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If the artist does not perfect a new vision in his process of
doing, he acts mechanically and repeats some old model
fixed like a blueprint in his mind.

—John Dewey, Art as Experience, 1934, p. 50



Preface

The writing of this second edition has brought me (Corbin) both joy
and sorrow. Joy, in that reader response to the first book was so
positive that we were asked to write a second edition. Sorrow, in that
my co-author, Anselm Strauss, died before the book was finished. This
edition is a tribute to Anselm’s lifelong devotion to research and his
desire to share his methods with others. For Anselm, the analytic
procedures and techniques contained in this book were more than just
a way of doing research. They were a way of life.

Although Anselm died before this book was completed, its writ-
ing truly has been a collaborative effort. Over the years, we developed
an intense and cooperative style of interaction based on differential
but overlapping experiences and knowledge. Each author wrote
drafts of chapters, and each reworked and added to the other’s
writing. In the end, the writing became so intertwined that it is
difficult to tell who wrote what, nor would we want our readers to
make that unnecessary and misleading distinction.

In this second edition, we have clarified on and amplified the
original publication. We have added new chapters, rewritten others,
and revised the remainder. However, most of the original material was
retained in one form or another. For example, some of the questions
addressed in the original Chapter 1 are now handled in Chapter 17,
titled “Student Questions and Answers to These.” Some readers might
miss the format of the original book; others will welcome the change.
We believe that the new edition is an improvement over the previous
one and that our extended explanations will enhance understanding.

ix
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We also are very excited that although the first draft of this second
edition was too long, the parts that were removed from the book will
not be lost to our students but rather will be made available to them
on the Internet.

We hope that the revised book will continue to influence readers.
We welcome all feedback, both positive and negative. The stimulating
and very useful theses and papers that students and researchers send
us to read verify that we are achieving our goal—helping others to
carry out their dreams.

As stated in the first edition, this book is addressed to researchers
in various disciplines (social science and professional) who are inter-
ested in building theory through qualitative data analysis. However
exciting their experiences may be while gathering data, there comes
a time when the data must be analyzed. Researchers often are per-
plexed by this necessary task. They not only are dismayed by the
mountains of data confronting them but also often are troubled by the
following questions. How can I make sense out of all of this material?
How can I have a theoretical interpretation while still grounding it in
the empirical reality reflected by my materials? How can I make sure
that my data and interpretations are valid and reliable? How do I
break through the inevitable biases, prejudices, and stereotypical
perspectives that I bring with me to the analytic situation? How do I
pull all of my analyses together to create a concise theoretical formu-
lation of the area under study?

The purpose of this book is to answer these and other questions
related to doing qualitative analysis. It is written in a clear and
straightforward manner. Its intent is to provide the basic knowledge
and procedures needed by persons who are about to embark on their
first qualitative research projects and who want to build theory at the
substantive level. We also believe that we have something to offer in
the way of techniques and procedures to those researchers who want
to do qualitative analysis but who do not wish to build theory.
Building theory is not the only goal of doing research. High-level
description and what we call conceptual ordering also are important to
the generation of knowledge and can make a valuable contribution to
adiscipline. Advanced researchers and those who want further exam-
ples and discussion about ways of doing and teaching qualitative
analysis no doubt will find this book useful. We also suggest that
advanced researchers read Qualitative Analysis (Strauss, 1987).

Preface xi

Like any set of practices, the level of analytic accomplishment will
vary among users. On the other hand, the practices learned in this
book might prove useful in ways originally unanticipated by either
writers or readers. As remarked earlier by Strauss (1987) when refer-
ring to the analytic process, “Like any set of skills, the learning process
involves hard work, persistence, and some, not always entirely, plea-
surable experiences” (p. xiii). To be sure, it often is immensely exciting
and enjoyable as well. Furthermore, these experiences are requisite to
discovering how to use and adapt any method. The use and adapta-
tion inevitably will be a “composite of situational contexts, and for
[developing] a personal [research] biography, astuteness [in doing the
work], plus theoretical and social sensitivity. On top of this, to com-
plete any research project, one needs a bit of luck and courage”
(p. xiii). .

This is not a recipe book to be applied to research in a step-by-step
fashion. Our intent is to provide a set of useful tools for analyzing
qualitative data. We hope that through our examples, readers will
come to realize the fluid and flexible approach to data analysis pro-
vided by this method. For those readers who would like to see how
other researchers have used and modified these techniques to fit with
their own research purposes and personalities, we suggest reading the
book Grounded Theory in Practice (Strauss & Corbin, 1997).

OVERVIEW OF THE CONTENTS

This book is broken down into three major parts. Part I consists of
Chapters 1 to 4. These chapters set the stage for what will follow. They
provide the background information necessary to embark on this
form of grounded theory research project. Chapter 1 introduces the
methodology and explains something about the characteristics of users
of this method. Chapter 2 explores the differences among descrip-
tion, conceptual ordering, and theorizing. Chapter 3 discusses the
relationship between qualitative and quantitative forms of analysis. -
Chapter 4 presents some of the practical matters to be considered
before beginning a research project; it includes sections on choosing
a problem and stating the question, the need to maintain a balance
between objectivity and creativity, and uses of the literature.
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4 BASIC CONSIDERATIONS

contemporaries and next generations of painters not merely their
respective armamentariums of effective techniques but also ways of
looking at the world. Monet’s way was different from Cezanne’s way,
but it was indeed just as insightful and valuable.

Our version of qualitative analysis offers a cluster of very useful
procedures—essentially guidelines, suggested techniques, but not
commandments. We also offer a methodology, a way of thinking about
and studying social reality. True, only God can tell infallible humans
the “real” nature of reality. As American pragmatists such as Dewey
(1922) and Mead (1934) taught, and as the natural scientists dem-
onstrate daily, human grasp of reality never can be that of God’s, but
hopefully research moves us increasingly toward a greater under-
standing of how the world works. In the social science realm, readers
might think of this methodology as one way of gathering knowledge
about the social world. We recognize that there are many other ap-
proaches to qualitative analysis and that each is valuable. Saying this,
we do not mean to underplay the value of the methodology or
procedures outlined in this book. The main point we want to make is
as follows. In this book, we are offering more than a set of proce-
dures. We are offering a way of thinking about and of viewing the
world that can enrich the research of those who choose to use this
methodology. In this chapter, we describe the characteristics of a
grounded theorist and define what we mean by qualitative research
and grounded theory, setting the stage, so to speak, for the rest of this
book.

CHARACTERISTICS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCHERS

This section has two parts. On the one haihd, it explores how users of
this method have been shaped through the process. On the other
hand, it describes the characteristics often associated with qualitative
researchers. Yet, the two are so intertwined that it becomes difficult
to separate one from the other.

Researchers and students who have used this methodology often
tell us that they have been changed beneficially through the experi-
ence. The process involves both the learning, as in seminars, and the
actual carrying out of the research. What are some of these changes?

Introduction 5

Researchers tell us that they really enjoy working with data, not
simply with ideas in the abstract. They relish the interplay between
themselves and the data. (They may or may not love data collection
principally for its own sake, but researchers enjoy what can be done .
with those data once they are collected.) They are unafraid to draw on
their own experiences when analyzing materials because they realize
that these become the foundations for making comparisons and dis-
covering properties and dimensions. Most researchers are secure
enough with their findings that they regard their theories, even after
publication, as qualifiable, modifiable, and open in part to negotia-
tion. (We say open in part to negotiation because having grounded
their theories in data and validated their statements of relationship
between concepts during the research process, they are confident
about the conclusions they have reached.)

In the work itself, researchers using this methodology tend to be
flexible, a tendency enhanced in training seminars and team research
projects where members are open to helpful criticism, can enjoy the
play of ideas, and can appreciate the give and take that occurs in group
discussions. How this learning is carried into future interactions can
be seen in the following statement made by one of our ex-students,
Leigh Star:

I'm part of a writing group which has met about once a month for a
couple of years. We pass around work in process and criticize it,
sometimes help with analytic rough spots. Recently, an old member
of the group returned and described to us her unsuccessful attempt
to start a similar group in another location. Participants in her group
had followed the same procedures we had, in form, but had gotten
very harsh with each other’s work and focused more on competitive
speeches than on genuine collaboration. Our group tried to analyze
why we’d been successful and realized that it had a lot to ‘do with
the fact that four of us had been through the grounded theory
[seminar]. It isn't just that we shared an analytic focus, though,
because in fact we're very different. The striking thing was that we
had learned to work together in a collaborative and supportive way.
(quoted in Strauss, 1987, pp. 303-304)

Flexibility and openness are linked with having learned to sustain
a fair amount of ambiguity. It is not that the researchers do not want
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to pin down things analytically, but the urge to avoid uncertainty and
to get quick closure on one’s research is tempered with the realization
that phenomena are complex and their meanings are not easily fath-
omed or just taken for granted. This is quite like the processes they
study. Research itself is a process about which our ex-students are
likely to be self-reflective. In doing their research, they enjoy the flow
ofideas, butnot merely the substantive ones, as they have learned that
theoretical ideas have their own precious value. Yet, they are skeptical
of established theories, however enticing they might seem, unless
these eventually are grounded through active interplay with the data.
The self as an instrument in the data collection and analysis process
is a point underscored by Rew, Bechtel, and Sapp (1993), who listed
the following as attributes needed by qualitative researchers: appro-
priateness, authenticity, credibility, intuitiveness, receptivity, reciproc-
ity, and sensitivity.

There are two additional important points that we want to add
here. The first is that most researchers using this methodology prob-
ably hope that their work has direct or potential relevance for both
nonacademic and academic audiences. This is because the methodol-
ogy enjoins taking with great seriousness the words and actions of the
people studied. Or, as expressed poignantly by B. Fisher, “I saw that
being an intellectual didn’t have to be removed from people’s lives,
that it could be connected directly to where people were in the world
and what they thought about it” (quoted in Maines, 1991, p. 8).

Our second point is that almost inevitably, researchers trained in
this method become completely absorbed in the work, which “while
not always in the foreground [of our lives] is never gone” (Adele
Clarke, personal communication, June 1993). That sense of absorption
in, and devotion to, the work process as such provides a sense of
enhanced integrity was reflected in a description written by another
student, K. Jurich. We quote her at length because her words elo-
quently emphasize so many of our assertions about the characteristics
of grounded theorists and their work. Trained in public health, she
worked for 3 or 4 years on a Sioux Indian reservation, becoming
engrossed with the following question: What are these people’s basic
conceptions of health, for their conceptions of health are so different
from ours? Returning to the research seminar after several months in

Introduction 7

the field, she made the following comments soon afterward in amemo
to the instructor:

These concerns and fears [that the class would misread her non-
Western, cross-cultural data] were systematically and carefully dis-
pelled over the course of the two-hour session. I watched very
carefully and listened intently to what people said and how they
worked their ideas and images through the data, carefully question-
ing me when more information was needed and not jumping to
conclusions in advance of important additions. Thestudents seemed
to search carefully for the richness in the data, picking out critical
issues and playing them off against one another for more meaning,
noting several possible interpretations to many situations. Not only
was there inherent integrity of the data emergent, it was also main-
tained. [ was quite overjoyed at the degree of fit between what these
analysts were identifying and what I had heard and seen while
doing the work. Both the integrity and precision aspects of these
sessions were spared by and sustained by the pedagogical style,
which is to say (for it cannot be separated from) the formulations of
interactionists’ epistemology and the conceptual analytic frame-
work of grounded theory. (quoted in Strauss, 1987, pp. 302-303)

The requisite skills for becoming a grounded theorist are presented
in the following box. Researchers need not necessarily begin their first
studies with these characteristics fully developed. However, by care-
fully making use of the procedures outlined in this text and feeling
their way through the process, it is possible for researchers to develop
the characteristics summarized in this box.

e ————————————————————————————————————————
CHARACTERISTICS OF A GROUNDED THEORIST

. The ability to step back and critically analyze situations
The ability to recognize the tendency toward bias

. The ability to think abstractly

. The ability to be flexible and open to helpful criticism
Sensitivity to the words and actions of respondents

. A sense of absorption and devotion to the work process

— ]

N

*
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METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

These characteristics, however, never will develop if researchers
focus solely on the procedures presented in this text and apply them
in a rote manner. We want readers to understand what we say, to
understand why they are using certain activities, and to do so flexibly
and creatively. We want them to acquire a way of thinking about data
and the world in which they live. We want them to question, to be
able to easily move from what they see and hear and to raise that to
the level of the abstract, and then to turn around again and move
back to the data level. We want them to learn to think comparatively
and in terms of properties and dimensions so that they can easily see
what is the same and what is different. The importance of this
methodology is that it provides a sense of vision, where it is that the
analyst wants to go with the research. The techniques and proce-
dures (method), on the other hand, furnish the means for bringing
that vision into reality. Why provide a set of procedures and tech-
niques if these are not meant to be approached in a step-by-step
fashion? Just as painters need both techniques and vision to bring
their novel images to life on canvas, analysts need techniques to help
them see beyond the ordinary and to arrive at new understandings
of social life. There are other research methods available to persons
who want to publish competent description. However, if researchers’
purpose s to createnew and theoretically expressed understandings,
then theory-building methods such as the one provided in this text
are indicated. The value of the methodology we are about to describe
lies in its ability not only to generate theory but also to ground that
theory in data. Both theory and data analysis involve interpretation,
but at least it is interpretation based on systematically carried out
inquiry. .

Qualitative methods of data gathering and analysis have gained
popularity over the years. We present only one way of doing analysis,
and it would be unrealistic to assume or even suggest that researchers
will use every procedure described in this book. Although these
authors’ aim is to build theory, we realize that theory building is not
the goal of every research project, nor.should it be (Peshkin, 1993).
Knowledge and understandings take many forms. We know that
readers will treat the material in this book as items on a smorgasbord

Introduction 9

table from which they can choose, reject, and ignore according to their
own “tastes”—and rightly so. Some will use our techniques to gener-
ate theory, others for the purpose of doing very useful description or
conceptual ordering (classifying and elaborating). Some will blend
our techniques with their own. Not only are our analytic techniques
and procedures used in different ways by different researchers, but
the methodology has found its way to researchers outside of sociol-
ogy. As amethodology and a set of methods, our approach to research
is used by persons in practitioner fields such as education, nursing,
business, and social work, as well as by psychologists, architects,
communications specialists, and social anthropologists. Because per-
sons within and outside the field of sociology often are curious about
how the methodology originated, it seems appropriate to briefly trace
its history.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The methodology, commonly known as grounded theory, origi-
nally was developed by two sociologists, Barney Glaser and Anselm
Strauss (Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987).
Although each man came from a different philosophical and research
tradition, their respective contributions were equally important.

Strauss received his advanced degrees from the University of
Chicago, which had a long history and strong tradition in qualitative
research. During his studies, he was strongly influenced by inter-
actionist and pragmatist writings. His thinking was inspired by men
such as Park (1967), Thomas (1966), Dewey (1922), Meade (1934),
Hughes (1971), and Blumer (1969). What this background contributed
to his part in the development of this method were (a) the need to get
out into the field to discover what is really going on; (b) the relevance
of theory, grounded in data, to the development of a discipline and as
a basis for social action; (c) the complexity and variability of phenom-
ena and of human action; (d) the belief that persons are actors who
take an active role in responding to problematic situations; (e) the
realization that persons act on the basis of meaning; (f) the under-
standing that meaning is defined and redefined through interaction;
(g) a sensitivity to the evolving and unfolding nature of events (pro-
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cess); and (h) an awareness of the interrelationships among conditions
(structure), action (process), and consequences. Glaser came from a
very different sociological tradition but with some shared features
that no doubt permitted the two men to work closely together. He
received his graduate education at Columbia University, and his
thinking about research was influenced by Paul Lazarsfeld, known as
an innovator of quantitative methods. Later, while doing qualitative
analysis, Glaser especially saw the need for making comparisons be-
tween data to identify, develop, and relate concepts. The Columbia
tradition also emphasized empirical research in conjunction with the
development of theory. Both the Chicago and Columbia traditions were
directed at producing research that could be of use to professional and
lay audiences. For this reason, much of the grounded theory-writing
that emerged from the Glaser-Strauss collaboration, including the
original monographs about dying (Glaser & Strauss, 1965, 1968), were
addressed to both lay audiences and disciplinary colleagues.

The first edition of Basics of Qualitative Research (Strauss & Corbin,
1990) arose out of a different collaboration—that between Strauss and
Corbin. Although many of the essentials of the original grounded
theory method were maintained, there were some differences. These
were not intentional but rather simply evolved as Strauss continued
to conduct, teach, and discuss research methodology with colleagues
and students. The methodology and procedures described in this
book reflect Strauss’s approach to doing research. The first edition of
the text was written to provide a set of techniques and guidelines for
beginning researchers, both in the United States and abroad, who
were struggling with method and the question of how to analyze data.
It was meant to be a supplement to the other texts on grounded theory,
especially Qualitative Analysis (Strauss, 1987), and not to take their
place. Before defining what these authors mean by a “grounded
theory,” we review a few basic facts about qualitative research in
general.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

By the term “qualitative research,” we mean any type of research that
produces findings not arrived at by statistical procedures or other
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means of quantification. It can refer to research about persons’ lives,
lived experiences, behaviors, emotions, and feelings as well as about
organizational functioning, social movements, cultural phenomena,
and interactions between nations. Some of the datamay be quantified
as with census or background information about the persons or
objects studied, but the bulk of the analysis is interpretative. Actually,
the term “qualitative research” is confusing because it can mean
different things to different people. Some researchers gather data by
means of interviews and observations, techniques normally associ-
ated with qualitative methods. However, they code the data in a
manner that allows them to be statistically analyzed. They are, in
effect, quantifying qualitative data. In speaking about qualitative
analysis, we are refetring not to the quantifying of qualitative data
but rather to a nonmathematical process of interpretation, carried out
for the purpose of discovering concepts and relationships in raw data
and then organizing these into a theoretical explanatory scheme.
Data might consist of interviews and observations but also might
include documents, films or videotapes, and even data that have
been quantified for other purposes such as census data.

There are many valid reasons for doing qualitative research. One
reason is preferences and/or experience of the researchers. Some
persons are more oriented and temperamentally suited to doing this
type of work. Some researchers come from disciplines (e.g., anthro-
pology) or have philosophical orientations (e.g.,, phenomenology)
that traditionally make use of qualitative methods. Another reason,
and probably a more valid one, for choosing qualitative methods is
the nature of the research problem. For example, research that at-
tempts to understand the meaning or nature of experience of persons
with problems such as chronic illness, addiction, divorce, and the act
of “coming out” lends itself to getting out into the field and finding
out what people are doing and thinking. Qualitative methods can be
used to explore substantive areas about which little is known or about
which much is known to gain novel understandings (Stern, 1980). In
addition, qualitative methods can be used to obtain the intricate
details about phenomena such as feelings, thought processes, and
emotions that are difficult to extract or learn about through more
conventional research methods.

Basically, there are three major components of qualitative re-
search. First, there are the data, which can come from various sources
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such as interviews, observations, documents, records, and films. Sec-
ond, there are the procedures that researchers can use to interpret and
organize the data. These usually consist of conceptualizing and reducing
data, elaborating categories in terms of their properties and dimen-
sions, and relating through a series of prepositional statements. Con-
ceptualizing, reducing, elaborating, and relating often are referred to
as coding (see, e.g., Becker, 1970; Charmaz, 1983, 1995; Lofland, 1971;
Miles & Huberman, 1994). Other procedures are part of the analytic
process. These include nonstatistical sampling (see Schatzman &
Strauss, 1973), the writing of memos, and diagramming. Written and
verbal reports make up the third component. These may be presented
as articles in scientific journals, in talks (e.g., conferences), or in books.

There are many different types or approaches to doing qualitative
research (see, e.g., Cassell & Symon, 1994; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994;
Gilgun, Daly, & Handel, 1992; Gubrium & Sankar, 1994; Morse & Field,
1995; Westbrook, 1994). In this book, we present just one approach,
that which often is referred to as grounded theory, and only one version
of that approach, that taught by Strauss.

GROUNDED THEORY

What do Strauss and Corbin mean when they use the term
“grounded theory”? They mean theory that was derived from data,
systematically gathered and analyzed through the research process.
In this method, data collection, analysis, and eventual theory stand
in close relationship to one another. A researcher does not begin a
project with a preconceived theory in mind (unless his or her purpose
is to elaborate and extend existing theory). Rather, the researcher
begins with an area of study and allows the theory to emerge from
the data. Theory derived from data is more likely to resemble the
“reality” than is theory derived by putting together a series of con-
cepts based on experience or solely through speculation (how one
thinks things ought to work). Grounded theories, because they are
drawn from data, are likely to offer insight, enhance understanding,
and provide a meaningful guide to action.

Although grounding concepts in data is the main feature of this
method, creativity of researchers also is an essential ingredient (San-
delowski, 1995a). In fact, Patton (1990), a qualitative evaluation re-
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searcher, made the comment, “Qualitative evaluation inquiry draws
on both critical and creative thinking—both the science and the art of
analysis” (p. 434). He went on to provide a list of behaviors that he
found useful for promoting creative thinking, something every ana-
lyst should keep in mind. These include (a) being open to multiple
possibilities; (b) generating a list of options; (c) exploring various
possibilities before choosing any one; (d) making use of multiple
avenues of expression such as art, music, and metaphors to stimulate
thinking; (e) using nonlinear forms of thinking such as going back and
forth and circumventing around a subject to get a fresh perspective;
(f) diverging from one’s usual ways of thinking and working, again
to get a fresh perspective; (g) trusting the process and not holding
back; (h) not taking shortcuts but rather putting energy and effort into
the work; and (i) having fun while doing it (pp. 434-435). Analysis is
the interplay between researchers and data. It is both science and art.
It is science in the sense of maintaining a certain degree of rigor and
by grounding analysis in data. Creativity manifests itself in the ability
of researchers to aptly name categories, ask stimulating questions,
make comparisons, and extract an innovative, integrated, realistic
scheme from masses of unorganized raw data. It is a balance between
science and creativity that we strive for in doing research. There are
procedures to help provide some standardization and rigor to the
process. However, these procedures were designed not to be followed
dogmatically but rather to be used creatively and flexibly by re-
searchers as they deem appropriate. The purposes of coding proce-
dures are summarized in the following box:

e ——— e e ]
’ CODING PROCEDURES

Build rather than test theory.

Provide researchers with analytic tools for handling masses of raw data.
Help analysts to consider alternative meanings of phenomena.

Be systematic and creative simultaneously.

Identify, develop, and relate the concepts that are the building blocks of
theory.

ik

p————

As a final statement, we strongly recommend that after reading the
later chapters on coding (rapidly at first if you wish), serious re-
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is used in qualitative studies, a mode we call conceptual ordering. (For
a similar but also somewhat different perspective on these same
matters, see Wolcott, 1994.)

DESCRIPTION

People commonly describe objects, people, scenes, events, actions,
emotions, moods, and aspirations in their everyday conversations.
Not only do ordinary people describe, but so too, as part of their daily
work, do journalists and novelists as well as technical, travel, and
other nonfiction writers. Description draws on ordinary vocabulary
to convey ideas about things, people, and places. For example, one
might hear, “The streets were quiet early in the morning, and Ilooked
forward to hitting the open road in my new convertible automobile.”
Description also makes use of similes and metaphors (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1981) when ordinary words fail to make the point or more
colorful word pictures are needed. Take the following sentence: “He
walked with the dignity of an Arab prince, talked like a con man, and
sat like a coiled snake.”

Persons literally could not communicate without the ability to
describe, however inept or primitive their language might be. De-
scription is needed to convey what was (or is) going on, what the
setting looks like, what the people involved are doing, and so on. The
use of descriptive language can make ordinary events seem extra-
ordinary. Great writers know this and strive to make their details so
vivid that readers actually can see, taste, smell, and hear what is going
on in a scene. Even mere mortals, those of us with less practiced
writing skills, use description to relate to others our adventures,
thoughts, and feelings as we encounter new, and sometimes routine,
situations. Consider the following scene reported by a visitor to San
Francisco:

You should see the main street of Chinatown at five o’clock in the
evening. It is fascinating! I could easily imagine myself in a city in
China. The area is so densely populated; people are everywhere.
Cars are trying to negotiate their way up and down the narrow
streets, their horns constantly honking to move persons out of the
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way. People are talking animatedly, mostly Chinese, and the streets
are lined with colorful buildings, many replicating structural forms
of the Orient.

