different to the actor him- or herself (S'), to an
observer in everyday life (S*) and to a social
scientist (S*). While the actor perceives his
actions in the context of his biographically
determined stock of knowledge at hand and
knows about his experiences, his plans and
systems of relevances, the observer in everyday
life can only perceive observable behaviour
and has no direct access to the subjective sense
of the other’s actions. The alter ego is only
understandable by means of appresentative
systems: by indications, marks, signs and sym-
bols. Schutz disapproves of Max Scheler’s
concept of empathy: we can never empathize
in the sense that we feel what the other is feel-
ing. We can only understand the other on the
basis of our own subjective experiences, of our
own feelings, of our own reasoning. The oth-
er’s experiences and subjective constructions
are not directly available but only with the help
of appresentative systems (for phenomenolo-
gists, it is utterly disturbing that some other
qualitative approaches do not recognize and
acknowledge this basic difference and treat
interview data or narrations as direct repre-
sentations of another person’s ‘experience’).

Schutz (1962: 207-59) postulated, like
William James (1907), that we live in multiple
realities: we live in different provinces of
meaning, not only in everyday life but also in
fantasy and imagination (reading a novel,
watching a movie, daydreaming) or we are
dreaming when sleeping. The world of every-
day life as the realm of pragmatic actions is the
paramount reality because we experience it as
shared with others. According to Schutz, the
theoretical attitude of social scientists also
constitutes a different province of meaning as
scientists orient to a different stock of
knowledge — the one of the discipline and past
research — and to a different system of rele-
vance (research question, methodical and theo-
retical concerns) than actors in everyday life.
The (interpreted) subjective sense of an other’s
actions is therefore constituted differently in
the perspective of a scientific observer, com-
pared with the observer in everyday life who is
guided by pragmatic interests and not by
scrutiny. In addition, the sense will differ if
scientists research past actions (as historians
do), present actions (as sociologists do) or
future actions (as futorologists do). And it will
differ, if we analyse our own subjective experi-
ence or rely on empirical data like audio and
video recordings or on narratives or even mere
indications and clues.

The ‘structures of the life-world’ that Schutz
elucidates are rich and detailed (cf. Schutz and
Luckmann, 1973; 1989). Are they indeed uni-
versal and invariant? Schutz claims they are the
same for all human beings in this world. The
social world is structured in space and time in
relation to the experiencing subject: there are
those I personally know, and there are contem-
poraries, predecessors and successors. And
every (‘normal’) actor on earth has a subjective,
biographically determined stock of knowledge
at hand; uses (linguistic and pre-linguistic)
typifications and is guided by systems of rele-
vances; orients in time and space; and relies on
systems of appresentation in order to under-
stand others or relate to multiple realities. Such
universal formal structures can be phenomeno-
logically described and represent a philosophi-
cal anthropology, while the concrete contents
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of stocks of knowledge, of typifications and
systems of relevances, of temporal and spatial
orientation, and so on, are historically and cul-
turally contingent and therefore research
objects of empirical sciences.

PHENOMENOLOGY AS
PROTOSOCIOLOGY: SOLVING THE
MEASUREMENT PROBLEM?

Phenomenological Life-World
Analysis as Protosociology

The Structures of the Life-World (Schutz and
Luckmann, 1973; 1989) represents a system-
atic account of Schutz’s work; it also carries
the distinct signature of Thomas Luckmann
and therefore was published in co-authorship.
Schutz’s original intention to provide a philo-
sophical foundation of the methodology of the
social sciences remained the same throughout
his life. Luckmann confirmed this aim but
omitted Schutz’s final chapter on methodology
(which corresponds to Schutz, 1962: 3-47).
With his famous postulate of adequacy, Schutz
demanded that the second-order constructions
of the scientist have to be consistent with the
first-order constructions of the actor in every-
day life. As the phenomenological constitutive
analysis elucidated the formal properties and
structures of the life-world, this implies that
the scientific constructions have to be consist-
ent with the described structures of the life-
world. Schutz also claimed that scientific
models should fulfil the postulate of subjective
interpretation; that is, that they refer to the
subjective consciousness of an actor and his
stock of knowledge with its typifications and
systems of relevances. In addition, he dis-
cerned that rationality on the level of scientific
constructs has quite a different character than
the rationalities of everyday life (cf. Eberle,
2010) — a point that became crucial in Harold
Garfinkel’s (1967) ethnomethodology.

Luckmann (1973; 1979) interprets the analysis
of the structures of the life-world as a profosoci-
ology that works as a foundation to ‘sociology’.
He distinguished the two concisely: either you
do phenomenology or you do sociology:

1. Phenomenology is a philosophy. It analyses
phenomena of subjective consciousness. Its
perspective is egological and its method pro-
ceeds reflexively. Its goal is to describe the
universal structures of subjective orientation
in the life-world.

2. Sociology is a science. It analyses phenomena of
the social world. Its perspective is cosmological
and its method proceeds inductively. Its goal is to
explain the general properties of the objective
world.

Luckmann contends that the universal and
invariant structures of the life-world repre-
sent a protosociology in the sense of a math-
esis universalis, a formal matrix that provides
a solution to the problem of measurement in
the social sciences. They serve as a fertium
comparationis, that is they allow for translat-
ing propositions that are formulated as
empirical observations in a certain language
into a proper formal language. In Luckmann’s
view, Schutz has succeeded in providing the
scope of this protosociological matrix; the
details of it may be scrutinized and modified
by further phenomenological analyses.

Luckmann’s concise distinction between
phenomenology and sociology was very influ-
ential in German sociology. It implies that
there is no such thing as a ‘phenomenological
sociology’, and in the context of the present
book it implies that phenomenology is inapt as
a strategy of data analysis in the usual sense of
‘empirical data’: it has an egological, not a
cosmological, perspective. We will see later
that US sociology took quite a different direc-
tion in this respect.

Pragmatic Life-World Theory as
Social Anthropology

As Ilja Srubar (1988; 2005) has convincingly
shown, there is more to Schutz than a phe-
nomenological analysis of the intentional
processes in the subjective consciousness.
Schutz’s life-world analysis has not only a
subjective but also a pragmatic pole. The life-
world is not only perceived and experienced
in subjective consciousness, but also consti-
tuted by pragmatic social actions. Srubar
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(1988) detects this ‘pragmatic turn’ already in
Schutz’s early writings and postulates that
Schutz complemented Husserl’s paradigm of
perception by a paradigm of action: a human
being is not only ego cogitans but also ego
agens. The pragmatic life-world theory
encompasses both the subjective as well as
the pragmatic pole, and the two are related to
each other. Schutz realized that his mundane,
pragmatic theory of the life-world was a
legitimate counterpart of transcendental phe-
nomenology and emphasized the primacy of
the pragma: it is sociality that founds subjec-
tivity, not the other way around (Srubar, 1988:
266). The interaction in a we-relationship
represents the heart of mundane sociality, and
thinking is derived from communication
(similar to George H. Mead).

In accordance with Luckmann, Srubar con-
siders Schutz’s pragmatic life-world theory as a
philosophical anthropology and as such as a
basic formal matrix and a tertium comparationis
that allows for comparing different cultures.
Schutz’s theory of constitution describes the
human reality as an interlinking of life-worlds
with a multiplicity of perspectives and manifold
realms of meaning, and it systematically takes
into account the variability of cultural worlds
and of different life-forms. Srubar (2005) shows
why and how the pragmatic life-world theory
has more potential to facilitate adequate cultural
comparisons, than have concepts that evolved in
a specific scientific discourse.

The Relationship Between
Protosociology and Empirical
Research

Luckmann’s clear-cut methodological distinc-
tion between phenomenology and sociology
also served strategic purposes. He attempted
to prevent sociologists from immersing exclu-
sively in an exegesis of Schutz’s work; they
should rather engage in empirical research of
concrete social settings. Luckmann proclaimed
a close relationship between phenomenology
and sociology. A well-known example for a
sociological theory that is clearly compatible
with Schutz’s protosociology is Berger and

Luckmann’s (1966) The Social Construction
of Reality. 1t consists of three parts: (1) the
foundations of knowledge in everyday life;
(2) society as objective reality; and (3) society
as subjective reality. In the first part they pre-
sent some key results of Schutz’s phenomeno-
logical life-world analysis and characterize
them explicitly as ‘philosophical prolegom-
ena’ that are ‘presociological’ and ‘not scien-
tific’ (1966: 20). But they treat them as an apt
‘starting point for sociological analysis’
(ibid.). In line with these protosociological
considerations, they design a sociology of
knowledge that consists of two perspectives.
In ‘society as objective reality’ they analyse
the processes of institutionalization and legiti-
mation; in ‘society as subjective reality’, the
processes of internalization and the evolve-
ment of identity. Many failed to recognize this
basic logical structure. Luckmann specified
later that the term ‘constitution’ should refer
to the acts in subjective consciousness, while
the term ‘comstruction’ should be used for
(empirically observable) social processes. In
line with this, most German sociologists
who base their research on Schutz’s phe-
nomenological protosociology label them-
selves not as ‘phenomenological sociolo-
gists’ but as ‘sociologists of knowledge’ (in
the German Sociological Association there
exists a section with this label).

The Constitution of Empirical Data

A protosociological perspective on empirical
data differs significantly from methodological
strategies and practices of data analysis and
interpretation. Phenomenology provides an
epistemological framework and has proved
seminal for elucidating how sense and mean-
ing are constituted in subjective consciousness
and how they are constructed in everyday
interaction and in scientific observations and
interpretations. The life-world analysis of
Schutz represents a suitable epistemological
framework for (qualitative and quantitative)
social research in general. If we carefully ana-
lyse our ‘lived experience’ (the phenomena we
perceive, feel, imagine or think of) as well as
our ‘experiences’ (the sense-connexions we
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constitute of our past ‘lived experiences’) we
immediately become aware of how rich and
complex meaning constitution is, how many
facets we notice when considering the mode of
givenness with all our senses, and how reduc-
tive we are when talking about them. The
social sciences are text sciences, tied to lin-
guistic constructions, and until recently they
have vastly overlooked the importance of vis-
ual data (see Banks, Chapter 27, this volume),
of soundscapes (see Maeder, Chapter 29, this
volume), of smells and odours, or of haptic
experiences. Based on our subjective experi-
ence we know that linguistic descriptions often
cannot catch a phenomenon properly, and we
all know how selectively we proceed in com-
munication. Meaning and sense are constituted
on a pre-predicative level, and all predications
are a different kind of act. In spite of our non-
linguistic bodily sensations and our non-verbal
behavioural expressions, many social scien-
tists reduce reality to linguistic representations.
And although it is evident that we have direct
access only to our own experiences, many
qualitative researchers claim to talk about ‘the
experiences of others’ when collecting and
interpreting autobiographical narrations or
interview data. Phenomenology helps to clar-
ify what happens when we constitute empirical
data by our practices of recollection, analysis
and interpretation. Phenomenologists are
always aware that they interpret on the basis of
their own subjective experiences, and that a
linguistic representation never really catches
what was experienced. However, we can pon-
der systematically how much we can under-
stand of the other’s experiences on the basis of
our own.

Based on Schutz’s life-world analysis,
Cicourel (1964) and Garfinkel (1967) pointed
out that the methodology of the social sciences
has not sufficiently recognized and dealt with
the interpretive procedures (see Willig, Chapter
10, this volume) that are employed in research.
These are crucial for the constitution of data
but usually remain hidden and unexplicated in
the research reports. Cicourel analysed the
relevant methods of data collection and analy-
sis, elucidated their hidden assumptions and

their implicit practices of common-sense rea-
soning, and argued that half of the applied
methods in empirical research remains in the
dark, which heavily affects the possibility of
intersubjective verification. As the social world
is pre-interpreted, the involved common-sense
operations must be methodically reflected, too,
in quantitative as well as in qualitative research.

In the late 1970s, Luckmann supervised a
similar research project. As social reality is
transient and passes by inevitably and irrevoca-
bly, the basic question is how it can be regis-
tered and conserved. In order to judge the
objectivity and intersubjectivity of scientific
propositions, empirical research requires that
data are objectified. Traditionally, data consist
of texts: of ethnographic descriptions (see
Gubrium and Holstein, Chapter 3, this vol-
ume), interview transcriptions (see Roulston,
Chapter 20, and Kowal and O’Connell, Chapter
5, this volume), proceedings of events, and so
on. Then they often get further encoded into
certain categories or transformed into numbers.
Many researchers have, however, overlooked
that the constitution of such basic textual data
actually transforms experienced or observed
events into another mode of givenness, namely
into their textual representation. Bergmann
(1985) suggested distinguishing between a
‘recording conservation’ (see Toerien, Chapter
22, this volume) and a ‘reconstructing conser-
vation’. The first consists in pure registration
that can be done by audio and video equipment
and does not include any interpretation of what
is registered; the second transforms recorded
data into transcripts (see Kowal and O’Connell,
Chapter 5, this volume), interprets them and
usually makes use of reconstructive genres.
Recent methodological reflections argue that
even ‘recording conservation’ implies a con-
struction in many respects, by the (corporate)
actor who produced the material and enacted
the ‘camera action’ (Reichertz and Englert,
2011) as well as by the specific qualities of the
employed technology, that is its ‘technological
co-constructive elements’ (see Knoblauch et
al., Chapter 30, this volume). Gross (1981),
who worked in Luckmann’s data constitution
project, questions the researcher’s increasing



PHENOMENOLOGY AS A RESEARCH METHOD 191

belief that audio- and video-recorded data
picture a thematic event in the best available
form — in fact these data treat from the outset as
irrelevant what they do not present, like haptic
touches, odours and smells, the energies that
could be felt by the participants, the perspec-
tives that were not taken, etc.

Triangulation

Luckmann acknowledges the problem
of epistemological reflexivity (see May
and Perry, Chapter 8, this volume). Pheno-
menological analysis, too, cannot avoid using
language for its descriptions and cannot strip
itself completely from a specific colloquial
language. Even if the method of phenomeno-
logical reduction allows the systematic strip-
ping of cognition from the historically and
culturally specific elements, how can we be
sure that we have reached that plane of uni-
versal and invariant insights? To solve this
problem, Hubert Knoblauch suggests — in line
with Luckmann — a triangulation of three dif-
ferent methods. The phenomenological
method is ‘to be corrected and complemented
by two other methods: (a) the “cosmological”
methods of the sciences studying the human
body, on the one hand, and (b) the sciences
studying the variety of human culture and
social structure, on the other’ (Knoblauch,
2011: 140f). If such a triangulation is
accepted, Luckmann’s dualistic methodologi-
cal distinction between phenomenology and
science still holds, but the sciences then are
included in the foundational project, at least
for correction and complementarity. (For a
‘parallel action’ of protosociological and
sociological analysis, see Dreher, 2009.)

PHENOMENOLOGICAL SOCIOLOGY:
A NEW APPROACH TO EMPIRICAL
RESEARCH

The distinction between phenomenology (as
a protosociology) and sociology is well
established in German sociology, due to the
eminent intellectual influence of Luckmann.

In US sociology and other countries, how-
ever, the label ‘phenomenological sociology’
has widely spread. What is phenomenologi-
cal sociology, and how does it proceed?

Phenomenological Sociology as a
New Sociological Paradigm

The most influential representative of such a
program was George Psathas (1973; 1989).
He presents ‘phenomenological sociology’ as
a ‘new paradigm’ that does not approach
social reality with preconceived notions — as
did the prevailing structural functionalism at
the time — but investigates the social reality-
as-it-is-experienced by the members of soci-
ety. Phenomenological sociology is seen as a
kind of ‘synthesis’ of phenomenology and
sociology and a promising alternative to
positivist sociology. It offers a fresh, open
and innovative approach that encourages
suspension of the natural attitude, seeing the
phenomena-as-they-are, and avoiding pre-
conceived sociological concepts as well as
the established recipes and formulae of
research procedures. Psathas (1989: xii) sees
the goal of his research as ‘the understand-
ing, description and analysis of the life-world
as experienced by those who live it’. This
does not imply accepting ‘the statements
respondents make as the literal and sufficient
explanations of their conduct, beliefs, values,
or knowledge’ (1973: 16). More sophisti-
cated methods are needed as they were
developed by Husserl, Schutz and Garfinkel.

Gregory Bird (2009) is right in stating that
much of what was said about phenomenologi-
cal sociology at that time was strategic: the
goal was to get it included in the discipline of
sociology. But there are also some clear-cut
differences in content compared with
Luckmann’s version (Eberle, 2012b): First,
Schutz’s findings are not interpreted as a sys-
tematic whole or even as a protosociological
mathesis universalis; Schutz is rather consid-
ered to have paved the way for a new way of
doing sociological research. Second, there is no
need to separate protosociology from sociology
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as every sociological paradigm implies philo-
sophical premises; phenomenological sociology
is a sociology that operates with different prem-
ises than positivist sociology. Third, no distinc-
tion is made between egological, reflexive and
cosmological, inductive procedures; phenome-
nological sociology investigates not the
researcher’s subjective perspective but rather
how other people experience their life-world.
How come?

Ethnomethodology’s Program

Phenomenological sociology in the United
States is strongly influenced by ethnometh-
odology. It was Garfinkel who inspired
many young sociologists to read Husserl,
Schutz and Gurvitsch (and later Merleau-
Ponty) in order to devise a new paradigm of
sociological research (Psathas, 2004).
Garfinkel gave the phenomenological life-
world analysis from the outset a sociologi-
cal twist:

1. He confronted Parsons’ structural functionalism
in a careful analysis with Schutz's phenomeno-
logical studies and interpreted the latter as an
alternative approach to explain the problem of
social order (Garfinkel, 1952). Schutz's concep-
tion of the actor, in contrast to Parsons’ norm-
guided role-player, does not make the actor a
‘judgmental dope’. Garfinkel (1967) showed by
his incongruity (or breaching) experiments that
the social order does not break down when
norms get violated but only when people do not
manage to make sense of the situation. Therefore
he explains social order not by normative but by
constitutive rules and by sense-making.

2. This view implied a methodological reorientation.
Ethnomethodology investigates sense-making
not egologically in the subjective consciousness
but in empirical settings that are intersubjectively
available. Not the constitutive acts of conscious-
ness are the topic of study but the empirically
observable accounting practices whereby actors
make sense recognizable.

3. Garfinkel (2002; [1948] 2006) does not treat
Schutz’s structures of the life-world as validated
insights but seeks new answers himself. He uses
Schutz's and other phenomenologists’ analyses
only as inspiration, calls for ‘misreading’ them (by

which he meant an ‘alternate’ reading) and starts
a new kind of research from scratch. The basic
question, however, remains the same: asking for
the how, the know-how, and investigating the
constitution of social phenomena.

How does ethnomethodology proceed?
Garfinkel (1967) was very creative and
employed many different methods of data col-
lection. He tape-recorded the deliberations of
jurors; he interviewed the transsexual person
‘Agnes’; he asked students to transcribe eve-
ryday conversations and fill in all the implicit
knowledge the participants were referring to;
or he asked them to make incongruity experi-
ments, that is to breach social expectations by
behaving strangely, and take notes of the
others’ reactions (e.g. acting like a guest at
home and observing the other family mem-
bers’ consternation; negotiating prices at the
supermarket; asking for clarification of
ordinary expressions in conversations that
nobody would ask; and so on). How he
analysed these different sorts of data remained,
however, vastly in the dark. Much more cru-
cial was indeed the alternative perspective of
his questioning and framing. How are jurors
recognizable as ‘jurors’? What practices did
Agnes employ for ‘doing gender’ for making
evident that she was a natural woman? How
do members manage the indexicality of
expressions in everyday conversation? How
do people make sense when elements of the
‘natural attitude’ are breached?

