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Executive Summary

On July 11-12, 2003, a workshop on the Scientific
Foundations of Qualitative Research was held

at NSF in Arlington, Virginia. The workshop

was funded by an NSF grant from the Sociology
Program and the Methodology, Measurement, and
Statistics Program to Dr. Charles Ragin, University
of Arizona. The purpose of the workshop was
twofold. Workshop participants were asked

to: 1) provide guidance both to reviewers and
investigators about the characteristics of strong
qualitative research proposals and the criteria for
evaluating projects in NSF’s merit review process,
and 2) provide recommendations to address the
broader issue of how to strengthen qualitative
methods in sociology and the social sciences in
general. The workshop was intended to contribute
to advancing the quality of qualitative research,
and thus to advancing research capacity, tools, and
infrastructure in the social sciences.

This report is organized into two major sections—
general guidance for developing qualitative
research projects and recommendations for
strengthening qualitative research. The intent of
the first section of the report is to serve as a primer
to guide both investigators developing qualitative
proposals and reviewers evaluating qualitative
research projects. The discussion in this section
addresses six key questions: What is “Qualitative
Research?” What is the Role of Theory in
Qualitative Research? How Does One Design
Qualitative Research? What Techniques Are
Appropriate for Analyzing Qualitative Data? What
Are the Most Productive, Feasible, and Innovative
Ways of Combining Qualitative and Quantitative
Methods? What Standards Should Be Used to
Evaluate the Results of Qualitative Research?

The workshop report contains a summary of
participants’ discussion of and answers to these
questions.

The second section of the report presents
workshop recommendations for designing,
evaluating, supporting, and strengthening
qualitative research. Workshop participants
recognized the importance and prestige of NSF
funding, the desirability of making qualitative
projects competitive in the NSF review process,
and the value of research resources provided by
an NSF award. Workshop members made two
sets of recommendations: recommendations for
the design and evaluation of qualitative research
projects and recommendations for supporting and
strengthening the scientific foundations of social
science qualitative research in general.

Recommendarions for Designing And Evaluaring
Qualitarive Research

The first set of recommendations is intended

to improve the quality of qualitative research
proposals and to provide reviewers with some
specific criteria for evaluating proposals for
qualitative research. These guidelines amount

to a specification of the ideal qualitative

research proposal. A strong proposal should
include as many of these elements as feasible.
Researchers should strive to include these in their
proposals and evaluators should consider these

in judging proposals. In many respects, these
recommendations apply to a/l research projects,
not just to qualitative projects; some will be more
salient to qualitative projects, others will represent
a challenge to project designers.

»  Write clearly and engagingly for a broad
audience

» Situate the research in relation to existing
theory

* Locate the research in the relevant literature
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* Articulate the potential theoretical contribution
of the research

*  Qutline clearly the research procedures

*  Provide evidence of the projects feasibility

*  Provide a description of the data to be
collected

* Discuss the plan for data analysis

* Describe a strategy to refine the concepts and
construct theory

» Include plans to look for and interpret discon-
firming evidence

* Assess the possible impact of the researchers
presence & biography

* Provide information about research
replicability

* Describe the plan to archive the data

Recommendarions for Supporring And
StrengThening Qualitative Research

The second set of recommendations centers on
how NSF grants could better support and increase
the productivity of qualitative researchers, espe-
cially in light of the specific resource needs of
qualitative researchers.

Workshop on Scientific Foundarions of Qualitarive Research

Solicit proposals for workshops and research

groups on cutting-edge topics in qualitative

research methods

» Encourage investigators to propose qualitative
methods training

*  Provide funding opportunities to improve
qualitative research training

» Inform potential investigators, reviewers, and
panelists of qualitative proposal review criteria

* Give consideration, contingent upon particular
projects, to fund release time for qualitative
researchers beyond the traditional 2 summer
months

*  Fund long-term research projects beyond the
traditional 24-months

* Continue to support qualitative dissertation
research

»  Continue to support fieldwork in multiple sites

The report concludes with appendices that list
workshop participants, present the workshop
agenda, and include a complete set of papers
submitted by workshop participants.
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Background

In 2003 the National Science Foundation (NSF)
awarded a grant to the University of Arizona to
support a workshop on the scientific foundations
of qualitative research. Principal Investigator,
Charles Ragin, convened the workshop in July,
2003 at NSF in Arlington, Virginia. The purpose
of the workshop was twofold. The first goal was
to address a practical NSF Sociology Program
concern. An increasing number of qualitative
research projects are being submitted to the
Sociology Program. These proposals employ a
wide range of qualitative research approaches
and data collection and analysis methods.
Workshop participants were charged with the
task of providing guidance both to reviewers and
investigators about the characteristics of strong
qualitative research proposals and the criteria
for evaluating projects in NSF’s merit review
process. The second focus of the workshop was to
provide recommendations to address the broader
issue of how to strengthen qualitative methods
in sociology and the social sciences in general.
Qualitative research is especially valuable for
generating and evaluating theory in the social
sciences, revealing the workings of micro and
macro processes, illuminating the mechanisms
underlying quantitative empirical findings, and
critically examining social facts. To the extent that
the NSF can contribute to advancing the quality
of qualitative research, it will have contributed
to advancing research capacity, tools, and
infrastructure in the social sciences.