There are many different kinds of shops with unusual produce
and products. Everything smells and looks so different, I want to
touch and taste it all. There are shops with all kinds of fish and
strange looking mollusks. Some shops have succulent looking
roasted ducks hanging upside down in the windows. There are
shops with every kind of vegetable imaginable, many of which are
new to me. There are jewelry stores, exotic tea shops, inviting
restaurants, and merchants selling Chinese knickknacks and
souvenirs. The most fascinating shops for me, however, are the ones
that sell Chinese herbs. Bottles, jars, and baskets filled to the brim
with objects that I can’t identify. I am intoxicated by the strange
smells and sights. Since names and prices are written in Chinese, all
I can do is imagine, and these shops remain an exotic mystery to me.
The people in Chinatown are fascinating too, such a mixture. There
are young and old, Chinese and non-Chinese, the assimilated and
those wearing more traditional Chinese clothing (mostly the
elderly). Some women carry their children on their backs in a sort of
sling made from what looks like a blanket, while others push a
modern looking stroller. Other men and women have their hands
loaded down with purchases as they rush along the streets, probably
going home to make dinner. It was fun to watch the women and men
bargain over the price of fish or vegetables, even if I couldn’t
understand the words they were actually saying. Ibought a piece of
jewelry but have never really mastered the art of negotiating, so [I]
paid the asking price, which I suppose was foolish. It's just not a part
of my culture to bargain over a price. I could spend days in
Chinatown and still not absorb it all. What an experience! (K. C,,
personal communication, June 1993)

Description, such as the preceding one of Chinatown in San Fran-
cisco, might seem objective—just a report of what was seen by this
person. Yet, even basic description involves purpose (otherwise why
describe?) and audiences (who will see or hear the description?) and
the selective eye of the viewer (Wolcott, 1994). For example, police
reports are focused on criminal or investigative issues. They usually
are telatively straightforward and meant to be read by superiors and
other interested parties, whereas print journalists’ accounts of an
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event, such as a riot or the uncovering of a spy ring, are likely to be
written more colorfully. The latter also tend to reflect some personal
or organizational stance and are meant to inform newspaper or maga-
zine readers. ’

In short, the descriptive details chosen by a storyteller usually are
consciously or unconsciously selective, based on what he or she saw
or heard or thought to be important. Although description often is
meant to convey believability and to portray images, it also is de-
signed to persuade, convince, express, or arouse passions. Descriptive
words can carry overt or covert moral judgments. This can be true not
merely of sentences but also of entire books, as in exposés or in serious
volumes that aim at reform. Even seemingly objective reports such as
those of police or journalists might reflect deep prejudice and moral
judgments without the individuals being aware of those attitudes and
feelings. Aestheticjudgments also are conveyed through descriptions,
for example, “The young soprano’s voice was delicate and airy, al-
though at the upper ranges she occasionally wobbled just the slightest
but generally conveyed the spirit of the character; she has a great
future in opera.” The aesthetic and the moral sometimes are joined as
in the language used by critics and audiences in rejecting Stravinsky’s
radically dissonant musical work, the Sacre de Printemps, and the first
showings of Impressionist paintings, later to become the darlings of
middle class museum goers and collectors.

It is important to understand that description is the basis for more
abstract interpretations of data and theory development, although it
might not necessarily have to. Description already embodies con-
cepts, at least implicitly (e.g., types of shops and categories of people,
as in the Chinatown description). Even at the highest levels of abstract
science, there could be no scientific hypotheses and theoretical or
laboratory activity without prior or accompanying descriptions. Yet,
we must add that although description is important, there is a differ-
ence between making careful descriptions, say of the shifting of
continents or of the many species of life that inhabit coral reefs, and
making theory. In the latter, not only are events and happenings
described, but the analysis is extended to involve interpretations as
well (Wolcott, 1994) to explain why, when, where, what, and how
events or happenings occur. These theoretical explanations often are
validated through further data gathering (sometimes under varying
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conditions). So, although description clearly is not theory, it is basic to
theorizing.

CONCEPTUAL ORDERING

Description also is basic to what we call conceptual ordering. This
refers to the organization of data into discrete categories (and some-
times ratings) according to their properties and dimensions and
then using description to elucidate those categories. Most social
science analyses consist of some variety—and there are many types—
of conceptual ordering. Researchers attempt to make sense out of
their data by organizing them according to a classificatory scheme.
In the process, items are identified from data and are defined accord-
ing to their various general properties and dimensions. When pre-
senting these dimensionalized interpretations, researchers are al-
most certain to present various amounts of descriptive material using
a variety of communicative styles.

Already in everyday description, there is an ordering of descrip-
tive objects. For example, in the eatlier description above of China-
town in San Francisco, the person relating the event organized the
shops according to objects sold and rated them according to prefer-
ence by stating that his favorite were the herbal shops. Another
description might distinguish among classes of shoppers by rating
persons according to the amount, type, and costs of items purchased.
Another scheme might rate persons according to degrees of assimila-
tion by using dimensions such as language spoken, clothing worn,
and gestures used. The important idea to recall about dimensions and
properties is that they enable researchers to differentiate items be-
tween and within classes and thus to show variation along a range.
Recently, we read a description, a paragraph or so in length, compar-
ing a vast and beautiful national park in Alaska to Yosemite in Cali-
fornia. The author raised and answered the following question: Why
is the Alaska park virtually unknown and little visited compared to
the hugely popular California site? The question already rates each
according to numbers of visitors and public visibility. So, why the
difference between the parks? His answer was given in terms of the
dimension of accessibility: The Alaskan locale is far from centers of
population, whereas Yosemite can be visited by millions of tourists
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because it is only a few hours’ drive from the highly populated Bay
Area region of California.

Comparisons sometimes made among places, groups, and events
are explicitly detailed, and these comparisons become the basis for an
object, place, or group to be given specific ratings. Consider travel
guides such as the famous Michelin tour guides that tell their readers
how to find their way around France or some other country to the
greatest advantage. These guides use a rating system (for restaurants,
hotels, monuments, landscapes, cities, etc.) involving several dimen-
sions—cost, service, delectability, comfort, accessibility, and aesthetic
or historical value. They make suggestions that such and such a city
should not be missed, whereas another city, although interesting,
might be tucked away in difficult terrain.

For this mode of classifying and ordering, often not much descrip-
tive detail is needed. After all, Michelin readers are familiar with low
and high prices and with ease or difficulty of access. Yet, sometimes
description is used to fill out the classifications. For instance, some-
times the Michelin tour guides will go into considerable detail about
how terrific the food is in a particular restaurant or will point out that,
given time constraints, some sights are not to be missed, whereas
others are not so important.

The chief reason to discuss conceptual ordering here, however, is
because this type of analysis is a precursor to theorizing. A well-
developed theory is one in which the concepts are defined according
to their specific properties and dimensions. What we call conceptual
ordering also is the desired research end point of some investigators.

One example of conceptual ordering in the social sciences is in the
form of some ethnographic accounts. Ethnographies differ in the
extent of their conceptual ordering and degree of theorizing. In addi-
tion, there are variations in the amount of descriptive detail provided
in papers and monographs, depending ‘on the writer’s perspective,
perception of audience, and familiarity with the substantive area as
well as the meaning inherent in the materials. However, for our
purposes, the main point about many ethnographies is this: They
reflect attempts to depict the perspectives and actions of the portrayed
actors, combined with an explicit ordering of those into plausible
nonfictional accounts. The final presentation is organized around
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well-developed and ordered themes, but the themes are not connected
to form an integrated theoretical scheme.

A second type of conceptual ordering is to order data according
to steps or stages that often are aptly described. However, often
missing from such schemes are the larger theoretical schemes that
explain what drives the central or organizing process, that is, the
conditions that explain how, when, where, and why persons and
organizations proceed from one step to another. Nor is variation built
into the schemes. By not showing differences in rate, sequencing, and
so on, implied (although perhaps not consciously) in such schemes is
that every person and organization moves along the process in the
same way and at the same rate—which, of course, is not an entirely
accurate explanation of how persons or organizations operate. There
always are outliers, deviations from the average or within a pattern,
and one must account for these differences.

A third mode of conceptual ordering is one that relies mainly on
organizing materials according to different types of actors or actions
(including both persons and organizations). Headings and subhead-
ings pertain to those types. The types usually represent well-ordered
and developed concepts, but what is missing is a larger theoretical
scheme that explains why these types (and not others) evolved and
their relationship to the larger phenomenon under investigation. It
often is implied thata listing of types constitutes a theory or theoretical
explanation about events; however, a listing of types constitutes just
another classification scheme unless it is placed within a larger unify-
ing framwork.

THEORIZING

Developing theory is a complex activity. We use the term “theorizing”
to denote this activity because developing theory is a process and
often is a long one. Theorizing is work that entails not only conceiv-
ing or intuiting ideas (concepts) but also formulating them into a
logical, systematic, and explanatory scheme. However illuminating
or even “revolutionary” the idea of theorizing might be, develop-
merit of an idea into theory still necessitates that an idea be explored
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ties such as theft, belonging to secret societies and groups, or picking
up someone in a bar or on a street corner.

There are other ways of thinking about and evaluating theories
(Strauss, 1995), but we are not concerned with those here; the main
point is that theories are constructed, vary in nature, and are not all
the same. Regardless of how theories are constructed, each one is
unique.

In social science, it is true that some theories are very systemati-
cally formulated but have very little anchoring in actual research.
Some sociologists, such as Parsons (1937, 1951), wrote predominantly
what we call “speculative theories.” Our criticism of this type of
theory is that although it is systematic and abstractly formulated, it is
notempirically grounded in research (Blumer, 1969; Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Granted, there are different conceptualizations about the nature
and role of “theory” in social science (Daly, 1997) and many disagree-
ments about how theorizing actually should be done or even whether
it should be done at all (Hammersley, 1995). There are several other
misconceptions about theory and theorizing in qualitative research
that are touched on briefly here. One is that a theoretical framework
such as feminism, structuralism, or interactionism is a theory. It isnot;
it is a stance, more of a philosophy than a well-developed and related
set of explanatory concepts about how the world works. The value of
these frameworks is that they can provide insight or a perspective on
phenomena and also help to generate theoretical questions. On the
other hand, they also can focus an individual on one perspective or
set of ideas so that he or she is not able to see what else might be in
the data. A second misconception is that simply applying a concept
or theory to one’s data constitutes theorizing. It does not; it is an
assumed application of a concept or theory. Theorizing denotes build-
ing theory or extending and broadening one. A third misconception
is that qualitative research never “validates” theory. Some qualitative
studies do and some do not, but even those that do validate theory do
not do so in the sense of testing as in quantitative research. Rather, it
is a process of comparing concepts and their relationships against data
during the research act to determine how well they stand up to such
scrutiny. Properly done, the methodology explained in this text is an
example of the latter. (For a very good discussion on how to develop
new theory from old theory, see Strauss, 1970.)

Description, Conceptual Ordering, and Theorizing 25

SUMMARY

Before beginning the process of developing theory, a researcher must
have some understanding of what constitutes theory. The first step
toward understanding is to be able to differentiate among description,
conceptual ordering, and theorizing. A second step is realizing that these
forms of data analysis actually build on one another, with the theory
incorporating aspects of both. In brief, describing is depicting, telling
a story, sometimes a very graphic and detailed one, without stepping
back to interpret events or explain why certain events occurred and
not others. Conceptual ordering is classifying events and objects along
various explicitly stated dimensions, without necessarily relating the
classifications to each other to form an overarching explanatory
scheme. Theotizing is the act of constructing (we emphasize this verb
as well) from data an explanatory scheme that systematically inte-
grates various concepts through statements of relationship. A theory
does more than provide understanding or paint a vivid picture. It
enables users to explain and predict events, thereby providing guides
to action.



The Interplay Between
Qualitative and
Quantitative in
Theorizing

Building on Chapter 2, one might think of theorizing as a process
involving a continual flow of work. That thought leads logically to a
comparable methodological position concerning relationships be-
tween qualitative and quantitative procedures designed to generate
theory. Lest our readers be disappointed, we want to clarify that this
is not a chapter about how to combine qualitative and quantitative
data; we leave that to others with more experience in this process (see,
e.g., Fielding & Fielding, 1984). Nor are we stating that all research
calls for or should make use of a combination of both. Rather, this
chapter is meant to present some “food for thought” and to offer an
alternative way of thinking about the relationship between two seem-
ingly incongruent research paradigms. Briefly, we maintain that the
aim of theorizing is to develop useful theories. So, any technology,
whether qualitative or quantitative, is only ameans for accomplishing
that aim. We do not believe in the primacy of either mode of doing
research (see also Dzurec & Abraham, 1993; Porter, 1989; Power,
1996). An instrument is an instrument, not an end in itself. The issue
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is not primacy but rather when and how each mode might be useful
to theorizing (McKeganney, 1995).

Unfortunately, as some of our readers know all too well from their
own experiences, dogmatic positions often are taken in favor of either
qualitative or quantitative research. (These positions pertain to both
conceptual ordering and theorizing.) Extreme stances on this issue
mirror each other. Many quantitative researchers are apt to dismiss
qualitative studies completely as giving no valid findings—indeed,
as being little better than journalistic accounts. They assert that quali-
tative researchers ignore representative sampling, with their findings
based only on a single case or a few cases. (See different perspective
on this argument in Kvale, 1994; Sandelowski, 1995b.) Equally obdu-
rate are some qualitative researchers who firmly reject statistical and
other quantitative methods as yielding shallow or completely mis-
leading information. They believe that to understand cultural values
and social behavior requires interviewing or intensive field observa-
tion, with these being the only methods of data collection sensitive
enough to capture the nuances of human living.

However, there are intermediary positions. Combining methods
may be done for supplementary, complementary, informational, de-
velopmental, and other reasons. (See, e.g., Greene, Caracelli, & Gra-
ham, 1989, for an excellent discussion on this topic. See also Cuevas,
Dinero, & Feit, 1996.) Combining methods is not new. Two eminent
founders of sociological survey methods, Lazersfeld and Wagner
(1958), promulgated a long-enduring attitude for survey researchers,
namely that exploratory interviews should precede the formulation
and final development of questionnaire instruments. Only with this
use of qualitative materials, basic to (although only supplementary
to) statistical procedures and analyses, could questionnaires tap “re-
ality.” A parallel stance, but with a different emphasis, is taken by
other qualitative researchers. Counting, measuring, and even statisti-
cal procedures can usefully supplement, extend, or test their ways of
doing research (Murdaugh, 1987). Although some researchers make
one mode primary and the other supplementary (see explanation by
Morse, 1991), other researchers basically view the research paradigms
as complementary. Each adds something essential to the ultimate
findings, even to the final theory if that is the aim of the particular
research project (Breitmayer, Ayers, & Knafl, 1993). Also with statis-
tics, as with qualitative data collection and analysis, one never can be
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certain whether one has captured the essence of the situation
(Gephart, 1988).

Even these intermediate positions represent a misleadingly sim-
ple view of the realities of actually carrying out research, especially
when one begins to view theorizing as comprising a complex flow of
work. In addition, researchers want to know more specifically when
and how to use each mode.

Before addressing those issues, let us return to our basic point
about research being a “flow of work” that evolves over the entire
course of any investigative project. Each of the types of work (e.g.,
data collection, analysis, interpretation) entails choices and deci-
sions concerning the usefulness of various alternative procedures,
whether these are qualitative or quantitative, but also more specifi-
cally, when making choices, which qualitative and which quantitative
ones would be most appropriate.

Think, as an exercise in imagination, of the many decisions in-
volved in data collecting. Should we interview? What type or types
of interview? How many interviews should we aim for, and on what
grounds? Where will we go to find the interviewees? Given the
difficulties encountered in a research situation, how will we have to
alter our original notions of what to search for in our interviewing?
Or, how might we have to change the initial sample population? On
the other hand, one might ask, would it make more sense to use
questionnaires to collect our data? Should these databe collected with
thought given to the type of statistical procedures that can be per-
formed including the analytic ones? If data-gathering instruments
seem best or seem more feasible, then which instruments would be
most appropriate to obtain the type of information we are seeking?
Also, what are the validity and reliability of these measures? What
about combinations of any and all of these methods, qualitative or
quantitative? How will the various changes in conditions during the
research process actually affect our data collecting—all the way from
obtaining access to our respondents, to securing their cooperation, to
obtaining truthful and maximally useful information. How do we
keep the flow of data going? There is, to underscore the main point of
this example, no end to the options, choices, and decisions that we
face. To think otherwise, to impose as the standard criterion only one
type of interview, to insist wholly or predominantly on field observa-
tion, or to adopt as proper only scaling measures enormously restricts



30 BASIC CONSIDERATIONS

our efforts. Such a decision discounts the complexities of the world
out there and our ability to understand them.

True, different research projects are affected by different condi-
tions. Some face considerable limitations on, say, the data collection
techniques or on the populations available to researchers because of
bureaucratic regulations, costs, shortages of time, or language barri-
ers. Some aspects of a project might be done under particularly
difficult conditions so that unexpected contingencies are more likely
to affect the initial plans. Nevertheless, all research studies involve the
major, and often overlapping, steps comprised of different types of
work including data collection, analysis, some degree or type of
verifying, and ultimately the presenting or publishing of results. At
the risk of repetition, we emphasize that choices and decisions abound
and are different for various aspects of the overall research process. It
is nearly impossible to prepare ahead of time for every possible
contingency that might arise during the research process in the bio-
logical and social sciences. In fact, in many ways, research may be
conceived of as a circular process, one that involves a lot of going back
and forth and around before finally reaching one’s goal.

This being so, it follows that researchers can, and do, put together
combinations of procedures. There is no one standard set of methods
equally useful for every research step, and it is not always useful to
join the same specific techniques for all steps of all research projects.
So, unless researchers are extremely constrained by either external
pressures or internal mandates, they are pragmatists, connecting
various available techniques to obtain desired results (Creswell, 1994).

Contemporary studies of physical and biological scientists are
unearthing how researchers put together useful pastiches of instru-
ments and procedures as well as concepts, models, and particular
theories drawn from their own and other disciplines. (This is shown
in the research of Clarke, 1990; Fujimura, 1988; Star, 1989.) Also, there
are several crossover disciplines in sociology (and probably in other
disciplines) where there is back-and-forth interplay between qualita-
tive and quantitative methods, for example, in “qualitative demogra-
phy” and in those areas of social science that analyze the implications
of computers for society (Star & Ruhleder, 1996). Researchers in the
human and social sciences are operational pragmatists. The more
flexibly scientists work or are allowed to work, the more creative their
research is apt to be.
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Implications of those points for the relationship of qualitative and
quantitative procedures are straightforward. Unless unduly con-
strained, routinized, or ideologically blinded, useful research can be
accomplished with various combinations of both qualitative and
quantitative procedures. This is so for each and every phase of the
research, whether researchers are collecting data, formulating hy-
potheses, seeking to verify them, or giving illustrations when writing
publications.

Getting to the heart of the matter, our advice to readers concerning
this matter is to think in terms of the interplay between qualitative
and quantitative methods. Comforting but overly simple positions,
such as “They supplement each other” and “They complement each
other,” will not provide sufficient guides in your work if you are
aiming at building theory. True, some interview materials are capable
of being supplemented by statistical analysis, and conversely, statis-
tical data also are likely to be analyzed qualitatively in part. Yet, the
more operational point is that data collection and analysis can bedone
in both modes, and in various combinations, during all phases of the
research process.

Just as important is that there can be back-and-forth interplay
between combinations of both types of procedures, with qualitative
data affecting quantitative analyses and vice versa. Following is just
one apt example of psychiatric ideologies held by personnel in mental
hospitals (Strauss, Schatzman, Bucher, Ehrlich, & Sabshin, 1964). Basic
data were obtained by three sociologists through field observations
on a multitude of wards in two hospitals and through interviews held
with physicians, nurses, and nurses’ aides. In addition, a psychologist
was hired to develop research instruments that would differentiate
the physicians according to which of the three then predominant
psychiatric ideologies they were most likely to use in their practices.
In this study, the questionnaires were constructed after collecting
about 6 months of field data, through observations and informal
interviews, and after performing preliminary analyses of these data.
Hence, the qualitative aspects of the research directly influenced both
the questionnaire construction and the later associated statistical
analysis.

Unfortunately, there was no flow back from the instrument analy-
sis to the fieldwork. In fact, one field-worker (Leonard Schatzman)
wryly remarked several years later that he had been reproached by
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one psychiatrist who had scored high on the psychotherapeutic scale
but seemingly acted like a typical somatically oriented practitioner
when giving shock therapy to an elderly patient. Queried about this,
the psychiatrist chided the sociologist, saying, “You researchers are so
dumb. You ask on your questionnaire about what we believe, but not
[about] what we do!” The sociologist was taken aback, realizing only
then that, indeed, the fieldwork was focused on action, whereas the
questionnaire was designed to capture basic psychiatric beliefs. Alas,
at the time, it did not occur to the sociologists to build further ques-
tions into the questionnaire that would highlight discrepancies be-
tween belief and action, nor did they think to explore differences for
observed behavior between those idealistic positions and what they
termed the actual “operational philosophies” demanded by the exi-
gencies of daily life on the hospital wards. The research project cer-
tainly could have profited from thinking in terms of genuine interplay
between quantitative and qualitative procedures—and perhaps even
several exchanges between them.

Ideally speaking, and as outlined in many books on method,
research is planned, designed, and fairly neatly “carried out.” (Most
research proposals assume this sequence as well.) But as any experi-
enced researcher will tell you if pressed to think about the matter,
research really is a rather “messy affair.” This does not mean that the
results are dubious or useless; rather, it means that research rarely
proceeds completely as planned.

You may ask, what then makes a research situation different, if
indeed it is, when theory, rather than findings or conceptual ordering,
is the aim? In general the answer is that it is not different. It is only
that some procedures, especially the analytic ones, are more extensive
and elaborate. In terms of this book’s discussions, analysis does not
necessarily end with conceptual ordering, and thus with open and
axial coding, but rather may go on to include integrative selective
coding. The point of this discussion is that researchers must think of
quantitative procedures as representing not the enemy but rather a
potential ally to theory building when its use seems appropriate. Just
when and how might quantitative procedures fit? The following isbut
one brief example.

A group of researchers might 1dent1fy a cluster of conditions that
seem to bear on a phenomenon, say a tendency toward juvenile
delinquency. However, their qualitative data will not tell them the
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degree to which these conditions lead to delinquency, how they
interact with each other, which conditions have a stronger relationship
to the phenomenon than do others, and so on. By doing a quantitative
study at this point, the researchers could use that information to build
further hypotheses. These hypotheses could be examined and refined
through more pointed theoretical sampling using qualitative proce-
dures.

One point has been omitted in this discussion so far. This is that
a researcher’s own preference, familiarity, and ease with a research
mode inevitably will influence choices. Although the purpose of the
research and the nature of questions asked often will determine the
mode, a researcher ultimately has to work with those modes with
which he or she feels most comfortable. That is why, with large
projects, it is good to work as a team with representatives from each
style of research. Once queried by a qualitative researcher (Strauss) as
to why one should learn statistical techniques for use in social re-
search, a highly respected statistical theorist (Leo Goodman) an-
swered by pointing out that once they were learned, the knowledge
of these techniques sensitized you to new aspects of data and, indeed,
toward collecting the data themselves. The same is true of our quali-
tative work. Each mode of research must be given its due recognition
and valued for its unique contribution.

We want to make it clear that when we speak about combining
methods, we are not talking specifically about triangulation in the
traditional sense (Denzin, 1970), although we recognize this as a
valuable research tool and advocate its use where and when appro-
priate. Rather, we want to make the point that to build dense, well-
developed, integrated, and comprehensive theory, a researcher should
make use of any or every method at his or her disposal, keeping in
mind that a true interplay of methods is necessary. Most important,
because our approach to theory building is one of emergence, we
believe that unless the researcher is building on or continuing with his
or her own previous studies, the researcher will not be able to enter
into the project with a set of preestablished concepts or with a well-
structured design. Rather, the design, like the concepts, must be
allowed to emerge during the research process. As concepts and
relationships emerge from data through qualitative analysis, the re-
searcher can use that information to decide where and how to go about
gathering additional data that will further evolution of the theory. The
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decisions made at any of these critical research junctures will be
varied. Sometimes, it might be necessary to make use of quantitative
measures; other times, qualitative data gathering and analysis might
be more appropriate. We admit that this open approach to design can
pose some problems when trying to obtain permission from human
subjects committees or when writing proposals for grants. To satisfy
the demands of others, a research project might have to be presented
as a series of smaller investigations, each one building on the results
of previous studies before being integrated into a whole that is theory.
Whatever approach one takes, the driving force always should be the
evolving theory. The methods represent the means to achieving that
end.