It is important to distinguish two procedures
here:

1. Insofar as ethnomethodologists reflect on the
givenness of empirically observed, social phe-
nomena and scrutinize what is seen by system-
atically bracketing their worldviews, assumptions
and specific intentionalities, they proceed phe-
nomenologically. A phenomenological analysis
can also be done collectively. When observing the
same social phenomena, they start with their
subjective ‘lived experience’ and bracket their
subjective assumptions step by step.

2. Insofar as ethnomethodologists only investigate
how the members of a setting orient and interact,
they have an observer's perspective and can only
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analyse what is observable. Many have converted
to conversation analysis and adopted the practice
to accept only audio-visual data for analysis. If
they restrict analysis to Harvey Sacks' dictum
(1974) 'Can we find order? How can we provide
for that order?’, they only capture the subjective
perspective of actors insofar as it is observable —
and all the rest is excluded from analysis.

Is ethnomethodology still a phenomenological
approach? Psathas (1989: 79-98) explicitly
affirms that. Most ethnomethodologists
nowadays, however, acknowledge just
the historical importance of Schutz for
ethnomethodology and assert that they have
moved beyond. In our context we can
state that Garfinkel obviously builds upon
the pragmatic pole of Schutz’s life-world
analysis and is interested in the noema of
phenomena. While the question “What can |
know?’ makes us consider the noesis, the
question ‘Why do we see something as
something?’ leads to the noema, to the
meaningful actions that constitute the social
world. In this respect, Garfinkel’s question
‘What makes jurors “jurors”?’ or ‘What
makes Agnes a woman?’ is therefore a genu-
ine phenomenological question that focuses
on the noema. On the other hand, ethnometh-
odology moved away from phenomenology.
Garfinkel stripped it from anthropological
premises, dispensed with the notion of
‘subjective consciousness’ and considers
‘members’ as being produced by self-
organizing social settings. He replaced the
‘subjective perspective’ by an observer’s
perspective. (cf. Eberle, 2012a).
Ethnomethodology investigates the com-
mon-sense reasoning, the practices of making
sense, the members’ ethnomethods whereby a
social setting is produced and the accounting
practices that make it identifiable, reportable
and intelligible. Of course, ethnomethodology
faces the trap of epistemological reflexivity,
too. To what extent is the explication of mem-
bers’ ethnomethods dependent on the eth-
nomethods of sense-making that are used in
ethnomethodological research? In fact, the
theoretical status of ‘ethnomethods’ remained
unclarified. While the early Garfinkel spoke

of ‘eidetic’ and ‘invariant’ ‘formal properties’,
he later became more and more interested in
the details of situations and emphasized the
‘haecceitas’ of the social, its ‘just-thisness’,
which means that the social only exists as some-
thing individual and unique. In the context of
his Ethnomethodological Studies of Work
(Garfinkel, 1986) he formulated the unique ade-
quacy requirement as an ideal. Ethnome-
thodologists must be competent practitioners of
the social phenomena they study. In order to
study the working practices of lawyers and
mathematicians, his students had to study law
and mathematics, not just ethnomethodology.
Consequently, his concept of adequate
description that ethnomethodology is striving
for became more and more restrictive: a
description is adequate if it successfully serves
as an instruction. Garfinkel reduced the pre-
supposed intersubjectivity of ethnomethods
(or sense-making practices) more and more,
and ultimately one can remember Schutz’s
insight that understanding the subjective sense
of another’s actions is only possible as an
approximation.

A Recent Example of
Phenomenological Sociology: The
New Orleans Sniper

In her recent study on The New Orleans
Sniper: A Phenomenological Case Study of
Constituting the Other, Frances Waksler
(2010) demonstrates how phenomenological
sociology (in Psathas’s sense) analyses data.
The researched event happened in 1973 when
a sniper in New Orleans shot 16 people, 7 of
whom died, before he was eventually shot
dead by the police. But the shooting went on
the next day as there presumably existed a
second sniper; seven more policemen were
wounded but the second sniper was never
found. Waksler ponders the thrilling research
question of ‘how the second sniper was first
constituted and later unconstituted’ (2010: 3).
The case is particularly interesting as the
existence of the second sniper was problem-
atic and ambiguous. For this reason ‘the work
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of constituting the other becomes evident’ (3).
Waksler draws on Husserl’s phenomenologi-
cal analyses of the constitution of the other in
the transcendental sphere and shows that they
‘can be directly applied to a particular instance
of a problematic other and can illuminate the
intricate processes whereby the Other is con-
stituted’ (3). Like Psathas, she uses phenome-
nological insights to interpret people’s actions
sociologically: ‘how people, with their general
procedures and resources, use them to consti-
tute an other in a specific situation’ (3). In
other words, she uses Husserl’s insights where
applicable, but, unlike Husserl, she investi-
gates the givenness of the other not egologi-
cally in the sphere of transcendental reduction,
but as a social process that can be recon-
structed on the basis of empirical data. The
question is how others constitute — and later
unconstitute — the other, namely the second
sniper. This question is a genuine sociological
one but inspired by phenomenology.

The findings are intriguing (cf. Eberle
2013a). On the basis of newspaper reports and
interviews of participants Waksler demon-
strates the power of first assumptions; the
mundane reasoning about what one ordinary
or even extraordinary person is capable of
doing and what indicates the participation of a
second sniper; which signs of another sniper
were perceived and how they were interpreted
(what was seen, what was heard, which turn-
taking took place, which leavings were found
that provided evidence of a second person
involved; which speculations and conspiracy
theories were formulated to provide ways to
deal with the events as a meaningful whole;
how the possibility of an escape of the second
sniper was assessed; the prevailing use of
either/or explanations; and the procedures
of legitimizing evidence). The reported
evidence was contradictory — even the persons
who were in direct interaction with the (first)
sniper described him differently and some of
them did not recognize him on the photo of
the person shot by the police. While the police
were convinced there was a second sniper,
they changed their assessment over time, based
on the collected evidence, and arrived at the

conclusion that there was only one sniper as a
second one could not have escaped from the
site; the wounded police officers during the
shootings on the next day were obviously vic-
tims of police ricochets.

What is the strategy of data analysis in this
case? Waksler collects and documents all those
pieces from newspaper reports, TV reports and
interviews that seem relevant in regard to her
research question and reconstructs the assump-
tions in regard to the existence of a second
sniper on the basis of these data. Husserl’s
analyses of intersubjectivity are used to make
the different kinds of assumptions visible and
demonstrable in her data.

PHENOMENOLOGY AS AN EMPIRICAL
RESEARCH PROCEDURE

Ethnomethodology and US phenomenological
sociology adopt an observer’s strategy and
deal with members’ subjective perspective
only insofar as it is, first, relevant for their
research question and, second, inasmuch it can
be reconstructed on the basis of observational
data (e.g. audio—video recordings and reports).
On the one hand, ethnomethodologists have
greatly contributed to refining the strategies of
empirical data analysis, in particular by their
attention to detail and their emphasis on and
high standards of ‘adequate description’. This
is undoubtedly a result of their phenomeno-
logical training and awareness.

On the other hand, much is lost of what can
be accessed in a subjective perspective: the
‘lived experience’ in its multimodality and
intersensuousness on a pre-predicative level,
before it is formulated on the predicative level
of language, and its embodiment as well as its
embeddedness in the sense-connexions of past
experiences. In the following section I will
ponder how phenomenology could serve as an
empirical research procedure. Schutz actually
wrote some fine analyses of concrete social
phenomena, like the stranger, the homecomer
or the well-informed citizen (Schutz, 1964).
He was not familiar with the methods of
empirical research but rather with the method
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of free imagination and homunculi construc-
tion, which was common in the social sciences
at the time. Based on his own experiences he
carefully analysed the ‘typical’ experiences of
a stranger (a European immigrant in the United
States), of a homecomer (a soldier after the
war) and of a well-informed, ‘participating
citizen’ (which he was — see Barber, 2004). In
these ‘applied’ analyses Schutz demonstrated
how useful his ‘structures of the life-world’
actually are for investigating concrete social
phenomena. At the same time he further
developed his ‘structures’ in the context of
these concrete studies. Nowadays we expect,
however, a closer connection of such analy-
ses to empirical data.

The empirical research building on Schutz s
analyses of the life-world has become rich and
well differentiated. On the one hand, they
mark the enormous difference between today’s
social scientific research and the role models
that Schutz oriented to. On the other hand, they
both mirror the variety of empirical approaches
to the social world that strive for adequacy. Let
me choose and present three new develop-
ments on how phenomenological analysis can
directly contribute to empirical research.

The Phenomenological Analysis of
Small Social Life-Worlds

Phenomenological analysis can be applied
not only in order to find the universal, invar-
iant formal structures of the life-world, but
also to research specific socio-cultural life-
worlds. The German researchers Ronald
Hitzler and Anne Honer have developed a
research approach, which they call — in line
with Luckmann’s distinction between phe-
nomenology and sociology — life-world ana-
Iytic ethnography. In the course of fieldwork,
data are collected on the one hand by partici-
pant observation, interviews in the field,
analysis of artefacts and documents, and then
get hermeneutically interpreted, much like
other ethnographic approaches do. On the
other hand — and this is specific about this
approach — the subjective experience of the
researcher in the field is used explicitly and

reflexively as an ‘instrument’ of data genera-
tion and collection. The researchers thus rely
not only on participant observation for their
data collection, but also on what they call,
with a different emphasis, observing partici-
pation in a field-specific role, and analyse
their experiences phenomenologically. For
example, a certain experience of well-being
during a techno rave is researched not only
through observation of and interviews with
other participants, but also through a system-
atic phenomenological analysis of their own
personal experiences as co-participants. The
basic idea is that the genuine form of an
experience is lost, once it is brought into an
objectified form, for example by narrating
and transcribing and subsequently interpret-
ing it. As a researcher, one should therefore
use the immediate access to one’s own
subjective experience (e.g. the multimodal
sensations of a rave) to conduct a methodo-
logically controlled, phenomenological
analysis of the experienced (i.e. of the
researcher’s experiences and their corre-
lates) through systematic reductions (or
bracketings — Hitzler and Eberle, 2004). In
contrast to other ethnographic approaches,
‘the native’s point of view’ is not understood
indirectly, but is complemented by an ‘exis-
tential view from the inside’ (Honer, 2004).
This way phenomenological researchers
explore ‘small social life-worlds’ as suggested
by Benita Luckmann (1970), such as fitness
studios, techno raves, religious happenings,
and so on, and phenomenological and ethno-
graphic analyses mutually inform each other.

The difference between a phenomenological
view and an observer § perspective is blatantly
clear if you cannot assume that the other per-
ceives the world like you. How much can we
grasp of a blind man’s subjective orientation in
an observer’s perspective? Just by watching
him or by asking him? Siegfried Saerberg
(2006) demonstrates in a fine analysis how
much a phenomenological training helps in
analysing his spatial orientation as a blind
man. Based on self-observation, experiments
and interviews he describes the specific style
of lived experience, notably the specific style
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of the multimodal, intersensory perception of
the blind. Most illuminating are his analytical
descriptions of how he orients himself in
space: how he interprets every kind of noise
and sound; how he attends to the ‘basic sound’
of a space in order to guess its topological
structure; how he notices smells and what he
recognizes by touching things, in particular by
using his stick; how he identifies and recog-
nizes objects; how he avoids bumping into
things; and so on. In an observer’s perspective
we could only record and analyse the sequence
of behaviours but infer little about the subjec-
tive acts of orientation. That would not suffice
if we were interested, for instance, in improv-
ing interactions between the sighted and the
blind. For such a project we cannot dispense
with the subjective orientation of the blind.
How does such a phenomenological analy-
sis proceed? This is not easy to describe.
Phenomenological analysis starts before
empirical data are constituted. The researcher
starts analysis with his or her own lived experi-
ence. What do I see, hear, touch, smell and
taste? Which phenomena do I perceive and
how is their meaning or sense constituted?
What is their mode of givenness: spatially,
temporally, in terms of typicality and rele-
vance? Are they distinct or vague, general or
concrete, anonymous or personal, strange or
familiar? Which connotations are activated by
my biographically determined, subjective
stock of knowledge at hand? Which assump-
tions are involved when constituting the phe-
nomena of my life-world? What happens if
they are bracketed and reduced step by step?
If we perceive not just objects but other
human beings, our assumptions and intention-
alities are more complex. Hitzler (2012) did
extensive research with a PVS (Persistent
Vegetative State) patient. The staff of the
special-care home treated its patients with
dignity — that means as human beings, as
social persons; they even addressed them
with their academic titles if they had one.
This is the ethnographic aspect. In a phenom-
enological perspective, one proceeds with the
systematic bracketing of one’s assumptions,
intentionalities and worldviews — which causes

a basic doubt. What can I actually perceive? Is
this PVS patient still a human being, a subject,
an alter ego, a person that is and as well &as a
body? Is ‘it’ still a ‘he’ or a ‘she’ and a ‘mem-
ber’ of society? Is there really an encounter, an
interaction, a communication with this patient
taking place? All the usual categories that we
normally use in the natural attitude of everyday
life — and which are used by the special-care
home’s staff — become suddenly questionable
and are suspended step by step. The patient
and the patient’s movements are observed and
scrutinized meticulously, sometimes audio-
visually recorded, and each bodily movement
is carefully analysed if it was a communica-
tive reaction — a turn-in-interaction — or just
a coinciding, accidental muscular spasm. Such
a procedure reveals all the assumptions with
which a researcher usually operates when
doing observation and paves the way to get
hold of the eidetic structure of a phenomenon.
And it provides a foil that also manifests the
assumptions of the special-care home’s staff
whose actions are ethnographically observed.

Phenomenological Hermeneutics

Phenomenology analyses a subject’s own
experiences. But it can also help to better
understand an alter ego (cf. Nasu, 2005). In
order to avoid any confusion between a
phenomenological analysis of one’s own sub-
jective experiences and of analysing the
experiences of an alfer ego, 1 call the latter
approach phenomenological hermeneutics
(see Wernet, Chapter 16, this volume). The
experiences of others are always understood
on the basis of a subject’s own experiences.
They are inaccessible to the researcher and
thus require communication — that means we
operate on the basis of data on a predicative
level. A phenomenological perspective, how-
ever, may help to elucidate deeper layers of
sense-connexions of the other’s experiences.
In our recent collaborative research with a
patient who suffered a cerebral hemorrhage,
we tried carefully to reconstruct how the
patient gradually regained sense-connexions
after awakening from an artificial coma of
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2-3 weeks (Eberle and Rebitzke, 2012; Eberle,
2013b). Our data consist of audio recordings,
diary entries by researcher as well as patient,
field observations and interviews. In an
observer’s perspective it was recognizable
that the patient was at times confused and
disoriented during the first weeks after awak-
ening from the coma. And it could be
observed that the patient read the newspaper
every morning after entering the rehabilita-
tion clinic. But it could not be observed what
she explained later: that she only saw letters
and words but could not make sense of them.
She displayed — or made accountable — a
practice of reading but actually did not under-
stand anything, and she felt so humiliated by
her lack of capabilities that she consciously
tried to deceive others about her actual men-
tal state (and often successfully did).

While patients with dementia or Alzheimer’s
are usually not capable of describing their
subjective experiences and how they orient
in their specific life-world, patients with a
stroke or cerebral hemorrhage sometimes
fully recover and can retrospectively ana-
lyse what they experienced over time. This
happened in our case and so we could tap
the most important resource: the experi-
ences of the patient. We tried to reconstruct
her experiences retrospectively in collabo-
rative narrative interviews. We started
with her recollections of specific situations
and experiences and recorded and tran-
scribed them. Based on my own experiences
I attempted carefully to understand how she
experienced her life-world at the time. And
based on Schutz’s analysis of the life-world
I asked questions that aimed at further
clarification.

She told me, for instance, that when she
came home for a Sunday visit for the first
time after the incident, ‘everything was
empty, without contents, without meanings’
and that she felt hugely overstrained.
Analysing her narrations in a phenomeno-
logical perspective, I asked her step by step
if she recognized her living room, the sofa,
the closet, the table and chairs, the plants,
and so on, and we gradually recognized that

in fact she did — that these things actually had
meanings and were not without content at the
time. Eventually we detected that she meant
that they had no meaning to her; that she was
able to identify all the pieces of furniture but
that she did not sense any personal relation to
them anymore. She missed any sort of famil-
iarity with these surroundings. Thus there
was content, there was meaning and the
space was not empty, but she did not feel
familiar with her home anymore, she felt like
a stranger. When she entered her kitchen she
felt completely overwhelmed: she could not
remember what was in which cabinet, she
could not figure out how one would go about
cooking, how properly to organize a sequence
of actions, and so on. Before, in the clinic,
she had been convinced that she was healed
and could return home — but now she sud-
denly realized that she was not (yet) able to
manage her life on her own and accomplish
the usual everyday affairs.

Another example of this research was the
long way to regaining her sense of smell. She
could no longer identify odours, aromas and
smells. As soon as she smelled several differ-
ent odours at the same time, she ran away
because the stink was sickening. Neither
doctors nor therapists knew how to deal with
the problem, and so she — a professional
therapist herself — developed a therapy on her
own: only exposing her to one odour, aroma
or smell at a time; trying to identify them
(smelling different spices, for instance) one
by one and trying to remember each smell;
and finally beginning to combine two of
them, later three. Step by step she regained
her olfactory sense and finally started to
enjoy eating again. In a phenomenological
perspective, I could participate in the whole
procedure, smelling and attempting to iden-
tify the same spices, and so on. Based on my
own subjective experience of smells I could
certainly understand much more adequately
what she was talking about. The phenomeno-
logical perspective has clearly helped to go
beyond her narrations and analyse what she
experienced on a deeper, more adequate
level.
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Ethnophenomenology

The German sociologists Hubert Knoblauch
and Bernt Schnettler developed an approach,
which they call ethnophenomenology. In
their research on near-death experiences
(Knoblauch et al., 1999) as well as in their
research on visions (Knoblauch and
Schnettler, 2001), both researchers realized
that the egological analysis of phenomenolo-
gists remains tied to their specific biographic
situation: ‘Mundane phenomenology can
only describe one’s own experiences.
Therefore, phenomenologists cannot make
any analytic statements regarding the consti-
tution of transcendental experiences that the
phenomenologists themselves did not have’
(Schnettler, 2008: 145; my translation).
During their research they detected that ordi-
nary people, although philosophical layper-
sons, are quite able to reflect on their own
modes of extraordinary experiences.

The analogy to ethnomethodology is obvi-
ous. Ethnophenomenology describes the
research approach as well as its subject mat-
ter. But in contrast to ethnomethodology, it is
not methodologically produced, observable,
ordinary communicative acts but rather non-
observable, extraordinary subjective experi-
ences of actors that are empirically explored.
In his study of visionary experiences
Schnettler (2004) showed on the basis of
interview data that passages with ethnophe-
nomenological descriptions of form differed
clearly from the descriptions of the content
of the experiences — in fact, the contents of
what was witnessed were often of secondary
importance in comparison with the extraordi-
nary mode of those experiences. Finally, he
was able to elicit a number of recurring fea-
tures of an ethnophenomenology of visions
of the future. Knoblauch and Schnettler care-
fully differentiate between the different ref-
erence levels of mundane phenomenology
and ethnophenomenology. Mundane phe-
nomenology aims at establishing a protoso-
ciological general theory with a universal
relevance by describing general forms of
human experience. Ethnophenomenology
reconstructs sociologically and empirically

the communicatively conveyed descriptions
of extraordinary experiences (e.g. of near-
death experiences) by everyday people in a
certain historical epoch, and it transforms
their generalizations into theoretical notions
of a ‘medium range’ (Schnettler, 2008: 142).

While phenomenological hermeneutics
attempts collaboratively to explicate deeper
layers of sense-connexions of another per-
son’s experiences, ethnophenomenology goes
beyond and tries to explore types of extraor-
dinary experiences that the phenomenologi-
cal researcher never had. Both approaches are
based on communication and rely on narra-
tive data — unlike the first approach where the
researcher pursues a phenomenological anal-
ysis of his or her own subjective experiences
in the field.