The workshop on the Scientific Foundations
of Qualitative Research was a remarkable
gathering of prominent qualitative researchers

with a high degree of consensus about the
challenges of advancing qualitative methods and
research in the social sciences. The 24 invited
workshop participants represented a range of
social science disciplines (sociology, political
science, anthropology, social psychology, human
development) and a wide variety of qualitative
approaches and methods, ranging from those who
study the fleeting social constructions that emerge
in interpersonal interaction to researchers who
examine broad institutional changes occurring
over decades. Despite these differences, there
was general agreement on the core features

of qualitative research, the characteristics of
strong qualitative projects, and the challenges

of obtaining funding support for qualitative
proposals.

This report is organized into two major sections—
general guidance for developing qualitative
research projects and recommendations for
strengthening qualitative research. The intent of
the first section of the report is to serve as a primer
to guide both investigators developing qualitative
proposals and reviewers evaluating qualitative
research projects. The goal of the second section of
the report is to present workshop recommendations
for (1) designing and evaluating qualitative
proposals and (2) supporting and strengthening
qualitative research. This report presents a set of
recommendations for investigators and reviewers
of qualitative proposals and a list of activities

that workshop participants consider important for
strengthening qualitative research across the social
sciences.

Background



I. General Guidance for Developing Qualitative
Research Projects

The social sciences have a long tradition of
qualitative research. For example, much of
Sociology’s best known foundational scholarship
is qualitative in nature or combines quantitative
and qualitative data and methods, including the
work of Max Weber, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim,
George Herbert Mead, W.E.B. DuBois, William
Foote Whyte, Erving Goffman, Howard Becker,
and Dorothy Smith, among many others. This
broad legacy of ethnographic, interpretative,
archival, and other forms of qualitative research
has expanded in recent decades by a resurgence of
scholarship using both well-established qualitative
data and methods (e.g., field ethnography and
historical sociology) and new forms of evidence
and analysis (e.g., the collection, production,

and interpretation of narrative and visual data).
Despite the prominence of qualitative work in
sociology and other social sciences, there is
limited consensus about the proper standards

of excellence, validity, reliability, credibility,
fundability, and publishability of qualitative
research, especially when compared to the

fairly well-agreed upon standards for judging
quantitative research.

Current debates about methodologies in the social
sciences focus less on the legitimacy of qualitative
research than on the yardsticks for judging quali-
tative research designs, the proper role of theory
in qualitative research, or the best way to present
credible findings and draw convincing conclusions
from qualitative data. There is substantial, though
not unanimous, agreement among sociologists
regarding the evaluation of technical aspects of

a quantitative project, but there is relatively less
agreement about what constitutes a rigorous quali-
tative project. Quantitative researchers routinely
are asked questions about statistical significance,
falsifiability, theory testing, and hypothesis confir-
mation. Which of these questions is appropriate
to ask about a qualitative project is less clearly

agreed upon by those who design and evaluate
qualitative research. Is it possible to establish
equally rigorous (though not necessarily identical)
standards for judging both quantitative and qualita-
tive research? If so, would the identification and
establishment of such standards place qualitative
and quantitative research on more equal footing in
the discipline’s leading journals, funding agencies,
and graduate training programs?

WHhaT is “Qualitative Research?”

A qualitative/quantitative divide permeates much
of social science, but this should be seen as a
continuum rather than as a dichotomy. At one end
of this continuum is textbook quantitative research
marked by sharply defined and delineated popula-
tions, cases, and variables, and well-specified theo-
ries and hypotheses. At the opposite end of this
continuum is social research that eschews notions
of populations, cases, and variables altogether and
rejects the possibility of hypothesis testing. In
fact, at this opposite end of the continuum, con-
ventional theory is highly suspect, and the dis-
tinction between researcher and research subject
vanishes. In between these two extremes are many
different research strategies including many hybrid
and combined strategies.

Considerations of the scientific foundations of
qualitative research often are predicated on ac-
ceptance of the idea of “cases” and the notion
that cases have analyzable features that can be
conceived as “variables” (whether or not this
specific term is used), and thus may be the basis
for comparisons of various sorts. Further elaborat-
ing this position, since the characteristics of these
features can differ from one “case” to the next, it
may be productive to look at similarities and dif-
ferences across cases or, more simply, to compare
cases. To the quantitative researcher these meth-
odological and epistemological assertions seem

1. General Guidance for Developing Qualitative Research Projects



straightforward and uncontroversial. Indeed, they
are rarely if ever questioned and have the status of
tacit assumptions. However, for those qualitative
researchers situated at the far end of the qualita-
tive-quantitative continuum, the idea of case vari-
ability and the need for comparisons across cases
may involve difficult compromises because these
features may be seen as obstacles to the conduct of
good research. Qualitative research that accepts
concepts of cases, analyzable case aspects, and the
possibility of cross-case analysis should be seen as
situated more towards the midpoint of the qualita-
tive-quantitative continuum.

In this middle range of the qualitative-quantitative
continuum, it is possible to specify a minimalist
definition of qualitative research. This definition
identifies many of its essential elements while
still allowing for the vast array of qualitative
approaches used today to study a range of topics
such as the examination of the fleeting interactions
among individuals, the study of dysfunctional
families, the analysis of innovative organizations,
and the investigation of large-scale macro-
historical transformations. Such a minimalist
definition of qualitative research includes the
following:

Qualitative research involves in-depth, case-
oriented study of a relatively small number of
cases, including the single-case study.

Qualitative research seeks detailed knowledge
of specific cases, often with the goal of finding
out “how” things happen (or happened).