SUMMARY

Qualitative and quantitative forms of researchboth have roles to play
in theorizing. The issue is not whether to use one form or another but
rather how these might work together to foster the development of
theory. Although most researchers tend to use qualitative and quan-
titative methods in supplementary or complementary forms, what
we are advocating is a true interplay between the two. The qualitative
should direct the quantitative and the quantitative feedback into the
qualitative in a circular, but at the same time evolving, process with
each method contributing to the theory in ways that only each can.
However, one must remember that because emergence is the foun-
dation of our approach to theory building, a researcher cannot enter
an investigation with a list of preconceived concepts, a guiding
theoretical framework, or a well thought out design. Concepts and
design must be allowed to emerge from the data. Once relevant
concepts and hypotheses have emerged from and validated against
data, the researcher might turn to quantitative measures and analysis
if this will enhance the research process. Remember, the idea behind
varying methods is to carry out the most parsimonious and advan-
tageous means for arriving at theory. Such a task calls for sensitivity
to the nuances in data, tolerance for ambiguity, flexibility in design,
and a large dose of creativity.

Practical Considerations

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS )

Research problem: The general or substantive area of focus for the
research

Research question: The specific query to be addressed by this re-
search that sets the parameters of the project and suggests the
methods to be used for data gathering and analysis

Objectivity: The ability to achieve a certain degree of distance from
the research materials and to represent them fairly; the ability to
listen to the words of respondents and to give them a voice
independent of that of the researcher

Sensitivity: The ability to respond to the subtle nuances of, and cues
to, meanings in data

Technical literature: Reports of research studies and theoretical or
philosophical papers characteristic of professional and discipli-
nary writing that can serve as background materials against
which one compares findings from actual data

Nontechnical literature: Biographies, diaries, documents, manu-
scripts, records, reports, catalogs, and other materials that can be
used as primary data, to supplement interviews and field obser-

+  vations, or to stimulate thinking about properties and dimen-
sions of concepts emerging from data
e
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Whereas Chapters 1, 2, and 3 prepared the way for what is to follow,
this chapter is a transitional one, moving the discussion from a theo-
retical level to a more practical level. It combines Chapters 2,3, and 4
from the first edition of the book to form a discussion on topics that
are important to consider when getting started. The topics provide a
foundation for later data collection and analysis. This chapter consists
of three main sections: (a) choosing a problem and stating the research
question, (b) maintaining a balance between objectivity and sensitiv-
ity, and (c) using the literature. Because this is a book about analysis
and not about doing fieldwork, the latter subject is not discussed here.
(Some texts that readers might refer to include Adler & Adler, 1987;

Punch, 1986; Schatzman & Strauss, 1973; Stringer, 1996; Wolcott,
1995.)

CHOOSING A PROBLEM AND STATING
THE RESEARCH QUESTION

One of the most difficult parts of doing research is deciding on a
topic. The two major questions that seem most troublesome are the
following. How do I find a researchable problem? How do I narrow
it down sufficiently to make it workable? These questions might
seem especially difficult if the researcher is a novice at doing quali-
tative research because at first glance, the process of making choices
and commitments seems less well structured and more ambiguous
than in quantitative inquiries. The purpose of this chapter s to clarify

some of the basic principles that pertain to making those initial
choices.

Sources of Research Problems

The sources of research problems in qualitative inquiries often are
not much different from those in other forms of research. First, there
are the suggested or assigned research problems. One way in which
to arrive at a problem is to ask for suggestions from a professor doing
research in an area of interest. Such an individual often will have
ongoing research projects and will welcome having a graduate stu-
dent do a small part of a project. This way of finding a problem tends
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to increase the possibility of getting involved in a doable and relevant
research problem. This is because the more experienced researcher
already knows what needs tobe done in a particular substantive area.
On the other hand, a choice arrived at in this manner might not be the
most interesting to the student. It is important to remember that
whatever problem is selected, the researcher will have to live with it
for quite a while, so the final choice should be something that engages
his or her interest.

A variant on the assigned or suggested source is to follow up on
a professional or collegial remark that an inquiry into such and such
would be useful and interesting. This often is a more palatable source
of aresearch piroblem, especially if the researcher has some inclination
toward that substantive area. For example, the interest of a woman
who is athletic might be sparked by a remark such as “How do women
who go to gyms feel about their bodies?” This broad and open
statement can lead to all sorts of questions including the following.
Do women who go to gymnasiums feel differently about their bodies
than do women who do not? Do women weightlifters feel differently
about their bodies than do women runners or men weightlifters? How
are women’s body images defined, and how does going to a gym enter
into those definitions? What is the process through which women
come to know their bodies and their limitations? Whathappens when
they exceed those limitations?

Another variation on the assigned problem is whether or not
funds are available for research on certain topics. In fact, faculty
sponsors might steer students in directions where funds are available.
This is quite a legitimate suggestion because often those are problem
areas of special need.

A second source of problems is the technical and nontechnical
literature (Silverman, 1993). This can be a stimulus to research in
several ways. Sometimes, it points to a relatively unexplored area or
suggests a topic in need of further development. Other times, there
are contradictions or ambiguities among the accumulated studies and
writings. The discrepancies suggest the need for a study that willhelp
to resolve those uncertainties. Alternatively, a researcher’s reading on
a subject might suggest that a new approach is needed to solve an old
problem, even though it has been well studied in the past. Something
about the problem area and the phenomenon-associated with it re-
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mains illusive, and that something, if discovered, might be used to
reconstruct understanding. Also, while reading the literature, a re-
searcher might be struck by a finding that is dissonant with his or her
own experience that can lead to a study resolving that dissonance.
Finally, reading might simply stimulate curiosity about a subject. The
moment that one asks the question “But, what if . . . ?” and finds that
there is no answer, one has a problem area. :

A third source of problems is personal and professional experi-
ence. A person may undergo a divorce and wonder how other women
ormen experienced their own divorces. Or, someone may come across
a problem in his or her profession or workplace for which there is no
known answer. Professional experience frequently leads to the judg-
ment that some feature of the profession or its practice is less than
effective, efficient, human, or equitable. So, it is believed that a good
research study might help to correct that situation. Some professionals
return to school to work for advanced degrees because they are
motivated by a reform ambition. The research problems that they
choose are grounded in that motivation. Choosing a research problem
through the professional or personal experience route might seem
more hazardous than choosing one through the suggested or litera-
ture routes. This is not necessarily the case. The touchstone of one’s
own experience might be a more valuable indicator of a potentially
successful research endeavor than another more abstract source.

A fourth source is the research itself. A researcher might enter the
field having a general notion about what he or she might want to
study but no specific problem area. A good way in which to begin is
to do some initial interviews and observations. If the researcher is
carefully listening to or observing the speech and actions of respon-
dents, then analysis should lead him or her to discover the issues that
are important or problematic in the respondents’ lives. This acid test
of paying attention to respondents’ concerns is the key to where the
focus of aresearch project should be. Admittedly, thereisno oneand
only relevant focus, but the particular one arrived at through respect-
ful examination of respondents’ concerns reduces the risks of being
irrelevant or merely trivial. Consider the following example.

A student from Botswana, who was taking a class in fieldwork,
grew desperate when studying “older Americans” in a senior resident
home. To begin with, the ideas she had when she entered the field did
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not seem to fit what she was hearing and observing. But if that were
so, then what were the “real” issues? What she initially carried into
this research situation were assumptions probably derived from three
different sources. She was young and had some incorrect and even
stereotypical conceptions about older people. Also, she was from a
foreign country and thought in terms of her own culture. Then again,
she was a beginning researcher and had not yet learned how to pick
up cues from the respondents themselves about their concerns and to
let this information guide her choice of research problem. In the
instance of this particular student, there was an additional difficulty
that she faced. She was working voluntarily for a social work agency
that had its own agenda that included an evaluation of its work with
these elders. So, the agency was urging her to obtain particular infor-
mation that she discovered had little or nothing to do with the elders’
lives or interests. Yet, she was responsible to the agency. Finally, by
dint of listening closely to the elders, she formulated a significant
research problem.

Certainly, anyone who is curious or concerned about the world
around himself or herself and who is willing to take risks should not,
after some deliberation, have too much trouble finding a problem area
to study. The next step is asking the proper research question.

The Research Question

The way in which one asks the research question is important
because it determines, to a large extent, the research methods that are
used to answer it. Herein lies a dilemma. Does one choose qualitative
analysis because the problem area and question stemming from it
suggest that this form of research will be most productive? Does one
decide to use a qualitative method and then frame the question to fit
the method? Is it conscious or unconscious theoretical perspectives
that color approaches (Pierce, 1995). These issues are difficult to
respond to because their answers are not cut-and-dried. Although the
basic premise is that the research question should dictate the method,
many persons are oriented toward quantitative research. So, even
when the problem area suggests that a qualitative study might be a
more fruitful approach, these researchers frame their questions in a
quantitative manner. Other researchers, because of personal orienta-
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tions, training, or convictions, tend to see problems from a qualitative
perspective. The questions they ask about any problem areas are
couched in qualitative terms because they simply do not see problems
in any other way. There is no reason for us to belabor this point; we
only want to emphasize that some problem areas clearly suggest one
form of research over another and that an investigator should be true
to the problem at hand. For instance, if someone wants to know
whether one drug is more effective than another, then a double-blind
clinical trial is the appropriate approach. However, if a researcher is
interested in knowing what it is like to be a participant in a drug study
or in knowing some of the problems inherent in adhering to a very
rigid drug protocol, then he or she might sensibly engage in qualita-
tive research. Clearly, preference and training play a part in these
decisions, but these should not blind investigators to other methodo-
logical options (Hathaway, 1995). Furthermore, even when one de-
cides to use a qualitative approach, there remains the question of
which particular method the investigator should use (Morse & Field,
1995).

Another important aspect of the research question is setting the
boundaries on what will be studied. It is impossible for any investi-
gator to cover all aspects of a problem. The research question helps to
narrow the problem down to a workable size.

Asking the Research Question

What do questions look like in qualitative studies? How do they
differ from those of quantitative studies, and why? The main purpose
of this form of qualitative research is to develop theory. To do this, it
is necessary to frame a research question in a manner that will provide
the flexibility and freedom to explore a phenomenon in depth. Also
underlying this approach to qualitative research is the assumption
that all of the concepts pertaining to a given phenomenon have not
yet been identified, at least not in this population or place. O, if so,
then the relationships between the concepts are poorly understood or
conceptually undeveloped. Or, perhaps there is the assumption that
nobody ever has asked this particular research question in quite the
same way, so it is as yet impossible to determine which variables
pertain to this area and which do not. This reasoning creates the need
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for asking a type of question that will enable researchers to find
answers to issues that seem important but remain unanswered.

Although the initial question starts out broadly, it becomes pro-
gressively narrowed and more focused during the research process as
concepts and their relationships are discovered. So, the research ques-
tion begins as an open and broad one, but not so open, of course, as
to allow for the entire universe of possibilities. On the other hand, it
is not so narrow and focused that it excludes discovery. Qualitative
research does not entail making statements about relationships be-
tween a dependent variable and an independent variable, as is com-
mon in quantitative studies, because its purpose is not to test hypothe-
ses. The research question in a qualitative study is a statement that
identifies the phenomenon to be studied. It tells the readers what the
researcher specifically wants to know about this subject. Following is
an example of how one might write a qualitative research question.
“How do women manage pregnancies eomplicated by a chronic
illness?” This question (at least in such global form), although too
broad and unstructured for a quantitative study, is a perfectly good
one for a qualitative research study. The question tells the readers that
the study will investigate women during pregnancies and that the
pregnancies will be complicated by a chronic illness. Furthermore, the
study will be looking at management of the pregnancies from the wom-
en’s perspective, that is, what they do and think, not what the doctors
or significant others do and think. Of course, in a qualitative inquiry,
it also is important to investigate what the doctors and significant
others do and say because these actions/interactions might influence
how women manage their pregnancies and be an important source of
data. However, the focus of the study remains on the women, and
keeping that in mind prevents the researcher from becoming dis-
tracted by unrelated and unproductive issues and from going off on
paths that can lead away from the problem.

Also, an investigation can be focused on organizations, industries,
interactions, and the like, not only on persons. For instance, an exam-
ple of an interaction question might be the following: “What happens
when a patient complains of being in pain but the nurse does not
believe him or her?” In this case, the focus of the observations, chart
revie‘ws, and interviews, as well as the analysis, will be on the inter-
action between nurse and patient.
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intrusion of bias into interpretations. Thus, we also might turn to the
literature or experience to find examples of similar phenomena. This
does not mean that we use the literature or experience as data per se.
Rather, what we do is use the examples to stimulate our thinking
about properties or dimensions that we can then use to examine the
data in front of us. For example, when confronted with a round sphere
of unknown use, we might compare it to abaseball for similarities and
differences. We are not calling the unknown object a baseball but
rather are saying that a baseball is hard and round, is about the size
of an orange, and travels well through the air when thrown or hit.
Now we can take those properties and examine the piece of data in
front of us for similarities and differences. Although we still might not
be able to name it, at least we will know that it is not a baseball.
Furthermore, we can begin to describe the unknown object in terms
of size, degree of firmness, shape, and ability to travel through the air,
and then we can even give it a name. The comparative example does
not give us data. Rather, it stimulates our thinking or sensitizes us so
that we recognize instances of properties in the actual data. In other
words, making comparisons forces analysts to examine data at a
dimensional level. We emphasize that the logic behind the use of
comparisons is to stimulate thinking at a property and dimensional
level to gain some perspective when examining a piece of data.
Another technique for gaining distance is to obtain multiple
viewpoints of an event, that is, to attempt to determine how the
various actors in a situation view it. Still another is to gather data on
the same event or phenomenon in different ways such as interviews,
observations, and written reports. It also is important to interview
and/or observe multiple and varied representatives of persons,
places, events, and times. (The process of varying data-gathering
techniques and approaches is referred fo as triangulation [Begley,
1996; Sandelowski, 1996].) We are not arguing in this chapter so much
for triangulation per se as for the need to obtain the varied meanings
and interpretations of events, actions/interactions, and objects so that
we can build these variations into our theory. We also want to know
how situations are negotiated and how consensus or disensus of
meanings are arrived at and maintained. For example, physicians (say
a surgeon and a medical cancer specialist) often have different ap-
proaches to patient management, and it sometimes takes considerable
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discussion and negotiation before they can arrive at a mutual plan for
intervention. Different shifts in an organization often do different
types of work or do the same work in alternative ways. Therefore, the
more persons, places, and events that are interviewed or observed, the
more one is able to check out his or her interpretations against alter-
native explanations of events while also discovering properties and
dimensional ranges of relevant concepts. Readers who are familiar
with interviewing know that although some respondents are polite
and will tell the researcher what they think he or she wants to hear,
there always are those who are willing to tell the investigator just how
wrong his or her interpretations are. Therefore, another analytic strat-
egy is to occasionally check out assumptions, and later hypotheses,
with respondents and against incoming data; that is, simply explain
to respondents what you think you are finding in the data and ask
them whether your interpretation matches their experiences with that
phenomenon—and if not, then why.

Also, it is important to periodically step back and ask, “What is
going on here?” and “Does what I think I see fit the reality of the data?”
The data themselves do not lie. How this difficult lesson was learned
by one of us (Corbin) is described in the following. While doing a
study on how women with a chronic illness manage their pregnancies,
it quickly became evident that their actions were aimed at doing what
was necessary to have healthy babies. Furthermore, it was noticed that
the risks varied over the course of the pregnancies; sometimes the
risks were higher, and other times they were lower. One would expect,
then, that women’s management strategies would match the level of
risks. What the researcher discovered, much to her frustration, was
that action did not always match risk level. Try as she would, she could
not force the hypothesis on the data. Why not? What the researcher
finally discovered was that she was categorizing the pregnant women
according to her own perception of the risks, which was not necessar-
ily always the women’s perception. In other words, because of her
training as a nurse, the researcher bought into the medical model of
risks, whereas the women often did not. Rather, they had their own
interpretations of what the risks were, and although these included or
were based on medical perceptions, they were not limited to these. In
fact, 'sometimes the women’s perceptions of what constituted risks
were quite different from those of the physicians. Once the researcher
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the authors (Corbin) might know that a certain piece of equipment in
a hospital is used to take x-rays. But others might view it as an
outdated machine, as a physical threat, or as meaning more work to
do. Itis these other interpretations that the researcher is seeking. What
helps is that the researcher has a comparative base against which she
can measure the range of meanings given by others and a beginning
list of properties and dimensions that she can use to gain greater
understanding of their explanations.

Personal experience can increase sensitivity if used correctly. -

Although one might never experience a divorce, having undergone
the death of a loved one does help a researcher to understand the
meaning of grief and loss. Again, it provides a comparative base for
asking questions about grief and loss in divorce. Once one has some
general properties, one can use them to begin to define the meanings
of grief and loss in divorce. One always should look for opposites as
well. For instance, one might be happy that a person is dead because
that person was abusive (although it might not be socially acceptable
to say so), just like it might be liberating to be divorced.

It is amazing how insight sparks more insight and how discovery
builds. Sometimes analysts come upon a piece of data and are stuck,
unable to discern its meaning. What we have discovered is that
researchers often carry their analytic problems around in their heads
as they go about their daily activities. Then, perhaps while reading
the newspaper, talking with colleagues on the telephone or via e-mail,
or awakening from dreams, insights occur and the analysts are able
to make sense out of the previously unexplainable data. Technically,
these insights emerged from the data, even though understanding
was stimulated through other experiences. In the end, the essential
process to keep in mind is maintaining a workable balance between
objectivity and sensitivity.

USING LITERATURE

The researcher brings to the inquiry a considerable background in
professional and disciplinary literature. This background may be
acquired while studying for examinations or simply through efforts
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to “keep up” with the field. During the research itself, the analyst
often discovers biographies, manuscripts, reports, or other materials
that seem pertinent to the area under investigation. The question is
how these can be used to enhance, rather than constrain, theory
development. Of course, the discipline, school, and perspective of the
researcher will greatly influence how much literature he or she comes
with and how it is used. To begin with, let us assure our readers that
there is no need to review all of the literature in the field beforehand,
as is frequently done by analysts using other research approaches. It
is impossible to know prior to the investigation what the salient
problems will be or what theoretical concepts will emerge. Also, the
researcher does not want to be so steeped in the literature that he or
she is constrained and even stifled by it. It is not unusual for students
to become enamored with a previous study (or studies) either before
or during their own investigations, so much so that they are nearly
paralyzed in an analytic sense. It is not until they are able to let go
and put trust in their abilities to generate knowledge that they finally
are able to make discoveries of their own.

Making Use of the Nontechnical Literature

Although the following list is by no means exhaustive, it does
describe how we use the technical literature.

1. Concepts derived from the literature can provide a source for
making comparisons to data at the dimensional level. If a concept
emerges from the data that seems similar or opposite to one recalled
from the literature, then the concepts can be compared in terms of their
properties and dimensions (see Chapters 8 and 9). This enables an
analyst to differentiate and give specificity to the emergent concept.

2. Familiarity with relevant literature can enhance sensitivity to -

subtle nuances in data, just as it can block creativity. Although a
researcher does not want to enter the field with an entire list of
concepts, some concepts might turn up over and over again in the
literature and also appear in the data and, thus, might seem significant.
The fmportant questions for the researcher to ask include the folllow-
ing. Are these concepts truly emergent, or am I seeing these concepts
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in the data because I am so familiar with them? If they are truly
emergent and relevant, then how are they the same as, and how are
they different from, those in the literature?

3. There is a special sense in which published descriptive materials
can be used to enhance sensitivity. These writings often give very
accurate descriptions of reality, with very little interpretation other
than, perhaps, organizing sections of materials according to a few
themes. It is almost like reading field notes collected by another
researcher for the same or another purpose. Reading them can make
an analyst sensitive as to what to look for in data and help him or her
to generate questions to ask respondents. Any themes or concepts
borrowed from other studies might have relevance to the problem
under investigation. However, the researcher must be very. careful to
look for examples of incidents in his or her data and to delineate the
forms that the concepts take in the present study.

4. Knowledge of philosophical writings and existing theories can
be useful under certain circumstances. There is no doubt that the
theoretical perspective of a researcher influences the stance that he or
she takes toward the study. For instance, a person who perceives
himself or herself as a symbolic interactionist might investigate inter-
action, structure, and the relationships between these. A pheno-
menologist might study the meaning of various types of experiences.
AMarxist might consider investigating power and exploitation inher-
ent in a situation. If the researcher is interested in extending an already
existing theory, then he or she might enter the field with some of the
concepts and relationships in mind and look for how their properties
and dimensions vary under a different set of conditions. For example,
the investigator might wish to begin with the concept of “awareness.”
This concept pertains to the interactional strategies used to manage
levels of knowledge about death (the keeping or revealing of secrets)
and evolved from a study on dying (Glaser & Strauss, 1965). The
researcher wishing to extend this theory could study how spies, those
engaged in marital infidelities, and “in the closet” gays and lesbians
manage to hide or reveal their secrets. New categories and further
information about existing awareness categories no doubt would
emerge.
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5. The literature can be used as a secondary source of data. Re-
search publications often include quoted materials from interviews
and field notes, and these quotations can be used as secondary sources
of data for a researcher’s own purposes. The publications also might
include descriptive materials concerning events, actions, setting, and
actors’ perspectives that can be used as data and analyzed using the
methods described in the subsequent chapters of this book. In fact,
one form of qualitative research is the analysis of theoretical or philo-
sophical statements and writings per se.

6. Before beginning a project, a researcher can turn to the literature
to formulate questions that act as a stepping off point during initial
observations and interviews. After the first interview(s) or observa-
tion(s), the researcher will turn to questions and concepts that emerge
from analysis of the data. Initial questions derived from the literature
also can be used to satisfy human subjects committees by providing
them with a list of conceptual areas that will be investigated. Although
new areas will emerge, at least the initial questions demonstrate
overall intent of the research.

7. The technical literature also can be used to stimulate questions
during the analysis process. For example, when there is a discrepancy
between a researcher’s data and the findings reported in the literature,
that difference should stimulate the researcher to ask the following
questions. What is going on? Am I overlooking something important?
Are conditions different in this study? If so, then how are they differ-
ent, and how does this affect what I am seeing?

8. Areas for theoretical sampling (see Chapter 13) can be suggested
by the literature, especially in the first stage of the research. The
literature can provide insights into where (place, time, papers, etc.) a
researcher might go to investigate certain relevant concepts. In other
words, it can direct the researcher to situations that he or she might
not otherwise have considered.

9. When an investigator has finished his or her data collection and
analysis and is in the writing stage, the literature can be used to
confirm findings and, just the reverse, findings can be used to illustrate
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where the literature is incorrect, is overly simplistic, or only partially
explains phenomena. Bringing the literature into the writing not only
demonstrates scholarliness but also allows for extending, validating,
and refining knowledge in the field. What the researcher should avoid
is being insecure about his or her discoveries. Running to the pub-
lished literature to validate or negate everything that one is finding
hinders progress and stifles creativity.

How to Use the Nontechnical Literature

Nontechnical literature consists of letters, biographies, diaries,
reports, videotapes, newspapers, catalogs (scientific and otherwise),
and a variety of other materials. The nontechnical literature can be
used for all of the purposes listed in the preceding subsection. In
addition, it has the following uses.

1. It can be used as primary data, especially in historical or bio-
graphical studies. Because it often is difficult to authenticate and
determine the veracity of some historical documents, letters, and
biographies, it is very important to cross-check data by examining a
wide variety of documents and supplementing these, if possible, with
interviews and observations.

2. It can be used to supplement interviews and observations. For
example, much can be learned about an organization, its structure,
and how it functions (which might not be immediately visible in
observations or interviews) by studying its reports, correspondence,
and internal memos.