LIMITS OF PHENOMENOLOGY AND
FUTURE PROSPECTS

Phenomenology is basically an epistemo-
logical endeavour. It starts analysis with the
embodied lived experience that is accessi-
ble in the subjective consciousness on a
pre-predicative level. Phenomenological
analysis begins before empirical data are
constituted and makes evident that all empir-
ical data are already reductions: audiotapes,
video recordings (see Knoblauch et al.,
Chapter 30, this volume), narrations (see
Esin et al., Chapter 14, this volume), inter-
view data (see Roulston, Chapter 20, this
volume), transcripts (see Kowal and
O’Connell, Chapter 5, this volume), field
notes (see Marvasti, Chapter 24, this vol-
ume), and so on. Phenomenological analysis
therefore takes place in the here-and-now
of lived experience, not on the basis of
recorded data. Of course, the findings of
phenomenological analyses get finally
objectified and communicated in language,
too. Phenomenology also produces data, in
that sense, but is aware that these data
have already transformed the character of
the original experience. A basic concern
of phenomenology is to avoid inadequate
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epistemological and methodological interpre-
tations, like, for example, equating people’s
narrations with ‘their experience’.

This chapter has attempted to clarify the
basic difference such as interpreting phe-
nomenological life-world analysis as a proto-
sociology (the German version) as opposed
to interpreting it as empirical phenomenologi-
cal sociology (the US version). It emphasized
the difference between a phenomenological
analysis of the subjective perspective and a
hermeneutical analysis of another per-
son’s perspective. It further reported on
three new developments that use phenom-
enology as an empirical research procedure.
Phenomenology intends to complement other
empirical research approaches, not substitute
them. Once its findings are objectified, they

Psathas:
Phenomenological sociology

Major perspectives of phenomenological sociology

can be triangulated with different sorts of
ethnographic data.

Of course, there are limits of phenome-
nological analysis. A phenomenological
analysis proper can only be pursued in the
state of wide-awakeness of an adult who is
trained in phenomenology. It requires
great sensitivity to analyse one’s subjec-
tive experiences in their multimodality
and intersensuousness. As the results are
expressed in language, it also requires great
skills in translating experiences into lin-
guistic descriptions. Many realities remain
inaccessible as the experience of phenom-
enologists is limited: if they have not had
‘near-death’ experiences or epiphanies, they
are not able to describe that on their own.
Other forms of research, like ethnography
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or ethnophenomenology, may provide
valuable information.

What are the future prospects of phenom-
enology? They look fairly promising. First,
phenomenological analysis can be applied to
nearly any area of social research. Second,
after the subject was eliminated from theo-
retical approaches like Foucault’s discourse
analysis or Luhmann’s systems theory, we
currently observe a return of the subject. In
our daily lives, we all experience the social
world from our subjective perspective, and
we know that what is observable of other’s
social actions and interactions is only the
surface. The social sciences cannot reduce
their analysis to what is observable only;
they need to include the subjective experi-
ences of actors as well as of researchers.
There is no approach that analyses the
subjective perspective as concisely as
phenomenology.
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Narrative Analysis: The
Constructionist Approach

Cigdem Esin, Mastoureh Fathi and

Narrative analysis is an analytical method
that accommodates a variety of approaches.
Through these approaches, social researchers
explore how people story their lives. This is
also a process through which researchers
understand the complexities of personal and
social relations. Narrative analysis provides
the researcher with useful tools to compre-
hend the diversity and the different levels
involved in stories, rather than treating those
stories simply as coherent, natural and uni-
fied entities (Andrews et al., 2004). It is this
approach to narrative analysis, which we
shall call the constructionist approach to nar-
rative analysis, that we aim to explain in the
chapter that follows.

Constructionism has a strong recent history
within social sciences (Burr, 2003; Holstein
and Gubrium, 2008; Sparkes and Smith, 2008).
What we describe as a constructionist approach
is very often adopted, in many of its features,
by contemporary narrative researchers. The
approach is distinct, first, as Holstein and
Gubrium (2008) suggest, because of its critical
take on naturalism, and in consequence its

Corinne Squire

attention to the diversity, contradictions and
failures of meaning, research participants’ own
generations of meaning, and to the mutual
constitution of meanings between participants,
researchers, the research context and the wider
context — where ‘context’ refers to many dif-
ferent levels and complex relations of power.
However, the constructionist approach has
also a great deal in common with narrative
frameworks that rely on analyses of social
positioning, or performance, or some variety
of complexity theory.

In this chapter, we start by providing a
brief overview of the contemporary place of
narrative research, and summarizing the
epistemological arguments involved with a
constructionist view of narratives and narrative
analysis. We examine the place of audience, the
positioning of subjects within narratives, and
the significance of power relations in stories,
from within the constructionist perspective.
We then proceed to describe, via examples,
three analytical sites in which multiple,
interconnected elements in the construction
of narratives might be examined. The chapter
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ends with a brief discussion on the range and
limitations of the constructionist approach to
narrative analysis.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF NARRATIVE
RESEARCH

Squire et al. (2008: 3—12) describe the devel-
opment of narrative research within different
theoretical and epistemological traditions,
and at different historical times. Across these
sizeable differences, researchers most often
work with narratives because they want to
address narratives’ different and sometimes
contradictory layers of meaning, to put them
in dialogue with each other, and to under-
stand how narratives operate dialogically
between the personal and the surrounding
social worlds that produce, consume, silence
and contest them.

The use of narrative methods and analysis in
social science research has proliferated since
the 1980s. The narrative turn in social sciences
(see Czarniawska, 2004) opened up an inter-
disciplinary space in which researchers used
narratives as a tool to analyse participants’
experiences of a wide range of social issues
such as social inequalities, migration, gender
relations, health and illness. Research in the
fields of sociology (Bell, 1999; Riessman,
1993; 2002; Somers and Gibson, 1994), psy-
chology (Bruner, 1990; Mishler, 1986;
Rosenwald and Ochberg, 1992), history
(White, 1984) and anthropology (Mattingly,
1998) all helped constitute this narrative turn.
Such researchers criticize methods that treat
research respondents only as sources of
information, rather than also paying attention
to the ways these respondents construct and
express their understandings of social reality.

Recent work in the field of narrative research
tries to bring together humanist and post-
humanist academic traditions (Squire et al.
2008: 3—4), often in the direction of a modified
critical humanism, informed by for instance
psychoanalysis (Rustin, 2001) or Foucault
(Plummer, 2001). Alternatively, such work
abdicates the task of theoretical reconciliation

in the service of other theoretical goals, for
instance, the conceptualization of narrative
incoherence (Hyvarinen et al., 2010) or time
(Freeman, 2010); or in order to examine the
human functioning of narratives (Herman,
2004); or in order to pursue political thinking
about narratives (Andrews, 2007; Polletta,
2006), or to adopt a pragmatist position
(Squire, 2007).

Narrative analysis, whatever its theoretical
and methodological orientation, whether it is
addressing biographical life stories, or dealing
with the linguistic or discursive structure of sto-
ries, or describing various levels of positioning
performed by narratives, tends to focus on par-
ticipants’ self-generated meanings. Even narra-
tive analysis which is primarily interested in the
linguistics of stories, for instance, tends now to
address the contexts of telling and hearing as
well (De Fina and Georgakopoulou, 2012: 18).

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
ASSUMPTIONS OF CONSTRUCTIONIST
NARRATIVE ANALYSIS

What Is Constructionist Narrative
Analysis?

The constructionist approach to narrative
analysis may focus on the linguistic minutiae
of the co-construction of a story between
speaker and listener, but usually it also takes
into account the broader social construction
of that story within interpersonal, social and
cultural relations.

This approach is placed within socially ori-
ented narrative research, one of the two forms
of narrative research. Socially oriented narra-
tive research differentiates from individually
oriented forms which draw on the assumptions
that narratives are expressions of individuals’
internal states (Squire et al., 2008: 5). The nar-
rative constructionist approach is not really
interested in internal states that can be sepa-
rated off from the narratives themselves. It is
interested in the states produced socially by the
narratives; the narratives themselves are, in
such accounts, social phenomena.
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These characteristics mean that the construc-
tionist approach also differs from cognitively
based approaches to narrative. Such approaches
argue that particular cognitive records gain
their linguistic expression, directly or indi-
rectly, in stories — as Labov (Patterson, 2008:
23) thought happened with the ‘event stories’
we tell of striking events. In these approaches,
the stories are useful but in the end secondary
servants of internal states — here, of thinking,
rather than feeling. The narrative constructionist
approach, by contrast, is more concerned with
stories as social events and/or social functions.

In our application of the constructionist
approach, we extend Riessman’s (2008)
dialogic narrative analysis model of stories
as co-constructed in various contexts: inter-
actional, historical, institutional and discur-
sive (2008: 105).

In this model, narrative constructionism
operates at different and connected levels. At
one level, such constructionism takes in the
interactional co-constructions that operate
between stories within any one text, including,
perhaps, between stories of different kinds, and
even perhaps between conscious and precon-
scious or unconscious stories (Hollway and
Jefferson, 2004). The power relations that are
played out within stories (Phoenix, 2008) are
also considered as part of co-construction pro-
cesses. By addressing stories as co-constructed,
or dialogically constructed (Bakhtin, 1981),
this constructionist approach stresses the con-
stantly changing elements in the construction
of narratives rather than reading them as fin-
ished products of particular circumstances that
may change over time.

The Constructing Effects of
Audiences on Stories

Whether it is individually or socially ori-
ented, narrative analysis is interested in the
role of audience in the constitution and
understanding of narratives, albeit to varying
degrees. Although individually oriented
approaches focus on analysing narratives as
told by individual narrators, they usually
acknowledge the role of the listener in shaping

the structure of narratives. However, it is
within more socially oriented forms of narra-
tive analysis that the role of audience is
strongest, and it is integral to constructionist
approaches.

The meanings of narratives are constructed
not only in relation to the audience’s meaning-
making at the time, location and social context
within which the story is first told, but also by
many differently positioned audiences.
Audiences include future readers who will
interpret the words of a story within their own,
perhaps radically different, frames of under-
standing (Bakhtin, 1981; see also Stanley,
1992). A story may also be retold for different
audiences, or told for several different
audiences at the same time.

All these different aspects of the audienced
construction of stories are also aspects of the
audienced constitution of subjectivities.
Subjects are performed into existence during
and by their narrative telling. It is to this rela-
tionship between narrative and subjectivities
that we now turn.

Positioning Within the Processes
of Telling and Listening to Stories

Positioning is often included within descrip-
tions of narrative analysis, as the part of the
process that allows us to hear the multiplicity
and complexity of the narrative voices that
make meaning (Davies and Harré, 1990).
Narrative researchers who take a construc-
tionist approach pay attention to the ‘position-
ing’ of two kinds of subjects — the tellers and
the listeners, their personal, social, cultural and
political worlds, and how these worlds come
together and interact within the narrative pro-
cess. As Davies and Harré (1990: 46) point
out, tellers draw upon both cultural and per-
sonal resources in constructing their stories.
This makes narratives a kind of conversation
between and across the personal and cultural
resources of both narrator(s) and audience(s).
However, such narrative ‘conversations’ are
not simply rational and value-free exchanges
between subjects and subject positions; they are
alliances, conflicts and negotiations, and they
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are not conducted entirely according to the laws
of reason or even of individual affect. Having
once taken up a particular position as their own,
a person inevitably sees the world from the
vantage point of that position and in terms of the
particular images, metaphors, storylines and
concepts which are made relevant within the
particular discursive practices in which they are
positioned and by their own lived histories
(Davies and Harré, 1990: 46, 51). Storytellers
and listeners do not move freely between sub-
ject positions; they are invested in and by them.

In addition, while telling stories, individu-
als do not speak from a single position. As
they draw on available storylines, public dis-
courses and others’ stories, storytellers’ posi-
tions continuously change in relation to what
discursive resources they deploy. Moreover,
while the notions of ‘positioning’ and ‘subject
position’ might suggest that people are choos-
ing subjects, as indeed we mostly think of
ourselves as doing, the constructionist account
of narrative asks us to understand ourselves as
chosen, as much as choosing.

Power Relations in the Analysis
of Narratives

Power relations are frequently invoked as a
constituent of narratives in the construction-
ist narrative analysis. Analysing ‘context’ is,
indeed, one way to describe analysing power
relations that shape the research practice on
different levels. For researchers who take a
constructionist approach, this interest in
power relations is even more significant; for
in this approach, power is usually understood
in a Foucauldian way (Foucault, 1998; 2001),
as widely dispersed, and held everywhere, in
different forms. Power is multiple, mobile
and contestable, always relational, and
inheres within language itself.

When taking a constructionist approach to
narratives, we would therefore want to exam-
ine how a set of power relations operates in the
construction of narratives. A constructionist
narrative analysis would put relations of
research under scrutiny. At the same time, it
would examine how the narrative is an effect

of specific historical, social, cultural, political
and economic discourses, rather than being
natural and unquestionable (Tamboukou,
2008: 103). Addressing power relations within
the constructionist analysis of narratives is
critical, in order to see the points at which
power works to reproduce or produce some
narratives as dominant while marginalizing
others (Tamboukou, 2003; 2008).

Narrative researchers’ own positioning within
power relations, and the power relations operat-
ing between them, the participants, the data and
its interpretation, also have to be taken into
accountinaconstructionistanalysis. Researchers
working within this tradition have to analyse
their own personal, social and cultural
positioning(s), as well as their methodological
and theoretical frameworks. From this analysis
there can emerge a creative approach to the
‘story’ of the research itself that is perhaps more
likely to be critical and qualified about what that
story is doing than would be the case with
researchers simply telling stories of data (see for
instance Taylor, 2012 and Walkerdine, 1986).

CONSTRUCTIONIST NARRATIVE
ANALYSIS IN PRACTICE

We turn now to the procedures through
which a constructionist narrative analysis
might proceed, using as an example some
data from a recent empirical study. However,
we need to start with a few qualifications.
Narrative analysis rarely provides strict
guidelines for researchers that tell them where
to look for stories, how to identify them, how to
obtain them, or what aspects of them they
should investigate (see Chase, 2011, for a
detailed review of multiple approaches in the
field of narrative research). Even within a sin-
gle approach to narrative analysis, there is no
single way to implement it. Many research-
ers combine different narrative-analytic
approaches, for instance taking a construc-
tionist approach but also looking at particular
thematic narratives; or they combine different
qualitative approaches, for example following
content analysis with narrative analysis (Simons
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et al., 2008). The aim is, therefore, as full as
possible an understanding of stories’ constitut-
ing elements (Elliott, 2005; Squire, 2008).

A practical start to narrative analysis using
the constructionist approach is to think about
the steps that will be taken within the analysis.
It is difficult to predefine these steps. However,
a constructionist approach will generally con-
centrate on the story as the analytical unit and
explore how different levels of context — pro-
cesses of research and broader socio-cultural
and historical contexts — generate stories and
are responded to by them. Similar to other
qualitative analysis methods, there are deci-
sions to be made. Researchers need to clarify
the analytical approach to be used in their
research and how they are going to select nar-
ratives to be analysed. Even though the con-
structionist narrative analysis aims to explore
multiple constituent elements of narratives on
various levels, it is practical to select narrative
segments and focus on these segments as the
micro units of analysis.

The focus of analysis within the con-
structionist approach is to address a couple of
questions that help the analyst to examine
constituents of stories in specific contexts. In
the sections that follow, we will describe how
some of these questions could be addressed in
analysis. The outline below considers the
analysis within and between three sites of nar-
rative constructions: (a) the research process,
(b) the interview context, and (c) historical and
cultural contexts. For these are three main sites
in which several elements interconnect in the
configuration of narratives. Narrative research-
ers may use these sites as a starting point to
build up their own analytical path.

It is also practical for researchers to consider
addressing particular questions while working
on their analysis. We include questions and
examples of analysis in each section, in order
to demonstrate an application of construction-
ist narrative analysis in current research.

The Research Process

One way to begin constructionist narrative
analysis is to consider the research process as

one contextual level and to look at elements
of language, sociality and power within the
research situation, and the broader determi-
nants of those elements within the analysis.

In what follows, we look at four elements
that operate on and in constructionist narra-
tive analysis: transcription (see Kowal and
O’Connell, Chapter 5, this volume), where
narrative research involves spoken material;
translation, where narrative research is carried
out across languages, as is increasingly the
case; the researcher’s own processes of analy-
sis and writing (see Denzin, Chapter 39, this
volume); and ethical considerations as part of
research relations (see Mertens, Chapter 35,
this volume).

Analysis of Transcription

As Riessman (2002) reminds us, it is mis-
leading to focus only on the transcripts that
have been constructed from the interviews
(see Roulston, Chapter 20, this volume)
while conducting narrative analysis. Much
that is important about interviews them-
selves, and about the research situation, is
not in the transcripts. However, transcription
of interviews remains integral to a great deal
of narrative research. From a narrative con-
structionist perspective, it is one part of
analysis. The choices of what to include, and
how to structure and present the transcribed
text, ‘have serious implications for how a
reader will understand the narrative’
(Riessman, 1993: 12).

Transcription is often carried out in multiple
rounds. Riessman (1993: 56) advises begin-
ning with a ‘rough transcription’. This is a first
draft of the entire interview and includes all the
words and other main features of the conversa-
tion such as crying, laughing and pauses, how-
ever these are defined. The interview can be
re-transcribed to add the shorter pauses, false
starts, emphases and non-verbal utterances
such as ‘uhm’. There is no possibility of reach-
ing an ‘end’ to this kind of data collection;
tone, pitch, aspiration and many other charac-
teristics of voice could also be included; levels
of detail could be perpetually increased and
checked. This is why decisions about what to



208 ANALYTIC STRATEGIES

transcribe, and at what level, are also decisions
about analysis, and need to be discussed within
research reports.

Questions to be addressed:

e What decisions were involved in the transcrip-
tion process?

e How have these decisions constructed the narra-
tives to be analysed?

Narrative researchers also make field notes
about the interview situation and interactions,
usually directly after interview, so that they
are able to include relevant details in tran-
scriptions (see Frost, 2009, for a clearly
described implementation). Again, this is not
a simple process; field notes of such kinds are
never complete. Some researchers use addi-
tional materials such as video records, in
order to aid or expand transcriptions. Field
notes may also raise ethical issues, since they
may contain material and lead to analyses that
were not foreseen during the original plan-
ning for voice- and text-based narrative
research and analysis (see Kowal and
O’Connell, Chapter 5, this volume).

Analysis of Translation

Researchers who work across languages,

or between different versions of the same

language, should consider translation as

another layer in the construction of stories.
‘Constructing a transcript from a translated

interview involves difficult interpretative

decisions’ (Riessman, 2008: 42). In translating
stories, the researchers play an active role, not
limited to their knowledge of the two lan-
guages, but including their understanding of
the full lived and spoken contexts of those two
languages (see Temple, 2005).

Both Fathi and Esin carried out interviews
in languages other than English and produced
theses and publications in English. They
found that although parts of the stories are
indeed ‘lost in translation’, new meanings also
emerge within translated materials, which can
help the analysis of narrative constructions. A
translator—researcher, like any other speaker
or writer, does not play an invisible or disin-
terested role. Concerns about who the future
readers of their translations are, are always at
the back of their minds. And despite the posi-
tive possibilities that translation presents, it
must be acknowledged that some nuances of
one language may never be adequately
translated into another. Accounts of such
translation issues need, therefore, to be
incorporated into reports of research, which
involves more than one language.

Question to be addressed:

e To what extent does telling a story in one lan-
guage and translating it into another affect
aspects of the story such as its sequencing, its
characters, and the meanings it has within a
particular language-specific context?