Qualitative researchers’ primary goal is to
“make the facts understandable,” and often
place less emphasis on deriving inferences or
predictions from cross-case patterns.

This definition of qualitative research posits a
trade-off between in-depth, intensive knowledge
based on the study of small Ns on the one hand,
and extensive, cross-case knowledge based on the
study of large Ns on the other hand.
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It is important to point out that this definition does
not presuppose or dictate a definition of “case.”
Cases may be utterances, actions, individuals,
emergent phenomena, settings, events, narratives,
institutions, organizations, or social categories
such as occupations, countries, and cultures. In
qualitative studies researchers often construct
cases; these constructions can be considered one of
the main products of the research. The important
point is that no matter how cases are defined and
constructed, in qualitative research they are studied
in an in-depth manner. Because they are studied
in detail, their number cannot be great. Note also
that the cases of much qualitative research are
multiple and often they are nested within each
other. For example, in a study of a pilot’s union,
individual pilots may be cases; the local union
itself may be a case; pilots as an occupation may
be a case; the airline they work for may be a case;
the airline industry itself might be a case; and so
on. This multiplicity of cases is a common feature
of qualitative research, and it is intertwined with
processes of concept formation.

Whar is the Role of Theory in
Qualitative Research?

Qualitative research has a multi-faceted relation
to theory. The various connections between
qualitative research and theory explored at the
workshop include the following:

Qualitative research often is used to assess

the credibility or applicability of theory. A
quantitative researcher may observe a strong
statistical relation between two variables, connect
this relation to theory, but still not know if the
mechanisms producing the statistical relation

are the same as those described in the theory. In
effect, the theory provides a framing device for
the quantitative researcher to use when describing
statistical results, but the key mechanisms in

this framework may not have been observed
directly. Qualitative research can be used to test
for the existence of these mechanisms through
in-depth investigation of selected cases. It is



important to remember that this qualitative testing
is not statistical in nature, even though statistical
methods may be used if the N of cases studied in
depth is sufficient. The key question concerns

the overall consistency of the in-depth case-

level evidence with the script on mechanisms
provided by the theory. This use of qualitative
research to evaluate mechanisms is especially
valuable in research that combines quantitative and
qualitative methods. It has been used productively
by a number of scholars, including some of the
workshop participants.

Qualitative theory “testing,” as just described, is
also common in qualitative research that seeks to
explore alternatives to conventional social scien-
tific explanations and views. For example, the
understanding of poverty that commonly emerges
from much quantitative research is one of “defi-
cits”—people in poverty often lack the resources
needed to move out of poverty. The understand-
ing of poverty that emerges from many qualitative
studies of poverty is usually not one of deficits,
however, but one of resourcefulness in the navi-
gation of fluid and difficult settings. This use of
qualitative research methods to challenge con-
ventional views, though not unique to qualitative
research, is one of the most common applications
of qualitative methods. In this way, qualitative
research prompts a critical evaluation of existing
theory that is based on the detailed observation of
mechanisms. While some quantitative scholars
may dismiss these challenges because they are
based on small Ns or highly localized observa-
tions, the research is important because it draws
attention to mechanisms that are invisible to
quantitative researchers. These qualitative efforts
can be seen as a form of theory testing because
they involve assessments of the credibility of the
assumptions and mechanisms underlying theories.
They can also be seen as a means of constructing
new theory because they contribute not only to the
disconfirmation of existing explanations, they also
provide new insights into the structure and opera-
tion of social phenomena.

Qualitative methods are also used to investigate
cases that are theoretically anomalous. Research-
ers in the natural sciences often conduct in-depth
case studies of anomalies since these are seen as
fertile areas for theory revision and extension.
Like qualitative researchers in the social sciences,
natural scientists conduct these in-depth studies
in order to resolve paradoxes and advance theory.
Empirical observations may deviate from theo-
retical expectations in surprising and sometimes
astonishing ways. The best way to find out why
they deviate is to study the anomalous phenomena
in detail. As a result, existing theories may be
substantially revised or discarded altogether once
anomalies are successfully explained. The use

of qualitative methods to study anomalous social
phenomena is one of their key applications. This
attention to anomalies explains why qualitative
research is often the source of new theories and
why careful attention to case selection is crucial to
its success.

More generally, qualitative researchers tend to
gravitate to the study of phenomena that are under-
theorized or outside the scope of existing theory.
This attraction derives in part from a concern for
the inadequacy of existing theory, but also from a
desire to advance new theories and an interest in
critically evaluating the tenets or assumptions of
widely held explanations. Social phenomena are
virtually limitless in their diversity, and new forms,
patterns, and combinations are constantly emerg-
ing. Existing theory frequently is found to be defi-
cient, and the concepts central to the study of these
phenomena sometimes must be built from scratch
through in-depth study. These new concepts
become the cornerstones of new theories, which

in turn may extend or challenge existing theories.
These tasks are a central concern of many qualita-
tive researchers.

The different connections between qualitative
research and theory illustrate its distinctive rela-
tionships. Formal hypothesis testing per se is rare,
though not precluded in qualitative research, but
good qualitative research is in constant dialogue

1. General Guidance for Developing Qualitative Research Projects



with theory. Qualitative research is central to the
assessment of the mechanisms specified in existing
theory, to the production of alternative explana-
tions, and to the generation of new theory.

How Does One Design Qualitative Research?