SUMMARY

This chapter covered three major areas: (a) choosing a problem and
stating the research question, (b) maintaining a balance between
objectivity and sensitivity, and (c) using the literature. Each of these
areas must be considered before beginning the research inquiry.
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Choosing a problem and stating the research question. The original
research question and the manner in which it is phrased lead the
researcher to examine data from a specific perspective and to use
certain data-gathering techniques and modes of data analysis. The
question(s) sets the tone for the research project and helps the re-
searcher to stay focused, even when there are masses of data. The
original question in a qualitative study often is broad and open-
ended. It tends to become more refined and specific as the research
progresses and as the issues and problems of the area under investi-
gation emerge. The original research questions may be suggested by
a professor or colleague, derived from the literature, or derived from
the researcher’s experience. Whatever the source of the problem, it
is important that the researcher have enthusiasm for the subject
because he or she will have to live with it for some time.

Maintaining a balance between objectivity and sensitivity. The inter-
play between research and researcher means that the researcher is an
instrument of analysis in qualitative studies. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to maintain a balance between the qualities of objectivity and
sensitivity when doing analysis. Objectivity enables the researcher to
have confidence that his or her findings are a reasonable, impartial
representation of a problem under investigation, whereas sensitivity
enables creativity and the discovery of new theory from data.

Using the literature. The literature tends to be useful in somewhat
different and specific ways. Ingenious researchers, besides using the
usual technical literature, sometimes will use various other types of
published and unpublished materials to supplement their interviews
and field observations. Although reports and biographies often come
to mind, catalogs (especially scientific ones) also are sources of data.
Nontechnical literature can provide questions, initial concepts, and
ideas for theoretical sampling. It also can be used as data (both
primary and supplemental) or for making comparisons, and it can
act as the foundation for developing general theory. The important
point for the researcher to remember is that the literature can hinder
creativity if it is allowed to stand between the researcher and the data.
But if it is used as an analytic tool, thenitcan foster conceptualization.



Part [l
Coding Procedures

At the beginning of my journey, I was naive. I didn’t yet know that
the answers vanish as one continues to travel, that there is only
further complexity, that there are still more interrelationships and
more questions. (Kaplan, 1996, p. 7)

Although Kaplan was writing about travel, his words are just as
applicable to research. What we discover by doing research is justhow
complex the world is. When we answer some questions, we raise
others. And no matter how well thought out we think our project is
at the beginning, there always are those unanticipated twists and
turns along the way that lead us to rethink our positions and question
our methods and to let us know that we are not as smart as we think
we are.

It is our analytic eyes that lead us to see, imperfect as that seeing
might be. In this part, we offer some guideliness and techniques for
helping researchers through the analytic process. We offer suggestions
for both raising and answering questions. We discuss the art of mak-
ing comparisons, for an art it is. We explore the various types of coding
and explain what analysts are trying to accomplish through each type.
It is our hope that our explanations will provide an understanding of
the lagic that lies behind procedures, enabling analysts to use them
flexibly and innovatively.
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described in more detail in Chapters 8 to 12. Second, it demonstrates
that analysis is not a structured, static, or rigid process. Rather, it is a
free-flowing and creative one in which analysts move quickly back
and forth between types of coding, using analytic techniques and
procedures freely and in response to the analytic task before analysts.
This chapter illustrates what coding actually is. It contrasts consid-
erably with the step-by-step sequence of operations presented in
subsequent chapters. The latter are designed to take the coding pro-
cess apart and break it down artificially to explain the logic and
procedural steps involved. This chapter shows how we put it all
together. It might seem odd that we place it first. We have a very good
reason for that. We want to provide readers with a sense of what they
should be doing before they become bogged down by the details. We
hope that readers will keep our examples in mind as they read on.
Clearly, this chapter illustrates that techniques and procedures are
tools only. They are there to assist with analysis but never should drive
the analysis in and of themselves.

Microanalysis, therefore, includes open and axial ‘coding and
makes use of the many analytic techniques presented in subsequent
chapters as well as in previous ones. Microanalysis involves very
careful, often minute examination and interpretation of data. When
we say “data,” we mean interviews, observational field notes, videos,
journals, memos, manuals, catalogs, and other forms of written or
pictorial materials (Silverman, 1993). We take data apart and work
with the pictures, words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, and other
segments of material.

Included in this microscopic examination are two major aspects
of analysis: (a) the data, be they participants’ recounting of actual
events and actions as they are remembered or texts, observations,
videos, and the like gathered by the reseagcher; and (b) the observers’
and actors’ interpretations of those events, objects, happenings, and
actions. There also is a third element: the interplay that takes place
between data and researcher in both gathering and analyzing data.
This interplay, by its very nature, is not entirely objective as some
researchers might wish us to believe. Interplay, by its very nature,
means that a researcher is actively reacting to and working with data.
We believe that although a researcher can try to be as objective as
possible, in a practical sense, this is not entirely possible. Thus, it is
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preferable to self-consciously bring disciplinary and research experi-
ence into the analysis but to do so in ways that enhance the creative
aspects of analysis rather than drive analysis. Experience and knowl-
edge are what sensitizes the researcher to significant problems and
issues in the data and allows him or her to see alternative explanations
and to recognize properties and dimensions of emergent concepts.
However, we are not saying that experience is used as data. Rather,
we are saying that it can be drawn on for the purpose of sensitizing
the researcher to the properties and dimensions in data, always with
considerable self-awareness of what the researcher is doing.

CLASS EXAMPLES

The examples of microanalysis presented in this chapter were taken
from class sessions. When teaching analysis, especially open coding,
we usually begin with a demonstration of line-by-line analysis. We
do this so that students have some vision of what the analytic process
looks like before beginning to learn the individual procedures. It also
conveys some of the fun that researchers experience when doing
qualitative analysis.

Doing microanalysis is an eye-opener for students because it
illustrates concretely that qualitative analysis involves a radically
different way of thinking about data. It is distinct from any other
research tradition in which they may have been trained. Learning this
new mode of thinking sometimes creates difficulties for students.
They must learn to listen, letting the data speak to them. They must
learn to relax, adopting a more flexible, less preplanned, and less
controlled approach to research.

A class on microanalysis looks somewhat like the following. First,
we ask the class to scan a section of an interview. Then, we follow up
with questions such as “How would you interpret what the inter-
viewee is saying?” and “What is in this material?” Generally, the
students easily name many themes, for their personal and disciplinary
experiences have made them sensitive to a range of issues and “prob-
lems.” We write each of these on the blackboard and eventually point
out their considerable range. But we also note that connections among
the issues, problems, or themes, as actually stated, are only implicit
and certainly not systematically worked out.
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Then, we ask the class to scan a short paragraph taken from an
interview quoted in an article usually written by a qualitative re-
searcher (although sometimes we examine a speaker’s words quoted
by a newspaper journalist). Next, we say that we are about to do a
line-by-line analysis together. This will consist of carefully discussing
how the person quoted has used single words, phrases, and sentences.

Our discussion/examination usually begins with the very first
word of the quotation. “What does this word seem to mean, or what
could it mean?” In addition, “Think about this just by itself as though
you had not read the remainder of the paragraph, even if actually that
is impossible. The idea is to get you focused minutely on just the data
in front of your eyes.” Usually, the discussion of this first quoted word
takes many minutes, perhaps as much as an hour, depending on the
richness of the discussion and the range of the word's possible mean-
ings explored in it. As we said in the first edition of this book,

Usually, when anyone sees words, he or she will assign meaning to
them, derived from common usage or experience. We often believe
that because we would act and feel in a particular manner, that this,
of course, is what the respondent means by those words. That belief
isnot necessarily accurate. Take a word—any word—and ask people
what it means to them. The word “red” is a good example. One
person may say, “bulls, lipstick, and blood.” Another might respond,
“passion.” Perhaps for you it means a favorite dress, a rose, a
glamorous sports car, or none of the above. As an exercise, we
suggest that you list all of the thoughts that come to mind when you
think about the word “red.” Amazing, isn't it? Red is far more than
a color. It has sentiment, feeling, texture, sensation, smell, and action
all built into it. These associations are derived from the meanings
we have come to associate with this word over the years, whether
for personal or cultural reasons. (Straussé Corbin, 1990, p. 81)

During the discussion, students invariably are amazed at how
many different meanings they are able to give to an object or event.
This exercise/research technique indeed has many important func-
tions, but perhaps the most critical is that each person interprets
differently and that any one of the interpretations could potentially
be correct. Before detailing the functions of microanalysis, we repro-
duce part of a class session. Although the class worked on the entire

Microscopic Examination of Data 61

paragraph for about 3 hours, only a few points taken from the first
couple of sentences are reproduced here.

Class Session

Fieldnote quotation:

When I heard the diagnosis, it was scary. I panicked. Everything was
doing well early in this pregnancy, and I felt good—no morning
sickness, and I had a lot of energy. Then all of a sudden, I was told I
had diabetes. What a shock since this is my first baby. My main
concern is for the baby. I worry about the baby. I want this baby so
much. I am really scared ‘cause I waited so long to have this baby
and I don’t want anything to go wrong.

Discussion and Commentary

Teacher: Let's focus on the first word, “when.” What could “when”
mean?

Student: It represents time to me. A point in time. Some time,
indeterminately, in the past.

Teacher: Well, it could stand for some time in the future. Like,
“When the telephone rings, I will answer because I anticipate he
will be calling.”

Student: “When” also stands for a condition. [It indicates that]
something is happening. [It is a] question [that] forces you to look
[for answers].

Teacher: Suppose the word isn’t “when” but [rather] “whenever. "
What then?

Student: Then it means to me there’s a repeated time. A pattern of
something happening.

Teacher: So, that’s a different kind of condition for something that
follows because of some event or events. . .. Suppose that instead
of “when,” the speaker said “at the time”?

Student: Oh, then it might mean telling a story with the “when”
further back in time, maybe.

Teacher: Okay, so far, we have been minutely focused on that single
word and some variant alternatives. Now, what about possible

+ properties of “when”?

Student: It could be sudden or not sudden. . . . Or unexpected [or

not]. . . . Or the accompanying events noticed only by you and
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not by others or noticed by others too. . . . Or they might be
unimportant or very important.

Teacher: We could dream up lots of properties of this “when” and
its accompanying events. There’s no end to them, and only some
of them might be relevant to your investigation and in the data,
though that has to be discovered. But notice how my questions
force you to look at properties and dimensions. [See Chapter 7 for
an explanation of properties and dimensions.] . . . Now, let’s
think about the phrase “I heard the diagnosis.” What about that
first word, “1”?

Student: Could have been we who heard—was told the diagnosis
—or they, like parents. This would have made a difference.

Teacher: And under what conditions maybe would it be told to a
kinsman, or parent, or to the patient? And what might be the
different consequences of this? . . . Now, what about the verb
“heard”?

Student: Oh, a diagnosis might be written or shown to the patient
[also], like on an x-ray if she were diagnosed for TB [tuberculosis]
or had a shattered hip.

Teacher: Presumably, there’d be different conditions in which each
of those would occur as well as perhaps different consequences
[for] them. TB is interesting because often the diagnosis is accom-
panied by the listener’s skepticism; therefore, the physician
shows the x-ray. Of course, the patient is unlikely to be able to
interpret it, so he or she has to take the diagnosis on faith—or
reject it if not trusting—so we are talking about the issue of
legitimacy of the diagnosis. That gets us methodologically into
the question of the possibly different relevant properties of diag-
noses. What might some be?

Student: A partial list of properties named by the students: “diffi-
cult to make, obscure versus well known, symbolic like cancer or
not particularly symbolic, important [to oneself, to others, to the
physician, or to all], expected or not, awful or actually reassuring
when worst is expected or preceded by days of anxious waiting,
easily believable.”

Teacher: Then, there are some interesting theoretical questions about
the announcements of diagnoses and the structural issues behind
the answer to each. Who [and why]? Your well-known family
physician, a strange specialist, a resident in the hospital, or [if you
are a child] your mother? How [and why this way]? Think of the
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difference between a sudden abrupt announcement on an emer-
gency ward, by an attending resident, to a mother that “your
child has died” as against how coroners pace their announcement
of death after knocking on the door of a spouse. Another question
might be When? Right away, after a judicious interval, etc., or
whenever the father had arrived so that both could be told about
their child’s death? In hospitals, if someone dies at night, the
nurse usually doesn’t announce on the phone but is just likely to
signal that things have gotten worse and waits for the spouse or
kin to arrive so that a physician can make the announcement.
“When” here also includes a parent or spouse announcing the
death to other kinsmen—later, sometimes hours later, and ques-
tions about how they do that and whether face-to-face or on the
telephone, etc. . . . Can those kinds of questions also stimulate
questions to be asked in interviews too? Yes, they certainly can
stimulate descriptive questions. . . . Now, in the next phrase in that
sentence, notice “everything was going well.” That could possi-
bly turn out to be an in vivo concept, a phrase used repeatedly by
pregnant women and so representing events probably important
to them—and so it should be to us as researchers. So, we take note
of it, just in case it should turn out to be relevant to our work. . ..
What could this phrase, as such, mean analytically?

Student: Well, it strikes me as indicating temporality, a course of
something. . . . And the course is anticipated; there’s a normal
course [as well as one that goes off course] . . ., which means they
are evaluating whether it’s normal or not.

Teacher: Yes, but that means there must be criteria [properties],
which in fact she names later in the sentence. . . . But note also
that it’s she who locates herself dimensionally on this course.
Analytically, we can ask why she {using commonsense criteria]
and not the physician or a nurse is doing the locating. What we
are talking about here is a locational process and the locational
agents. If you think comparatively, you can quickly see that in
other situations, for different structural reasons, there will be
different locational agents. Like the economists will tell you that
you are entering a recession; you might never recognize you were
otherwise. . . . Now a related phrase here is her “early in this
pregnancy.” Leaving aside the “this”—for here she is surely

.comparing it with other one or ones—think about “early in.”
How does she know this?
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Student: Every mother knows there’s 9 months in the course of a Major Points About Microanalysis

pregnancy and so can locate herself—cultural, commonsense
knowledge. '

Teacher: Again thinking comparatively—and to startle you a little

with an extreme but analytically stimulating comparison—think
of what happened in Germany when Hitler attained high office.
People interpret this event in very different ways, though with
hindsight we can see that Germany was by then deep into its
evolution of Nazism. Who were the locational agents? How did
they know where in the course Germany was? How did they
achieve legitimacy for others—or not? What were the conse-
quences for oneself [say you were a Jew] of correctly or incor-
rectly reading this evolutionary course? Such questions that are
raised by these kinds of comparative cases [and even extreme
ones are useful early in the research] can stimulate your thinking
about the properties of women such as the interviewee who is
thinking about and reacting to her pregnancy in the sense of
applying the same questions about “locating” to her situation
[not the idea about Nazism]. . . . Notice also that these kinds of
comparisons, even when not as extreme as this one about Hitler,
can stimulate you to ask questions about your own assumptions
and interpretations of the pregnancy data. These kinds of ques-
tions jolt you of your standard, taken-for-granted ideas about
pregnancies and their nature and force you to consider the impli-
cations of your assumptions in making the analysis.

Student: It seems to me that thereis a crisscrossing of two temporal

courses. There’s the mother’s course of a hopefully successful
pregnancy, and there’s the baby’s course, dependent biologically
certainly on the mother’s physiology but involving a different set
of concerns. [The rest of the quoted paragraph certainly suggests
that.] Socially, they involve different actions too, like preparing
for the baby’s entry into the family and acting “right” during the
pregnancy for the baby’s foreseen welfare.

Teacher: You are pointing to different phenomena, and you could

coin two different concepts to stand for these—also a concept to
represent what you call “crisscrossing.” Iwould call it “intersect-
ing” or “linking,” as in axial coding. You are also pointing to
sequence and phases of actions and events, another aspect of the
temporality noted earlier. There is also process [see Chapter 11] or
movement through phases of action.

What this type of examination—of single words, of phrases, of
sentences—does for students and also mature researchers can be
invaluable. For beginning students, it makes them aware of how
much is packed into small bits of data. It also makes them aware that
it is up to them to mine that data; the nuggets do not become disin-
terred by themselves. It also brings home to students that this type of
analysis represents a style or approach to data quite different from
anything they have done before.

Quickly summarizing the analytic discussion of the quoted para-
graph, we now enumerate several important additional functions of
microscopic examination of data. You can easily see these in the
discussion itself.

1. Overall, this procedure is a very focused one. The focusing
forces researchers to consider the range of plausibility, to avoid
taking one stand or stance toward the data. Notice we say that it is
the researcher who is being jolted out of his or her usual modes of
thinking. It is not the data that are being forced. The data are not
being forced; they are being allowed to speak. ’

2. Microscopic analysis obliges the researcher to examine the
specifics of data. As one student said, “I tend to look at data in a very
general way, but this makes me look at details.” The instructor re-
sponded, “Yes, but not just details in a descriptive sense but also in
the analytic sense,” that is, making comparisons along the level of
properties and dimensions and in ways that allow the analyst to break
the data apart and reconstruct them to form an interpretive scheme.

3. Doing microanalysis compels the analyst to listen closely to
what the interviewees are saying and how they are saying it. This
means that we are attempting to understand how they are interpreting
certain events. This prevents us from jumping precipitously to our
own theoretical conclusions, taking into account the interviewees’
interpretations. It helps us to avoid laying our first interpretations on
data, forcing us to consider alternative explanations. Also, if we are
fortunate, then participants will give us in vivo concepts that will
further stimulate our analyses.
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11. Provisional hypotheses (statements about how concepts relate)
also are likely to arise during line-by-line analysis. Under such and
such a condition, such and such will happen or this and that outcome
will occur. At first, these hypotheses will be stated very crudely. Later,
they will be stated more precisely.

12. Finally, doing microanalysis enables researchers to examine
what assumptions about data they are taking for granted. Comparing
one’s own assumptions against the data in such directed ways cannot
help but bring those assumptions to the surface. False assumptions
will not stand up when rigorously compared against the data incident
by incident. The data talk for themselves. The making of constant and
theoretical comparisons also forces the research to confront respon-
dents’ assumptions and to provisionally make hypotheses about the
implications of those assumptions.

To graphically illustrate this latter point, we use the following
example.

Interviewer: Now, when you say all girls got a little bit of “ho” in them,
what do you mean by that?

Interviewee: A “ho” will sell her body, right? A hosells her body.
But a girl is less obvious with it. I could talk to a girl. I could never
take her out.I could never buy her anything, y’know, never spend
a dime on her. She ain’t gonna want to give me nothing. She ain’t
gonna want to do nothing for me. So, what I do for her, she do
for me. So if I, say if I, I got my own money, I could get myself
money. I don’t need no money. It's like, so, I'll buy her something.
She, she doesn't feel, first, offhand, that she owes me anything,
but like I say, [ be like, so, why don’t we have sex? Or something
like that. And she be like, no. Then I'l buy her something else.
And then she’ll be like, man, he’s buying me all this and I ain't
doing nothing for him. He got his own money. He got his own,
his own. He don't, he got his own clothes. He could buy, he got
his own money to buy his own clothes. So whatever I bought her,
she’ll think to herself, well, he got could buy it for his self. So
she’d be, like, what else is there for.me to give him? Or I say, I got
everything, what else you got to offer? You don’t have nothing
to offer. And then that’d make a girl think, man, I got something
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to offer. It be like, and then a guy play the game, like play along,
like, what? And she’ll say, y’know, she’ll say, well, I could give
you some sex, you know. And you be like, and it'd be like, oh, for
real? You really want to do that? (field note, courtesy of Steve
Eyer, University of California, San Francisco, Department of
Adolescent Medicine)

Commentary

At the class session, students read the quotation and discussed it.
These data were from a study of black adolescent males in San
Francisco by one of the students, Steve Eyer, a young but experienced
researcher with training in anthropology and psychology. He com-
mented that he could not get the idea of exchange theory out of his
head; this statement by the respondent was so patently about ex-
changing gifts for sex and maneuvering by the boy. In fact, this process
was extremely frequent among the adolescent boys whom he had
interviewed. He just had difficulty in not seeing exchange theory in
these iriterviews; he could not seem to shake that idea.

1. Another student immediately and correctly remarked that this
reflected the adolescent boy’s ideology— folk theory about exchange.
But this theory should not be the researcher’s view because the data
showed other things as well. “Besides,” commented the instructor,
“you see exchange theory because you are steeped in this perspective
because of your training in psychology. Maybe it is relevant, but
maybe not. Such a theory must earn its way into your interpretation
in conjunction with careful examination of your data.”

2. The instructor also said, “Even if you, as a researcher, enter-
tained the idea that exchange was reflected in the quotation, you
should ask questions about exchange and that the data [themselves]
suggested some of these questions. What's the actual interaction
during this exchange? What is exchanged? Who begins the exchange?
What's the other’s immediate response? Between how many people?
Is it visible to others? How long does this exchange take? Is the
exchange considered equally and by each? What are the criteria for
what’s being proffered? And so on.”
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3. Then, the instructor continued, “What else is reflected in the
quotation besides or other than exchange?” Then, the class attempted to
answer that question analytically. Some of the ideas the students
brought out included that there is manipulation and negotiation, that
there are cultural mores regarding male-female relationships and sex,
that there is the notion of ‘intimacy and how it develops through
interaction, and that one might even make the leap to the “dominance
of consumerism” in American society and how it transcends every-
thing—even virginity. ’

Through this discussion, Eyer (and the other students in the class)
was able to realize that we all carry with us certain sets of recognized
and unrecognized assumptions and that somehow we have to break
through these, or at least learn to work with them, if we are to make
any advances in knowledge. Eyer was able to leave the session with
new insights, different ways of looking at the data that took him
beyond his original idea of exchange theory.

Where Does Microanalysis
Fit Into the Analytic Process?

Having said all this, there is one question that readers are likely
to be asking themselves at this time: When does one do this microana-
lysis—at the beginning of the research, all the time, or occasionally?
We know that doing microanalysis takes an enormous amount of time
and energy. The general answers are as follows.

1. Itcertainly is necessary to do this detailed type of analysis at the
beginning of a research project to discover categories (with their
properties and dimensions) and to uncover the relationships among
concepts. Once categories are established, analysis becomes more
focused on filling out those categories and verifying relationships.

2. This does not mean that a researcher steadily codes every bit of
data, word by word or phrase by phrase, in every document. That
would take forever, and the analyst would end up with more data than
he or she ever could use or that are necessary, for that matter. Rather,
the researcher learns to scan an interview or any other data (e.g., field
data, videos, documents), looking for potentially interesting or rele-
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vant analytic materials. When a paragraph or segment is singled out,
the line-by-line procedure may be used on parts or all of it. At later
stages of the research inquiry, this procedure is of much less use but
occasionally may be used.

3. When? When some bit of new data seems puzzling, or when old
data are revisited and we feel that they have been inadequately
analyzed or that there is more to be mined in this particular segment
of data, or when new categories emerge, or when it is discovered that
old ones are not very well developed.

Invariably, this close examination of data is likely to be of help to
the researcher, no matter how experienced and skilled he or she is. In
fact, strictly speaking, without this microscopic analysis, it would be
extremely difficult to systematically discover relevant dimensions, to
relate categories and subcategories, and to track down the more subtle
aspects of causality.

SUMMARY

Doing microanalysis is an important step in theory development. It
is through careful scrutiny of data, line by line, that researchers are
able to uncover new concepts and novel relationships and to system-
atically develop categories in terms of their properties and dimen-
sions. This chapter demonstrated the free-flowing and creative as-
pects of analysis and the interplay that occurs between the analyst
and data during the analytic process. However, one cannot do mi-
croanalysis without an understanding of some of the specific tech-
niques and procedures that can be used for opening up text and
discovering its meanings and variations. The subsequent chapters
present a series of analytic tools in the form of procedures and
techniques. Although each is discussed separately and inasomewhat
structured way to facilitate understanding, it is the ability to put them
together in flexible and creative ways through microanalysis that
enables the analyst to rise above the commonplace and develop truly
innovative but grounded theory.
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THE USE OF QUESTIONING

Every researcher is concerned about how to ask “good” questions,
ones that will take the research to a productive conclusion. Through-
out this book, a number of suggestions are directed at that concern.
However, even readers who are impatient about getting quickly to
those operational details should profit from a more general discus-
sion about questions and their role in research inquiry:

Our old but still serviceable dictionary defines “inquiry” as “a
request for information, a systematic investigation” (Merriam-Web-
ster, 1984, p. 624). Using questions for the purpose of gathering infor-
mation and doing inquiries (or investigations) go together. Note that
although questions and inquiries are expressed here as nouns, they
actually involve actions such as asking, doing, locating, and searching.