See, for an example, Box 14.1.

Box 14.1
Living in London

does not.

Excerpt from Fathi's (2011) Research with Iranian Doctors

I translated the word ‘khanoom’ initially as ‘woman’ when referring to women doctors. But
after re-reading the data and thinking of the links between the context and how the word
is used in Farsi, | realised that ‘lady’ carries a specific meaning, referring to the upper middle
class position of female doctors. Although the same word, ‘khanoom’, translates to both
‘woman’ and ‘lady’ in English, | decided that | had to use the word ‘lady’ when referring to
doctors to keep the classed load of the word ‘khanoom’ when used with the word doctor.
The term ‘lady doctor’ conveys the specialness of this role in a way that ‘woman doctor’
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Analysis of Research Positioning

The analysis of the power relations that shape
the research and how they affect the narra-
tives obtained is another element to be
included into constructionist narrative analy-
sis. This can be initiated by examining how
researchers are positioned within the research.

Chase’s (2005: 664-6) typology of the three
voices that narrative researchers use in the inter-
pretive process might be useful to demonstrate
the ways in which the analysts’ voices could be
positioned in the analysis. The first voice is the
researchers authoritative voice through which
researchers separate their own interpretation
from the narrators’ voice by making clear that,
as researchers, they have a different interest in
the narratives under analysis (2005: 664). The
second voice is the researcher’s supportive
voice which is used by researchers to make nar-
rators’ voices more heard within the analysis;
often this involves presenting it with minimum
intervention (2005: 665). The third voice is the
researchers interactive voice, through which

researchers examine the complex interaction

between voices of narrators and their own in

research processes. Narrative researchers are

able to put subject positions under detailed scru-

tiny through this strategy (2005: 666).
Questions to be addressed:

e How do researchers position themselves within
the context of their research

— in their interaction with participants and
audiences?

— in relation to the cultural, social and political
contexts that shape their research?

e How do these positioning(s) affect the co-
construction of narratives?

The following excerpt from Fathi’s work
(see Box 14.2) is an example where the
positioning of both the researcher and the par-
ticipants, in their interaction with each other
and in relation to broader cultural and politi-
cal contexts of the research, affected the
story.

Box 14.2 Example

Roxana:

Roxana:
very upset for Iran.

state of Iran by virtue of her research topic.

F: Where do you feel you belong to, to here or to Iran?

I don’t know. My heart beats for Iran. A lot. I mean | am so worried about Iran
all the time, it is like, I really like it. But | never like to live there.

F: Have you been to Iran since you have come here?

Yes, | have been to Iran. Especially these last incidents which happened, | am

Above, Roxana (not her real name) is referring to the events after the 2009 presidential
elections in Iran. She does not explicitly say this — she simply mentions ‘these last incidents
which happened’, but as an Iranian, conducting the interview in 2009, Fathi realised what
she was talking about. Again, at the beginning, when Roxana responds to Fathi’s question
about belonging with, ‘'my heart beats for Iran’ — a strong but generalized worry — and at
the end, when she is ‘upset for Iran’, again for unspecified reasons, she is talking specifically
to someone who she knows is Iranian, who is herself not in Iran, and who she thinks will
understand. To analyse such a narrative, it is obviously necessary to define, at the start, who
is listening to it. In this case, it is indeed an Iranian woman, like the Iranian women
participants; but Fathi is also positioned by them as having a particular interest in the current
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It should be noted that a constructionist
approach will often take such analysis further
than we have done here, to examine research-
ers’ disciplinary and institutional positioning,
educational history, funding, publication and
conference plans. All of these play a part in
how the research participants are addressed,
and how the research materials are elicited,
recorded, analysed and reported.

Ethical Considerations

Because narrative research focuses on peo-
ple’s lives and selves, ethical considerations
have particular importance in this kind of
research and become part of a constructionist
analysis of research positioning. As with other
research practices, participants are assured
that personal identifiers will be removed or
changed from the written data and presenta-
tions of analysis. Sharing the transcripts,
analysis and publications with research par-
ticipants is a common practice in narrative
studies, which enables researchers to expand
the limits of co-constructed interpretive pro-
cess (see Mertens, Chapter 35, this volume).

What, though, does a constructionist
approach say, specifically, about the ethics of
narrative research? First, it sees explicit con-
siderations of ethical issues as particularly
useful for research audiences, not because such
considerations legitimate the research, but
because they make the particularities of
research decisions highly visible. Second, such
considerations will often, within a construc-
tionist approach, go beyond ethical nostrums,
for instance about what ‘consent’ is, when it
should be obtained and what for, or what is a
sensitive topic or a vulnerable subject, to
understand such categories in positioned and
relational ways (Hydén, 2008).

The constructionist approach considers
research ethics as constituted by the particular
circumstances of each research project — that
is, the relationship between the teller and the
listener; the institutional context; the broader
cultural and historical context. Obtaining
institutional ‘consent’ may not adequately
address the ambiguous and ongoing relations
that participants have with the research, or the

differential responses they may have to the
research process and the research outcomes.
When working with personal narratives, it
is difficult to work with fixed definitions of
confidential, secure, private or sensitive.
Confidentiality and anonymity may be such
high priorities as to be met for some research
participants; for others, extremely ‘difficult’
topics may be readily engaged with in a non-
judgemental research context which they will
never have to revisit.
Question to be addressed:

e How do ethical decisions in the research process
affect the co-construction of narratives?

In her research on the sexual stories of
young Turkish women, Esin found that par-
ticipants often welcomed the opportunity to
talk about sexual experiences, which are
highly private and confidential in many cul-
tural contexts, to a stranger who was a
researcher, promising to listen to these sto-
ries confidentially and without judging the
teller. In Squire’s (2007) research with
South Africans living with HIV, refusing
anonymity was part of some interviewees’
personal and political self-positioning as
accepting, campaigning HIV citizens, work-
ing against the mainstream governmental
silencing of the condition. However, other
interviewees were so concerned about con-
fidentiality within this non-disclosing,
pathologizing context, that they signed
consent forms with pretend names or delib-
erately illegible scrawls.

The Interview as a Context

Interviews (see Roulston, Chapter 20, this
volume) are processes of construction in
which respondents constitute worlds of
meaning and make sense of their experiences
(Mishler, 1986: 118). But the interview part-
nerships shape how the stories are told and
heard. Therefore, they must be integrated
into the analysis process. Interviewing as a
context is a rich source for narrative analysis,
although what, exactly, is to be analysed is
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sometimes difficult to define. This difficulty
is compounded when we address narratives
as co-constructed within interviews. The
material of the interviews — spoken words,
paralinguistic communications, other sounds,
and non-verbal communications — has multi-
ple meanings that are multiplied again by the
changing interactions between research par-
ticipant and researcher.

Respondents’ agreement to cooperate with
interviewers does not necessarily mean that
cooperation is limited to their responses to
what they are asked. Rather, the interview is
constituted over a complex interaction
between responses (Mishler, 1986: 54-5).
This process turns into collaborative mean-
ing-making rather than simply the imposition
or reception of the interviewer’s or inter-
viewee’s framework of meanings (see for

instance Phoenix, 2008). A constructionist
narrative analysis thus needs to explore the
negotiation of meanings within the micro
context of interviews.

Questions to be addressed:

e What do interviewers and interviewees say to
each other in the interviews?

e How does the interaction between interviewer
and interviewee shape the co-construction
narratives?

In the example in Box 14.3, Fathi explores
how interview negotiations influence the
way in which the research participants made
sense of the concept of class in myriad ways.
Meanings of class constituted in the inter-
views were not only responses to questions,
but also responses given to the researcher’s
responses.

Box 14.3 Example

interviewee.

Who are INTEGRATED in the society.

sense of shame?

In an interview with Giti (not her real name), the research participant at one point asserts
the importance of migrants’ ‘integration’. As we see in the extract below, she first
associates integration with paid work, specifically, professional work — an association with
a particular class characteristic. However, one can then see how this story of class and
identity develops in different directions through the exchanges between interviewer and

G: ... you see lots of Iranians who have professional jobs. They have lots of good ones.

F: hmm, yes. So do you see any relationships between education and integration and the

G: I think it is very important. Integration. The problem with the English society is that the
migrants are not integrated. There was a good talk in London, | dont know whether
you were aware of it, there was a woman who came from Canada and was talking
about migrants in different societies. She was saying that England is a country where
people are not integrated. For example an Indian family. They have been here for
generations, but they still talk Indian. Or they live in Banglatown. This is the problem
of the society in here. So it is worse for them rather than for me who is freer in the
society, or (our) kids in society (who) are like other kids.

F: Hmm, if you have children in future, would you like them to speak Farsi or English?

G: Hmm, Farsi. Well of course they should know English but yes, Farsi they should speak.

(Continued)
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(Continued)

F: And do you think because he (a child) is speaking Farsi he should feel ashamed?

G: | have heard it from other friends who do not want the children to be different from
other kids. But | think it depends on us if we teach the person it is good for him to
speak to a mother language. It is a good culture. | think it depends on us and how
much we can teach him and how intelligent the child will be.

Excerpt from the Analysis

First, Fathi follows up Giti's association between education and integration — and the idea of
shame, which Giti has previously talked about. Giti, however, in the position of the inter-
viewee, has the power not to follow the interviewer down that path, and indeed she does
not. She departs from the researcher’s class focus towards a more universalist one, thus
implicitly opposing Fathi’s suggestion, and her own previous implication that integration
might be a class issue, and leaving aside the topic of shame. Instead, Giti tells an exemplify-
ing story of a ‘woman who came from Canada’ and gave a talk in London. The authority of
a woman who gives ‘talks’ legitimates Giti's perspective, as does the woman'’s international-
ism. Giti also asks Fathi if she were aware of the talk, a question that allies Giti herself with
academic knowledge, and with Fathi herself. Through the story that Giti then tells, integra-
tion becomes a universally prized property, and England a nation that, regardless of class,
fails this standard. Giti gives an example of that failure which perhaps would not have been
given to all researchers — Fathi, she knows, is herself an Iranian living in the UK.

Fathi responds to Giti's new positioning of integration as a moral right of the young,
including the Iranian young, by asking about children and language, and bringing this issue
back to Giti herself: ‘would you like your children to speak Farsi or English?’ Giti now sounds
like another person entirely to the one who last spoke. Educationally, ‘of course’ they should
speak English, she says, returning to the professionalized, classed notion of integration she
advocated at the start — but they must at the same time speak Farsi.

Following up on the possibilities above, we turn now to examining how a constructionist
approach might look at narratives such as Giti's and Fathi’s in terms of narrative positioning
other than those operating between narrator, researcher and audience, and in relation to

cultural and historical narrative contexts.

Historical and Cultural Contexts

Narrative researchers who take a construc-
tionist approach also emphasize that these
processes are tied to and make sense within
specific historical and cultural contexts.
Stories are drawn from a repertoire of avail-
able narrative resources — although these
become personalized (Atkinson et al., 2003:
117). Somers (1994) calls such resources
public narratives; Malson (2004) calls them
‘meta narratives’; Esin (2009) refers to
them as ‘macro narratives’. These are ‘nar-
ratives attached to cultural and institutional
formations larger than the single individual’
(Somers, 1994: 619). While constituting

their narratives, individuals use public nar-
ratives available within specific cultural and
historical contexts. These narratives may
also function as a tool to facilitate the co-
construction between the tellers and reader/
hearers of stories. Here, though, we exam-
ine them more simply, in terms of their
effects on a story, rather than on story co-
construction.
Questions to be addressed:

e How is the narrative linked to macro/meta/public
narratives available within the historical and
cultural context of research?

e How does the narrative reiterate or counter these
macro/meta/public narratives?
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For example, in Esin’s (2009) research
about sexual narratives on narratives of edu-
cated young women and their mothers in
Turkey, the analysis focuses on understanding
how modernist discourses available within
this historically specific context operated to
construct participants’ personal narratives of
sexuality. Part of the aim was to trace mod-
ernist political and cultural grand narratives
surrounding gender and sexuality in the stories
within the interviews, in order to elucidate the
ways in which individual narratives reiterate
and/or contest these macro narratives.

As the excerpt in Box 14.4 demonstrates,
these ways could be identified through par-
ticipants’ references to and more implicit

positioning in relation to modernist narratives
of lifestyles, families and relationships. These
narratives were closely linked to the sexual
regulations for women, and the sexual regula-
tion of women, in contemporary Turkey. The
interview from which this extract is taken was
conducted in Turkish. It was transcribed and
translated into English by Esin herself. The
excerpt is taken from Zuhal’s (not her real
name) long opening narrative. The ellipses at
the beginning and end of the excerpt are used
to indicate that Esin chose this particular pas-
sage for analysis but that it is actually part of
a longer response to the opening question
posed by the researcher, ‘Could you please tell
me about yourself?’

Box 14.4 Example

Zuhal:

ates. (err) I'm proud of it [...].

Analysis

[...] My mum, | can say that she was an intellectual housewife. She was never
conservative. That's what | observed during the time | lived at home. My parents
had four children. I'm one of them, the third daughter ... My dad didn‘t plan to
leave an inheritance to us. Instead he wanted all of us to be educated well.
Education was indisputable. Although | was the third daughter and accepted to
the university in my third year, | was still sent to courses when they had financial
problems. Not only me, but all my sisters and my brother were given the same
opportunity. Daddy had only a cheap flat bought by the debt when he died. | can
say that he spent all his money on our education. All of us are university gradu-

Zuhal was very careful in positioning herself within the interview context. At different points
in the interview, she indicated that she was very conscious of giving an interview for a
research project in a UK university, and that she was telling her stories to shed light on the
lifestyle of a modern Turkish woman. | read Zuhal’s references from a critical perspective on
the construction of women'’s identities within the modernisation project. This perspective is
informed by my reading of the feminist literature on the socio-cultural narratives of gender
relations and regulations in contemporary Turkey.

Zuhal shapes her narrative through the dominant storylines of the specific modernist gender
regime in Turkey. Beginning with a description of her mother as an ‘intellectual housewife’ who
was ‘never conservative’, Zuhal makes her own position explicit as one of the modernised
women who can also analyse the modernisation, or lack of it, of others. She presents her
mother as an ‘intellectual mother’, using the modernist discourse that makes parenting a part
of modern gender roles for both women and men — but still preserving her as a ‘mother’ and
"'housewife’, so reiterating the dominant narrative that constitutes women primarily as mothers
and wives who are responsible for the reproduction of modernist values and lifestyles. The same
dominant discourse operates to construct modern fathers in a different way from mothers, by
shifting the image of the masculine father into one who is an engaged parent who cares for his
children by giving them equal opportunities for education. Zuhal's description of her father fits
seamlessly with this new image of masculinity constructed in the modernisation discourse.
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CONCLUSION: LIMITS AND RANGE OF
THE CONSTRUCTIONIST APPROACH

Working with a narrative constructionist
approach does not mean that researchers can
explain everything about narratives by pars-
ing their social and cultural constituents,
however complexly. It is possible for con-
structionist narrative analysis to adopt a
variety of positions about narrative truth,
truths or persuasiveness that allow for per-
sonal and political beliefs and actions. We
think of the constructionist approach as a
very useful way of thinking about and
through narrative analysis, with its strong
attention to language, process and change, to
different levels of social phenomena, and to
the co-construction of phenomena.

Yet, as in every approach to data analysis,
the constructionist approach to narrative analy-
sis has some limitations. The approach focuses
on contextual interrelations in the construction
of narratives. It does not deal with specific
self-contained stories — for instance, stories
about salient events, or key moments. Neither
does it treat life stories as holistic accounts,
and so it is quite different from what is often
thought to be characteristically ‘narrative’
research, based on a few cases, or complete
interviews. It does not, necessarily, consider
stories’ relations to reality.

Thus this approach is not suitable for
researchers who are interested primarily in the
direct relation between narratives and phenom-
ena beyond them. The approach is also not
focused principally on agency, though it is
often interested in the effects of narratives and
the ways in which they instantiate, enact and
impact on subjectivities. Nor does it separate
out ‘ethics’ from the analysis of other contex-
tual elements. Ethical considerations are rather
being treated as part of the broader pattern of
power relations sustaining research.

Researchers who work within the construc-
tionist approach to narrative analysis may
have varying research interests and concerns
in relation to the sociality and fluidity of nar-
ratives, such as how broader cultural narra-
tives are exemplified and resisted in personal

narratives (Plummer, 2001; Squire, 2007),
how personal narratives are constructed
through interaction and the performance of
identities in common cultural spaces (Phoenix,
2008; Riessman, 2008); and how the political
and cultural contexts of research shape the
understanding of stories by researchers
(Andrews, 2007; Riessman, 2002).

However, as we have discussed in this chapter,
the constructionist approach to narratives has
some common and, we would argue, useful
features. It focuses on narratives as socially
constructed by the interplay between interper-
sonal, social and cultural relations, rather than
analysing them as a representation of reality, or
as a representation with a single meaning.
Within the constructionist approach, too, the
unit of analysis is not only the story itself as it
is told and/or written, but also how it is told
and makes sense to both tellers and listeners/
readers, including the researchers and the
research audience. Elucidating these elements
and coming to a provisional interpretive end-
ing is what characterizes such analysis.
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Documentary Method

As a method for analysing qualitative data
the documentary method first was worked
out in the 1980s (Bohnsack, 1983; 1989)
being inspired theoretically by Karl
Mannheim and ethnomethodology.

In the 1920s, with his draft of the ‘documen-
tary method of interpretation’, Karl Mannheim
presented the first comprehensive argument
for a particular approach to observation in the
social sciences, which even today is able to
meet the requirements of epistemological rea-
soning (see Mannheim, 1952a). However,
Mannheim’s works which are especially rele-
vant for the documentary method and the
methodology and epistemology of social sci-
ences in general (Mannheim, 1952a; 1982)
have not yet been adopted on a larger scale.

In the 1950s and 1960s, Harold Garfinkel,
the originator of ethnomethodology, was able
to bring the documentary method back into
social scientific discourse. He understood it as
a method which ‘is prominent in and charac-
teristic of both social-scientific and daily-life
procedures for deciding sensibility and war-
rant’ (Garfinkel, 1961: 57). For Garfinkel as

Ralf Bohnsack

well as for Mannheim, the documentary
method was significant as a methodological
concept in the context of discourse concerning
the epistemological substantiation of the social
sciences. Neither Mannheim nor Garfinkel
conceived it as a method for practical empiri-
cal inquiry: ‘Whether its widespread use is
necessary to sociological inquiry is an open
question’ (Garfinkel, 1961: 58 n10).

Whereas it was an open question for
Garfinkel whether the documentary method
could direct practical empirical inquiry, we
began to develop the documentary method in
the 1980s, both as a methodology for qualita-
tive research and as a method for practical
empirical inquiry (Bohnsack, 1989; 2010a).
Originally, it was used in the context of group
discussions and the analysis of talk, but soon it
was adopted for the interpretation of a great
variety of texts, especially biographical inter-
views, but also for semi-structured interviews
(see Roulston, Chapter 20, this volume), the
interpretation of field notes from participant
observation (see Marvasti, Chapter 24, this
volume), and, as of 2001, for the interpretation
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of pictures (see Banks, Chapter 27, this volume),
and in video analysis (see Knoblauch et al.,
Chapter 30, this volume).

The fields of research based on the docu-
mentary method are widespread: starting with
research about youth, peer groups and juvenile
delinquency, the main fields today cover:
evaluation, education in schools, media recep-
tion analysis, organizations and their cultures
(among others: hospitals, welfare organiza-
tions, the police, schools, firms), social work,
medical work, migration, childhood, biogra-
phy and human development, life-long educa-
tion, educational and sociological aspects of
religion, and entrepreneurship.'

SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC OBSERVATION
AND THE GENETIC ATTITUDE OF
ANALYSIS

The methodology of observation developed
by Mannheim in the 1920s is still relevant
today. It is essentially based upon a specific
stance or analytical approach: the ‘genetic’ or
‘socio-genetic’ attitude (Mannheim, 1982:
80ff.). When taking such an analytical
approach, questions concerning the norma-
tive rightness or the validity of utterances
and depictions, which are taken for granted
by the persons who are the subjects of
research, are ‘put in brackets’ (1982: 61).
When ‘bracketing the validity aspect’ (1982:
88) of objectivistic pre-conceptions, we are
able to turn from the question of what cul-
tural and social facts are all about to the
question of how they are accomplished or
generated, that is to questions concerning the
social processes of the coming about of what
is taken for granted as cultural and social
facts: ‘In this respect it is not the content, the
“What” of objective meaning that is of pre-
ponderant importance, but the fact and mode
of its existence — the “That” and the “How’”’
(Mannheim, 1952a: 67).

This analytic stance, which has been char-
acterized by Mannheim as the (socio-)genetic
attitude, is one of the main components of
the documentary method. Thus Mannheim

anticipated and partly influenced what today
belongs to the core of constructivism. The
‘world itself” or ‘reality’, that is the “What’,
remains unobservable. Merely the processes
of the accomplishment or construction of
‘world’ and ‘reality’, that is the ‘How’, are
observable. When characterizing the analytic
attitude of the scientific observer, Niklas
Luhmann (1990: 95) has formulated: ‘The
questions of What are transformed into ques-
tions of How.’

SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE,
ETHNOMETHODOLOGY, SOCIAL
PHENOMENOLOGY AND
DOCUMENTARY METHOD

The type of constructivism we find in eth-
nomethodology (see Eberle, Chapter 13, this
volume) has been essentially influenced by
Mannheim. For Garfinkel (1967: vii), the
fundamental phenomenon under observation
is ‘the objective reality of social facts as an
ongoing accomplishment of the concerted
activities of daily life’.

In addition to Mannheim’s sociology of
knowledge, one of the other roots of eth-
nomethodology can be found in the social
phenomenology of Alfred Schutz (see Eberle,
Chapter 13, this volume). His model of social
action (Schutz, 1962; 1967) can be seen as the
most advanced development of Max Weber’s
postulate of the interpretation of subjective
meaning (1978). According to Schutz, the
ability to act is based in the construction of
types of subjective ‘preconceived projects’ in
the sense of ‘in-order-to motives’ (Schutz,
1962: 19; 1967: 86ff)), to which action is
oriented. In-order-to motives are strictly utili-
tarian projects of action.

The interpretation of subjective meaning,
and thus the ascription of motives, is the basis
of our constructions and typifications in every-
day life, of the so-called ‘constructs of the first
degree’ (Schutz, 1962: 6). Schutz thus has
given us valuable insights into the architecture
of our common-sense theorizing and its ana-
lytic attitude, and into the architecture and thus



DOCUMENTARY METHOD 219

also into our methods of observation and con-
struction in common sense. But he can hardly
give us — as I will explain more comprehen-
sively later on — insights info our everyday
practice, which extend beyond this theorizing
about our practice.

Schutz (1962: 27) already saw some other
limitations of this model of the reconstruction
of subjective meaning: ‘There is a mere
chance ... that the observer in daily life can
grasp the subjective meaning of the actor’s act.
This chance increases with the degree of ano-
nymity and standardization of the observed
behavior’ (1962: 27); that means — as we may
add — with the degree of institutionalization
and the role-character of the behaviour.
Whereas Schutz pointed out these limitations
of the model of subjective meaning for the area
of standardized or institutionalized behaviour,
this is not true for the qualitative researchers in
his tradition (for instance, for the so-called
hermeneutic sociology of knowledge in
Germany — see Soeftner, 2004).

This leads to severe methodological prob-
lems, because actors’ subjective intentions
cannot be observed by the interpreter. The
interpretation thus depends on introspection.
As Pierre Bourdieu (1972: 166) has put it: “if it
has no other instruments of recognition at its
disposal than, according to a term of Husserl,
the “intentional empathy into the other”, even
the most “comprehensive” interpretation risks
becoming not much more than a very perfect
form of ethnocentrism.*?

Thus the interpretation of the subjective
meaning may provide more information about
the interpreter’s frame of relevance than
about the relevancies of those who are the
objects of these interpretations or observa-
tions. The intentions and motives of the actors
are not observable, but rather the ascription of
motives by the observers, the processes of
constructing motives. These constructivist
criticisms have been voiced by ethnomethod-
ologists (see McHugh, 1970). Thus processes
of the interpretation and definition of reality
which underlie the construction of motives
and consequential decisions, especially in
bureaucratic organizations and federal agencies

of control such as the police (Cicourel, 1968),
the administration of justice (Garfinkel, 1967b;
Emerson, 1969; McHugh, 1970) and social
work (Zimmermann, 1969), became the objects
of ethnomethodological observations. The con-
struction of motives, biographies and also
milieus, for example of the ‘criminal’, ‘the
mentally illI” (Smith, 1978), the ‘transsexual’
(Garfinkel, 1967a: ch. 5), could be reconstructed,
as well as similar constructions in the practice of
social scientific research (see Garfinkel, 1967a:
ch. 6; Cicourel, 1964). It could be shown that
even scientific research was bound up with the
logic of common-sense interpretation.

Social phenomenology, however, while
allowing us precise reconstructions of our
common-sense theorizing, does not question
its architecture and the methods it implies,
and thus remains descriptive and uncritical
towards common sense. The question of if
and where there is a difference between the
analytic attitude of everyday life and scien-
tific interpretation has not really been
answered by Schutz or the social scientists
and researchers in his tradition.? This is true,
for instance, for the so-called sociology of
knowledge in the understanding of Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966; see
Eberle, Chapter 13, this volume).

In contrast, different methodological posi-
tions such as Bourdieu’s sociology of culture
and knowledge, constructivism in the sense of
Luhmann’s modern systems theory, and also
Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge are
convergent in that a scientific approach to obser-
vation may not limit itself to describing
common-sense theories. Rather it must be able
to define the difference between common sense
and a social scientific approach to analysis and
methodology. Thus scientific observation must
be able to define its methodology and to realize
in practical research the ‘rupture with the presup-
positions of lay and scholarly common sense’
(Bourdieu, 1992: 247). This is an essential
component of the analytical approach which —
using a term of Luhmann (1990: 86) — we may
call ‘observation of the second order’.

Very early on, ethnomethodology took the
first steps in the direction of observations of
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the second order, following the (socio-)genetic
attitude in the tradition of Mannheim.
Ethnomethodology may be understood as a
successful ‘critique of methods’ in the broadest
sense of the word. However, ethnomethodol-
ogy has remained only ‘half” of a sociology of
knowledge, because it has not answered the
question of how, after all, it can be possible to
find adequate access to an unknown and for-
eign milieu-specific (and biographical) reality.
In contrast, the central idea of the documentary
method in the understanding of Mannheim and
his sociology of knowledge was to find ade-
quate access to unknown social worlds and
milieus, or, as Mannheim (1982: 204) called it,
to their ‘spaces of conjunctive experience’.*
For this reason, we decided to go back to the
roots in the works of Mannheim and his under-
standing of the documentary method.

Mannheim not only has shown us the way to
gain access to an understanding of the internal
logic of unknown milieus, but his sociology of
knowledge is so complex as to integrate the
approach or paradigm of social phenomenol-
ogy (as we can see retrospectively). This is
possible because social phenomenology is a
genuinely reconstructive approach as well. In
the understanding of Mannheim’s sociology of
knowledge, however, there are two quite dif-
ferent areas, spheres or layers of knowledge,
which must be reconstructed. Both of these
layers of knowledge constitute a structure of
‘duality’ in our everyday life, ‘a duality in
which individuals bear themselves, in relation
to concepts as well as realities’ (Mannheim,
1982: 265). The two spheres are the ‘commu-
nicative’ and the ‘conjunctive’ knowledge or
experience.

COMMUNICATIVE AND CONJUNCTIVE
KNOWLEDGE

As an example, we may take a look at the con-
cept or reality of the ‘family’. Relatively inde-
pendent from our belonging to different
milieus and even cultures, we are familiar with
the reality of the family on a general or com-
municative level. This concerns the family as

an institution, that is the institutionalized or
role-guided action, which, among other things,
comprises the generalized knowledge about
the role-relations between parents and chil-
dren, knowledge about the legal and the reli-
gious tradition of the family in our culture, but
also — as a further component — our theories
about the family, our theoretical and legitima-
tory knowledge concerning the family. This
communicative knowledge corresponds to the
level of knowledge, which Schutz (1962: 72)
has characterized as its ‘anonymity and stand-
ardization’. This is one aspect of the ‘con-
structs of the first degree’ in his sense (1962:
6). We can find the architecture and logic of
these constructs also in our theorizing in eve-
ryday life, in our common-sense theories.

Schutz’s social phenomenology with its
‘constructs of the second degree’ (1962: 6)
thus may be understood as a precise and pro-
found reconstruction of Mannheim’s under-
standing of communicative knowledge.

Returning to our example of the family, we
can differentiate communicative knowledge as
knowledge about the family from the knowl-
edge which results from our existence within
the family, within its everyday practice. This is
the implicit or tacit knowledge and experience,
which we share with other members of the
family because of our shared biographies and
our ‘collective memory’ (Halbwachs, 1980). In
this respect, the family is a ‘conjunctive space
of experience’. The conjunctive knowledge
serves as an orientation for our practical action
and — in the case of our example — our practice
and existence in the family.

A-THEORETICAL, IMPLICIT AND
INCORPORATED KNOWLEDGE

In contrast to social phenomenology,
Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge gives
access not only to the reconstruction of theo-
retical knowledge, but also to the reconstruc-
tion of conjunctive knowledge as implicit or
tacit knowledge which guides our practical
action. For this reason, we also call it the
‘praxeological sociology of knowledge’.
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Mannheim (1982: 67ff.) has illustrated the
character of this specific knowledge by refer-
ring to the example of how a knot comes
about. The knowledge that enables me to tie a
knot is a-theoretical knowledge, as Mannheim
has called it. The practical action is performed
intuitively and pre-reflexively. In the genetic
analytical approach (Mannheim, 1982: 80),
understanding the phenomenon of a knot is
realized by virtue of imagining the sequence of
movements, the practical action and manual
skills ‘as the resultants of which the knot
appears before us’ (1982: 68). In the sense of
Martin Heidegger (2010: 68), this is the exis-
tential level of the ‘pre-thematic being’: ‘This
being is not the object of a theoretical “world”
cognition, it is what is used, produced, and so
on’, whereas the ‘theoretical “world”-cogni-
tion’ characterizes the level of communicative
knowledge.

It seems to be highly complicated, if not
even impossible, to explain this process of
accomplishment, this generic principle, theo-
retically or in theoretical concepts in an ade-
quate way. It is much easier to explain the
accomplishment of tying a knot with a picture
that is an illustration or representation of the
actual practical process of accomplishing the
‘knot-tying’. Pictures or images seem to be
predestined as media for understanding a-the-
oretical or tacit knowledge.

As long as I have to use my imagination to
bring to mind the process of tying a knot in its
entirety, including the necessary movements —
that is, through the medium of mental images
or material pictures — I have not yet fully incor-
porated and automated the process of tying. In
the case of pictorial or mental imagination, the
habitus or the frame of orientation (see
Bohnsack, 1989) of the actor is the product of
a modus operandi based on implicit knowledge.
When reconstructing this implicit knowledge,
empirical analysis deals with the interpretation
(see Willig, Chapter 10, this volume) of meta-
phorical representations that mean narrations
(see Esin et al., Chapter 14, this volume) and
depictions of their own practical actions by the
actors themselves. The objects of reconstruc-
tion are the mental images of the actors, which

are implicated in their narrations, depictions
and conversations (see Toerien, Chapter 22,
this volume).

The frame of orientation that enables us to
tie a knot may also be the product of incorpo-
rated — so to speak: automated — practical
action. In this case, the orientation or habitus is
accessible in a methodically controlled way by
direct observation of the performance of inter-
action or talk and by the representation of bod-
ily movements in the medium of material
pictures, that is photographs (see Banks,
Chapter 27, this volume) or videographs (see
Knoblauch et al., Chapter 30, this volume).

In the framework of the documentary
method, we use the term a-theoretical knowl-
edge as a general term, including the incorpo-
rated knowledge, which we acquire in a valid
way through the medium of material pictures,
as also the implicit or metaphoric knowledge,
which we acquire through the medium of men-
tal images as we can find them in narrations
and descriptions — that is to say, in texts.

As a synonym for ‘frame of orientation’, we
also use the term habitus (Bohnsack, 2010c).
There is a comprehensive correspondence
between the genetic interpretation and the
‘generative grammar’ of the habitus in the
understanding of Bourdieu on the one hand
and the genetic attitude and the understanding
of practical action and conjunctive knowledge
in the documentary method on the other.
Whereas Bourdieu, however, in his analysis is
seeking the genesis of habitus and class pri-
marily in the medium of distinction, our analy-
sis according to the documentary method tries
to understand the genesis of the habitus and the
constitution of classes (respectively milieus)
primarily in the medium of conjunction and
habitual concordance (Bohnsack et al., 2002;
Bohnsack and Nohl, 2003; Bohnsack, 2010c).

UNDERSTANDING AND
INTERPRETATION

Individuals sharing common a-theoretical
knowledge and experiences, and thus a
habitus, are connected by the elementary
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form of sociality, which we call ‘conjunctive
knowledge’ or ‘conjunctive experience’.
They understand each other immediately.
This is what Mannheim has called ‘under-
standing’ as apposed to ‘interpretation’: ‘we
shall take mere understanding to mean ...
the spiritual, pre-reflexive grasping of for-
mations, and we shall take interpretation to
mean the theoretically reflective explication
of what is understood’ (1982: 243). Social
phenomenology can give us a definition of
interpretation, but is not able to differentiate
it from the more fundamental understanding
(Verstehen). Phenomenological analysis
(see Eberle, Chapter 13, this volume) starts
from a model of mutual interpretation
between individuals who are strangers to each
other. Thus, intersubjectivity must be estab-
lished in a complicated process of taking
the other’s perspective — based upon the
idealizing of assumptions: the idealization of
the ‘reciprocity of perspectives’ and the
idealization of the ‘reciprocity of motives’
(Schutz, 1962: 11 and 23). This is an ade-
quate description of the communicative
level of interaction, the level of institution-
alized and role-oriented action, but not of
the area of comjunctive understanding as
immediate understanding.

Not only tangible groups like families,
friendships or peer groups are constituted on
the basis of spaces of conjunctive experience
and conjunctive understanding. As
Mannheim has shown in his essay about the
formation of generations in society, genera-
tions are also constituted by commonalities
in the ‘stratification of experience’ (1952b:
297). Such commonalities in the stratifica-
tion of experience result from existential
involvement in a common practice of his-
torical events, especially but not only in
periods of radical development, change and
crisis. For example, the experience of the
period of reconstruction in Germany after
the Second World War in (synchronization
with) a specific phase of the development
(life cycle) of the individual (here, child-
hood) has been seen as an explanation for
the constitution of a specific generational

conjunctive space of experience: the genera-
tion of 1968.

The members of this generation share a
conjunctive space of experience, which results
from being involved in a specific everyday
practice. This does not imply any direct com-
munication or interaction with each other.
Thus their experiences are not identical but
they are identical in structure. The same may
be true for milieu-specific or gender-specific
spaces of conjunctive experience or those
involving commonalities of experience result-
ing from life-cycle transitions (for instance,
from education in school to vocational train-
ing). In our empirical analysis with the docu-
mentary method, we thus differentiate between
milieu-, gender-, generation- and develop-
ment-specific spaces of conjunctive experi-
ences, among others. In empirical analysis,
each single case (based on, for example, an
interview with an individual or a discussion
with a group) can be differentiated by the inter-
pretation of different spaces of experiences,
which we also call fypes (see below).

PRAXEOLOGICAL SOCIOLOGY OF
KNOWLEDGE, PRACTICAL
HERMENEUTICS AND
INTERPRETIVISM

Conjunctive knowledge is acquired by
experience in everyday practice, by lived
experiences with the ‘modus operandi’ as
the ‘generic formula’ of practical action in
the understanding of Bourdieu and his ‘the-
ory of practice’. In a certain analogy to
Bourdieu (and partly influenced by him),
Thomas Schwandt (2002) has drawn atten-
tion to the problem that the current under-
standing of research in social sciences is
committed to a concept of knowledge (and
intelligence) which is not able to meet the
requirements of understanding practices in
everyday life and our practical relation to
the world. Schwandt has named the theo-
retical approach and modus of social
research to meet such requirements ‘practi-
cal hermeneutics’ (2002: 47).
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Nonetheless, Schwandt has not worked out
the resulting consequences for the practice of
empirical research. However, we can make a
direct connection between practical herme-
neutics in the sense of Schwandt and the
documentary method with its long tradition of
practical research and Mannheim’s sociology
of knowledge as its theoretical background,
which we have called the praxeological soci-
ology of knowledge.

Schwandt’s position is somewhat different
from the mainstream of qualitative research
in the United States, where we can identify a
tendency to restrict research to the dimension
of communicative (explicit and theoretical)
knowledge. This mainstream is overwhelm-
ingly orientated to the interpretive paradigm,
as can be seen when reading for example the
Handbook of Qualitative Research, edited by
Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln
(1994). ‘Constructivism’ is more or less used
here as a synonym for ‘interpretivism’
(among others: Guba and Lincoln, 1989;
Greene, 1994). That means the interpretive,
definitional and theoretical production of
reality as we have seen in social phenome-
nology (see, for a more detailed critique,
Bohnsack, 2009), which is different from the
production or generation of the world in eve-
ryday practice.

THE FUNDAMENTAL CONSTITUTION
OF MEANING IN PRACTICE AND
INTERACTION

The production of the world in everyday
practice is the fundamental dimension of
reality, which is primordial in relation to the
dimension of attributing subjective mean-
ings, communicative intentions and motives.
Here we also agree with Anthony Giddens
(1976: 89). Above all George Herbert Mead
(1934: 186f.) has pointed out ‘the temporal
and logical pre-existence of the social pro-
cess to the self-conscious individual that
arises in it. The conversation of gestures is a
part of the social process which is going on.’
The fundamental structure of meaning

which is constituted by the pre-reflexive
social process and the conversation of ges-
tures, and which merely has a residual char-
acter in Mead’s work, corresponds to
Mannheim’s category of the space of conjunc-
tive experience.

The meaning of a single utterance or
action is determined by its relation to the
context of the other utterances and actions
which sequentially take place. In the case of
the interpretation of texts, the relation
between actions or utterances on one hand
and their context on the other hand is a
sequential relation, a relation between utter-
ances or gestures and the succeeding ones. In
this way, the utterances or gestures mutually
impart their significance to each other —
which may be understood thoroughly in the
sense of Mead (1934). In the case of the
interpretation of pictures (see Banks, Chapter
27, this volume), this relation is not a sequen-
tial but a simultaneous one — a relation
between the single elements of a picture and
the whole picture and its overall context (see
below; Bohnsack, 2010b; 2011). In both
cases, the ethnomethodologists have called
the relation between context and a single
utterance or single element reflexive
(Garfinkel, 1961; 1967a: 7f.). It is this reflex-
ive character by which talk and pictures are
constituted as a self-referential system — as
we can call it in terms of modern system
theory.