In quantitative research, data collection typically
occurs well in advance of data analysis. If data
analysis indicates that additional data collection

is needed, it usually occurs in a subsequent study
(e.g., another survey of the same population). In
much qualitative research, by contrast, data collec-
tion and data analysis are not sharply differentiat-
ed. Researchers analyze data as they collect them
and often decide what data to collect next based
on what they have learned. Thus, in qualitative
research it is often a challenge to specify a struc-
tured data collection and analysis plan in advance,
though the logic of data collection and analysis
can be presented in a proposal. In this respect,
qualitative research is a lot like prospecting for
precious stones or minerals. Where to look next
often depends on what was just uncovered. The
researcher-prospector learns the lay of the land

by exploring it, one site at a time. Because much
qualitative research has this sequential character, it
can have the appearance of being haphazard, just
as the explorations of an expert prospector might
appear to be aimless to a naive observer.

Workshop participants agreed that this feature of
qualitative research presents a major challenge

for qualitative researchers seeking funding. The
essential problem is that it is difficult to evaluate
and fund research proposals that do not describe
specific research activities and tasks. Qualitative
researchers face the task of articulating in advance
the contours and logic of a data collection and
analysis plan, but one that allows for the flexibility
needed as the research is conducted. Workshop
participants offered several suggestions for ad-
dressing this problem:

* Researchers should know a substantial amount
about their selected subject or topic before
entering the field or archive. The cornerstone

Workshop on Scientific Foundarions of Qualitarive Research

of good qualitative research is in-depth knowl-
edge of cases. Qualitative researchers who
already have background knowledge are more
likely to identify promising leads than those
who are starting from scratch. The downside
of “knowing a lot” at the start is that research-
ers may enter the field or archive with precon-
ceptions that interfere with the development of
new insights.

Researchers should focus on evaluating and
extending theory throughout the research
process. Almost every qualitative investiga-
tion has the potential to “strike gold” if the
researcher pursues the right leads. The key is
to link these leads to theoretical and substan-
tive knowledge—to study them in the light
of existing social scientific concepts (e.g., as
consistent or inconsistent) and to use insights
to revise old or invent new theories.

Researchers should use theory to aid site

and case selection. Comparison is central to
much qualitative work. Existing theory usu-
ally indicates promising comparisons; these
can be specified in advance. Once the study

is underway, the researcher’s evolving con-
cepts and theories will indicate other fruitful
comparisons. While these cannot be known

in advance, researchers can assess the kinds

of comparisons that might be feasible before
beginning their research, based on existing
knowledge of cases. Sometimes the most fruit-
ful comparisons are with cases investigated by
other researchers. Again, some of these com-
parisons can be anticipated at the outset; others
will arise as the research progresses.

Researchers should consider competing ex-
planations and interpretations, and develop
strategies and procedures for evaluating them.
Some competing interpretations can be antici-
pated at the start of the research; others will
emerge along the way. The important point is
that researchers should develop a plan for col-
lecting evidence that will allow for the evalu-



ation of alternative interpretations. In short,
researchers shouldn’t seek only confirming
evidence; they should also seek disconfirming
evidence.

These principles have important implications

for the preparation and evaluation of qualitative
research proposals and are revisited in the final
section of this report, which is devoted to recom-
mendations.

Whar TechniQues ARe Appropriate for Analyz-
iNG Qualitative DAta?

One issue that came up frequently in the work-
shop was whether the term qualitative research
signaled investigation of especially difficult types
of social data (e.g., textual data such as historical
documents or diaries, and transcriptions of conver-
sations) or a specific approach to the analysis of
social phenomena and thus by implication to the
analysis of social data (e.g., ethnography). While
the consensus was that qualitative research in-
volved both, there was general recognition that the
kinds of evidence favored by qualitative research-
ers often are different from those favored by quan-
titative researchers. After all, qualitative research-
ers seek in-depth knowledge of their cases. This
in-depth knowledge usually calls for highly de-
tailed evidence, and the procedures for analyzing
such data are not codified nor are there established
standards or conventions for judging the validity
of the data or the credibility of the analysis.

In fact, a common claim is that the kinds of data
central to qualitative research are difficult to
analyze systematically, particularly using quantita-
tive methods, because they are often incompatible
with the conventional cases-by-variables format
central to this approach. Some of the data analysis
challenges facing qualitative researchers are being
addressed with new techniques designed to cull
subtle patterns from vast quantities of otherwise
mundane data (e.g., patterns suggesting terrorist
activities buried in mountains of everyday credit
card transactions). These new methods are espe-

13

cially useful to researchers who have vast amounts
of data (e.g., hours of recorded conversations,
storerooms full of uncoded documents, and so on)
and want to identify decisive bits of evidence not
simply to summarize the whole body of data. For
the most part, however, qualitative researchers

are more like prospectors than strip miners; thus,
these new techniques are relevant only to a minor-
ity of qualitative researchers. Because qualitative
research emphasizes in-depth investigation, the
analysis of specific kinds of “difficult” data is es-
pecially important. Some of the issues associated
with analyzing qualitative data discussed at the
workshop included:

Data on social processes. As noted above, qualita-
tive researchers are especially concerned with as-
sessing specific mechanisms identified in theories.
Consequently, they often are interested in follow-
ing social processes (e.g., “process tracing”) as a
way to evaluate mechanisms. In fieldwork, pro-
cess tracing typically involves direct observation;
in macro-historical work, it often entails detailed
historical research, the combination of different
kinds of evidence, and special attention to the tim-
ing of events.