Logician and philosopher John Dewey expressed some of the
subtlety of this linkage of actions:

Inquiry and questioning, up to a certain point, are synonymous
terms. We inquire when we question, and we inquire when we seek
for whatever will provide an answer to the question asked. Thus, it
is of the very nature of the indeterminate situation which evokes
inquiry to be questionable. . . . Indeterminate situations . . . are dis-
turbed, troublesome, ambiguous, confused, full of conflicting ten-
dencies, [and] obscure. (Dewey, 1938, p. 105, emphasis added)

Dewey, then, is pointing to indeterminate (or problematic) situations,
but actually these are only so because someone defines them as such;
however, experienced researchers know that particular acts of defin-
ing may lead somewhere or nowhere. Also, Dewey is pointing to
problematic situations as stimulating inquiry or investigation, but
what must be emphasized is that it is not the situation as such that is
the directing force but rather the questions the investigator is asking
about the situation. Also, Dewey is pointing to the interplay of
problem/inquiry and answer stimulating the asking of more ques-
tions.

In addition, there are multiple levels of questions—abstract and
theoretical, substantive and mundane. In an effort to answer some
questions, very complex activities might be required, whereas other
questions might be answered quickly and easily. Different types of
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methodological technologies also might be requisite to answering
certain questions.

The preceding paragraphs barely begin to suggest the complexity
of thought and action required to raise and answer questions. Scien-
tists often borrow questions and answers in the form of techniques,
procedures, and technologies—even from other disciplines or spe-
cializations—to proceed with their own investigations. Some ques-
tions (in both social science and natural science) stimulate further
questions, which in turn stimulate further questions, in a chaining of
extended investigations.

Furthermore, some questions turn out to be wonderfully produc-
tive, leading us to answers or, more interesting, raising more problems
than they solve. The discovery of electricity, for example, linked
generations of productive theoretical and practical questions and
answers. Unfortunately, as all researchers know, some questions turn
out to lead nowhere. Others are so ideologically driven that they
answer themselves, although incorrectly, shutting off further inquiry.
“Good” questions sometimes depend on luck, but more often they are
prompted by relevant knowledge, a sense of “something is missing
here,” and (more important) sensitivity to what the data really are
saying. Yet, even questions properly phrased but incorrectly answered
can be amazingly consequential after investigators become dubious
about those answers.

Among the further subtleties of the question and answer relation-
ship, two are especially relevant for readers of this book. The first is
that different questions and issues arise at different points of the
inquiry. At the beginning, for instance, the researcher might be much
concerned, even puzzled, about where the proper focus of the inquiry
should be, that is, what the central phenomenon (problem) in this area
of research is all about. After this is determined, there will be many
more specific questions about the phenomenon and how it relates to
events and happenings that are observed. Much later, an absorbing
issue might be how to integrate all of one’s thoughts about the data
into a coherent theoretical formulation. Even when thatbecomes clear,
a lot of details might require further clarification, with specific ques-
tions and answers evolving around those details.

"A second very important point was touched on earlier. Some
questions are directed at substantive matters, for example, “What are
the most common types of drugs that teenagers are likely to take?”
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Other are directed at more theoretical issues, for example, “How do
images of a future biography affect whether or not teens take drugs?”
Here, the question has to do with how and if two categories—"future
biographical imaging” and “drug taking”—relate. This question de-
mands.a theoretically oriented inquiry; that is, the researcher moves
from merely listing, as with types of drugs, to closely examining
incoming data to look for cues that indicate how teens view them-
selves and how those perceptions of self might alter or affect when
drugs are taken as well as how much and what types.

It is necessary to emphasize that only some of the questions we
ask during the research process are, in fact, “theoretical” (pertaining
to the development of theory, as in “How do these two concepts
relate?”). Many questions are practical in nature, for example, “How
do I get access to this organization?” or “How can I best use this
computer program to facilitate my analysis?”

Whereas all of the questions we ask and their answers are linked
in some manner with the course of a research project, questions often
are transformed as a result of social changes that produce new phe-
nomena. These social changes, once identified and defined, stimulate
further inquiries. Yet, continuity is given to long lines of research by
the appearance of new variations of older phenomena. For instance,
German sociologist Max Weber brilliantly analyzed the functioning
of governmental bureaucracy in imperial Germany (Weber, 1958). His
writing stimulated countless studies of bureaucracies as they have
developed in the United States and elsewhere. When researchers
come across phenomena in a site that differ from their perceptions of
what should be, or when new conceptions seem more appropriate
than usual theoretical explanations, good questions may be stimu-
lated by looking back at older analyses of those phenomena. An
example here is the twin concepts of “negotiation” and “negotiated
order” (Strauss et al., 1964; Strauss, 1978).

Central to any research investigation, then, is the asking of ques-
tions along with the pursuit of their answers. How does one know
what a good question is? This question is difficult to answer because
so much depends on the particular investigation and the research and
professional experience of the inquirer. A good question is one that
leads the researcher to answers that serve the developing theoretical
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formulation. Many questions can be asked, and just as many can lead
the researcher down a subsidiary path, one that might be interesting
but not in service of the evolving theory. In fact, some questions can
lead the researcher astray, off in directions thathave little orno bearing
on the present investigation. Although we are reluctant to provide a
listing of types of questions because beginners tend to take the specif-
ics rather than the essence of what we are saying, we offer a few
suggestions.

1. First, there are sensitizing questions. These tune the researcher
into what the data might be indicating. Questions of this type might
look something like the following. What is going on here (e.g., issues,
problems, concerns)? Who are the actors involved? How do they
define the situation? What is its meaning to them? What are the
various actors doing? Are their definitions and meanings the same or
different. When, how, and with what consequences are they acting,
and how are these the same or different for various actors and various
situations?

2. Second, there are theoretical questions. These are questions that
help the researcher to see process, variation, and the like and to make
connections among concepts. They might look like the following.
What is the relationship of one concept to another (i.e., how do they
compare and relate at the property and dimensional levels)? (See later
section on the making of theoretical comparisons.) What would hap-
penif...? How do events and actions change over time? What are the
larger structural issues here, and how do these events play into or
affect what I am seeing or hearing?

3. Third, there are the questions that are of a more practical and
structural nature. They are the questions that provide direction for
sampling and that help with development of the structure of the
evolving theory. These questions include, among many others, the
following. Which concepts are well developed and which are not?
Where, when and how do I go next to gather the data for my evolving
theory? What types of permission do I need? How long will it take?
Is my developing theory logical? Where are the breaks in logic? Have
I reached the saturation point?
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4. Fourth, there are the guiding questions. These are the questions
that guide the interviews, observations, and analyses of these and
other documents. These questions will change over time, are based on
the evolving theory, and are specific to the particular research; there-
fore, it is difficult to provide examples. They begin open-ended and
tend to become more specific and refined as the research moves along.
A question at the beginning of a series of interviews might look like
this: Have you ever taken drugs, and if so, then what was the experi-
ence like for you? In later interviews, the same general question still
will be relevant; however, the researcher also will want to ask ques-
tions that give further information about specific concepts and their
properties and dimensions. Later questions might resemble the fol-
lowing one, which puts two concepts together: How does the fact that
drugs are “easily available” influence the frequency, amount, and type
of “drug using” in which you engage? (See the section on the use of
questioning in Chapter 7 for more examples.)

THE MAKING OF COMPARISONS

Comparative analysis is a staple feature of social science research.
It usually is built into a project’s design, whether explicitly or implic-
itly. For instance, a sociologist compares gender behavior with respect
to sexual activity, a criminologist compares the rates of homicide
among ethnic groups, or an anthropologist comments on the differ-
ences between ritual and other cultural behaviors, as evinced in the
society he or she has studied and those reported on about other
societies. Of course, such comparative studies often are very valuable.

Our method of analysis also uses comparisons, but their nature
and use are different to some degree. The making of comparisons is
an essential feature of our methodology, as even a quick reading of
this book makes evident. We not only speak of comparing incident to
incident to classify them, but we also make use of what we call
theoretical comparisons to stimulate our thinking about properties and
dimensions and to direct our theoretical sampling. In this section, we
again discuss more general aspects of making comparisons, leaving
the details to emerge in our chapters on analysis.
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Comparing incident to incident (as in Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to
classify data is self-explanatory. Each incident is compared to other
incidents at the property or dimensional level (see Chapter 8) for
similarities and differences and is grouped or placed into a category.
However, there are times during coding when we come across an
incident and are stumped for indications of its significance or mean-
ing. We do not know how to name or classify it because we cannot
identify or grasp its properties or dimensions. Either they are not in
the data, or they are there but we are not sensitive enough to recognize
these. At these times, we turn to what we call theoretical comparisons.
The making of theoretical comparisons requires further explanation.
People constantly are thinking comparatively and making use of
metaphors and similes when they speak (which is a type of compari-
son making or letting of one object stand for another). We use these
techniques to clarify and increase understanding. For instance, we
might say, “Yesterday, work was like a zoo. Everyone wanted some-
thing from me at once, and people were running around with no sense
of purpose or direction.” When we speak in this manner (“work was
like a zoo”), it is not the specifics that we are trying to convey but
rather a mood or tone. It is the properties of the situation that convey
these, and the properties transcend the specific situation. Words such
as “demanding,” “hectic,” and “directionless” all are properties of the
situation and.convey our meaning about the tone and experiences of
the day. We are not saying that we were at a zoo but rather that some
of the properties that we might think of as pertaining to daily life at a
zoo also applied to our day at work. We give another, more specific
example. While out grocery shopping, we come across two bins of
oranges, each priced differently. To comprehend why they are priced
differently (a cost property), we might compare them along certain
other properties such as color, size, shape, smell, firmness, juiciness,
sweetness (if samples are provided), and so on. Hopefully, by exam-
ining the two groups of oranges according to these dimensions or
specific properties, we will come to understand why there is a price
difference and then choose the most cost-effective oranges, which
might not necessarily be determined by price alone. If the cheaper
ones are dry and small, then they might not be a bargain. However,
commonsense comparisons are not always as systematic as those that
are used in research, nor do they address theoretical issues such as
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how the two bins of oranges relate to each other or how they came to
be of different sizes, shapes, and/or degrees of sweetness, which in
turn gets us into issues such as care, soils, and temperatures and then
into lobbying, price controls, and so on. The first pursuit is classi-
fication, and the second leads us to theory.

To summarize briefly, comparisons at the property and dimen-
sional levels provide persons with a way of knowing or under-
standing the world around them. People do not invent the world
anew each day. Rather, they draw on what they know to try and
understand what they do not know. It is not that they call a sofa abed
or call a tree a flower. Rather, they take the properties of one object
and compare them to those of the other. And in that way, they discover
what is similar and different about each object and thus define the
objects. People learn that a bed can be used as a sofa and vice versa,
but at the same time they get to know or understand the functions or
characteristics of each specific object more fully as well as the condi-
tions under which one might be used as the other.

We use theoretical comparisons in analysis for the same purposes
as we do in everyday life. When we are confused or stuck about the
meaning of an incident or event in our data, or when we want to think
about an event or object in different ways (range of possible mean-
ings), we turn to theoretical comparisons. Using comparisons brings
out properties, which in turn can be used to examine the incident or
object in the data. The specific incidents, objects, or actions that we use
when making our theoretical comparisons can be derived from the
literature and experience. It is not that we use experience or literature
as data but rather that we use the properties and dimensions derived
from the comparative incidents to examine the data in front of us. Just
as we do not reinvent the world around us each day, in analysis we
draw on what we know to help us understand what we do not know.
Theoretical comparisons are tools (a list of properties) for looking
at something somewhat objectively rather than naming or classi-
fying without a thorough examination of the object at the property
and dimensional levels. If the properties are evident within the data,
then we do not need to rely on these tools. However, because details
are not always evident to the “naked” eye, and because we (as
humans) are so fallible in our interpretations despite all attempts to
“deconstruct” an event, incident, or interview, there are times when
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this is not so easy and we have to stand back and ask, “What is this?”
In asking this question, we begin, even if unconsciously, to draw on
properties from what we do know to make comparisons.

The incidents that we use to derive our theoretical comparisons
may be quite similar in nature to, or quite different from, the incident
in the data (see Chapter 7). This is possible because we always work
with concepts rather than specifics of data or cases. It is not the specific
incident per se but rather what the incident symbolizes or represents.
For example, suppose that in an interview, a nurse states, “When
working alone at night, I prefer to work with another experienced
nurse. When I work with an inexperienced nurse, I end up carrying
most of the workload.” To gain some understanding of what she
means by this statement, we turn to thinking comparatively about the
terms “experienced” and “inexperienced” and not so much about the
fact that this nurse does not like to work with some people. We might
say, “Let us look at inexperienced seamstresses or drivers instead of
nurses to see what we might learn.” Because it is the concepts “inex-
perienced” and “experienced” that interested us rather than the par-
ticulars of seamstress or driver, what our comparative group consists
of does not matter. We are just looking for a list of properties that we
can use to examine the incident in the data. These properties will not
be applied to the data; rather, they give us a means for examining
the data. An inexperienced seamstress or driver might have the
properties of being cautious, apprehensive, frequently seeking direc-
tion, afraid to deviate from the pattern, prone to making errors, unsure
of himself or herself, afraid to act in a crisis, and so on. Now, with some
idea of what the properties of being inexperienced might be, we can
look to the data to see whether any of these are in the data and thus
help us to determine more specifically what the nurse meant when
she made her remark. We are more sensitive to what to look for in the
data because we have some idea of what it means to be inexperienced.

" Again, we are not saying that these properties are in the data or that

they describe what the nurse meant. The difference now is that we are
thinking at the property and dimensional levels. This is important
because to define the meaning of experienced versus inexperienced,
we must be able to state the properties of each. (However, we always
keep in mind that perhaps experienced and inexperienced are not the
issues but that rather there is something else. But we can eliminate
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this, or at least hold it in abeyance, if we find no properties or
dimensions in this or other instances of data.) In further interviews or
observations, we can ask questions or make observations that will
give us more specific and defining information. For instance, we can
observe both experienced and inexperienced nurses, watching how
they function and how they handle problems under various condi-
tions such as routine and crisis situations, thereby doing theoretical
sampling or sampling on the basis of concepts and by varying the
situations to maximize differences. (See Chapter 13 for more informa-
tion about theoretical sampling.)

In our chapters on open and axial coding (Chapters 8 and 9),
readers will note that we make theoretical comparisons when we are
in doubt or confused; however, the nature of the activity might look
different, depending on the analytic problem we are trying to solve.
Sometimes, we use comparisons that are quite similar. Other times,
we use what we call far-out comparisons. In so doing, we are follow-
ing the example of sociologist E. C. Hughes, who enjoyed making
striking and sometimes shocking comparisons such as between the
work of psychiatrists and prostitutes; both belong to professions, have
clients, get paid for their work, and “take care not to become too
personally involved with clients who come to them with their inti-
mate problems” (Hughes, 1971, p. 316). But comparisons can be made,
even early in the research project, between classes of objects, incidents,
or acts. The object, then, is to become sensitive to the number and
types of properties that might pertain to phenomena that otherwise
might not be noticed or noticed only much later.

We would like to provide another example of how making theo-
retical comparisons helps us to understand by enlarging our thinking
about properties and dimensions. Notice how making comparisons
helps us to break away from standard ways of thinking and stimulates
the asking of questions about the data as we go along. The concept we
examine here is “gardens.” What we want is to enlarge our under-
standing of this phenomenon. Suppose that we are studying the
nature of small gardens in the English countryside. We notice that
some are full of flowers, seemingly grown pell-mell and without order
and located in front of English middle class houses. We want to find
the answers to questions such as why they look like this and not that,
what they are used for, how they got to look like they do, and who
appreciates them. A short list of their properties might look something
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like small, seemingly without order, colorful, and random, with the
corresponding dimensions (size, degree, and time) left implicit. Now,
suppose that we compare them to the famous gardens visited by
tourists that still grace 17th- and 18th-century French palaces and
mansions. Their characteristics would include their formality—some
people say “stiffness” or “static”—as well as the predominant sym-
metry of their foliage, the gravel paths that constrain walkers to
confine their strolling to them and nowhere else, their graceful foun-
tains and statuary, and their sense of aristocracy and age. Think next
of rose gardens that specialize in many varieties of just that one species
of flower (a very symbolic and popular one) arranged so that people
can both find and look at them—but not pick them. Then, there are
village gardens, as in Botswana, which a Botswana student has de-
scribed as “communal,” affording lots of “sociability,” and which we
added are designed primarily to produce food. Turning back to our
focus on the English home gardens, we ask questions about them
based on the properties elicited from examining those other types of
gardens. We do not say that the English gardens necessarily share
those properties; rather, we say that they use the properties as tools
to examine the English ones. Through such a comparative process,
we learn to think and ask questions about the gardens much more
quickly than if it had not occurred to us to make such comparisons.
We might ask why there are no statues or vegetables in these gardens,
why they are individual rather than communal gardens, and why they
are designed for looking at rather than for picking—or whether they
are for both looking and picking. Our example is not meant to empha-
size the procedural aspects of making comparisons but rather is a
major function of how this speeds up and facilitates analysis.

The making of theoretical comparisons has another function that
can be sensed in our example: It moves the researcher more quickly
away from describing the specifics of a case such as that this particular
garden is very pretty to thinking more abstractly about what the
various gardens share in common and what is different about them.
One difficulty that plagues beginners of qualitative analysis is that
they get focused on pinning down the exact “facts.” So, they expend
a great deal of energy in examining and arguing detail after detail
rather than thinking abstractly and more generally, thus moving from
the particular to the general. The issue, we say, is not how many teeth
this particular horse has but rather what looking at its teeth (number,
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size, shape, care, pinkness of gums, etc.) and comparing them to the
teeth of the other horses tells us about this horse’s state of health and
presumed ability to win the race. We want to know on which horse to
place our bets.

If you hate or love any one of the preceding types of gardens, then
the comparisons are likely to force you to confront reasons (biases) for
your reactions. Making these types of comparisons forces analysts to
question their assumptions and to ask how these might be affecting
their study. At the very least, this type of examination prompts the
breaking through of stereotypical views of gardens such as that they
are only for growing vegetables and should be orderly as well as that
they are only for the rich versus poor, urban versus country, apartment
versus house, and so on.

We might add that such comparisons can be made for any phe-
nomena. Suppose, for example, that you want to study the computer
industry. This industry, which previously was dominated by one
corporation (IBM), has wondrously burgeoned over the past decade,
with its increasing numbers of companies, customers, outlets, and
connections with a similarly expanding software industry. A quick
review of a few other industries will sharpen your eye for what
appears—and fails to appear—in the data or will soon collect on the
computer industry. Think of the lumber industry. It has a long history,
is linked with regional sites, and is in frequent conflict with environ-
mentalists and other groups often located in the same region. Or, think
of the oil industry, which is international in scope and of vital interest
to various national states. Understandably, both the oil and lumber
industries produce powerful lobbying. In addition, they have vastand
diversified consumerships that are linked with a great many other
industries and, of course, are very much in the public eye. Or, consider
certain industries that have substantial, and sometimes huge, govern-
mental subsidies such as the farming industry in the United States.
With these lists of properties, we turn to our data about computers to
see whether any of these properties (e.g., relationship to other indus-
tries, lobbying, conflict of interests) can be found in our data. These
might show up in our analyses as conditions that affect the actions of
people in and toward the industries as well as the actions of the
industries’ representatives. The mental stimulation derived from such
comparisons broadens our horizons (i.e., sensitizes us to what is in
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our data) and enables us to delineate the properties and dimensions
that define meaning of phenomena and give specificity to our theory.

SUMMARY

As a way of summarizing this chapter, we present a list of the
functions of questions and making of theoretical comparisons.

ASKING QUESTIONS AND MAKING
THEORETICAL COMPARISONS

1. Help analysts obtain a grasp on the meaning of events or happenings that
might seem otherwise obscure.

2. Help sensitize researchers to possible properties and dimensions that are in
the data but remain undiscovered.

3. Suggest further interview questions or observations based on evolving
theoretical analysis.

4. Help analysts move more quickly from the level of description to one of
abstraction. 7

5. Counter the tendency to focus too greatly on a single case by immediately
bringing analysis up to a more abstract level.

6. Force researchers to examine basic assumptions, their biases, and their
perspectives.

7. Force a closer examination of the evolving theory, sometimes resulting in
the qualification or altering of the initial framework.

8. Make it more likely that analysts will discover both variation and general
patterns.

9. Ensure the likelihood of a more fluid and creative stance toward data analysis.

10. Facilitate the linking and densifying of categories.

e

As a final note, we emphasize again that when we ask questions
and make theoretical comparisons, we are not using the answers to
our questions or the properties and dimensions that we identify as
data but rather are using them as tools to help us gain a better
understanding of the data in front of us.
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to some degree, and help him or her overcome “analytic blocks.” The
analytic techniques that we describe here are examples of some that
we use during analysis. Other researchers make use of other analytic
tools for similar, and often differing, purposes such as to order and
organize data. (See, e.g., Dey, 1993, who uses a variety of techniques;
Feldman, 1995, who draws on ethnomethodology, semiotics, drama-
turgy, and deconstruction for techniques; Miles & Huberman, 1994,
especially their use of matrices; and Weitzman & Miles, 1995, for their
examples of the use of computers.) What this indicates is that even
experienced researchers need ways of probing into and organizing
data. Even they develop analytic blocks or barriers during analysis
and need techniques to move the process along. How we actually use
our tools during analysis was illustrated somewhat in the chapter on
microanalysis (Chapter 5). »

Asalready stated, the analytic tools are very useful for sensitizing
us to relevant properties and dimensions of a category. Recall that
earlier we stated that the purpose of our analysis is to build theory.
Our way of building theory is not just to work with a single case, then
proceed to the next one and treat it as a separate case, and so on.
Rather, we want to know what this case teaches us about other cases.
We want to move from the specific to the more general. Therefore,
we use a case to open up our minds to the range of possible meanings,
properties, dimensions, and relationships inherent in any bit of data.
Therefore, when we move on to the next case and those that follow,
we are more sensitive both to those possibilities and to what else the
new cases might teach us. In other words, if we are analyzing flowers
in gardens and identify that the flowers in this garden have a certain
color, size, and shape, then we will want to examine the flowers in the
next garden and compare them along those same, and possibly other,
dimensions. Thus, we can see how they are the same and how they
are different from the previous flowers we examined. This allows us
to define a phenomenon very precisely.

The specific case provides guidelines (properties and dimen-
sions) for looking at all cases, enabling researchers to move from
description to conceptualization and from the more specific to the
general or abstract. When we say that we-are coding theoretically, we
mean that we are coding on the basis of concepts and how they vary
according to their properties and dimensions. We are not just sticking
to one case. Rather, by asking theoretical questions about this case and
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by thinking comparatively according to properties and dimensions of
categories, we are opening up our minds to the range of possibilities,
which in turn might apply to, and become evident, when we sample
other cases. As we examine other cases and compare incident against
incident, we are more likely to recognize both sameness and variation
in categories and to see how what applied in one case also might be
relevant in the next case and where the two cases differ. Again, we
remind our readers of the provisional nature of our analysis early in
the research process and the necessity of validating our categories
(which is, in fact, our naming or interpreting what is going on) by
constantly making comparisons against incoming cases. The follow-
ing box provides a summary of the purposes of the analytic tools.

e ——————————————————————————SSI
Purpose of Analytic Tools

1. Steer a researcher’s thinking away from the confines of both the technical

literature and personal experience.

Avoid standard ways of thinking about phenomena.

. Stimulate the inductive process.

Focus on what is in the data, and do not take anything for granted.

_ Allow for clarification. or debunking of assumptions made by those being
studied.

. Listen to what people are saying and doing.

. Avoid rushing past “diamonds in the rough” when examining data.

Force the asking of questions and the giving of provisional answers.

. Allow fruitful labeling of concepts, although provisionally.

