Chapter 8: The Nature and Practices of Qualitative Research
Qualitative Methods
· Interviewing, Focus groups and ethnography
Qualitative Interviewing
Questions:
· Quite general, esp. early in the research
· Not theory and hypothesis driven
· Searching for thick data instead (case study idea)
· Not necessarily absent in the phenomenon 
· The topics explored and Q’s asked often change as the study progresses
Types of Interviews
· Semi-structured
· Have a simple, changeable interview schedule
· Usually called an interview guide in this context
· Follow the core guide (the general questions) then veer off to more specific questions
· Unstructured
· Have little or no interview schedule
· Go with the flow interview, not specific
· Life History
· Usually used with personal documents
· Builds the story of one person, or one family over the course of their lives
· Usually retrospective 
· In the past
· Ex. Oscar Lewis, 1961, the Sanchez family in Mexico city
Quantitative vs. Qualitative Interviewing
	Survey (Structured) Interviews
	Qualitative Interviews

	Standardized interview schedule
· Questions and question order standardized for all
· Clear beginning/end
· Often closed-ended
· Interviewer remains neutral/objective
· Profession tone/no jokes anecdotes etc.
	Unstructured interview guide
· Questions and order often tailored to respondent
· Beginning/end not clear
                 Interview can continue later
· Often open-ended, with many probes
· Interviewer shows personal interest
                 More like a simple conversation
· Often informal, with diversion etc.


Focus Groups
· In-depth group interviews
· 6-10 participants usually considered optimum
· Usually meet on one occasion
· Usually recorded
· Work with a specific issue
· Discussion controlled by a skilled moderator
· Success heavily dependent on his/her skills
· Make sure everyone participates
· Constantly talking, no silence
· Exploit group dynamics to obtain conflicting view points
· Collects a lot of information quickly
· Possibly too much to make use of
· Potential problems:
· Dominant/shy personalities within the focus group
· Opinion matters more than others, debate people to be correct/people who have troubles speaking up and keeping a convo
Participant Observation/ethnography
· Ethnography is the more inclusive term
· Participant observation refers to the observational component of this sort of work
· not all ethnography includes participation
· researcher is immersed in a particular social setting or a long period of time, sometimes even years
· behaviour is observed in an unstructured way
· in-depth, unstructured discussions and interviews usually accompany observation
· Exs. 
· Foster’s research on crime in a housing complex in Britain
· Hothschild’s research on emotional labour among stewardesses
· N.B. Ethnography can be contrasted with structured observation and much discussion here mirrors discussion from chapter 6 
Active or Passive?
· Sometimes an active role is necessary
· Doing what your subjects are doing
· Even when role is more observer and less participant
· Maintain credibility in the minds of the people studied
· Sometimes just happens – comes with the territory
· Sometimes an active role is physically dangerous, illegal or has ethical implications
· Requires that limits are placed on level of activity
· Potential for going native
· When you genuinely join the subjects (group, community) you are studying
· Can happen
· Ex. White’s street corner society
· He married into and stayed in community
· Yet should not be overstated

Access
· Open Settings
· Public settings
· Public parks, downtown sidewalks, cafées etc.
· Not all settings are appropriate for all researchers
· Closed Settings
· Private or restricted settings:
· Meetings of private clubs, social movement organizational centres, private business offices, some schools etc.
· Overt observation
· The people being studied know they are being observed by a researcher
· Covert Observation
· The people being studied do not know they are being observed by a researcher
· Undercover but usually involves a debrief

· N.B. combinations of type of setting and observation technique create 4 basic types of ethnography
How do you access closed settings or gain entre as a covert observer?
· You probably need a sponsor
· Someone in the group/organization who can vouch for you
· Sometimes very difficult to find one
· Use friends, previous contacts, and colleagues if possible
· Sponsors can also serve as key informants
· Persons who are particularly knowledgeable and cooperative
· Drawbacks to using them:
· Researcher may ignore other group members
· Key informant’s view may not be representative of the group as a whole
· Even if you have a sponsor, you may need the approval of gatekeepers
· Ex. Social worker who runs a group home of troubled youth, have the power to deny contact, or to decide the nature of contact
· “As long as the social worker is in the room you can talk to him”
· This could result in skewed data from the intimidation of the social worker on the subject (person in study)
Ethnographic Data?
· Incredible amount of note taking and arranging takes place
· Mental notes
· Memory, when not possible to write anything down
· Ex. During covert observation
· Jotted notes
· Written on the fly in the field
· Temporary reminders of what’s happening as it unfolds (keywords, little phrases; quotes)
· Ex. Run to the bathroom, write something down on a napkin and store for later
· Direct Observation Notes
· Recorded immediately after leaving the field
· Chronologically ordered by date, time, and place for each entry
· Analytic memos
· Insights and inferences
· Notes on how to proceed
· Either in the future or next in the current research
· Typically involves theoretical insights
· Personal notes
· For purposes of reflexivity
· Feelings and emotional reactions to research etc.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Ex. If you feel like something that you have observed haven’t  and you feel uncomfortable about it