Measuring subjectivity. One key to in-depth
knowledge is evidence about subjectivity: What
were they (the actors) thinking? What did they
mean? What were their intentions? Questions
about subjective phenomena arise in virtually all
types of social research, and researchers some-
times make inferences on the basis of very limited
evidence, especially in research that is purely
quantitative. Qualitative researchers seeking to
make such inferences often can draw from richly
detailed data specifically designed to address is-
sues of intent and meaning. In addition, qualita-
tive data sometimes “talk back” and qualitative
researchers can find themselves “disciplined” by
their research settings so that knowledge from the
setting challenges or corrects the researcher’s ini-
tial assumptions or preliminary interpretations.

1. General Guidance for Developing Qualitative Research Projects



The role of the researcher. In much qualitative
research, the investigator is the primary data col-
lection instrument and can shape findings in a
very direct way. Recognition of the impact of the
researcher on data collection has lead qualitative
researchers to be increasingly self-conscious about
their role in the research process. Every researcher
has a biography that becomes an element in and
an aspect of the collection and analysis of data.
The researcher as an active agent in the research
process can be both an aid and a hindrance to data
collection and analysis. The researcher’s position-
ality is an aspect of all social research, especially
in research settings where the researcher is vis-
ible and active and in projects that seek in-depth
knowledge.

Seeking narrativity. Qualitative researchers often
are interested in narrative data (e.g., autobiog-
raphies, literature, journals, diaries, first-hand
accounts, newspapers) because narratives often
provide important keys to both process (and thus
mechanisms) and subjectivity. Further, qualita-
tive researchers often seek to make sense of a case
as whole, and narratives offer an important way

to gain a more holistic view, especially of actors
often overlooked in “official stories.”

Understanding meaning systems. The culture of
a case or a research setting is very often the pri-
mary basis for making sense of it. The centrality
of meaning systems in qualitative research is as
true in the micro-level study of social interaction
as it is in the study of macro-historical phenom-
ena. Often when exploring meaning systems, the
researcher asks, “What kind of whole could have
a part like this?” The representation of the whole
by the part is difficult to capture in a conventional
case-by-variable data format because the forest is
not always easy to discern from the trees. In quali-
tative work, researchers make inferences about the
larger picture based on detailed information about
cases and their analyses of how different parts or
aspects constitute multiple instances or manifesta-
tions of the same underlying meaning system.

Workshop on Scientific Foundarions of Qualitarive Research

Identifying necessary and sufficient conditions. In
their case-oriented investigations of “how things
happen,” a common concern of qualitative re-
searchers is the identification of conditions that
might be considered necessary or sufficient (or
jointly sufficient) for some outcome. This focus
on conditions has an impact not only on data col-
lection—-researchers must gather a broad array of
evidence—-but also on data analysis—necessity
and sufficiency are difficult to capture with corre-
lational methods.

Set-theoretic relationships. In many respects,
qualitative analysis is set-theoretic and not corre-
lational in nature because it often seeks to identify
uniformities or near-uniformities in social phe-
nomena (as is attempted, for example, in appli-
cations of analytic induction). The set-theoretic
emphasis of qualitative analysis is also apparent
in computer techniques developed specifically

for qualitative researchers. For example, ca-
pacities for performing complex “Boolean” (i.e.,
set-theoretic) searches are common in programs
designed for the analysis of qualitative data. Such
techniques must be “structured enough” to help
researchers find patterns in their data, but not so
structured that they build in implicit assumptions
that blind researchers or constrain inquiry.

Whar Are the Most Producrive, Feasible, and
InnovaTive Ways of Combining Qualitarive and
Quanrirative Methods?

Researchers often use both quantitative and quali-
tative methods in multi-method research projects.
For instance, qualitative methods may be used to
obtain information on meaning, affect, and culture,
while quantitative methods are used to measure
structural, contextual, and institutional features.
Other combinations of qualitative and quantita-
tive approaches involve hybrid strategies. For
example, researchers may use qualitative methods
to construct typologies of case narratives from in-
depth survey data and then use modal narratives as
categories in quantitative analysis. Many combi-
nations are possible, depending on the goals of the
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researcher and the assumptions, both theoretical
and methodological, that structure the investiga-
tion.

Generally, workshop participants were supportive
of attempts to combine qualitative and quantita-
tive methods in social research. After all, qualita-
tive research can provide what is often lacking in
quantitative research, for example, evidence about
mechanisms and meanings. Participants empha-
sized the many trade-offs between the intensive
study of small Ns and the extensive study of large
Ns, but also noted that these two approaches have
complementary strengths.

One of the most common combination of methods
involves using qualitative research in the initial
stages of a large-N research project. When used in
this way, qualitative investigation helps research-
ers get a better handle on which data to collect and
how best to collect it (e.g., in a subsequent survey).
Many hypotheses can be eliminated quickly based
on qualitative investigation, as can many ways of
pursuing specific kinds of evidence. In this com-
bination of methods, the qualitative phase can be
understood as a relatively inexpensive prologue

to an upcoming large-N investigation, an informal
pretest that refines both hypotheses and measures.
Alternatively, qualitative investigation can be used
as an explicit source of hypotheses, to be subse-
quently tested using large-N methods. After all, a
common product of qualitative research is hypoth-
eses to be tested, not formal tests. This alternate
use of qualitative methods occurs rarely in a single
study, however. Typically, qualitative research-
ers and quantitative researchers are not formally
connected in any way when the hypothesis origi-
nates directly from qualitative research. Plus, it is
implausible to propose an expensive, large-N study
to test hypotheses that have yet to be derived.
Other common combinations involve using quali-
tative methods in the final phases of a large-N
investigation. As noted previously, causal mecha-
nisms are rarely visible in conventional quanti-
tative research; instead, they must be inferred.
Qualitative methods can be helpful in assessing the
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credibility of the inferred mechanisms. Typically,
these designs involve in-depth study of a small,
carefully selected subsample of the cases from the
large-N study. The selected cases can be exam-
ined in varying degrees of depth, depending on
the goals of the researcher. The qualitative meth-
ods employed at this stage range from in-depth
interviewing (the most common qualitative “add-
on”) to close observation of each case’s situation
and surroundings. At the macro-level, a parallel
strategy is to append a small number of detailed
country studies, which might include fieldwork in
each country, to a large-N study of cross-national
differences.