10. Discover properties and dimensions of categories.

#—_

THE USE OF QUESTIONING|

The first analytic tool we discuss is the use of questioning. We want
to ask good questions, ones that will enhance the development of our
evolving theory. Although asking questions was given considerable
attention in the chapter on basic operations (Chapter 6), the type of
questioning we are referring to here is more specific and includes
questions such as the following: Who? When? Why? Where? What?

v LN o
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92 CODING PROCEDURES

Another type of question that is useful is temporal questions such
as frequency, duration, rate, and timing. Another type is spatial
questions such as how much space, where, whether circumscribed or
not, and open or closed. Questions of this nature give us even more
insight. Where do teens who sell and buy hide their drugs while on
campus? Where do they sell them? How often? How long does a sale
take? Is it visible or invisible to others? One could ask technological
questions such as the following. Is special equipment needed to sell
or use drugs? If so, then where does this come from, and who sells it?
Or, one could ask informational questions such as who knows who
is using, selling, and where to buy. In addition, one could ask ques-
tions about rules, cultural values or morals, and standards (purity in
the case of drugs). All of these questions would stimulate our thinking
about teens and drugs and would make us more sensitive to what to
look for in these and future data.

ANALYSIS OF A WORD, PHRASE, OR SENTENCE

Next, we demonstrate how, when we get stuck in an “analytic rut,”
we often can pull ourselves out through analysis of a word, phrase,
or sentence. This technique is especially valuable because it enables
the analyst to raise questions about possible meanings, whether
assumed or intended. It also can help bring into awareness an ana-
lyst’s assumptions about what is being said or observed while dem-
onstrating to him or her that there are other possible meanings and
interpretations. This exercise is invaluable as an opening gambit even
for experienced researchers as a way of checking themselves against
their preconceptions.

Usually, when a person sees or hears a word, he or she will assign
ameaning to it (interpretation), derived from common cultural usage
or experience. It is what we, the analysts, perceive the respondent
intended by this action or what the incident indicated. Regardless of
how much we try to maintain an analytic distance, our interpretations
may or may not be accurate. Take the word “drug.” For a person who
needs a certain medication to survive, the term might mean “life
giving.” For another person, it might mean those over-the-counter
pills one takes for a headache. For an addict, it might mean “relief.”
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For the addict’s significant others, it might mean “pain.” Some per-
sons might say that the use of all drugs is “destructive” all of the time,
whereas others might say that it depends on who uses them, why, and
when. Of course, the context in which the concept is used should
indicate meaning. However, it is not always evident, and sometimes
what a respondent tells us is not necessarily what he or she means. We
might have to look for hidden or obscure meanings that might not be
immediately evident to us in the data.

Doing analysis of a word, phrase, or sentence consists of scanning
the document, or at least a couple of pages of it, and then returning to
focus on a word or phrase that strikes the analyst as being significant
and analytically interesting. Then, the analyst begins to list all of the
possible meanings of the word that come to mind. With this list in
mind, the analyst can turn to the document and look for incidents or
words that will point to meaning. For instance, take a phrase men-
tioned by a teen when talking about drug taking, namely that teens
use drugs as a “challenge to the adult stance.” The word “challenge”
can have many different meanings. Because our interviewee did not
specify what she meant when she said that, we can only speculate on
what she intended. “Challenge” could mean a sense of independence,
a way of rebelling, a way of learning something about oneself or about
drug use, a way of escaping from parental authority, or a way of
defining who the person is. All of these are possible interpretations. It
is up to the analyst to discern which interpretations are most accurate
by looking to the data and doing a comparative analysis. Do other
teens express the same idea when giving reasons for why they use
drugs? O, do they offer alternative explanations? We might find that
none of these meanings holds up to scrutiny when we make compari-
sons against data. But at least when looking at the data, the analyst
has some ideas of what to look for rather than simply staring into
space with nothing emerging because the analyst has no idea what he
or she is looking for.

FURTHER ANALYSIS THROUGH COMPARISONS

£

As discussed in the chapter on b?/sic operations (Chapter 6), making
comparisons is essential for identifying categories and for their de-
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velopment. In that chapter, we discussed two types of comparisons.
The first pertains to the comparing of incident to incident or of object
to object, looking for similarities and differences among their prop-
erties to classify them. For example, by comparing two flowers for
size, shape, color, and other characteristics, we learn that one flower
has the characteristics of what we know as a rose and that another
has those of a violet.
The second type of comparison is the making of theoretical com-
parisons. This involves comparing categories (abstract concepts) to
similar or different concepts to bring out possible properties and
dimensions when these are not evident to the analyst. (They might be
there, but perhaps the analyst is blocked and cannot identify them.)
Two types of theoretical comparisons are discussed in what follows,
namely the flip-flop technique and the systematic comparison of two
or more concepts, which can be broken down further to the making
of “close-in” comparisons and the making of “far-out” comparisons.
Again, no one is saying that these properties pertain to this piece of
data or can be found in future data or are in of themselves data, only
that these are possibilities and that we must look to the data to see
what is there with more sensitivity and with greater awareness.
Theoretical comparisons also provide ideas for theoretical sampling
to discover variation.

The Flip-Flop Technique

The first comparative technique is the flip-flop technique. This
indicates that a concept is turned “inside out” or “upside down” to
obtain a different perspective on the event, object, or action/inter-
action. In other words, we look at opposites or extremes to bring out
significant properties. For example, another concept pertaining to
teens and drug taking is “access,” which has the characteristic of being-
“easy.” To better understand what is implied by “easy access,” we can
ask the opposite. What would happen to teens and drug taking if
access were “difficult,” that is, if one had to travel a long distance to
obtain drugs, ask around a lot, or pass a certain test before obtaining
a drug? Would “difficult access” make a difference in amount or type
of teen drug use? Once we think through what “difficult access” might
mean, we can then return to our interview with more questions to ask
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about what “easy access” might mean in terms of amount, type, and
frequency of drug use. To continue with this example, if one thinks
about “difficult access,” one might conclude that there could be fewer
places to buy drugs, that drugs could be less available at parties, and
that drugs could be more expensive. Returning to the concept of “easy
access,” one might look for properties such as degree to which drugs
are accessible, how much drugs cost, and places to purchase drugs.
This raises other important questions. If “easy access” makes it easier
for teens to use drugs, then why is it that not all teens use drugs? What
makes some teens take advantage of the easy accessibility, while
others do not? Are some more adventurous, more rebellious, more
curious, and more vulnerable to peer pressure? These questions lead
to further sampling along conceptual lines during data collection.
Another approach would be to turn teen drug use around and look at
teen “non-drug use” to see what insights that might provide. The
researcher could then interview teens who do not use drugs and
compare their interviews to those of teens who do—always, of course,
thinking not about specific interviews per se but rather in terms of
incidents of concepts and their properties and dimensions.

Systematic Comparison of Two or More Phenomena

Another comparative technique is the making of a systematic
comparison. This means comparing an incident in the data to one
recalled from experience or from the literature. The purpose of this
comparison is to sensitize the researcher to properties and dimensions
in the data that might have been overlooked because the researcher
did not know what he or she was looking for. The comparative or
“other” category stimulates the analyst to think in terms of properties
and dimensions. Recall that we stated earlier that when making
theoretical comparisons, we are comparing concepts and not indi-
viduals or cases. We are interested not in how many individuals
exhibit this concept but rather in how often this concept emerges
and what it looks like (i.e., its properties) under varying conditions.

~The comparative concept might be close in (i.e., similar in nature to
the concept the researcher wants to explore) or far out (i.e., dissimilar
to the concept under exploration). An example of a close-in compari-
son would be comparing the concept of “limited experimenting” with
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drugs to that of “occasional user” of alcohol, with the qualifiers
“limited” and “occasional” being dimensions of the property of fre-
quency and with alcohol and drug use both having the potential to be
addictive substances. We might ask the following. What does it mean
to be an “occasional user” of alcohol? What are some of the properties
of occasional use? Once these questions have been raised and an-
swered about alcohol abuse, the analyst might then look at “limited
experimenting” with drugs to see whether any properties might be in
the data such as how often they are used, how much is used, and the
intensity of the effect. An example of a far-out comparison would be
comparing “limited experimenting” with drugs to the concept of
“professional violinist.” First, one would list the properties of “pro-
fessional violinist” (e.g., frequency of practice, intensity of playing,
demands of time and travel, degree of interest in playing along with
interest in other activities). Then, one would see whether any of these
properties might apply to drug use. Although the latter exercise might
seem far-fetched, in reality it provides considerable analytic mileage.
One can think of frequency of drug use, intensity of the experience,
amount of time put into obtaining and using drugs, degree of interest
in this activity, degree of interest in other activities when using drugs,
and so on. All of these issues raise questions about drug use and give
further insight into what the profile of a “limited experimenter” might
look like. Although the actual properties emerge from the data, the
techniques help analysts to recognize the properties, to get past the
analytic blinders that often obstruct our view of what is in the data.
One makes theoretical comparisons based on what one knows,
either from experience or from the literature. For example, one might
read an excellent research report on alcoholics and then list all of the
properties of alcoholics brought out in the article along with their
dimensions. Then, one might ask whether any of those properties
have any relevance to drug taking. In so doing, the analyst would look
at the data for indications of these properties and dimensions (i.e.,
whether they are repeated) along with any emerging variations in
how the concept differs along the dimensional continuum. Once
sensitive to what he or she is looking for, the analyst begins to build
alist of properties and dimensions from the actual data, validated and
extended through further analysis and data collection. In the end, the
researcher’s theoretical explanations are fuller, more specific, and
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denser because properties and dimensions that previously might
not have been visible to the researcher become evident once he or
she is sensitive to them. Of course, they emerge from data, but they
emerge to a sensitive mind rather thanto a blocked mind.

Waving the Red Flag

The last technique that we discuss in this chapter is waving the
red flag. Analysts, as well as research participants, bring to the inves-
tigation biases, beliefs, and assumptions. This is not necessarily a
negative trait; after all, persons are the products of their cultures, the
times in which they live, their genders, their experiences, and their
training. The important thing is to recognize when either our own or
the respondents’ biases, assumptions, or beliefs are intruding into the
analysis. Recognizing this intrusion often is difficult because when
persons share a common culture, meanings often are taken for
granted. Researchers sometimes become so engrossed in their inves-
tigations that they do not even realize they have come to accept the
assumptions or beliefs of their respondents. They “go native,” so to
speak. Yet, to do justice to our participants and give them a proper
#yoice,” we must be able to stand back and examine the data at least
somewhat objectively. We emphasize that it is not possible to be
completely free of bias. However, there are certain gross indicators
that bias might be intruding into the analysis, and when certain
situations arise, we must stand back and ask ourselves, “What is going
on here?”

One of the indicators of bias intruding is the face value acceptance
of the words or explanations given by respondents or the complete
rejection of these without questioning what is being said. Whenever
we hear the terms “always” and “never,” these should wave ared flag
in our minds. So should phrases such as “It couldn’t possibly be that
way” and “Everyone knows that this is the way it is.” Remember that
we are thinking dimensional ranges, and “always,” “never,” “every-
one,” and “no other way” each represents only one point along that
continuum. We also want to understand the other dimensional vari-
ations such as “sometimes” and “occasionally” and the conditions
that 1éad to these. For example, a student in one of our classes was
studying the use of interpreters in clinics treating Asian women. The
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student explained that a male interpreter may be called on to interpret
for a female client when no female is available. The use of men in these
cases is problematic because some issues such as those involving sex
or gynecological problems are considered too-sensitive to be dis-
cussed in mixed-gender company. From an analytic standpoint, the
concepts of “taboo” and “never” stand out, immediately waving a red
flag in our minds. It would be very easy for persons familiar with
Asian cultures to accept this stance and not raise any further questions
about the matter. Yet, the concept of “taboo” brings up some very
interesting questions. What happens in life-threatening situations,
when a woman’s life is immediately at stake? Would the woman
and/or the interpreter let her die because no one is willing to talk
about what is happening? Or, are there subtle ways of getting around
taboos by making inferences, by providing subtle clues, or by using
nonverbal communication? Would a sensitive clinician who is famil-
iar with this population pick up on what is not being said and follow
up on it? Would the woman find an excuse to come back at another
time? To simply accept what we are told and to never question or
explore issues more completely forecloses on opportunities to de-
velop more encompassing and varied interpretations.

The analytic moral is to not take situations or sayings for granted.
It is important to question everything, especially those situations in
which we find ourselves or our respondents “going native” or accept-
ing the common viewpoint or perspective. Also, when we hear a term
such as “sometimes,” we want to explore the conditions that bring
about “some times” and determine whether there are other situations
that also produce “never” or “always.” We want to look for contradic-
tory or opposite cases so that we might find examples of how concepts
vary when conditions are changed. Even if “never” is the situation,
we want to know why this is so and what conditions enable this to be
so. We should remember that people are very resourceful. Over the
years, they seem to find strategies for managing or getting around
many different types of situations.

Certain words, such as “never” and “always,” are signals to take
a closer look at the data. We must ask questions such as the following.
What is going on here? What is meant by “never” or “always”? Never,
under what conditions? How is a state of “never” maintained (i.e., by
what interactional strategies)? Or, by what strategies are persons able
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to circumvent it? What happens if a state of “never” isnot maintained?
That is, what if some unaware person breaks the interactional rules or
taboos? Finally, we need to ask under what conditions the rules are
likely to be broken and kept and what happens after that.

This concludes our chapter on analytic tools. Tools and proce-
dures have no relevance without an understanding of the purpose for
which they were designed. We move to that discussion in the sub-
sequent chapters.

~ SUMMARY

In this chapter, we presented a set of analytic tools or techniques to
facilitate analysis. We expect that analysts will use them like any
good craftsmen, flexibly and as extensions of their own abilities. As
analysts, we want to build creative, grounded, and dense theor)f. .To
do so requires sensitivity to what the data are saying and the ability
to recognize when our own biases, or those of our participants, are
intruding into our analysis. Although some analysts claim to be able
to “bracket” their beliefs and perspectives toward data, we have
found that doing so is easier said than done. ‘We know that we never
can be completely free of our biases, for somany are unconscious and
part of our cultural inheritances. We find it more helpful to acknow.l-
edge that these influence our thinking and then look for ways in
which to break through or move beyond them. Keeping a journal of
the research experience is a useful way in which to keep track of wh:.at
one is thinking during data gathering and analysis. This technique is
used successfully by many researchers. In addition, analysts can
make use of tools such as the ones provided in this chapter. Although
certainly no guarantee, they do stimulate thinking, provide for alter-
native interpretations, and generate the free flow of ideas.
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accomplish through the use of techniques and procedures. Without
this comprehension, procedures and techniques are likely to be used
in a rote manner, with no real sense of when, where, and how they
are to be used; when they can be omitted; or how they may be
modified. This chapter begins with a discussion of concepts and the
act of conceptualizing. It goes on to explain how categories are dis-
covered in data and developed in terms of their properties and
dimensions (also derived from data). It ends with an overview of the
different approaches to open coding.

SCIENCE AND CONCEPTS

Science could not exist without concepts. Why are they so essential?
By the very act of naming phenomena, we fix continuing attention
on them. Once our attention is fixed, we can begin to examine them
comparatively and to ask questions about them. Such questions not
only enable us to systematically specify what we see, but when they
take the form of hypotheses or propositions, they suggest how phenom-
ena might possibly be related to each other. In the end, communica-
tion among investigators, including the vital interplay of discussion
and argument necessary to enhance the development of science, is
made possible by the specification of concepts and their relation-
ships. These points are discussed in greater detail in Blumer (1969,
pp. 153-182).

The discovery of concepts is the focus of this chapter. Why, then, is
this chapter titled “Open Coding”? Because to uncover, name, and
develop concepts, we must open up the text and expose the thoughts,
ideas, and meanings contained therein. Without this first analytic step,
the rest of the analysis and the communication that follows could not
occur. Broadly speaking, during open coding, data are broken down
into discrete parts, closely examined, and compared for similarities
and differences. Events, happenings, objects, and actions/interactions
that are found to be conceptually similar in nature or related in
meaning are grouped under more abstract concepts termed “catego-
ries.” Closely examining data for both differences and similarities
allows for fine discrimination and differentiation among categories.
In later analytic steps, such as axial and selective coding, data are
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reassembled through statements about the nature of relationships
among the various categories and their subcategories. These state-
ments of relationship are commonly referred to as “hypotheses.” The
theoretical structure that ensues enables us to form new explanations
about the nature of phenomena.

This chapter builds on the previous chapters, especially Chapters
5 to 7. However, it focuses more on the discrete analytic tasks rather
than on procedures and techniques as such. The analytic tasks include
naming concepts, defining categories, and developing categories in
terms of their properties and dimensions.

CONCEPTUALIZING

The first step in theory building is conceptualizing. A concept is a
labeled phenomenon. It is an abstract representation of an event,
object, or action/interaction that a researcher identifies as being
significant in the data. The purpose behind naming phenomena is to
enable researchers to group similar events, happenings, and objects
under a common heading or classification. Although events or hap-
penings might be discrete elements, the fact that they share common
characteristics or related meanings enables them to be grouped.

Conceptualizing Leading to Classifying

Examples of concepts include a tornado, a flight, and a govern-
ment agency. Each of these stands for a given phenomenon. When
concepts are used in interaction, they often provoke a common cul-
tural imagery. This is because concepts share certain properties. For
example, the word “flight” has the same connotation whether we are
speaking about a bird, a kite, or a plane. Although the objects might
differ in form and size, each has the specific property of being able to
fly. When we think about any of these objects, we imagine something
soaring in the air. Therefore, a labeled thing is something that can be
located, placed in a class of similar objects, or classified. Anything
under a given classification has one or more “recognizable” (actually
defined) properties (characteristics) suchas size, shape, contour, mass,
or (in this case) the ability to soar through the air. What is less apparent
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CODING PROCEDURES

when you take drugs [“drug talk”). It depends upon what level
you are into it [“hard core” vs. “limited experimenting”], I
guess. Most kids are doing it because it is a trend in high school
[“part of social scene”]. They are not doing it because of the
experience in some higher sense [“not self-discovery”). They are
doing it because they are following the crowd [“peer mimicry”
vs. “self-discovery”].

Interviewer: Did I hear you say teens were attracted to drugs

because there was some element of risk, daring, [and] testing
associated with them?

Respondent: It’s like living in the fasf lane [“tempting fate”]. You

see all the people in Hollywood. Most teens idolize those people
who have fame and are living a fast-paced life [“idol mimicry”].
Often, these people are on drugs.

Interviewer: Were you attracted to drugs because of the Holly-

wood scene?

Respondent: To some degree, I was. I thought it was pretty cool

[“in thing”]. It was part of a dangerous fast-paced life [“tempting
fate”]. To some degree, I too was following the crowd [“peer
mimicry”]. I wanted to be like everyone else. But I also did it
because I was sick of hearing people talk about the evils of drugs
and not knowing anything about what they really did to you
[“challenging the adult stance”). I saw people all around me
taking them with no long-lasting effects. They weren't evil or
addicted [“fact discrepancy”]. I got sick of the adults lecturing
about drugs when they had never tried them so that they could
present them fairly [“presenting a one-sided view”]. All they
talked about were the negative effects [“negative connota-
tions”). Yet, most of the people around you were not having those
negative effects [“fact discrepancy”].

Interviewer: What did doing drugs do for you?

Respondent: It gave me a different perspective on drug taking

[“experiential knowing”]. It opened my mind [“broadening
experience”). I think the preaching that they do totally blows the
issue out of proportion [“addiction overblow”]. Not everyone
who tries drugs will become addicted [“refuting the argument”].
Ilearned, yes, you can take them, and it is just like anything else;
you can walk away from them [“self-control”]. There is more to
addiction than just trying a drug [“addiction as a complex pro-
cess”]. Not everyone that drinks is an alcoholic [“critical defin-
ing”]. If you were to drink all the time, it is just as bad as doing
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drugs all the time [“comparative analysis”}. A lot of drugs are
not as devastating to your body as alcohol. Pot, for example—yes,
it affects you, but you are in a lot more control of yourself than if
you are drunk or even have a couple of drinks [“control as a
criterion”].

Interviewer: Getting back to your experience. . .

Respondent: I started with pot [“initiating experience”]. Pot, you
don’t get stoned the first time you try it [“delayed experienc-
ing”]. Most people have to take it two to three times before they
feel remotely high [“body adaptation”]. I did it five to six times
[“repeated tries”] before I felt high [“being stoned”]. I tried it at
a party [“social act”]. Kids break it out, [and] no one even
questions it [“peer acceptance”]. It is just understood that it will
be passed around and everyone will try it [“peer pressure”]. I
was pretty young, 13 I guess. It turned out 1 was pretty allergic
to pot [“negative reaction”]. It was never anything I took to
[“negative reinforcement”].

Digging Deeper Into Analysis

At this point, we would like to stop the act of labeling. We have
some concepts now, but as a result of our putting names on events,
objects, and happenings, did we discover anything new or do wehave
any greater understanding of what the concepts stand for or mean?
The answer to this question is not really. To discover anything new in
data and to gain greater understanding, we must do more of the
detailed and discriminate type of analysis that we call “microana-
lysis.” This form of analysis uses the procedures of comparative
analysis, the asking of questions, and makes use of the analytic tools
tobreak the data apart and dig beneath the surface. We want to discern
the range of potential meanings contained within the words used by
respondents and develop them more fully in terms of their properties
and dimensions. The act of labeling may do some of this. Any time
one classifies, selects, or placesa conceptual name on something, there
is some degree of interpretation of meaning as derived from context;
that is, there is some identification of property (or properties) that, in
turn,:stimulates the analyst to name an event and, in so doing, to
classify it and define its use. (For example, if we see an object that has
four legs, a flat surface, aback, and some padding, then we might label
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it a “chair” and try sitting on it to see what happens. Other persons
seeing the same object might call it a “piece of art” or a “stand,”
depending on their interpretations.) However, just naming objects
does not always explain what is going on in any deeper or complete
sense. It is important to note that we do not go through an entire
document, put labels on events, and then go back and do a deeper
analysis. The labels that we come up with are, in fact, the result of
our in-depth detailed analysis of data. Therefore, we would like to
take these same data and use them to demonstrate how we might
open up the text. In this short analytic section, we do a microanalysis
of data, which is much more reflective of how we do our early coding.
We introduce the readers to some new terms such as “memos.” This
should not cause concern. What is important is for the readers to get
the sense of what is going on. Memos are explained later in Chapter
14. Also take note of how we use the procedures and techniques
introduced in previous chapters to open up the text. We present only
a short example here.

DEFINITION OF TERM

Memos: The researcher’s record of analysis, thoughts, interpreta-
tions, questions, and directions for further data collection

We begin our analysis with the first paragraph by doing a line-by-
line analysis.

1. Interviewer: Tell me about teens and drug use.

2. Respondent: I think teens use drugs as a release from their
parents. )

Memo. The first thing that strikes me in this sentence is the word
“use.” This is a strange term because, when taken out of the context
of drug taking, the word means that an object or a person is being
employed for some purpose. It implies a willful and directed act. In
making a comparison, when I think about a computer, I think about
employing it to accomplish a task. I think of it as being at my
disposal. Iam in control of when, where, and how it is used. [ employ
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itbecause it makes writing easier for me. It is a help, an object outside
of me that I use under certain conditions. Now, when I go back and
think about “using” drugs, the word might mean simply to “take”
or “ingest.” But it also might imply some of these other ideas too,
for example, being used for some reason, having control over what
one does, making things easier, or being used under certain condi-
tions but not others. This opens up a broader interpretation of the
term “drug use” because the connotation now is that it might mean
more than just ingestion; it also might encompass issues such as
self-control over use, a purposeful and directed act that serves an
end and that has a desired effect, plus there are times and places
when it is used or not used. Although none of this is evident yet in
the data, I have something to keep in mind while I continue my
analysis.