When the meaning of an utterance or
action is determined by the reaction of the
other participants, respectively by a sequence
of reaction and re-reactions, the interpreta-
tion of the relation of an (empirically
observed) utterance to an (empirically
observed) reaction opens up access to the
constituted implicit meaning or the implicit
rule. The reconstruction of this rule is
achieved by searching for possible alterna-
tives to the observed reaction, which are
equally meaningful. These equally meaning-
ful and thus functionally equivalent reactions
form a class, which adheres to the same rule.
Thus a rule, which was until now unknown
to the interpreter (but available to those being
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observed as implicit knowledge), can be gen-
erated and brought to explication. This
method of generating knowledge and rules
corresponds to the logical form of ‘abduc-
tion’ in the understanding of Charles S.
Peirce (1934; see also Reichertz, Chapter 9,
and Thornberg and Charmaz, Chapter 11,
this volume).

Searching for functionally equivalent or —
as we call it — homologous reactions always
presupposes a (counter-)horizon of compari-
son (consisting of reactions not belonging to
the rule) which remains implicit for the
moment. This is the ‘blind spot” of interpre-
tation, as Luhmann (1990: 85) has called it.
The interpretation thus depends on the
existential (everyday) experiences of the
interpreter, on the ‘existential bonds’ or
‘standpoint bonds’ in the understanding of
Mannheim (1936: 239).°

In a methodological perspective, the
selectivity of our understanding or inter-
pretation, which is a result of our existen-
tial bonds, is constituted by the selectivity
of the intuitive horizons of comparison
which are stored in our everyday knowl-
edge, and which are constitutive for the
interpretation which we also call reflecting
interpretation (see below). The more those
intuitive horizons of comparison are
replaced or substituted by empirical and
explicit ones, that means by empirical
cases of comparison, the more our inter-
pretations and typifications can be con-
trolled methodically. Thus comparative
analysis is one of the central components
of the documentary method.® Methodically
or empirically controlled comparative
analysis also opens up a certain chance for
the self-reflection of my existential and
standpoint bonds and thus helps me to get
an idea of my ‘blind spot’.

The main task of the documentary
method is thus the explication of the hith-
erto implicit knowledge of those being
observed. This is connected with some
basic epistemological assumptions or
implications: the goal of research is to gain

access to knowledge which is at the dis-
posal of the actors and not knowledge
which only the social scientific observers
have privileged access to, as is typical for
objectivistic approaches.” The latter
implies a ‘hierarchization of knowing bet-
ter’, as Luhmann (1990: 510) has called it.
There is no epistemological foundation for
such a demand for privileged access in the
sense of a higher rationality. In the under-
standing of the documentary method, the
social scientific interpreters thus do not
presume or presuppose that they know
more than the actors in the field, but rather
that the actors themselves do not really
know exactly what they know all about.
The explication of the implicit knowledge
of those being observed is not the result of
a higher, but of another rationality, of a
change in the analytic attitude as charac-
terized above.

WORKING STEPS OF THE
DOCUMENTARY METHOD IN
PRACTICAL RESEARCH

The working steps outlined here were first
worked out in our research about adoles-
cence developments in different milieus on
the basis of group discussions with peer
groups from different educational back-
grounds, age and gender in a small town and
villages in Northern Bavaria. The working
steps among others were then used in a tri-
angulation of group discussions (see
Barbour, Chapter 21, this volume), bio-
graphical interviews (see Roulston, Chapter
20, this volume) and field notes from par-
ticipant observation (see Marvasti, Chapter
24, this volume) in our research about hoo-
ligans and members of rock bands (e.g.
Bohnsack, 1997) and in another large
research project about young people of
Turkish origin (e.g. Bohnsack and Nohl,
2003). Later on the working steps were
transferred to the interpretations of pictures
and videos (see below).
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Constitutive for the documentary method
is the differentiation between the communi-
cative or explicit, literal and immanent
meaning and the conjunctive or implicit and
documentary meaning. In our practical
research, this differentiation leads to two
consecutive steps of interpretation: the for-
mulating interpretation and the reflecting
interpretation.

Formulating Interpretation

The explicit meaning — what participants
have ‘literally’ said — is formulated ® by the
researcher. The basic structure of formu-
lating interpretation is the decoding and
formulation of the topical structure of a
text. We reconstruct the topical order by
differentiating paramount topics (PT), sub-
ordinated topics (ST), sub-subordinated
topics (SST), etc.

Reflecting Interpretation

The transition from the immanent (explicit)
to the documentary meaning is, as already
explained, the transition from asking what to
asking how. Accordingly, what has been
said, depicted or discussed and what has
become the topic of discourse is to be sepa-
rated from how — that means, in which
framework — the topic is dealt with. This
framework of orientation, which we also call
habitus, is the central subject of documen-
tary interpretation. As already explained
above, comparative analysis is, from the
outset, of central importance for the reflec-
tive interpretation. The framework of orien-
tation of a specific case takes shape and can
be examined in an empirically controlled
manner only in comparison with the frame-
work of other cases: individuals or groups.
We must ask: How, that is in which (differ-
ent) framework of orientations, is the same
topic dealt with by other groups or by other
individuals?

Whereas the reconstruction of the fopical
order is the basic scaffold for the formulating

interpretation, the reconstruction of the so-
called organization of discourse is the basic
scaffold for the reflecting interpretation of
talk and group discussions (e.g. Bohnsack,
2004; 2010c). The reconstruction of the
genres of texts is here only of marginal
importance but of central importance for the
interpretation of all sorts of single interviews
(Nohl, 2010).

We mainly differentiate between two gen-
res of texts: narrations and descriptions on
the one hand and theorizing (or arguing)
texts on the other. The practical, implicit or
a-theoretical knowledge, that is the frame of
orientation or habitus, which is guiding
practical action, is represented in (prefera-
bly, detailed) narrations and descriptions.
We can differentiate them from those (argu-
ing) genres of texts which represent the the-
orizing about practical action of those under
research.

For the analysis of talk and group discus-
sions, the so-called organization of discourse
is of much more importance than the genres
of texts. Different modes of discourse organ-
ization can be distinguished representing
fundamental manners of sociality and of
interactional references among individuals:
mutually increasing and promoting each
other (parallelizing mode), diametrically
being against each other and talking at cross-
purposes (oppositional mode), systemati-
cally roping the other, but also a mode of
seeming to be against each other, in which
the participants actually encourage each
other to present more and more appropriate
depictions (antithetical mode). The recon-
struction of the mode of discourse organi-
zation can tell us if and by how much the
participants share a conjunctive space or expe-
rience and thus collective (milieu-specific)
orientations.

In the next step, the reflecting interpreta-
tion and typification will be demonstrated
with the example of a short transcript (see
Box 15.1) of a group discussion from a
research project about young people of
Turkish origin.
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Example for Formulating and Reflecting Interpretation

Box 15.1
1. Dm:
2. Y2

3.

4. Hm:
5 Dm:
6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20. Am:
21.

22.

23. Dm:
24, ?m:

25. Fm:

26. Dm:
27.

28. Am:
29. Dm:

Transcript®
Yes, ask a couple of questions, yeah you also
| Perhaps what you do
at home in the family
L sleeping;

[ We're like at our place anyway, well | can only
like speak for myself now; at my place it's like (.) for example even
if I'm not home much like, (.) I'm always thinking about the family, y'’know. Its
not like I'd say (.) oh, man, what a shitty family or this that's that's

none of my business or something. Like with some of the Germans it's that way
because

they come from another culture but (.) me, like when | come from work
then | go home for dinner, my mother has already made dinner
and then | watch a little TV, (1) then she’s talking and this and that

and this; then I'm listening and then like | go out onto the street again; hanging
around.

then like | come home at around ten or so, (.) then she’s talking
again like I mean then we have a little conversation and then (.) like | go
to bed again. But like you run errands weekends like

go shopping and if you like have something official and like something like that
(3) you don't

like talk that much about pleasure or like fun or anything, only what's necessary
you just

get it done (4).
Lit's like so totally different what happens at home like for example,
I mean (.) you're totally different at home than you are like outside
because you have to
| Yeah
[Mhm
LOutside.
L Yeah at home they have like no
idea; like they think our son is going outside for a little bit
Lyeah

getting a little fresh air and like he’s coming like (.) uh eating rice
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30. Am: L(laughs)
31. Dm:  standing at the table again, | mean really, they think like
32. m: L(laughs)
33. Dm: they they | mean like they're so old-fashioned in thinking.

Box 15.2 Formulating Interpretation

1-4 PT: Searching for a topic

1 ST: Asking for asking a question
Dm asks for questions while directly addressing Y2 (conductor of the discussion)
2-4 ST: Activities at home

Y2 initiates the topic of activities at home which is immediately answered by Hm
with ‘sleeping’

5-10 PT: Attitude towards the family

5-8 ST: Continuous mental presence of the family

For Dm the family is continuously present — not so much in the sense of a physical but of a
mental presence. His statement is restricted to his own person (‘for myself’)

8-10 ST Disregard of the family

The continuous presence of the family is differentiated from an attitude of abusing the fam-
ily and indifference to it as it is attributed to the Germans because of their different cultural
background

10-26 __PT: Activities at home
10-17  ST: Run of the day at home

After work Dm comes home having his dinner prepared by his mother and watching a little
bit of TV. His mother is talking and Dm listening. Finally he goes out into the street again
without a clear plan of activities. After his return in the evening he goes to bed after a little
bit of conversation with his mother

17-20  ST: Tasks and topics of talk in the family

Dm has tasks in the family out from home (shopping at the weekend or visiting administra-
tive agencies). These are the only topics of talk in the family whereas pleasure and fun are
mostly excluded.

21-26 ST The strong difference between the behaviour at home and outside

As to Am as well as Dm and Fm the activities and their behaviour at home are quite different
from outside

27-35  ST: The total lack of knowledge of the family concerning their sons

At home they are totally ignorant about the activities of their sons outside. They are con-
cerned with the internal familiar affairs of supply (‘eating rice’). They have the old-fashioned
way of thinking
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Reflecting Interpretation

01-03 Joint initiation of a question by Dm
and Y2

The interviewer (Y2) reacts to a directive
utterance from Dm, appropriating it in a
cooperative way by ‘contracting’ his demand
and her utterance syntactically so that we
understand a complete question: ‘I’d like to
know what you do at home.’

04 Proposition'® by Hm

In Hm’s utterance, the following frame of
orientation is documented. First it is
expressed that the relation to the family is
hardly communicative and in this respect
distant. (It can, however, not yet be clarified
if this is primarily due to recreation needs or
to a social demarcation. For this we need the
interpretation of the further development of
the discourse.) Second, the reaction is kept as
short as possible, documenting only very lit-
tle willingness to give information to the
interviewers about this sphere of life.

05-19 Differentiation of the proposition
(05—10) and elaboration of this differentia-
tion in the mode of description (10-19)
by Dm

Through Dm’s reaction to Hm’s proposi-
tion, its conjunctive, that is group or milieu-
specific, meaning becomes increasingly
precise: the distance to the family is
grounded in a social demarcation, but not in
a lack of respect (08: ‘fucking family’ is not
his attitude) and also not in indifference or
carelessness towards the family (07: Dm is
‘always thinking’ about it). Because this is
insinuated to ‘some Germans’ (09), there
is also an expression of demarcation
against them.

With his description (10-19), which is
somehow a reaction to his own proposition,
the demarcation toward the family is contextu-
alized by Dm in an interaction scenario, and

thus made more precise. This documents,
respectively reveals, that:

— the communication with his mother is one-sided;

— neither the utterances nor other activities of the
participants have a (reciprocal) reference to each
other, rather they stand unrelated next to each
other (e.g. ‘then she’s talking ... then I'm listening’,
12-13);

— only urgent pragmatic business is negotiated
and not more comprehensive orientations and
interests.

20-33 Connecting propositions by Am
and Dm

The lack of reference and reciprocity of the
perspectives of the parents and the children
(i.e. sons) to each other is now specified and
made more precise in a way which shows its
connection to a strict separation of two differ-
ent spheres: the inner sphere (‘at home’; 20,
21, 26) and the outer sphere (‘outside’; 21,
25). This separation of spheres is based upon
different modes of existence or identities
(‘you’re totally different at home’; 21). The
genesis of the separation of spheres must —
according to the orientations of the young
men — be sought in the minds of the older
generation (33).

Reflecting Interpretation and
Case-Internal Comparative
Analysis

The reflecting interpretation begins with
the explication of the (implicit) frame of
orientation — here, the separation of spheres —
within a single passage (here, with the topic
‘at home”). In the next step of interpretation,
the case-internal reflecting interpretation,
we look — in a comparative analysis — at
passages dealing with other topics (e.g. the
relationship to the German girlfriend or to
the police) in the same group discussion and
then also in interviews with single members
of the same group. This determines if the
same orientation of the separation of spheres
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is evident here in a homologous way.
Moreover, we look at this homologous pat-
tern not only on the level of the propositions
of the young people, but also on the per-
formative level, that is in certain demarca-
tion from the interviewers as members of
the outer sphere, as indicated in our exam-
ple in the beginning of the transcript.

Typification and Comparative
Analysis between Cases

As soon as we have worked out — in the next
step — a common frame of orientation by
comparing different cases, we call it a type.
The first level of typification is — using a
term of Mannheim (1982: 78ff.) — ‘the
meaning-genetic’ typification. Here we
reconstruct the generic principle, the modus
operandi of the frame of orientation or the
habitus.

Socio-genetic typification

At this second level of typification, we are
looking for the genesis of the generic prin-
ciple (of the separation of spheres). Socio-
genetic typification tries to answer the
question of what the orientation or habitus
is typical for. Saying that an orientation is
‘typically rural’ means that the genesis of
the orientation can be found in the rural
space of experience. The reconstruction of
the socio-genesis may be understood as the
identification of relevant spaces of experi-
ence, respectively as ‘trying to penetrate
into the existential background of an expe-
riential space’ (Mannheim, 1982: 248), that
is into the background of socialization and
biographical development. For our exam-
ple, it could be determined that the socio-
genesis of the separation of spheres can be
found in the traditional mode of respect for
parents (especially the father), among oth-
ers. This respect requires keeping problems
and complications in the outer (public)
sphere outside of the internal sphere, that is
the communication in family and the ethnic

community. Thus differences between
the two spheres, which have their origin
in the migration history of the family,
are increased, and their negotiation is
forestalled. In addition to group discus-
sions, biographical interviews can also
give us deeper insights into socio-genesis
(see Bohnsack and Nohl, 2003; Bohnsack
et al., 2002).

The Multi-dimensionality  of
Typification

While analysing the socio-genesis of the
orientation of the separation of spheres, we
can already assume that the orientation is
typical for the space of experience of
migration. This must be further validated
by comparative analysis, not just with
autochthonous young people (from
Germany, but also from Turkey, where we
conducted group discussions with young
people from Ankara). Beyond that, it was
necessary to examine the importance of
other spaces of experience and their rela-
tion to the space of experience of migra-
tion. By including peer groups of different
gender, age and educational backgrounds in
our sampling, we tried to determine if and
how the orientation of the separation of
spheres (typical for migration) can be iden-
tified even when being overlaid by other
spaces of experience, respectively other
types. We reconstructed whether the migra-
tion-specific space of experience, as our
basic type, can still be identified on a gen-
eral level throughout variations and modifi-
cations of gender, milieu and age-specific
(referring to adolescent development)
types. Thus we ended up with a whole
typology (see Figure 15.1).

The level of validity and generalizability
of a single type depends on how precisely
it can be differentiated from other possible
types. It depends on how manifold, that is
multi-dimensional, the single case can be
found within a whole typology.'' With our
typification procedure based on the docu-
mentary method we can take into account
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that a case under research — a group or an
individual — does not belong to only one,
but always to different types and spaces
of experience overlying and modifying
each other.

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS: THE
INTERPRETATION OF PICTURES AND
VIDEOS

One of the characteristic features and achieve-
ments of the documentary method is giving
access to implicit, tacit or a-theoretical
knowledge. As the knowledge mediated to us
by a picture is per se implicit knowledge, the
documentary method seems to be predestined
for the interpretation of pictures. During the
last 10 years, remarkable progress has been
made in the documentary interpretation of
pictures. There has been broad research about
photos (family, advertising, etc.), children’s
drawings, cartoons, posters, as well as videos
and films."

In a very early stage of its development, in
the 1920s, Erwin Panofsky, the most famous
historian of the arts, had already adopted the
documentary method for the interpretation of
pictures. Panofsky was a contemporary and
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Type of adolescent
development

Education type

(as far as forced emigration is concerned)
companion in misfortune of Karl Mannheim.
At the centre of Panofsky’s works we find
the epoch-making differentiation between
the iconographic and the iconological mean-
ing. This corresponds to the differentiation of
the immanent (communicative) and the doc-
umentary (conjunctive) meaning in the
understanding of Mannheim, as Panofsky
himself had pointed out, calling the icono-
logical meaning also ‘documentary meaning’
(Panofsky, 1932: 115). The object of icono-
logical or documentary interpretation is the
‘habitus’. As is generally known, Bourdieu
adopted this concept from Panofsky (see
Bourdieu, 1977).

Because of these correspondences, we can
transfer our working steps of the formulating
and reflecting interpretation to the analysis of
pictures on a general level. However, we must
put our iconographic pre-knowledge as lan-
guage-bound and textual knowledge into
brackets much more radically than in text
interpretation in order to gain access to the
peculiarity and internal logic of the picture (as
it has been theoretically postulated for instance
by Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault).
Analogous to the interpretation of texts, the
reconstruction of the formal structure, of the
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formal composition (see above), can show us
the way to the deeper semantics of the picture
and its internal logic (see Mitchell, 1994). Here
we can build upon reflections in the history of
arts concerning the importance of formal aes-
thetics, which go beyond Panofsky. Especially
relevant are the works of Max Imdahl (1996).
Gaining an empirical access to the internal
logic of the picture (still as well as moving)
and treating it as a self-referential system by
bracketing language-bound and textual pre-
knowledge and by giving specific attention to
the formal structure of the picture can be seen
as the singular achievement of the documen-
tary interpretation of pictures and videos.

OPEN QUESTIONS

The central domain of the documentary
method is the analysis of milieu-specific ori-
entations and understandings in the sense of
the conjunctive spaces of experience, which
we can find in society as well as within organ-
izations. We differentiate conjunctive from
communicative orientations and knowledge,
as we can find them in the media and in public
communication and which are the central
domain of discourse analysis (in the tradition
of Foucault — see Willig, Chapter 23, this vol-
ume) and especially cultural studies (see
Winter, Chapter 17, this volume). Different
from media reception analysis, which belongs
to the centre of the domain of the documen-
tary method (e.g. Geimer, 2010), media analy-
sis itself is a new field and (with the exception
for example of the analysis of advertising
photos and a television show; Bohnsack,
2011) it is still an open question how success-
ful the method will be in this area.

NOTES

1. An anthology (Bohnsack et al., 2010) provides an
overview in English including 11 examples of research
with the documentary method on the basis of group
discussions, interviews and the interpretation of pic-
tures and videos. There are also anthologies contain-
ing examples of research with the documentary
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method in Portuguese (Weller and Pfaff, 2010) and in
Polish (Krzychata, 2004).

My own translation from the French original (Bourdieu,
1972), because the English translation (Bourdieu, 1977)
does not include this chapter.

Schutz (1962: 26) tried to define the analytic attitude
of the scientific observer by his *“disinterestedness” or
detachment’. That means that on the level of action
'his motives are not interlocked with those of the
observed person or persons’ (1962: 26). Such a detach-
ment from the interests of action in everyday life,
however, can tell us nothing about the interests of
interpretation. These interests of the scientific observer,
and thus his construction of motives, depend on his social
standpoint, his ‘standpoint bonds' (Standortgebundenheit)
in the term of Mannheim or, as it is also translated, by
his ‘social determination of knowledge’ (Mannheim,
1936: 239).

Different from the English translation in Mannheim
(1982: 204), where we can find the formulation ‘con-
junctive experiential space’, | prefer to translate the
German term konjunktiver Erfahrungsraum (Mannheim,
1980: 227) as ‘space of conjunctive experience’.