It is also possible to embed qualitative data collec-
tion techniques in a large-N study. For example,
some researchers have included the Thematic
Apperception Test (TAT) and other projective tests
in surveys (the TAT as used here is a narrative
elicitation device in which the informant is shown
a picture and asked to make up a story with a be-
ginning, middle and end, and tell what the person
in the picture is feeling). Other researchers have
used other storytelling devices such as vignettes,
sometimes in a quasi-experimental manner, to get
at respondents’ meanings and related subjective
phenomena. While these studies are still predomi-
nantly quantitative in nature—they are large-N
investigations—there is at least an attempt to
respond to some of the limitations of conventional
quantitative methods.

Finally, some researchers attempt quantitative and
qualitative analysis of the same cases. This strat-
egy is common when Ns are moderate in size (e.g.,
an N of 30). With a moderate number of cases,

it is possible to establish a reasonable degree of
familiarity with each case, to come to grips with
each one as a distinct case. At the same time,

the NV of cases is sufficient for simple quantita-
tive analyses. In studies of this type, researchers
typically seek to demonstrate that the results of the
quantitative and qualitative analyses are comple-
mentary.

1. General Guidance for Developing Qualitative Research Projects



Whar Standard Should Be Used 1o Evaluate the
Resulrs of Qualitative Research?

The Results section of a quantitative study is
usually straightforward. The researcher reports
estimates of the strength of relationships between
variables, adds some estimates relevant to the pro-
portion of explained variation, and then offers an
assessment of the statistical significance of these
estimates. There are no direct parallels in qualita-
tive research and no easy grounding in probability
theory. This grounding is not possible because
the number of cases is usually too small. After
all, the qualitative researcher has chosen to study
a relatively small number of cases, sometimes a
single case, in an in-depth manner. The trade-

off for in-depth knowledge is that the qualitative
researcher usually must forfeit the opportunity to
amass a large N and utilize probability theory. As
a result of this focus on detail in a small number of
cases, many users and consumers of social science
research, even those who are not critical of quali-
tative research, find this type of research sugges-
tive rather than definitive, illuminating rather than
convincing, “soft” rather than “hard.” Because
there is often less clear separation between data
collection and data analysis in qualitative research,
the path from data to results tends to seem less
transparent than in quantitative projects. Indeed,
the sequential nature of qualitative research with
its ongoing dialectic between theory and evidence
seems to preclude the possibility of formal theory
testing as it is practiced in quantitative research.

What qualitative researchers offer instead is a web
of connections within each case. The “piling” of
evidence comes not from the observation of many
cases as in conventional quantitative research,

Workshop on Scientific Foundarions of Qualitarive Research
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but from multiple observations of a given sub-
ject. Qualitative researchers tend to offer multiple
demonstrations of their arguments within the same
case. These multiple confirmations can range from
“causal process observations” to multiple observa-
tions of a meaning system. The important point is
that they are multiple and interconnected. In the
best qualitative research, these different within-
case observations are based on different data
collection modalities and thus can be combined in
a way that either “controls” for method or at least
allows assessment of its impact.

Workshop participants emphasized that it is dif-
ficult to articulate standards of proof or plausibility
for qualitative research without taking into ac-
count its relation to theory. This arises from the
simple fact that much qualitative research is more
designed for theory building than theory testing.
Qualitative projects often focus on social phenom-
ena about which theory is weak rather than well
developed. Thus, qualitative research responds
primarily to social scientists’ need for both analytic
description and descriptive analysis—important
preludes to theory development. The evaluation
of theory with qualitative data is not inherently
antithetical to qualitative research, but qualitative
projects must be designed with the goal of theory
testing in order to achieve this important objective.



Il. Recommendartions for DesiGgNing,
Evaluating, and StrengThening Qualitative
Research in The Social Sciences

Workshop participants made a number of
recommendations for the design, evaluation,

and support of qualitative research projects.

The workshop papers contained in Appendix 3
elaborate further the topics discussed above and
contain many recommendations for strengthening
the scientific foundations of qualitative research.

Recommendarions for Designing and Evaluating
Qualitative Research

Below is a summary of recommendations both to
improve the quality of qualitative research propos-
als and to provide reviewers with some specific
criteria for evaluating proposals for qualitative re-
search. These guidelines amount to a specification
of the ideal qualitative research proposal. A strong
proposal should include as many of these elements
as feasible. Researchers should strive to include
these in their proposals and evaluators should con-
sider these in judging proposals. In many respects,
these recommendations apply to all research
projects, not just to qualitative projects. Some will
be more salient to qualitative projects; others will
represent a challenge to project designers. To write
a strong research proposal, researchers should:

»  Write clearly and engagingly for a broad audi-
ence of social scientists. For example, define
and explain disciplinary or project specific
jargon.