Memo. I think it would help me to think more about the word “use”
if I make another comparison closer in, this time with alcohol. If
one were to say “I use alcohol,” then what could that mean? It could
mean sometimes, such as on special occasions, or all of the time, such
as every day. I could use a little or a lot. I could use different types

of alcohol, such as beer and vodka. It could mean that ingestitor -

that I use it to cook with, to keep around to offer to company, or to
bring as gifts when I am invited out to dinner. Then, there is how
long I have been using it—a long time or a short time. I might use it
at home, at parties, or at bars. Perhaps it gives me confidence, helps
me to relax after a hard day’s work, or helps me to fall asleep when
1am tense. Maybe [ use it to forget or escape my daily worries. What
this tells me is that alcohol use has certain properties such as
frequency, duration, degree, type, purpose, way of using, and
place of use. I could locate myself dimensionally along each of these
properties. These properties also might have applicability to drug
use. Therefore, when I go on with analysis of this interview and in
subsequent interviews, Ilook for how often, how long, how much,
for what purposes, when, where, and what types of drugs are used
and by whom. In this way, I can begin to get some idea of how drug
use varies across teens and to see whether any patterns of drug use
emerge.

Memo. The next interesting word in this sentence is “release.” The
first thing that comes to mind is “rebellion.” But the word could
mean other things too, such as get away from, escape, let go of, be
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different from, or not be under parental control. But in this case, it
does not appear that it is the parent who is releasing the teen; rather,
it appears that the teen is letting go of the parent. This is an interest-
ing thought. When I think about “release” from jail, I think about
being free, able to go and do what I want, when I want, and how I
want. I served my time, paid a debt, gained or even earned my
independence. I am in control of my destiny now; I no longer have
to live by the jail’s schedule. But what if I said I escaped from jail
rather than being released. I still would be free, but now there is the
fear of getting caught and having to go back. So, what are the
similarities of and differences between being released from jail and
our teen being “released” from her parent. One similarity is the ideas
of freedom and control, the ability to make one’s own life choices
and do something on one’s own initiative. One differenceis that with
jail, the higher authority is doing the releasing, whereas here it
appears that the teen is taking the initiative or engaging in an act
that distances her from the parent. This raises all sorts of questions
such as the following. To teens, what does the term “parent” stand
for? Is it authority, a lack of independence, or the inability to make
one’s own choices? Does release, then, imply a sort of gaining of
independence, stepping out on one’s own and making one’s own
choices? In a more profound sense, what implications does drug use
have for identity issues in teens? Is the use of drugs or a comparable
activity a stepping stone toward greater independence of thought
and choice? What other activities besides drug taking might have
the same outcome (after all, not all teens use drugs)? Also, why use
drugs and not one of these other activities? Is it because drugs are
accessible, or are there other connotations to their use that make
them attractive to teens? These are questions that I might want to
keep in mind to see whether they come up in further interviews and
data analysis.

Memo. Now, as an analyst, I must go back and look at my original
conceptualization of “release.” It initially was labeled as a “rebel-
lious act.” After thinking through many different possible meanings
of the word, there is the question: Would I still label it the same way?
When I think about “rebellious act,” I translate that into defiance.
Perhaps there is some defiance implied, and to defy their parents
might be one reason why some teens take drugs. But after thinking.
through the “release” more thoroughly, I think that rebellion is just
one part of what is going on. There is something much deeper going
on, at least in this teen. Release also can mean letting go, going
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forward, moving from dependence to independence both of thought
and of action. It is one step on the path to growing up, although
perhaps not the best choice or path. 1 think that through these
analytic exercises,  now have a much more comprehensive insight
into what the word “release” might mean. Even if one chooses to call
this a “rebellious act,” one has to ask the following questions. What
does rebellion mean here? What are its properties? Against whom
and what are teens rebelling? As I continue with my analysis, 1 will
look for situations, events, and examples that will help me to better
understand the meaning of the term “release.”

DISCOVERING CATEGORIES

Once we have opened up text and have some concepts, where do we
go next? In the course of doing analysis, an analyst might derive
dozens of concepts. (It isnot unusual for abeginning student toarrive
at a teaching session with three to four pages of concepts.) Eventually,
the analyst realizes that certain concepts can be grouped under a
more abstract higher order concept, based on its ability to explain
what is going on. For example, if a person observes 10 objects in the
sky and labels them as “birds,” then observes 5 different objects and
defines them as “planes,” and then observes 7 more objects and calls
them “kites,” sooner or later, he or she might ask what these objects
share in common and come up with the concept of “flight.” This term
not only allows the objects to be classified but also explains what they
are doing (in terms of action). Grouping concepts into categories is
important because it enables the analyst to reduce the number of
units with which he or she is working. In addition, categories have
analytic power because they have the potential to explain and pre-
dict. For example, when we talk about the concept of flight, we can
ask the following. What makes birds, kites, and planes fly? What
attributes do they have that enable them to lift off the ground, remain
in the air, and come down without crashing? How long, how high,
and how far can they fly? With this information, we can begin to
explain what propertiesbirds, planes, and kites have in common that
enable them to fly and what might happen to that ability, say, if one
of those properties were to change, such as a bird developing a
broken wing.
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118 CODING PROCEDURES

Its properties include shade, intensity, hue, and so on. Each of these
properties can be dimensionalized. Thus, color can vary in shade from
dark to light, in intensity from high to low, and in hue from bright to
dull. Shade, intensity, and hue are what might be called “general
properties.” They apply to color regardless of the object under inves-
tigation.

Whenever we come across a property of a category in the data,
we attempt to locate it along a dimensional continuum. Because each
category usually has more than one property or attribute, we would
want to locate each property along its dimensions. For example, a
flower not only has color, it also has size, shape, duration, and so on.
Each of these attributes can be broken down into various dimensions.
We might want to group flowers according to one specific attribute
such as color qualified into subdimensions of shade, intensity, and
hue. Or, we might want to do a more complex grouping, differentiat-
ing flowers not only according to color (shade, intensity, and hue) but
also according to size (large, medium, and small), duration (long
lasting vs. short lasting), height (tall vs. short), and shape (circular
petals vs. oval petals). Once we have specified a pattern of combined
attributes, we can group data according to those patterns. For in-
stance, all flowers showing certain patterns of characteristics might
be labeled as “roses” along with their variations (the different types
of roses such as climbing and early blooming). Note that when an
analyst groups data into patterns according to certain defined char-
acteristics, it should be understood that not every object, event,
happening, or person fits a pattern completely. There always are a
few cases in which one or more dimensions are off slightly. This is
okay within limits. People still are people, whether they have black,
red, or yellow hair. It depends on how precise the analyst wants to be
or to what degree he or she wants to break down the classifications
into subtypes.

To summarize what we have been saying, when we compare
incident to incident, we always compare according to the properties
and dimensions inherent within the incident or event, grouping like
with like. For example, if we take an incident of drug use, we examine
it for frequency of use, type of drug-used, perhaps duration of use,
and then we label it as either an example of “limited experimenting”
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with drugs or “hard-core use” of drugs, depending on the properties
brought out in each situation. It is the properties of the drug use that
enable us to place the incident into a larger, more abstract classi-
fication.

Subcategories

Little has been said, up to this time, about subcategories. These
will become clearer as we continue with the explanations about
category development under axial coding. Basically, subcategories
specify a category further by denoting information such as when,
where, why, and how a phenomenon is likely to occur. Subcategories,
like categories, also have properties and dimensions. For example, one
subcategory of “drug using” might be “types of drugs.” It explains
the “what” of “drug using.” Types of drugs mightbe classified accord-
ing to the specific properties that they demonstrate such as the forms
in which they come, the body’s response to use, how they are used
(e.g., inhaled, injected, ingested), and so on.

Variations on Ways of Doing Open Coding

There are several different ways of doing open coding. One way
is line-by-line analysis. This form of coding involves close examination
of data, phrase by phrase and sometimes word by word as dem-
onstrated in the chapter on microanalysis (Chapter 5). This is perhaps
the most time-consuming form of coding but often the most genera-
tive. Doing line-by-line coding is especially important in the begin-
ning of a study because it enables the analyst to generate categories
quickly and to develop those categories through further sampling
along dimensions of a category’s general properties, a process of
sampling we call “theoretical sampling.” Although theoretical sam-
pling is explained in detail in Chapter 13,a shortexampleis given here
to illustrate our point. If a researcher is studying restaurants, then
analysis of a very busy upscale restaurant with a large staff and a
person to coordinate the work might lead the analyst to question what
happens to the service in a very busy restaurant in which there are
fewér staff members and no coordinator. (Notice that we are compar-
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124 CODING PROCEDURES

sociologist Leonard Schatzman is very useful here in telling us what
such explanations should contain:

An explanation. . . tells a story about the relations among things or
people and events. To tell a complex story, one must designate
objects and events, state or imply some of their dimensions and
properties . . ., provide some context for these, indicate a condition
or two for whatever action/interaction is selected to be central to
the story, and point to, or imply, one or more consequences. (quoted
in Maines, 1991, p. 308)

The purpose of axial coding is to begin the process of reassembling
data that were fractured during open coding. In axial coding, catego-
ries are related to their subcategories to form more precise and com-
plete explanations about phenomena. Although axial coding differs
in purpose from open coding, these are not necessarily sequential
analytic steps, no more than labeling is distinct from open coding.
Axial coding does require that the analyst have some categories, but
often a sense of how categories relate begins to emerge during open
coding. As stated by Strauss (1987),

Among the most important choices to be made during even these
early sessions is to code intensively and concertedly around single
categories. By doing this, the analyst begins to build up a dense
texture of relationships around the “axis” of the category being
focused upon. (p. 64)

In this chapter, we describe the logic behind axial coding and
demonstrate how to link data at the property and dimensional levels,
forming dense, well-developed, and related categories.

1

THE CODING PROCESS

Procedurally, axial coding is the act of relating categories to subcate-
gories along the lines of their properties and dimensions. It looks at
how categories crosscut and link. As stated previously, a category
stands for a phenomenon, that is, a problem, an issue, an event, or a
happening that is defined as being significant to respondents. The
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phenomenon under investigation might be as broad as negotiating a
peace agreement between two nations or as narrow as self-perceived
body image changes after an amputation. A phenomenon has the
ability to explain what is going on. A subcategory also is a category, as
its name implies. However, rather than standing for the phenomenon
itself, subcategories answer questions about the phenomenon such
as when, where, why, who, how, and with what consequences, thus
giving the concept greater explanatory power. Early in the analysis,
the researcher might not know which concepts are categories and
which are subcategories. This usually becomes evident as coding
proceeds.

For example, suppose that an analyst asks himself or herself, after
each interview conducted with teens about drug use, “What seems to
be going on here?” If the answer repeatedly is that most teens are
“experimenting” with drugs and doing so mainly ona “limited basis,”
meaning they are trying drugs out only occasionally and restricting
their use to less potent types, then “limited experimenting” with
drugs might be designated as a category. Other categories such as
“drug talk,” “novel experience,” “easy access,” and “challenging the
adult stance” help to explain why teens use drugs, how they go about
sharing their experiences, and what they get out of using.

A major point must be made here. Although the text provides
clues about how categories relate, the actual linking takes place not
descriptively but rather at a conceptual level. To illustrate, let us return
to the first paragraph of our interview with a teen about drug use.
Notice that our respondent is giving us an explanation for why she
experimented with drugs.

Respondent: I think teens use drugs as a release from their parents.
Well, I don’t know. I can only talk for myself. For me, it was an
experience. You hear a lot about drugs. You hear they are bad for you.
There is a lot of them around. You just get into them because they’re
accessible and because it’s kind of a new thing. It's cool! You know,
it’s something that is bad for you, taboo, a “no.” Everyone is against
it. If you are a teenager, the first thing you are going to do is try them.

Whereas this teen is telling us why teens use drugs in text form,
when we analyze data, we convert that text into concepts that stand
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for those words such as liberated self (release from), easy access,
novel experience, negative drug talk, and challenging the adult
stance. It is by means of these concepts, which may be subcategories,
that the analyst develops explanations about why some teens use
drugs.

Procedurally, then, axial coding involves several basic tasks
(Strauss, 1987). These include the following:

e —

1. Laying out the properties of a category and their dimensions, a task that
begins during open coding

2. Identifying the variety of conditions, actions/interactions, and conse-
querices associated with a phenomenon

3. Relating a category to its subcatgories through statements denoting how
they are related to each other

4. Looking for cues in the data that denote how major categories might relate
to each other

p————— e —— e

Crosscutting at the Dimensional Level

In axial coding, the analyst is relating categories at a dimensional
level. Notice that all of the codes just listed are qualified dimension-
ally. For example, the self is “liberated,” access is “easy,” drug talk is
“negative,” the experience is “novel,” and teens are “challenging”
the adult stance. When we relate these codes to the category “experi-
menting with drugs,” we actually are relating “limited experiment-
ing” with the “liberating” in self, the “easy” in-access, the "novel” of
experience, the “negative” of drug talk, the “challenging” of the adult
stance, and so on. In this way, we can differentiate “limited experi-
menting” with drugs from, say, “hard-core use” of drugs, which might
look quite different when compared dimensionally along these same
subcategories.

Analysis at Two Levels

Asreaders might have noticed, when we analyze data, there really
are two levels of explanations. These are (a) the actual words used by
our respondents and (b) our conceptualization of these. “Limited
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experimenting” is what the analyst is calling the type of drug use
engaged in by most teens. The teens might refer to drug use as “trying
just a few,” being careful about “which drugs you use,” using only at
“parties” and with “friends” as part of a “social act,” using the “less
potent” drugs, and so on. In other words they tell us when, how, with
whom, and where they are using. Our translation and definition of
this phenomenon or what is going on in this situation is that teens are
engaged in “limited experimenting” with drugs. It is our interpreta-
tion of events.

THE PARADIGM

When analysts code axially, they look for answers to questions such
as why or how come, where, when, how, and with what results, and
in so doing they uncover relationships among categories. Answering
these questions helps us to contextualize a phenomenon, that is, to
locate it within a conditional structure and identify the “how” or the
means through which a category is manifested. Put another way, by
answering the questions of who, when, where, why, how, and with
what consequences, analysts are able to relate structure with process.
Why would one want to relate structure with process? Because
structure or conditions set the stage, that is, create the circumstances
in which problems, issues, happenings, or events pertaining to a
phenomenon are situated or arise. Process, on the other hand, de-
notes the action/interaction over time of persons, organizations, and
communities in response to certain problems and issues. Combining
structure with process helps analysts to get at some of the complexity
that is so much a part of life. Process and structure are inextricably
linked, and unless one understands the nature of their relationship
(both to each other and to the phenomenon in question), it is difficult
to truly grasp what is going on. If one studies structure only, then one
learns why but not how certain events occur. If one studies process
only, then one understands how persons act/interact but not why.
One must study both structure and process to capture the dynamic
and evolving nature of events.

* The answers to questions such as why, when, and where may be
implicit or explicit in the field notes; that is, persons sometimes use
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words that cue us, such as “since,” “due to,” “when,” and “because,”
followed by some event or action, for example, “Because I did not like
the look of the cafe [structural conditions], I left quickly” and “Then
I decided to go to my usual hangout down the street” [action/inter-
actional strategies for handling a problematic situation]. In their talk
or actions, persons also provide us with consequences, for example,
“There, I was able to get a good cup of coffee and sit down and think
without all of the crowding and noise of the first cafe.”

In the preceding example, the logic is quite easy to follow. How-
ever, when working with actual data, the relationships between
events and happenings are not always so evident. Because linkages
among categories can be very subtle and implicit, it helps to have a
scheme that can be used to sort out and organize the emerging
connections. One such organizational scheme is what we call the
paradigm. In actuality, the paradigm is nothing more than a perspec-
tive taken toward data, another analytic stance that helps to system-
atically gather and order data in such a way that structure and process
are integrated. The terminology used in the paradigm is borrowed
from standard scientific terms and provides a familiar language facili-
tating discussion among scientists. In addition, the basic terms used
in the paradigm often follow the logic expressed in the language that
persons use in their everyday descriptions (e.g.; “for that reason,”
“what happened was,” “my reaction was to,” “this is what resulted”).
The basic components of the paradigm are as follows. There are
conditions, a conceptual way of grouping answers to the questions
why, where, how come, and when. These together form the structure,
or set of circumstances or situations, in which phenomena are embed-
ded. There are acHons/interactions, which are strategic or routine re-
sponses made by individuals or groups to issues, problems, happen-
ings, or events that arise under those conditions. Actions/interactions
are represented by the questions by whom and how. There are conse-
quences, which are outcomes of actions/interactions. Consequences
are represented by questions as to what happens as a result of those
actions/interactions or the failure of persons or groups to respond to
situations by actions/interactions, which constitutes an important
finding in and of itself.
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Take Note

Before proceeding with our discussion of the paradigm, there are
some important points to be made.

1. During open coding, many different categories are identified.
Some of these will pertain to a phenomenon. Other categories (later
to become subcategories) will refer to conditions, actions/inter-
actions, or consequences. The actual conceptual names placed on
categories will not necessarily point to whether a category denotes a
condition, an action/interaction, or a consequence. The analyst has to
make this distinction. Also, every category and subcategory will have
its own set of properties and dimensional qualifiers.

2. An analyst is coding for explanations and to gain an under-
standing of phenomena and not for terms such as conditions, ac-
tions/interactions, and consequences. This is a common misunder-
standing among beginning analysts, who tend to be very dogmatic
about their approach to analysis. They rigidly code for the paradigm
components without having an understanding of thenature and types
of relationships these denote. Then, they become confused when
events or happenings are coded as a condition in one instance but as
a consequence in another, such as how becoming ill from taking drugs
at one party (a consequence) affects the willingness to try drugs at the
subsequent party (another situational context), or when consequences
of one set of actions become conditions in the subsequent ac-
tion/interactional sequence. We realize that beginners need structure
and that placing data into discrete boxes makes them feel more in
control of their analyses. However, we want them to realize that such
practices tend to prevent them from capturing the dynamic flow of
events and the complex nature of relationships that, in the end, make
explanations of phenomena interesting, plausible, and complete. Ana-
lysts who rigidify the analytic process are like artists who try too hard.
Although their creations might be technically correct, they fail to
capture the essence of the objects represented, leaving viewers feeling
slightly cheated. Our advice is to let it happen. The rigor and vigor
will follow.
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will be passed around, so that they might try them. However, if the
parents of the teen throwing the party return home unexpectedly, then
the teens might have to change their plans. To circumvent this situ-
ation, they might go to an outdoor teen hangout and pass the drugs
around there. Or, they might decide to forgo drug taking that night,
putting off their experimenting to another time and place. Intervening
conditions also can help explain why some teens continue to experi-
ment, whereas others do not. Some teens might get invited to a party

not knowing that there will be drugs, try them, decide that drug taking -

is fun, and continue to use them. Other teens might try drugs, get sick,
and never try them again. Both causal and intervening conditions may
arise from micro- or macro-level conditions. Contextual conditions are
the specific sets of conditions (patterns of conditions) that intersect
dimensionally at this time and place to create the set of circumstances
or problems to which persons respond through actions/interactions.
They explain why a phenomenon such as why the pattern of “experi-
menting with drugs” is “limited” for some teens, whereas it might
lead to “hard-core use” of drugs for others. Contextual conditions
have their source in causal (and intervening) conditions and are the
product of how they crosscut to combine into various patterns dimen-
sionally. For example, if we were to specify that “degree of accessibil-
ity of drugs” is one of the causal conditions related to teen drug use
in general, and we know that this concept can vary dimensionally
from “easy” to “difficult,” then we might note that it is the “easy”
dimension of accessibility that makes it one of the conditions for teens
trying drugs. Usually, there are many different conditions that enter
into a context, each having its own specific dimensions. By grouping
conditions along their dimensions, the analyst is able to identify
patterns or sets of conditions that create a context. (For an excellent
example of contexts along with a discussion, see Strauss, 1978.) The
important issue is not so much one of identifying and listing which
conditions are causal, intervening, or contextual. Rather, what the
analyst should focus on is the complex interweaving of events
(conditions) leading up to a problem, an issue, or a happening to
which persons are responding through some form of action/inter-
action, with some sort of consequences. In addition, the analyst
might identify changes in the original situation (if any) as a result
of that action/interaction.
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Another point that can be made about conditions is that explana-
tions require assumptions about the relevance of causality. However,
what these assumptions are and just what the “nature” of causality is
have been much debated by philosophers of science and some scien-
tists. Different scientific disciplines and specialties differ considerably
in what they consider causality, causal elements, and causal se-
quences. In evolutionary biology, causality is not the same as it is in
genetic biology and certainly not much like sub-atomic physicists’
ideas of probability. In social science and in many of the practice disci-
plines, there undoubtedly also are arguments and discussions regard-
ing the nature of causality. Our concern, as analysts, is not so much
with causality as with conditions of various types and the way in
which they crisscross to create events leading to actions/interactions.
When people act, we want to know why, how come, and to what
situations, problems, or issues they are responding. This brings us to
our next paradigmatic feature, which is action/interaction.

Strategic or routine tactics or the how by which persons handle
situations, problems, and issues that they encounter are termed ac-
tionsfinteractions. These represent what people, organizations, social
worlds, or nations do or say. Strategic actions/interactions are pur-
poseful or deliberate acts that are taken to resolve a problem and in
so doing shape the phenomenon in some way. For example, if the
phenomenon or category we are studying is “keeping the flow of
work going” on a hospital unit, and one of the problems that arises is
that three of the five staff members assigned to that unit call in sick
one day, then we would be interested in noting how the problem of
understaffing was handled so that the work could go on. Did the head
nurse call in extra staff members? Was patient care cut back to basic
necessities? Were patients transferred to another unit?

Routines are actions/interactions that tend to more habituated
ways of responding to occurrences in everyday life such as having an
established protocol to follow when the number of staff members is
low. In organizations, these would take the form of rules, regulations,
policies, and procedures. Although researchers tend to focus their
studies on the problematic, it is just as important to examine routine
matters, for they demonstrate the actions/interactions (which have
been previously worked out strategically) that tend to maintain the
social order.
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The term “action/interaction” is an important concept. It not only
denotes what goes on among individuals, groups, organizations, and
the like (e.g., the passing around and sharing of marijuana cigarettes

by teens at some parties) but also includes matters such as discussions,

about drug experiences as well as the negotiations and other types of
talk that occur in group situations such as peer pressure. In addition
to the “goings on”—verbal and nonverbal—that take place among
individuals, action/interaction refers to the discussions and reviews
that go on within individuals themselves, for example, the weighing
of the pros and cons of using drugs (warnings by teachers and parents
to avoid the use of drugs measured against rejection by peers if they
do not use) and the actual taking of a puff, which may be a deep drag
or a symbolic gesture only.

Actions/interactions among individuals acting in groups may or
may not be in alignment, that is, coordinated. Actions/interactions
evolve over time as persons define or give meanings to situations.
Under some conditions, alignment does not occur, and the situation
turns into one of conflict and eventually breaks down completely.

The final paradigmatic term is consequences. Whenever there is
action/interaction or a lack of it taken in response to an issue or a
problem or to manage or maintain a certain situation, there are ranges
of consequences, some of which might be intended and others not.
Delineating these consequences, as well as explaining how they alter
the situation and affect the phenomenon in question, provides for
more complete explanations. For example, although in some cases
using drugs on a “limited” basis might have a detrimental affect on
some persons, our interviewee actually described experimenting with
drugs as a growth experience. It might have been a devastating
experience, a terrifying experience, and so on, but for her it was not.
She was able to try drugs, define their meaning for her, learn what
they were really all about, and when the time came, give up using
them and move on with her life. Consequences, like conditions, have
inherent properties. They may be singular (not usually) or many. They
may be of varied duration. They may be visible to self but not to others
or to others but not to self. They may be immediate or cumulative,
reversible or not, foreseen or unforeseen. Their impact may be narrow
(affecting only a small part of the situation) or widespread (with
consequences bouncing off each other to create a trail of events that
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completely alters a context). As analysts, we want to capture as much
of this as possible in our analyses.

Relational Statements

Beginning with analysis of the first interviews, the researcher
cannot help but notice how concepts relate to each other. In explicating
these relationships, the researcher begins to link categories with their
subcategories, that is, tonotice that these seem to be conditions—these
actions/interactions, these consequences. We call these initial hunches
about how concepts relate “hypotheses” because they link two or
more concepts, explaining the what, why, where, and how of a phe-
nomenon. Examples of such statements include the following;:

1. When drugs are readily available, there is peer pressure, drugs are
considered a novel experience, and teens want to challenge the adult
negative stance, teens are more likely to “experiment” with drugs.

2. “Drug talk” is the action/interactional means through which teens
“acquire and dispense information” about drugs and their “experi-
ences.”

3. As a consequence of “limited experimenting” with drugs, teens are
likely to acquire “firsthand knowledge” about drugs and gain “peer
acceptance.”