The German term Seinsverbundenheit (Mannheim, 1952:
227) also has been translated as the social determination
of knowledge (Mannheim, 1936: 239). This formulation
does not seem to impart adequately the particularity of
Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge.

Concerning comparative analysis and also theoretical
sampling, we also owe much to grounded theory in its
original version (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The concept
of generating theory in grounded theory, however, does
not reach the level of multi-dimensionality in generating
types as seen in the documentary method.

A prominent representative for an objectivistic approach
in qualitative methods in Germany is ‘objective herme-
neutics' in the tradition of the Frankfurt School (see
Wernet, Chapter 16, this volume). As opposed to implicit
knowledge as the object of the documentary method,
the 'latent structure of meaning’ as the object of objec-
tive hermeneutics has its place beyond the knowledge of
those under research and thus is only available to the
researcher (see also Bohnsack, 2010a: ch. 4).

With the term ‘formulating interpretation’ | follow Harold
Garfinkel and Harvey Sacks (1970: 350ff.) with their
reconstruction of the practices of ‘formulating’.

For the rules of transcription see the appendix to
Bohnsack et al. (2010).

A depiction wherein an orientation is documented is
called a ‘proposition’. This term goes back to Garfinkel
(1961).

. Multi-dimensional typologies have to date been realized

in more than 40 studies: complex research projects, dis-
sertations and second dissertations.

. See, among others, Bohnsack (2011) and, in English,

Bohnsack (2010b), Nentwig-Gesemann (2006),
Wagner-Willi (2006), Baltruschat (2010) and Philipps
(2012).
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Hermeneutics and Objective

HERMENEUTICS - FROM EXEGESIS
TO DIALOGUE

Hermeneutics as the art of understanding has
its origin in the problem of exegesis. And as
the basic point of reference of exegesis is the
text, hermeneutics initially is fextual exegesis
(Ricoeur, 2004 [1969]). It deals with the
question of the ‘true meaning’ of texts. This
strong textual orientation clearly accounts to
the fact that the authors of antique and
sacred, religious texts (to mention the his-
torically most important objects of exegesis)
are not in reach. They cannot be questioned
whether the interpretation of their texts (see
Willig, Chapter 10, this volume) corresponds
to their intentions (Baumann, 1978).

This scriptual orientation finally comes to
an end with the hermeneutic conceptions of
Schleiermacher and Dilthey. Their interest is
not a philological one, but a philosophic inter-
est in the question of understanding as such.
For Dilthey, the distinction between the natural
sciences and the ‘Geisteswissenschaften’ is

Hermeneutics

Andreas Wernet

built upon the aim of ‘understanding’ in the
field of human affairs in contrast to the search
for ‘explanations’ of natural phenomena.
Hermeneutics no longer only deals with the
narrow topic of textual understanding but
widens to the question of understanding as a
fundamental principle of human action and
everyday life encounters.

Philosophical hermeneutics seeks to formu-
late a theoretical concept of understanding as a
basic principle of the constitution of the human
world and as a necessity of scientific investiga-
tion of this world (Grondin, 1994). The idea of
the one and only adequate interpretation is
rejected in favour of a notion of understanding
that emphasizes the role of tradition, prejudice
and different subjective horizons (Freeman,
2008). The hermeneutical approach is a biased
one. The process of interpretation therefore
involves a ‘self-examination’ of the interpreter.
Interpretation is no longer seen as the result of
a distanced view of a scientific interpreter that
leads to an unbiased understanding, but as a
dialogue, in which different perspectives meet.
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It is the encounter, the ‘hermeneutic experi-
ence’, which leads to a fusion of horizons
(Gadamer, 2011 [1960]).

It should be quite clear that philosophical
hermeneutics, despite its important contri-
butions to a theory of understanding and
interpretation, does not provide methods of
interpretation in the narrower sense of data
analysis in qualitative empirical research. The
several approaches of qualitative research that
refer to hermeneutics rather stand in close rela-
tionship to phenomenology and sociology of
knowledge (Soeftner, 2004; Alfred Schutz and
Karl Mannheim are the most important theo-
rists in these fields — see Eberle, Chapter 13,
and Bohnsack, Chapter 15, this volume).
Nevertheless the qualitative paradigms of
phenomenology, interpretivism and social
constructionism (as three of the ‘five qualita-
tive approaches to inquiry’ suggested by
Cresswell, 2007) more or less refer to certain
concepts of philosophical hermeneutics, for
example the hermeneutic circle, the impor-
tance of fore-conceptions or the significance of
subjective experience.

OBJECTIVE HERMENEUTICS

In the field of these hermeneutically influenced
research approaches, objective hermeneutics
plays a specific role. It takes up the older
tradition of textual hermeneutics in a radical
reference to the text as the object of data
analysis. There is no method in the field of
qualitative research that is bound so strictly
to the text as the central point of reference of
hermeneutic inquiry.

The method of objective hermeneutics was
developed in the 1970s by the German sociolo-
gist Ulrich Oevermann. To give a first insight
into the central features of this method it is
helpful to bring to mind the research context in
which objective hermeneutics was developed.
This was a research project concerned with the
interaction process in families based on par-
ticipating observance of families and audio
records of family interaction. The aim of this

project was to study the ‘natural’ interaction of
family members. But the research setting con-
fronted the researchers with the fact that a
naturalistic approach to family interaction has
to fail, because the presence of researchers
deeply influences the reality they are studying.
This experience of the sheer impossibility of
grasping family interaction in an authentic way
contrasted with the experience that audio
recording of interaction nevertheless preserved
the particular characteristics of a concrete fam-
ily interaction. This led to a basic theoretical
and methodological concept: in its varying
interactions a family is still identifiable. There
must be a structure operating beyond the strat-
egies of ‘impression management’ (Goffman,
1959), which does not allow a family to hide
its identity. And this structure can be disclosed
by a detailed study of records of interaction.
This was the starting point of conceptualizing
qualitative empiric research as a reconstruction
of the meaning of texts. Over the years objec-
tive hermeneutics has developed into a highly
influential method of qualitative data analysis
with a wide range of research contributions in
nearly every thematic field.'

SOME GENERAL REMARKS ON BASIC
METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

The basic theoretical orientation of objective
hermeneutics is based on structuralistic
theory. The psychology of Jean Piaget,
the ethnology of Claude Lévi-Strauss and
the grammar theory of Noam Chomsky are
central theoretical references. Their interest
in social reality as based on meaning is
focused neither on description nor on the
subjective experiences or intentions of
actors. In accordance with this approach the
main interest of objective hermeneutics in
meaning (in the sense of ‘structure of
meaning’) is to reveal the /atent meaning
of utterances and its relation to the inten-
tions (manifest meaning) of actors. This
difference between manifest and latent
meaning, similar to the difference between
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manifest and latent functions, formulated
by Robert K. Merton (Merton, 1968) and to
the difference between the manifest topic of
a dream and its latent idea (Freud, 2001a
[1900]; 2001b [1900-1]; 2001c [1915-16])),
is of great importance for the methodologi-
cal point of view of objective hermeneutics.
In order to guard against misunderstandings,
the aim of objective hermeneutics is not just
to reveal the latent meaning of an actor’s
speech; it is to reconstruct the relations
between the manifest intentions and the
latent meaning of utterances (Oevermann,
1987: 438). The social object of this
method is not the meaning of action, lying
beyond an actor’s consciousness and his or
her intentions, but the differences, tensions
and even contradictions between intentions
and the latent meaning of action.

Objective hermencutics stands in the
German tradition of sociology of language
(Gerhardt, 1988: 34). The world (of meaning)
is represented by texts.? The empirical funda-
ment of the reconstruction of latent meaning
structures is a fixed text as a precise record of
interaction. As Oevermann argues, there is no
other access to meaning than through symbolic
representation (Oevermann, 1986). Meaning
only occurs in its symbolic form. And a
method of reconstruction of meaning therefore
has to rely on texts. To claim validity (see
Barbour, Chapter 34, this volume), the inter-
pretation process needs a fixed record as a
basis of scientific dispute.

These few remarks help to understand the
characterization of this method as ‘objec-
tive’. It points out to the principle claim of
validity. It does not mean that objective her-
meneutics suggests that its interpretations
achieve absolute or final truth or a non-
biased viewpoint. It only means that it highly
values the possibility of controlling interpre-
tations by the scientific community.> Without
a fixed record, this control is impossible. The
designation of the method as hermeneutic
points less to the scientific conception of under-
standing but more to the conception of a method
of understanding as a method of analysing
texts (see the introductory paragraph). The

difference between manifest and latent mean-
ing follows up the claim of classic hermeneu-
tics to understand ‘the utterer better than he
understands himself” (Schleiermacher — see
Smith, 2007: 4).

Finally we want to point out that
Oevermann characterizes his method as a
method to reconstruct case-structures
(Fallstrukturrekonstruktion). The term
‘case’ — in general dependent on the meth-
odological background in which it is embed-
ded (Ragin and Becker, 1992: 4) — is used in
objective hermeneutics in a special manner.
The notion of ‘case’ is rooted in the structural
concept that a particular phenomenon (the
case)* cannot be seen as an isolated event, but
as a variation of a general structure. This
model can be divided into two further assump-
tions: (1) A case is not only an expression of a
subjective or individual social constellation,
but also an expression of general structures.
(2) These general structures cannot be studied
as such. They do not appear beyond or outside
of cases. The empirical path to generality
leads through the study of the particular case.
Therefore, the reconstruction of the structure
of a case allows two directions of generaliza-
tion. First, a case appears as a token of a type.
It represents a special and insofar typical dis-
position for solving a certain problem. Second,
this special and typical solution is only one
way of reacting to a general problem. To give
an example, according to Parsons the basic
problem of the modern, nuclear family inter-
action lies in the dissolution of the family of
origin and its replacement by a foundation
of new, nuclear families (‘the process of
selfliquidation of each particular nuclear
family’ — Parsons, 1964: 74). Every family
has to handle this process of dissolution and
foundation. And every family is an outcome
of this process. But every family has to find its
own way to solve this problem. In examining
families, we can formulate types of solutions
of this problem (e.g. the centripetal and cen-
trifugal mode of detachment; Stierlin, 1977)
in the same manner, as we can formulate an
empirical-based general theory of dissolution
and foundation of families.
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RULES

(Inter)action is based on social rules. Social
action emerges in line with these rules, and
the interpretation of the meaning of action is
only possible by recourse to our knowledge
of rules. The rule concept constitutes a link
between object and method. On the one hand
it concerns the constitution of social action;
on the other hand it represents the key issue
of the methodically guided reconstruction of
social action.

The concept of rule differs from the concept
of convention as well as from the concept of
knowledge. Whereas conventions define social
action as conforming (resp. deviant), rules
define the horizon of action alternatives and
the meaning of these alternatives. As a simple
example, the modalities of greeting can be
seen as conventions that define in which situa-
tions it is adequate or not to greet one another.
When boarding an airliner, we know that it is
expected to greet (or to greet back) the mem-
bers of the crew awaiting the passengers. And
we know that it is unusual to greet all the pas-
sengers we meet. Behind these conventions
there are operating rules that define the social
consequences of greeting or not greeting. In a
situation in which greeting is expected, not
greeting may be a deviation; but it may also be
a meaningful action that shows the other — that
ego is not interested in social exchange. The
possibility to do so and the fact that this action
has specific consequences are only given by
rules of action.

This example also shows that conventions
and rules stand in different relation to knowl-
edge. Conventions belong to common knowl-
edge and to our expectations of everyday life.
Rules generate action by ‘tacit knowledge’.
They are not consciously applied by actors.
Like linguistic rules — as with Chomsky’s con-
cept of linguistic competence — rules in general
enable the actor to create meaningful action.

A very interesting implication of this con-
cept concerns the question of validity. How
can we identify rules and how can we know
whether the identified rules are operating?
Oevermann points out that rules according to

the competence concept can only be examined
and reconstructed by relying on them and by
presuming their prevalence. According to
Oevermann, this applies to the following types
of rules: (1) the universal and language-
specific rules of linguistics; (2) the rules of
communicative or illocutionary competence
(universal pragmatics); and (3) the universal
rules of cognitive and moral competence
(Oevermann et al., 1979: 387). These types of
rules can be considered universal insofar as
their validity is ineluctable. Criticism of the
material content of these rules must always
utilize its validity beforehand. For instance,
I can only criticize the adequacy of a
linguistic judgement utilizing the validity of
linguistic rules.

In addition there are several types of rules
with restricted scope and extent: rules that
apply only in specific social classes or milieus
and rules that change in time (Oevermann,
1986: 22ff.). Because the validity of interpreta-
tion depends on the validity of rules, we have
to prove the validity of the rules that the analy-
sis is based on. In the process of interpretation,
on some occasions there may remain an uncer-
tainty in this question (see Willig, Chapter 10,
this volume). It is important to accept that and
to be frank about this uncertainty rather than to
hide it.

In order to avoid these uncertainties the privi-
leged type of rule drawn upon by the methodical
controls of objective hermeneutics are the ine-
luctable rules we draw on as competent
members of society. The objective hermeneutics
method aims at basing the interpretation on these
rules. The practical interpretative procedures
make use of our rule competence.

In this context, special attention is paid to
the fact that the validity of an interpretation
does not rely on knowledge about or familiarity
with the object of research. If, for example, an
objective hermeneutic analysis has to interpret
a promise, the main interpretative operation
will not consist of activating our everyday life
experiences — perhaps that promises are often
not serious — but to explicate the rule-based
implications of a promise, for example the
supposition of fulfillment. The rule competence
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enabling us to specify clearly ‘what a promise
is’ provides the basis for the establishment of
validity in textual interpretation.

The rule concept is of great importance for
defending the methodological and epistemo-
logical capability of interpretation. Because
the interpreter shares the same rules as the
object of examination, it is possible to under-
stand the meaning of action. To do so, it is not
necessary to reconstruct the operating rules
themselves. We do not need grammar theory to
understand a sentence and to differentiate
between linguistically correct or wrong sen-
tences. In the reconstruction of a case structure
we rely on rules and we formulate social theo-
ries along with the case, not theories of rules.

STRUCTURE AND HABITUS

Rules do not determine action; they only
determine the realm of possible actions.
They do not tell the actor what to do; they
only constitute a frame of reference to the
actor’s decisions. These decisions are not a
function of the underlying and ineluctable
rules but a function of the autonomy of the
actor (Oevermann, 1991, uses the term
‘autonomy of life-practice’). This autonomy
constitutes the subjectivity of action. Without
this ‘freedom’, social action could only be
understood as a rule-determined and insofar
fixed reality. Processes of change and of sub-
jective variation could not be explained. On
the other hand, subjectivity is not the result
of sheer contingency. Subjectivity emerges
as a structured process of action. We can say
that the autonomy of the subject is limited
not only by the rule-generated possibilities,
but also by its own, self-generated structure.
This structure can be conceived of as the
identity of the subject or the identity of the
case. This identity is formed by the iteration
of decision-making by acting in the same
way. The reproduction of a case structure
seen as its identity can be studied by the fact
that in a new situation the subject tends to
decide or to act in a similar way. To describe
this phenomenon Bourdieu has suggested the

term ‘habitus’. He conceived habitus as the
‘modus operandi’ of a case (dependent on
different perspectives on social structure;
Bourdieu, 1984 [1979]; see Bohnsack,
Chapter 15, this volume).

We refer here to the concept of habitus and
‘modus operandi’ to point out that this process
of the reproduction of a structure is itself a
creative process, which cannot be appropri-
ately understood as a reproduction of the same
behaviour. It is not the simple repetition of the
same action as with mere habits. The shape
(Gestalt) of action that reproduces a certain
structure shows unlimited variations. Therefore
the recognition of processes of reproduction of
a case structure requires a procedure of recon-
struction.

HOW TO DO OBJECTIVE
HERMENEUTICS TEXT
INTERPRETATION

After having outlined the basic methodologi-
cal assumptions of objective hermeneutics
above, the following paragraphs will be con-
cerned with the methodical procedures of
text analysis and with the principles that the
interpretation has to follow.

The basic tool of objective hermeneutics
interpretation is the “thought experiment” to
formulate different stories, that is different
contexts, in which the text to interpret could
occur as a well-formed utterance. This proce-
dure helps to reveal the latent implications of
an utterance — its objective meaning structure.
As an example of this first step of analysis
Maiwald considers the utterance A: ‘Where
have you been?’ (2005: 8). Maiwald comes to
the following conclusion: ‘it implies that the
recipient should have been there or at least the
speaker should have known that the recipient
was not where he should have been, and, in
general, that the speaker claims to have a right
to know’ (2005: 8). If we imagine an answer of
the recipient, like B: “Why do you want to
know?’, the importance of the foregoing anal-
ysis seems to be quite clear. Now we can see
that the interaction deals with the question of
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the relationship between A and B. B’s counter-
question doubts that A has the right to ask
where B has been. Only if we push forward the
interpretation to the level of the objective
meaning structure can we reveal the dynamics
of the relationship that lie behind the simple
game of question and counter-question.

This basic procedure of the reconstruction
of meaning in detail is based on the principles
of interpretation that I will outline in the fol-
lowing. These principles are (I) to exclude the
context, (II) to take the literal meaning of a
text seriously, (III) sequentiality, and (IV)
extensivity.

Exclude the Context

The methodical principle to exclude the con-
text before a text is interpreted may seem
surprising at first. Why should a method
which claims to understand texts not make
use of the context? Does the con-text, as the
word itself suggests, not add relevant infor-
mation to the text? Is it not sometimes even
necessary to know in which context an action
or a speech act has taken place to understand
its meaning?

These are some of the objections that the
first principle of objective hermeneutics text
interpretations frequently evokes. To a certain
extent they are based on a misunderstanding,
as the context of a text is not completely
excluded in an interpretation. As a matter of
fact objective hermeneutics even systemati-
cally contextualizes its interpretations. What
the principle to exclude the context in interpre-
tations demands, though, is to interpret a
sequence separately without its context before
taking into account the kind of situation in
which a sentence was uttered. The contextual-
ization follows the context-free interpretation
of a text.

This methodical proceeding helps to differ-
entiate analytically between the meaning of a
text as such and its meaning in a certain con-
text. This is important as it forces the inter-
preter systematically to contrast a latent and a
manifest level of meaning in every text
sequence. Following the principle to exclude

the context before starting to interpret a text
makes sure, for example, that ambiguous
meanings of expressions that are overlooked in
everyday conversations because the context of
an utterance is taken into account are exposed
in an interpretation.

To give an example, imagine a couple sit-
ting at the kitchen table eating pudding and the
woman saying to her husband: ‘You can take
some more if you like.”

From the context it is quite clear what the
woman wants to say and even if the sentence
sounds a bit odd there hardly seems to be a
great demand for an in-depth analysis of her
utterance. A context-free interpretation,
though, can show that the exact words the
woman uses in the example to tell her husband
he can take some more imply that she is treat-
ing her husband as a child who cannot express
his own wishes.

The methodical operation by which this can
be revealed is to formulate contexts in which
the utterance “You can take some more if you
like’ could be said absolutely naturally. This
would be the case in the following situation. A
young boy visiting a friend’s house for the first
time after school has finished his meal and
shyly looks at the dishes obviously still hun-
gry. His friend’s mother says, “You can take
some more if you like.’

In the next step in context-free interpreta-
tions one has to make sure that every other
situation in which a speech act could occur
naturally would be structurally similar to the
concrete example that one has formulated so
far. If this is the case then one tries to identify
the essential characteristics of the type of situ-
ation connected to a speech act.