» Situate the research in relation to existing the-
ory whether the research goal is to challenge
conventional views of some phenomenon or to
develop new theory or chart new terrain.

* Locate the research in the literature citing ex-
isting studies of related phenomena, specifying
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comparable cases, building on findings of other
researchers, and bringing this research into
dialogue with the work of others.

Articulate the theoretical contribution the
research promises to make by indicating what
gaps in theory this project will fill, what argu-
ment motivates the research, what findings
might be expected.

Outline clearly the research procedures includ-
ing details about where, when, who, what, and
how the research will be conducted.

Provide evidence of the project s feasibility
including documentation of permission to ac-
cess research sites and resources and human
subjects approval.

Provide a description of the data to be collect-
ed including examples of the kinds of evidence
to be gathered, the different modes of data
collection that will be used, the places data will
be obtained.

Discuss the plan for data analysis including a
discussion of different strategies for manag-
ing the various types of data to be gathered,
how data will be stored and accessed, and the
procedures for making sense of the information
obtained.

Describe a strategy to refine the concepts and
construct theory as more is learned about the
case(s) under investigation.

Include plans to look for and interpret dis-
confirming evidence, alternative explanations,
unexpected findings, and new interpretations—
try to be wrong as well as right.

1I. Recommendarions for Designing, Evaluating, and
Strengrhening Qualitative Research in the Social Sciences



Provide an assessment of the possible impact
of the researcher s presence and biography on
the research from the point of problem selec-
tion through data collection and analysis; this
is especially important where the researcher

is present during data collection and thus can
have a direct impact on and potentially bias the
results.

Provide information about replicability, in
particular try to consider and suggest ways in
which others might reproduce this research.

Describe the data archive that will be left
behind for others to use and the plan for main-
taining confidentiality.

Recommendarions for Supporring And
StrengThening Qualitative Research

Workshop participants recognized the importance
and prestige of NSF funding, the desirability of
making qualitative projects competitive in the
NSF evaluation process, and the value of research
resources provided by an NSF award. Participants
had several recommendations for how NSF could

better support and increase the productivity of
qualitative researchers, especially in light of the

specific resource needs of qualitative researchers.

Workshop participants also made several recom-
mendations for strengthening the scientific foun-
dations of social science qualitative research in
general.

» Solicit proposals for workshops and research
groups on cutting-edge topics in qualitative

research methods, including:

* new technologies for qualitative data col-

lection, storage, and integration (e.g., from

multiple sources or multiple media);

* new technologies for qualitative data

analysis and the integration of data collec-

tion and analysis;

Workshop on Scientific Foundarions of Qualitarive Research
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* new ways to combine existing qualitative
and quantitative methods in social research
and the development of hybrid methodolo-
gies that bring together the strengths of
qualitative and quantitative methods;

» the logical and scientific foundations of
qualitative research;

 the creation of a national, longitudinal data
archive on naturally occurring social phe-
nomena, systematically and thematically
organized.

Encourage investigators to propose training
institutes in qualitative research methods for
advanced graduate students and junior faculty.
Currently, there is one such institute estab-
lished in political science for researchers in
comparative politics and international relations
(The Inter-University Consortium for Qualita-
tive Research Methods). Ideally, there should
be several such workshops and also coordina-
tion among them with respect to coverage and
emphasis.

Provide funding opportunities for graduate
departments to improve training in qualita-
tive research methods such as continuing
workshops in qualitative research, involving
1-3 faculty and 5-10 graduate students, the-
matically organized and collective workshops
involving clusters of research universities in
major metropolitan areas (e.g., Boston, New
York, Chicago, Los Angeles, etc.) with 1-3
faculty and 5-10 graduate students from each
university.

Inform potential investigators, reviewers, and
panelists of the criteria used to evaluate quali-
tative research projects. For example, post
this report on the NSF Sociology website and
disseminate information about the criteria in
outreach activities that the Program conducts.



Fund release time for Pls conducting qualita-
tive research beyond the traditional 2 summer
months when extended support is essential to
the research plan.

Fund long-term research projects beyond
the traditional 24-months for projects where
longitudinal data are being collected, to track
change over time, or to develop longstanding
relationships with research sites and subjects.

Continue to support qualitative dissertation
research though NSF dissertation improvement
grants. Much has been accomplished already
in Sociology; this recommendation is to build
on and expand current efforts.

Continue to support fieldwork in multiple sites,
especially international and comparative field-
work in order to broaden the number of cases,
provide points of comparison, and globalize
social science knowledge.
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Workshop participants suggested various ways to
prioritize and combine some of these recommen-
dations. For example, a national qualitative data
archive could start out as a workshop, continue
as an interdisciplinary research group, and culmi-
nate in a long-term research project involving a
network of universities (both faculty and gradu-
ate students) in major urban areas. Work on new
methods of qualitative data analysis or new ways
to integrate qualitative and quantitative analysis
could follow a similar path, but culminate instead
in summer training institutes.