Although hypotheses are derived from data, because they are
abstractions (i.e., statements made at the conceptual level rather than
at the raw data level), it is important that these be validated and
further elaborated through continued comparisons of data incident to
incident. Incoming data sometimes seem to contradict a hypothesis.
This does not necessarily mean that the hypothesis is wrong. When a
contradiction is found, it is important to note whether the data repre-
sent a true inconsistency or whether they denote an extreme dimen-
sion or variation of the phenomenon in question. Discovering contra-
dictions leads us to question our data further to determine what is
really going on, whereas discovering variations extends the dimen-
sional range of a category and gives it greater explanatory power (it
accounts for differences). For example, a student in one of our semi-
nars, who was studying the phenomenon of psychological pafn in
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caretakers of persons with Alzheimer’s disease, was stunned when
she came across one case in which very little psychological pain was
expressed by one of the respondents. After hearing so much pain
expressed by the other respondents, she was confused by this finding.
Finally, she realized that this case represented an extreme dimension
of “experiencing psychological pain” (in this case, low). What became
important, then, was to determine the conditions that were operating
in this particular situation to create that variation (Khurana, 1995).

Further Development of
Categories and Subcategories

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, axial and open
coding are not sequential acts. One does not stop coding for properties
and dimensions while one is developing relationships between con-
cepts. They proceed quite naturally together, as our chapter on mi-
croanalysis demonstrated (Chapter 5). Both dimensions and relation-
»ships add density and explanatory power to a theory and will
continue to emerge during analysis.

A category is considered saturated when no new information
seems to emerge during coding, that is, when no new properties,
dimensions, conditions, actions/interactions, or consequences are
seen in the data. However, this statement is a matter of degree. In
reality, if one looked long and hard enough, one always would find
additional properties or dimensions. There always is that potential for
the “new” to emerge. Saturation is more a matter of reaching the point
in the research where collecting additional data seems counterproduc-
tive; the “new” that is uncovered does not add that much more to the
explanation at this time. Or, as is sometimes the situation, the re-
searcher runs out of time, money, or both.

Moving Between Induction and Deduction

The concept of induction often is applied to qualitative research.
Our position on the matter is as follows. Although statements of
relationship or hypotheses do evolve from data (we go from the
specific case to the general), whenever we conceptualize data or
fievelop hypotheses, we are interpreting to some degree. To us, an
interpretation is a form of deduction. We are deducing what is going
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onbased on data but also based on our reading of that data along with
our assumptions about the nature of life, the literature that we carry
in our heads, and the discussions that we have with colleagues. (This
is how science is born.) In fact, there is an interplay between induction
and deduction (as in all science). We are not saying that we place our
interpretations on the data or that we do not let the interpretations
emerge. Rather, we are saying that we recognize the human element
in analysis dnd the potential for possible distortion of meaning,.
That is why we feel that it is important that analyst validate his or
her interpretations through constantly comparing one piece of data
to another.

Demonstration of Axial Coding

Next, we briefly demonstrate how we might code axially. The
category we code around is “getting stoned.” We use the same format
as before, presenting a section of an interview note and then writing
a memo about it. The notes were taken from the same interview about
teens and drugs that we presented in Chapter 8. Notice that in axial
coding, as in open coding, the analyst continues to ask all types of
generative questions, makes constant and theoretical comparisons,
and makes use of the analytic tools described previously. Also note
that it is impossible to code around the category of “getting stoned”
without bringing in concepts and ideas that evolved from the coding
we did in the chapter on open coding (Chapter 8).

Respondent: Istarted with pot. Pot, you don't get stoned the first time
you try it. Most people have to take it two to three times before they
feel remotely high. I did it five or six times before I felt high. I tried it
at a party. Kids break it out; no one even questions it. It is just
understood that it will be passed around and everyone will try it. I
was pretty young, 131 guess. It turned out I was pretty allergic to pot.
It was never anything I took to.

Memo. “Getting stoned” can be described as a strategic act, an
action/interaction. It consists of the “ingestion of drugs” (a relation-
ship between an individual and a substance) and also the “bodily
experience” (both physical and mental) that results from ingesting.
Getting stoned alsoisaprocess. Itisa learned experience that evolves
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over time. It took this teen five to six times of trying marijuana before
she achieved a state of “being stoned”; you have.to work with the
drug or let the drug do its work. Conditions that are brought out in
this paragraph pertain not so much to “getting stoned” as to another
phenomenon, “experimenting with drugs.” Her experimenting took
place in the context of a “group situation.” The conditions expressed
were “peer expectation” and “easy availability.” What is not ex-
pressed is that she went to this party willingly, apparently knowing
that drugs would be there. Although age is mentioned, it is unclear
what role this concept plays in drug experimentation. The relation-
ship of age to “experimenting with drugs” will have to be explored
in subsequent interviews. Consequences of “getting stoned” are ex-
pressed here. In her case, theseinclude “having an adverse reaction,”
which probably in turn contributed to her experimenting only on a
“limited” basis, at least with this drug. Also brought out in this
paragraph is the relationship between the two phenomena of “get-
ting stoned” and “experimenting with drugs.” One has to ingest a
substance or experiment with drugs to get stoned.
Interviewer: Explain.

Respondent: It made me nauseous and I threw up. At first, it was
a challenge. I tried it five to six times and nothing happened. You
begin to wonder what is wrong with you. You want to feel it like
everyone else. I figured, I had already come this far; I want to
finish it and get high. The first time I felt high, it was really fun.
I felt giddy. I was with a friend. I felt I was in another world. It
was fun. I have a pretty strong reaction to pot. Most people
handle themselves well. For me, it is like being intoxicated with
alcohol. The second time, I also was with my friend. We both
laughed a lot and really let go and had fun. After that time, it
stopped being fun because it started making me sick. Occasion-
ally after that, I would try it just to see what would happen, and
it always has the same reaction for me.

Y

Memo. Some of the properties of “getting stoned” are brought out
in these next sentences. She is telling us that “getting stoned” can be
a pleasant experience (it was fun) oran unpleasantexperience. Also,
she explains that the process of experiencing a high might be slow
or fast. For her, it was slow, and with that came certain conse-
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quences—*“feeling different or apart from peers”—which, in turn,
became part of the next set of contextual conditions for her wanting
to continue to try pot so that she might experience a high like her
peers. Whatis not directly said but s implied is that other teens share
their experience or discuss “getting stoned” through “drug talk.”
Another property brought out is that one’s reaction to drug taking
might be strong or weak. Hers was a strong one- She also is telling
us that consequences can evolve over time, can change frombeing fun
(wanting to do this again) to making her sick (not wanting to take
this drug again). Becoming sick is an unanticipated consequence that
then becomes part of the next set of contextual conditions affecting
willingness to experiment with marijuana again, although she
would, on occasion, try it to determine whether the unpleasant
effects would continue. Another aspect of the property “reaction” is
that it might be repeated (every time) or not repeated (sometimes
or never again). Also, we might add to our list of conditions that
make up the context for experimenting with drugs that of “peer
mimicry,” that is, the desire to experience a high like the others.

Interviewer: Tell me more about when it was fun.

Respondent: Well, youareina different state of mind, a different
state of consciousness. You've got something in you that is kind
of controlling the way you think, how you see the world. You
have this foreign substance in you that is tampering with your
mind. It’s different from the usual good time when you are not
on drugs. Instead, you are letting yourself be influenced by this
substance, letting it guide you. Most people can get out of that
state and be in control really fast if they want or need to. It's just
that they let themselves relax, be happy. We would just sit around
and talk. Sometimes, we would say off-the-wall things. It just
kind of opens up your perspective on life, lets you look at things
in new ways—ways that you never looked at them before. It
enhances your thinking, lets you perceive things differently. You
let your hair [and] your biases down. I don’t know exactly how
to explain it.

“Memo. Here our respondent is describing the actual experience of
" “getting stoned” to us, enabling us to define the concept in terms of
its properties. She is telling us that “getting stoned” is like being in
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INTEGRATION

Data Become Theory

CODING PROCEDURES

Watching theory evolve is a fascinating process. It does not hap-
pen overnight (although one might have a sudden “insight”). It does
not arise like magic out of the page. Rather, integration is an ongoing
process that occurs over time. One might say that it begins with the
first bit of analysis and does not end until the final writing. As with
all phases of analysis, integration is an interaction between the analyst
and the data. Brought into that interaction is the analytic gestalt,
which includes not only who the analyst is but also the evolution of
thinking that occurs over time through immersion in the data and the
cumulative body of findings that have been recorded in memos and
diagrams. Although the cues to how concepts are linked can be found
in the data, it is not until relationships are recognized as such by the
analyst that they emerge. Also, whenever there is recognition, there is
some degree of interpretation and selectivity. But above all, integra-
tion is hard work. As Paul Atkinson, coauthor of an excellent textbook
on field research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983), wrote in a personal

communication,

This aspect—making it all come together—is one of the most diffi-
cult things of all, isn’t it? Quite apart from actually achieving it, it is
hard to inject the right mix of (a) faith that it can and will be achieved
and recognition (b) that it has to be worked at and isn’t based on
romantic inspiration, (c) that it isn’t like a solution to a puzzle or
math problem but has to be created, (d) that you can’t always pack.
everything into one version, and (e) that any one project could yield
several different ways of bringing it together.

This chapter presents several analytic techniques designed to facili-
tate integration. The techniques are especially useful when an analyst
is perplexed, sensing that the data are beginning to “gel” but not quite
sure how to explicate those intuitive feelings. It also discusses proce-

dures for refining the theory once an analyst has committed to a
theoretical scheme.
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Important Points

There are several important ideas to keep in mind while reading

this chapter. As stated earlier in thebook, concepts that reach the status
of a category are abstractions; they represent not one individual’s or
group’s story but rather the stories of many persons or groups reduced
into, and represented by, several highly conceptual terms. Although
no longer the specific data of an individual, group, or organization,
categories are derived by comparing data from each case; therefore,
they should, in a general sense, have relevance for, and be applicable
to, all cases in the study. It is the details included under each category
and subcategory, through the specification of properties and dimen-
sions, that bring out the case differences and variations within a
category. '
Second, if theory building is indeed the goal of a research project,
then findings should be presented as a set of interrelated concepts, not
just a listing of themes. Relational statements, like concepts, are ab-
stracted from the data. However, because they are interpreted abstrac-
tions and not the descriptive details of each case (raw data), they (like
concepts) are “constructed” out of data by the analyst. By “con-
structed,” we mean that an analyst reduces data from mary cases
into concepts and sets of relational statements that can be used to
explain, in a general sense, what is going on. Rarely are these
concepts or statements the exact words of one respondent or case,
although they could be (e.g., in vivo codes). Usually, they represent
the voices of many.

Third, there is more than one way of expressing relational state-
ments. In our own publications, they are not presented as explicit
hypotheses or propositions. Rather, they tend to be woven innocu-
ously into the narrative, as is demonstrated in the integrative memo
on drug taking in teens that follows. However, there is no reason why
one could not be more specific and make use of explanatory state-
ments such as “under these conditions,” “then,” and “when this set
of events occurs.” It is a stylistic matter, largely the result of the
theoretical perspective and the discipline for which the researcher is
writing. There is not just one correct way of stating relationships. The

Ry
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essential element is that categories are interrelated into a larger theo-
retical scheme.

DISCOVERING THE CENTRAL CATEGORY

The first step in integration is deciding on a central category. The
central category (sometime called the core category) represents the
main theme of the research. Although the central category evolves
from the research, it too is an abstraction. In an exaggerated sense, it
consists of all the products of analysis condensed into a few words
that seem to explain what “this research is all about.” For example,
returning to our hypothetical study of drug use by teens, we might
conceptualize the essence of that piece of research as being “Teen
Drug Taking: A Phase of Experimentation.” This explanation is our
interpretation of what the research is all about, what the salient issues
or problems of the participants seem to be. Another researcher,
coming from a different theoretical orientation and having another
research question, might arrive at quite another interpretation. How-
ever, once an analyst explains in detail how he or she arrived at a
conceptualization, other researchers, regardless of their perspective,
should be able to follow the analyst’s path of logic and agree that it
is one plausible explanation for what is going on.

Criteria for Choosing a Central Category

A central category has analytic power. What gives it that power
is its ability to pull the other categories together to form an explana-
tory whole. Also, a central category should be able to account for
considerable variation within categories.

A central category may evolve out of the list of existing categories.
Or, a researcher may study the categories and determine that, al-
though each category tells part of the story, none captures it com-
pletely. Therefore, another more abstract term or phrase is needed, a
conceptual idea under which all the other categories can be sub-
sumed. Strauss (1987) provided a list of criteria that can be applied to
a category to determine whether it qualifies:
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g

CRITERIA FOR CHOOSING A CENTRAL CATEGORY

1. It must be central; that is, all other major categories can be related to it.
2. It must appear frequently in the data. This means that within all or almost
all cases, there are indicators pointing to that concept.

3. The explanation that evolves by relating the categories is logical and
consistent. There is no forcing of data.

4. The name or phrase used to describe the central category should be
sufficiently abstract that it can be used to do research in other substantive
areas, leading to the development of a more general theory.

5. As the concept is refined analytically through integration with other
concepts, the theory grows in depth and explanatory power.

6. The concept is able to explain variation as well as the main point made by
the data; that is, when conditions vary, the explanation still holds, although
the way in which a phenomenon is expressed might look somewhat
different. One also should be able to explain contradictory or alternative
cases in terms of that central idea. (p. 36)

———————————__—___—————_—_—_'——_———

Choosing Between Two
or More Possibilities

Analysts sometimes identify what could be two central themes or
ideas in the data. Our suggestion, especially for beginning analysts, is
to select one idea as the central category and then to relate the other
category (or categories) to that central idea. For example, although
“body” emerged as an important concept in our study of patients with
chronic illness and their spouses, we focused on the work of illness
management by couples. It was not until later that we took up the
concept of “body” and, through analysis of other data, developed our
ideas into a theoretical scheme about body.

Difficulty Deciding on a Central Category

Sometimes students, especially those in practitioner fields, be-
come caught up in the descriptive details of 2 study. Or, they are so
flooded with data that they are unable to obtain the distance necessary
to commit to a central idea. To them, every idea in the data has equal
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importance. Reading memos does not help; the analyst only becomes
more confused by all the information contained in them. When this
happens, it is time to seek consultation from either a teacher, a col-
league, or some other knowledgeable person who is willing to sit
down with the analyst and help him or her brainstorm. Sometimes,
students are insecure and just need reassurance that they are on the
right path. Other times, they need help with distancing themselves
from the details of data. The “outside person” can ask a series of

directed questions, forcing the analyst to reply with abstract yet direct.

comments. Just having someone else listen often helps the analyst
gain that distance. ‘

TECHNIQUES TO AID INTEGRATION

There are several techniques that can be used to facilitate identifica-
tion of the central category and the integration of concepts. Among
these are writing the storyline, making use of diagrams, and review-
ing and sorting of memos either by hand or by computer program (if
one is being used). :

Writing the Storyline

By the time the researcher starts to think about integration, he or
she has been immersed in the data for some time and usually has a
“gut” sense of what the research is all about, although the researcher
might have difficulty articulating what that is. One way in which to
move beyond this impasse is to sit down and write a few descriptive
sentences about “what seems to be going on here.” It make take two,
three, or even more starts to be able to articulate one’s thoughts
concisely. Eventually, a story emerges. Often, returning to the raw data
and rereading several interviews or observations helps to stimulate
thinking. This tends to work if one reads them not for detail but
rather for the general sense, standing back and asking the following
questions. What is the main issue or problem with which these people
seem to be grappling? What keeps striking me over and over? What
comes through, although it might not be said directly?
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To understand what a descriptive story might look like, consider
the following example. The story arises from a hypothetical study on
teen drug use.

Memo: Identifying the story. This study consisted of 100 inter-
views with young adults in their 20s who used drugs during their
teenage years. We were interested in finding out why teens used
drugs and how they perceived or described that experiencenow that
they are past being teenagers. They are looking back retrospectively;
thus, they have more distance or perspective of what it wasall about,
and because of that distance, they are able to present their story with
more insight than they probably would have if interviewed during
their actual teenage years. Their looking back and talking about it
from a “present” perspective is perhaps why we have come up with
the following story: :

Descriptive story. What keeps striking us about these interviews is
that, although many teens use drugs, few go on to become hard-core
users. It seems to be a kind of teenage experimentation, a develop-
mental phase in their lives that marks the passage from child to teen
and from teen to adult. They learn about drugs and also themselves,
gain acceptance from their peers, and challenge adult authority
through using drugs. It is a very specific behavior that sets them
apart from family but, at the same time, makes them one of the teen
group. They experiment with drugs in order to discover for them-
selves what they are all about and learn that they can control their
own behavior in relationship to drug taking. Then, when they move
into more adult roles, they discover that they no longer have any
desire to use drugs, or if they do, they use them recreationally. It was
a teen thing that no longer interests them. Teen drug use for most
teensis partofa transitional phase—a time of passage between child
and adult life marked by potential experimentation with many types
of behaviors, using drugs being one of these. Most limit their use of
drugs to parties or when with friends.

Moving From Description
to Conceptualization

* Once the analyst has a grasp on the essence of the research, he or
she is ready to give that central idea a name and relate other concepts
to it. If no existing category seems to capture the substance entirely,
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their behavior, minimize the risks through cautious behavior, and learn for
themselves what drugs and getting stoned were all about. It was risky
behavior, but most did not become addicted. The action/inter-
actional means through which teens learned about drugs, the types
of drugs, where to buy them, how to use them, and their dangers,
and through which teens shared their drug experiences with their
peers, was termed “drug talk.” This talk was a very important part
of the “rite of passage.” However, drug talk did not occur only
among teens. There also was drug talk by authority figures. Drug
talk could take many forms. It could be informative, negative, pressur-
ing, or boasting.

For the nonusers, not succumbing to peer pressure, bemg able to
say “no” to drugs, and not being willing to experiment on even a
limited basis marked their rite of passage. The ceremonial “no” was
proof that they could stand up to peer pressure and gain acceptance
without taking drugs. So for them, nonexperimentation and not
getting stoned were as much a rite of passage as was getting stoned
for those who experimented with drugs. For those who became
“hard-core users,” early experimentation with drugs was a rite of
passage, but a passage into addiction (although not always
irreversible). For the “limited experimenters,” drug taking and
getting stoned were part of a rite or ceremonial marker that served
a specific purpose during a transitional period in life. For those who
went on to become “recreational users,” the drug taking was an
initiation into a pleasurable social process that continued into later
life, but only occasionally and never interfering with daily life.

Although perhaps there might be a better explanation, our concep-
tualization of what is going on (i.e., drug use by teens as a rite of
passage) seems to fit the data and offers one interpretation of what the
research was all about. Other categories logically fit with our major
category. The conceptualization also provides an explanation for our
dimensional extremes: the nonusers and the hard-core users. One also
could use the concept to study other types of behaviors (e.g., unsafe
sex) among teens. Viewing teen drug taking as a rite of passage is an
interesting idea. It takes away some of the negativity and accusatory
tone associated with teen drug taking. Perhaps by understanding the
meaning of drug taking to teens, adults can help teens find acceptable
substitutes or other more acceptable behaviors that can serve as arite
of passage.
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Using Diagrams

There are times when, either through preference or because the
analyst is more of a visual person, diagrams are more useful than
storytelling for sorting out the relationships among concepts. Al-
though the subject of diagrams is taken up in depth in Chapter 14, a
few words here are relevant. Diagrams can be valuable tools to
integration. Diagramming is helpful because it enables the analyst to
gain distance from the data, forcing him or her to work with concepts
rather than with details of data. It also demands that the analyst think
very carefully about the logic of relationships because if the relation-
ships are not clear, then the diagrams come across as muddled and
confused. If the analyst has made use of diagrams throughout the
research process, then the succession of operational diagrams should
lead up to the integrative story. However, if the analyst has few
diagrams or if, after reviewing previous diagrams, he or she still is
unclear about the nature of relationships among concepts, then sitting
down with a teacher, consultant, or colleague to explain what is going
on diagrammatically can facilitate the integrative process. Again,
asking directed questions or “running” through a few representative
cases can stimulate thinking about relationships. Sometxmes, there are
several attempts before a diagram “feels right.”

Integrative diagrams are very abstract representa’aons of data.
They need not contain every concept that emerged during the research
process, but they should focus on those that reach the status of major
categories. Diagrams should flow, with the logic apparent without a
lot of explanation. Also, integrative diagrams should not be too com-
plicated. Diagrams with too many words, lines, and arrows make it
difficult for viewers to “read” them. The details should be left to the
writing (see Figure 10.1).

Reviewing and Sorting Through Memos

Memos are a running log of analytic sessions. They are a store-
house of ideas. Although there are many different types of memos
(these are discussed in greater depth in Chapter 14), generally as the
research proceeds, memos become more abstract. They also contain
the clues to integration, especially if the analyst has systematically
identified the properties of concepts along with their dimensions. For
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pregnancies. Finally, it dawned on her that although she thought she
was being impartial, in reality when she was classifying incidents, she
was defining degree of risk from the perspective of a health profes-
sional rather than from the perspectives of respondents, who some-
times viewed the risk quite differently from health professionals and
then acted on the basis of those perceptions.

Filling in Poorly Developed Categories

In theory building, the analyst aims for density. By “density,” we
mean that all (within reason) the salient properties and dimensions of
a category have been identified, thereby building in variation, giving
a category precision, and increasing the explanatory power of the
theory. Poorly developed categories usually become evident when
making diagrams and sorting memos. For example, if we went back
and found that we had written many memos about “limited experi-
menters” but few on “hard-core users” of drugs, then we would have
to return to the field to gather more data about this category to fill in
that gap. '

Filling in can be done through review of memos or raw data,
looking for data that might have been overlooked. Or, the analyst can
go back into the field and selectively gather data about that category
through theoretical sampling (see Chapter 13). Filling in often contin-
ues into the final writing phase. The analyst always will find gaps
when he or she begins to write. The problem is deciding when to let
go. Not every detail can be well developed or spelled out. Of course,
large gaps should be filled in. A category should be sufficiently

developed in terms of properties and dimensions to demonstrate its
range of variability as a concept. In the previous example, achieving
variation would mean being able to show that even within a category,
there are differences in how one experiences a rite of passage and that
such differences can be accounted for by examining the dimensions
of what types of drugs were used, how often, and so on.

The ultimate criterion for determining whether or riot to finalize
the data-gathering processes still is theoretical saturation. This term
denotes that during analysis, no new properties and dimensions
emerge from the data, and the analysis has accounted for much of the
possible variability.

Selecti j '
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Trimming the Theory

Sometimes, the problem is not insufficient data but rather an
excess of data; that is, some ideas do not seem to fit the theory. These
usually are extraneous concepts, that is, nice ideas but ones that never
were developed, probably because they did not appear much in data
or seemed to trail off into nowhere. Our advice is to drop them. If they
are interesting, then the analyst can pursue them at a latter date, but
there is no reason to clutter a theory with concepts that lead nowhere
or contribute little to its understanding.

Validating the Theoretical Scheme

When we speak of validating, we are not talking about tésting in
the quantitative sense of the word. This can be left to future studies,
if desired. What we mean by “validating” is the following. The theory
emerged from data, but by the time of integration, it represents an
abstract rendition of that raw data. Therefore, it is important to
determine how well that abstraction fits with the raw data and also to
determine whether anything salient was omitted from the theoretical
scheme. There are several ways of validating the sctieme. One way is
to goback and compare the scheme against the raw data, doing a type
of high-level comparative analysis. The theoretical scheme should be
able to explain most of the cases. Another way to validate is to actually
tell the story to respondents or ask them to read it and then request
that they comment on how well it seems to fit their cases. Naturally,
it will not fit every aspect of each case because the theory is a reduction
of data, butin the larger sense, participants should be able to recognize

themselves in the story that is being told. They should be able to

perceive it as a reasonable explanation of what is going on even if not
every detail quite fits their cases. In this short section, we have taken
up only one aspect of validating theory. This topic is discussed further
in Chapter 16. :

What if a Case Does Not Fit

K is not unusual to find outlying cases, those that fall at either
extreme dimensional range of a concept or that seem quite contrary
to what is going on. For the most part, these outliers represent vari-
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