In the case of the speech act “You can take
some more if you like’ mainly two conditions
have to be met in order for the speech act to be
appropriate: a person saying ‘You can take
some more if you like’ (a) has to be sure that
whoever is addressed actually wants some
more. The speech act is not giving information,
it is, rather, interpreting someone’s behaviour
as an expression of an unuttered wish. In order
for such an interpretation of someone’s behav-
iour not to be inadequate (b) there have to be
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specific reasons why the person addressed
does not dare to express their wish for more
themselves. In the example above the mother
for instance has reason to assume that the boy
is too shy to ask for more because he is at
someone else’s house for the first time.

From this context-free interpretation it
becomes clear now that the woman in the
above formulated example telling her husband
that he can take some more is actually insinuat-
ing that her husband, like a child, would like
some more but dare not ask. And as she is talk-
ing to a grown-up man and there are no spe-
cific reasons why her husband might not dare
to ask for more, she is further implying that he
is not able to express his wishes in a grown-up
manner. So, to summarize, she is infantilizing
her husband.

The example should illustrate that beyond
the obvious meaning of a text sequence a text
also has a latent level of meaning, which is
revealed only if one analyses a text context-
free before taking into account its context. The
differentiation between a context-free meaning
of a text sequence and its meaning in a specific
situation enables interpreters to detect a latent
level of meaning which would be overlooked
if a text were explained through the context.

The essential operation that objective her-
meneutics uses to arrive at the latent level of
meaning is to sketch out contexts in which the
text sequences one is about to analyse could
appear naturally as a well-formed utterance. It
is important here to note that the formulation
of contexts should take absolutely no notice of
the contexts in which the speech acts were
actually spoken. On the contrary, it is abso-
lutely vital only to consider whether, in the
diverse contexts one has tried to creatively
sketch out, a speech act could occur naturally
or not. If one tries to look for contexts close to
the factual context of a text there is a great risk
that the latent meaning structure of a text
sequence is overlooked.

Our example shows quite clearly that a sci-
entific interpretation does not necessarily
conform to the self-understanding of the
actors. We may assume that the woman in our
example would not agree with the thesis of her
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‘infantilizing her husband’. This is a simple
implication of the concept of latent meaning.
The dynamic of infantilizing, reconstructed in
only one utterance, is not in the consciousness
of the actor. The outcomes of an interpretation
can therefore be rather disturbing for the actors.

Take the Literal Meaning of a Text
Seriously

Just like the exclusion of the context, the
second principle of objective hermeneutics
interpretations — to take seriously the literal
meaning of a text — forces an interpreter to
concentrate strictly on the text in interpreta-
tions. While the exclusion of the context
serves to eliminate attempts to clarify the
meaning of a text by using context informa-
tion, the obligation to focus on the literal
meaning of a text demands from an inter-
preter not to clarify the text itself by smooth-
ing out expressions that seem to suggest that
a person wanted to say something different
from what they actually said.

The most prominent interpretative approach
which is based on the principle of taking seri-
ously the literal meaning of a text is the
‘parapraxis’ (‘Freudian slip’). Here, the tension
between what somebody intentionally wanted
to say and the literal meaning of what was
actually said is quite obvious. If, for example,
an assistant wants to toast his boss by saying
‘Ich fordere Sie auf, auf das Wohl unseres
Chefs anzustofien’ (Let us drink a toast to the
health of our boss), but he says actually ‘Ich
fordere Sie auf, auf das Wohl unseres Chefs
aufzustofsen’ (Let us burp to the health of our
boss) (Freud, 2001c [1915-16]: 32), the mis-
take is obvious to everyone as well as the
rough meaning of the mistake. The positive
and complimentary action (anstoffen = to drink
a toast) is substituted by a negative and dis-
courteous action (aufstoffen = to burp). The
slip of the tongue of the assistant shows an
ambivalent attitude towards his boss; a tension
between acknowledgement and disregard.

The example of parapraxis helps one to
understand the difference between scientific
and everyday interpretation. It seems to be
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quite clear that the everyday attitude is not
interested in the literal meaning. If not com-
pletely disregarded, the literal meaning is
treated like a joke and the potential serious
implications of the utterance are neutralized by
laughter. But the laughter itself shows that the
disinterest is not a function of cognition — if
there were no idea of the literal meaning, there
would be no reason to laugh — but a function of
the pragmatic of everyday social exchange.

The scientific interest in the literal meaning
is in sharp contrast to the action attitude of
social exchange. The researcher becomes a
‘disinterested observer’ (Schutz, 1971: 36ff.).
This change of perspective is of crucial impor-
tance for objective hermeneutics text analysis.
The difficulty is not located on the level of
knowledge or cognition. It lies in the ability to
look at interaction in a different way, to find
and to allow such interpretations that everyday
or common-sense attitudes would consider
inadequate.

Objective hermeneutics interpretations
basically focus on what was said and not on
what somebody might have wanted to say.
This also applies to text sequences in which
there does not appear to be such a great gap
between the latent and the manifest meaning
ofanutterance as in parapraxes. Metaphorically
speaking, objective hermeneutics treats every
text sequence which shows a difference
between intention and literal expression as a
Freudian slip by never trying to normalize
expressions to make them more familiar and
therefore easier to interpret. Instead an inter-
pretation always has to be grounded in the
literal meaning of a text.

Of course the principle to take seriously the
literal meaning of a text is not relevant all the
time. Very often the literal meaning of a text
does not raise the question whether a person
wanted to say something different or not. If a
chairperson opens a meeting by saying ‘I
would like to welcome everybody to this meet-
ing’, there is no difference between intention
and speech. Only if the chairperson opens the
session by saying ‘I would like to close the
meeting’ (yet another famous example of a
Freudian slip; Freud, 2001c [1915-16]: 34)

does the question of the meaning of this differ-
ence occur. When this question arises the sec-
ond principle of objective hermeneutics inter-
pretation becomes important. It reminds the
interpreter to stick to the meaning of the text
instead of focusing on what someone might
have wanted to say intentionally. Only if this is
done can a latent and a manifest level of mean-
ing be systematically differentiated and used in
case reconstructions, so the main aim of objec-
tive hermeneutics interpretations, the recon-
struction of the ‘latent meaning structures’ in
texts, can be achieved.

There is another reason why interpretations
should strictly be based on the literal meaning
of a text. It makes sure that interpretations are
done in accordance with a fundamental scien-
tific standard: only the text provides a solid
database in which interpretations can be
criticized and controlled by others while
the accuracy of assumptions about what some-
one possibly wanted to say cannot be checked.

Focusing on the literal meaning of a text
therefore solves a problem the interpretative
methods that rely on subjective impressions
about the meaning of texts are confronted
with. While subjective reactions are not
always absolutely comprehensible the literal
meaning of a text is determined by gram-
matical rules und the rules of speech acts.
This is one reason for the ‘objective’ charac-
ter of objective hermeneutics interpretations.

That of course does not mean to say that the
intuitive impressions people have when read-
ing texts are without value. Without intuition
no interpretation and no discovery would be
possible. What objective hermeneutics merely
claims is that only when an interpretation can
be unfolded stringently from a database, which
is the same for everyone, can an interpretation
be said to be intersubjectively comprehensible.

Sequentiality

In the praxis of text interpretation the princi-
ple of sequentiality merely demands the text
to be analysed line by line (Flick, 2006: 335).
The principle of sequentiality is deeply
rooted in the methodology of objective her-
meneutics. It marks a great difference to
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qualitative research methods, which search
through texts for certain recurring elements.

The main argument according to the constitu-
tive theory of objective hermeneutics for the
necessity to interpret a text sequentially is that
structures generally unfold in a process of repro-
duction. In a certain sense objective hermeneu-
tics does not distinguish between structures and
processes but claims that structures only exist in
the form of their process of reproduction.

Now this process is sequential by nature
because the reproduction of a structure occurs
in time as a constant choice of options, which
are opened up by social rules. At every moment
in every situation structures are confronted
with possible alternatives of action. It is impos-
sible in the social world not to make choices.
The specific characteristic of a specific struc-
ture lies in the pattern of its choices.

The term ‘sequentiality’ therefore does not
refer to amere chronological order of sequences.
It points out that structures in the social world
are in a constant process of having to choose
actions from given alternatives which then
again open up new alternatives from which
again one has to be chosen and so on.

Oevermann uses the example of greetings
again to illustrate the sequential nature of social
behaviour (see above). Imagine someone greet-
ing another person on the street with a friendly
‘hello’. The person greeted has exactly two
possibilities: they can either say ‘hello’ as well
or say nothing at all. The second option cannot
be seen as a refusal of a choice but it is the
choice to express that one is not interested in an
interaction with the greeting person. Neutral
social behaviour is thus impossible.

The sequentiality of greeting situations can
be generalized. At every moment, even when
someone is not interacting with another per-
son, choices have to be made as to how a situ-
ation should continue and whatever choice
someone makes has a certain meaning deter-
mined by social rules. In this ongoing process
structures reproduce themselves by a certain
systematic of the choices they make.

From this pivotal idea of an identity between
structures and their sequential process of
reproduction the methodical principle to

interpret texts sequentially can be easily
inferred. The sequentiality of interpretations
simply follows the sequential process of the
reproduction of structures by a line-by-line
analysis. The reproduction of a structure can-
not show itself in an isolated text sequence. It
is instead necessary to follow the choices ‘pro-
ducing’ a text. Only if a systematic in a series
of choices is identified can one say that a
structure was successfully reconstructed.

The principle of sequentiality has pragmatic
implications for doing interpretations that need
to be sketched out.

First, it raises the question of where to start
an interpretation. This question can be answered
easily. Although Oevermann recommends
commencing at the beginning of a protocol, it
is possible to start interpreting a text at what-
ever sequence one likes. What the principle of
sequentiality merely demands is that wherever
one starts with an interpretation one has to con-
tinue the interpretation with whatever sequence
follows. Only then can a full cycle of reproduc-
tion be reconstructed.

It is strictly not allowed to ‘jump’ in the text
in order to verify hypotheses, because this
would contain the risk of looking only for
those sequences that fit one’s hypotheses.
Especially if an interpretation comes across
sequences that are difficult to interpret because
their meaning is hard to reconstruct, the princi-
ple of sequentiality has to be followed. While
avoiding sequences that cannot be smoothly
integrated in an interpretation can easily lead
to self-fulfilling interpretations, a stubborn
sequential interpretation forces the interpreter
to ground an interpretation in the text.

To follow the sequential order of texts is,
according to experience, especially difficult for
interpreters who are not familiar with objective
hermeneutics. It may be very tempting to take a
look how a text continues or what was said
before the sequence one is currently interpreting.

Just like the other principles explained
above, the principle of sequentiality forces the
interpreter to follow the dynamic of the text
itself instead of explaining certain features of
texts by referring to other parts of the text or
knowledge about the context.
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Another pragmatic consequence of the prin-
ciple of sequentiality is that it makes it neces-
sary to consider how to relate interpretations of
following text sequences to each other. In
objective hermeneutics the results of interpre-
tations of preceding sequences form what is
called the ‘inner context’ of interpretations.
While knowledge about the ‘outside’ context
first has to be strictly excluded, the ‘inner con-
text’ of interpretations always has to be taken
into account. The reason is of course that a
meaning of a single text sequence has to be
considered as a part of the reproduction pro-
cess of a structure, which means that it needs
to be seen in its sequential position.

Extensivity

The principle of extensivity is probably the
most striking characteristic of objective her-
meneutics interpretations for someone who
is not familiar with the method. Hypotheses
about the structure of a case are formulated
on small text segments which are analysed in
extreme detail. The interpretation goes into
depth more than into breadth. Therefore in
most research contexts it is impossible to
analyse the entire text (the whole interview,
the whole interaction, etc.). This approach
frequently provokes the following two objec-
tions: (1) As interpretations focus only on
small parts of texts it is criticized that objec-
tive hermeneutics does not do justice to its
database. This objection implies that an
interpretation of a text should consider the
text as a whole. (2) The meticulous and in-
depth analysis even of expressions that seem
to be of secondary importance is often con-
fronted with the criticism that objective
hermeneutics disproportionally attaches
importance to negligible parts of texts instead
of concentrating on statements that are seem-
ingly more important in a text with regard to
their content.

Concerning the first objection, the theoreti-
cal justification of objective hermeneutics for
analysing small text segments extensively
instead of interpreting whole texts is grounded
in the idea that small fragments of a text

always also represent something general of
social reality. This idea conforms to the con-
cept of ‘totality” which points to the fact that
isolated phenomena do not exist in social real-
ity because every utterance is generated by a
case structure. So the principle of extensivity is
based on the assumption that every segment of
a text is characterized by the dialectic of par-
ticularity and generality. The particular fea-
tures of a case structure can be identified as
such only against the background of general
social phenomena. Even seemingly insignifi-
cant text segments point to a social reality
beyond the text.

The methodology of objective hermeneutics
picks up on this dialectic of particularity and
generality by claiming that one cannot act
‘outside’ of the social world with its rules that
attach meaning to every social act. It is, in
other words, impossible to act meaninglessly.
The meaning of every particular social act
protocolled in a text sequence is determined by
general social rules.

Insofar as objective hermeneutics is inter-
ested not only in the particularity of cases, but
also in something general about social reality
that expresses itself through the particularity of
cases — and there is no other way to capture
general social reality than in the form of par-
ticular cases — then it is true to say that the
particular structure of a case can be recon-
structed in every part of a protocol. Because, if
interpretations are not restricted to reconstruct-
ing the particular meaning of utterances in
their specific situations but aim at reaching out
for the general structural patterns that are pre-
sent on the latent level of meaning in every text
sequence, then, at least in principle, it does not
matter where one starts with an interpretation.
Just as the ‘habitus’ of a person is not limited
to certain activities but is a ‘modus operandi’
that shows itself in every activity the person is
engaged in, so does a structure expresses itself
in every text segment. This does not mean of
course that in practice there are no prominent
text segments to start an interpretation. But
wherever one starts with an interpretation one
can rely on the fact that it is always the same
structure underlying the text.
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The second objection concerning the prin-
ciple of extensivity, that the in-depth analysis
of even the seemingly most insignificant text
fragments is an unnecessary and uneconomic
approach, can be answered with two differ-
ent arguments.

The first argument corresponds to the
importance the text is given through the prin-
ciple to take seriously the literal meaning as a
means to establish a database that allows
interpretations that are intersubjectively com-
prehensible. An interpreter who ignores certain
text fragments because of their apparent insig-
nificance will damage his database. In contrast,
when every part of a text is included in an
interpretation the interpreter has little chance
of deforming the meaning of a text by project-
ing his or her pre-established beliefs about a
case. So just like the other principles explained
above, the principle of extensivity tries to
make sure that interpretations are grounded in
the text itself and not in subjective concep-
tions about a case. Pragmatically this demands
that it is forbidden to skip words or even para-
linguistic elements, but that one takes one’s
time to analyze every element of a text
patiently. According to experience it can be
very costly to rush over seemingly insignifi-
cant parts of texts because they can change the
meaning of a text sequence dramatically.

This leads us to the second argument
justifying the principle of extensivity. While in
everyday conversations it is necessary to pay
particular attention to the most important infor-
mation someone is providing with an utterance,
an interpretation that is concerned with latent
meaning structures has to disengage itself from
this everyday perspective. Now to focus on
seemingly insignificant elements of a text
means to analyse meaningful elements that are
not under the conscious control of a speaker.
Normally, excluding the case of a Freudian slip,
a speaker is fully aware of what the main state-
ment is that he or she wants to make with an
utterance. In contrast it is impossible for speak-
ers to overlook the meaningful implications of
the more unremarkable parts of their expres-
sions. Consequently, the latent level of meaning
can often be more easily detected in the parts of

a text that gain the least attention in everyday
conversations. By claiming that every text ele-
ment is worth analysing, objective hermeneu-
tics therefore systematically accentuates the
level of latent meaning in a text.

LIMITATIONS

As we have seen, objective hermeneutics is a
pronounced method of text interpretation (see
more generally Willig, Chapter 10, this vol-
ume). In principle it can be applied to any
inquiry focusing on records of interactions as a
database. And since in nearly all qualitative
research records of interaction are used as data,
there is a high potential of methodical combi-
nations in which objective hermeneutics can
be used as an additional research instrument.

As a method specializing in text interpreta-
tion, objective hermeneutics has not developed
a method of fieldwork and of collecting data.
Every new research project has to find its own
strategy of gaining access to the field and to the
data. Objective hermeneutics does not provide
methodical rules that instruct inexperienced
colleagues on how to organize fieldwork and to
collect data. This lack of rules and techniques
of research organization is due to the concept of
an open, non-standardized process of research,
which has to be newly adjusted for every
research question.® Even such simple questions
like ‘how many cases should I examine?’, *how
many sequences should be considered?’, etc.,
cannot be answered in general. From the stand-
point of an inexperienced researcher planning a
research project this lack will, of course, be
considered as a deficiency. The researcher will
therefore need to get advice from more experi-
enced researchers, look for cooperation in a
research group or inform him- or herself by
reading empirical studies that are similar to his
or her own research interest.

Another limitation concerns the strong bias
on language analysis. There is no doubt that
Oevermann claims the fundamental possibil-
ity to analyse any type of record of action:
pictures, photographs, videos, etc. Since
meaning structures find their expression in
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every form of symbolic representation, lan-
guage is only one type of representation
among others. This assumption implies that
there is no research context in the field of
reconstruction of meaning that necessitates
extralinguistic data. The reconstruction of a
case structure is always possible in restricting
it to its linguistic articulation. Even if we fol-
low this methodological position, we can
claim that the analysis of extralinguistic data
could be at least helpful. Although many
researchers in objective hermeneutics have
analysed such data (especially photographs
and pictures), there is not yet a clear instruction
or guidance on ‘how to do’ so. The principles
of interpretation outlined in this chapter can-
not be applied one-to-one to extralinguistic
analysis. It is an important desideratum of
further methodical development. Especially,
the application of objective hermeneutics for
the analysis of videos needs to be methodically
developed because video protocols currently
play a vital role in the discovery of new fields
and approaches in qualitative inquiry.

Finally we want to stress the special character
of insights generated by objective hermeneu-
tics. We pointed out that objective hermeneu-
tics is not interested in the description of social
reality. We should keep in mind that inquiries
that aim at collecting social facts or producing
inside descriptions of social contexts cannot
benefit from objective hermeneutics. The mere
gathering of information about social reality is
not the concern of this method.

Objective hermeneutics is not limited to spe-
cial objects or topics of research. It can be
applied to any formation of the social world. It
is also not bound in a strict sense to sociology. It
can be applied in historical, psychological, edu-
cational (and so on) contexts of research as well.
The limitation of this method does not lie in the
object. It lies in the questions that this method
poses, in the answers it can give and the theo-
retical constructs that can be derived from the
empirical analysis. As mentioned above, a
special interest and capacity of objective her-
meneutics lies in the reconstruction of tensions
and contradictions of manifest and latent mean-
ing. This may be seen as a limitation of the

method. If, for example, we are interested in the
topics that families talk about and if we only
want to note and to collect these topics, or if we
are only interested in the contents of profes-
sional ethics, objective hermeneutics is obvi-
ously the wrong method. Only if we are inter-
ested in latent dimensions of family interaction
or if we are interested in unconscious motives of
professional work and its tacit ethics is objec-
tive her meneutics a suitable empirical method.
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NOTES

1. The website of AG Objektive Hermeneutik (http:/Avww.
agoh.de/cms/) gives an insight into the various fields of
inquiry of objective hermeneutics.

2. The World as Text (Die Welt als Text) is the title of a
prominent book in German on the method of objective
hermeneutics, edited by Detlef Garz and Klaus Kraimer in
1994 (Suhrkamp).

3. In clear contrast to the concept of group consensus, as
is often associated with hermeneutics (see e.g. Willis,
2007: 302).

4. This means that the question ‘What is the case?’ cannot
be answered by merely pointing at concrete subjects. By
way of illustration see Silverman (2005: 126).

5. I'thank T