1. Recommendarions for Designing, Evaluating, and
StrengThening Qualitative Research in the Social Sciences
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Appendix 2: Workshop Agenda

NATIONAL SCIENCE FOUNDATION
Workshop on the Scientific Foundations of Qualitative Research

Sponsored by
NSF Sociology Program and Methodology, Measurement, & Statistics Program

Organized by
Charles Ragin, University of Arizona

AGENDA
FRIDAY, July 11, 2003
8:30 -9:00 Introduction

Dr. Norman Bradburn, Associate Director, Social, Behavioral, and Economic Sciences
Dr. Richard Lempert, Division Director, Social and Economic Sciences

9:00 - 10:30  Session 1: Defining Qualitative Research

A good definition of qualitative research should be inclusive and should emphasize its key strengths
and features, not what it lacks (e.g., the use of sophisticated quantitative techniques). What practices
and techniques define qualitative work in sociology and related disciplines today? A related issue is the
question of goals: Is qualitative research defined by distinctive goals? Qualitative researchers often
want to find out “how” things happen (or happened); a common goal is to “make the facts understand-
able.” Quantitative researchers, by contrast, are often more concerned with inference and prediction,
especially from a sample to a population. An important issue to address concerns these differences in
goals and whether they are complementary or contradictory.

Julia Adams, Yale University, “Qualitative Research...What’s in a Name?”

Eli Anderson, University of Pennsylvania, “Urban Ethnography”

Joel Best, University of Delaware, “Defining Qualitative Research”

David Collier, University of California, Berkeley, “Qualitative Versus Quantitative: What Might This
Distinction Mean?”’

10:30 - 10:45 Break
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10:45 - 12:15 Session 2: Qualitative Research and Theory

Qualitative research projects are often framed as theory-building enterprises—as sources of ideas, evi-
dence, and insights for theory construction, rather than as systematic techniques for theory testing. In
this view, theory plays an important orienting function in qualitative research by providing important
leads and guiding concepts for empirical research, but existing theory is rarely well-formulated enough
to provide explicit hypotheses in qualitative research. Do qualitative methods have a distinctive rela-
tionship to theory, and can qualitative data be used to evaluate theory and test hypotheses? What are the
logics of inquiry, relationships to theory, and strategies of research design of qualitative projects?

Andrew Bennett, Georgetown University, “Testing Theories and Explaining Cases”

Gary Fine, Northwestern University, “The When of Theory”

David Snow, University of California, Irvine, “Thoughts on Alternative Pathways to Theoretical
Development: Theory Generation, Extension, and Refinement”

Sudhir Venkatesh, Columbia University, “A Note on Science and Qualitative Research”

12:15-1:15 Lunch
1:15-2:45  Session 3: Designing Qualitative Research

In much qualitative research there is no sharp separation between data collection and data analysis.
Researchers analyze data as they collect it and often decide what data to collect next based on what they
have learned. Thus, it is often difficult to specify, in advance, a structured data collection plan. Further,
the “analytic frames” used by qualitative researchers (which define both cases and variables) often must
remain flexible throughout the research process. Answers to such foundational questions as “What are
my cases?” and “What are their relevant features?”” may change as the research progresses. The rela-
tive fluidity of the qualitative research process poses important challenges to the design of qualitative
research, especially at the proposal stage.

Vilna Bashi, Rutgers University, “Improving Qualitative Research Proposal Evaluation”

Terre Satterfield, University of British Columbia, “A Few Thoughts on Combining Qualitative and
Quantitative Methods”

Susan Silbey, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, “Designing Qualitative Research Projects”

Mark Turner, Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, “Designing Qualitative Research
in Cognitive Social Science”

2:45 - 3:00 Break
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3:00-4:30  Session 4: Analyzing Qualitative Data

There are many different techniques being used by researchers to collect and analyze qualitative data.
These range from broad, narrative description to specific, technical procedures. Many qualitative re-
searchers view their evidence in a set-theoretic, as opposed to correlational, manner, and they search
for invariant patterns and connections. The set-theoretic emphasis of qualitative analysis is apparent

in techniques developed specifically for qualitative researchers. For example, capacities for perform-
ing complex “Boolean” (i.e., set-theoretic) searches are common in programs designed for the analysis
of qualitative data. Such techniques must be “structured enough” to help researchers find patterns in
their data, but not so structured that they build in assumptions that blind researchers or constrain in-
quiry. What are the available methods for analyzing various types of qualitative data, and what are the
emerging technologies? What are the best practices for analyzing qualitative data? How can these new
techniques best serve the needs of qualitative researchers? Is it possible to maximize both flexibility and
rigor?

Howard Becker, University of Washington, “The Problems of Analysis,” & “A Danger”

James Mahoney, Brown University, “The Distinctive Contributions of Qualitative Data Analysis”

Katherine Newman, Princeton University, “The Right (Soft) Stuff: Qualitative Methods and the Study of
Welfare Reform”

Eben Weitzman, University of Massachusetts, Boston, “Advancing the Scientific Basis of Qualitative
Research”

SATURDAY, July 12, 2003
9:00 - 10:30 Session 5: Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods

Researchers often use both quantitative and qualitative techniques in multi-methods research projects.
For instance, qualitative methods may be used to obtain information on meaning, affect, and culture,
while quantitative methods are used to measure structural, contextual, and institutional features of social
settings. Other combinations of qualitative and quantitative approaches involve hybrid strategies. For
example, researchers may use qualitative methods to construct and typologize case narratives from
detailed survey data and then use modal narratives as categories in quantitative analysis. Many combi-
nations are possible, depending on the goals of the researcher and the assumptions, both theoretical and
methodological, that structure the investigation. What are the most productive, feasible, and innovative
ways of combining qualitative and quantitative research methodologies?

Mitchell Duneier, University of Wisconsin, “Suggestions for NSF”

Victor Nee, Cornell University, “A Place For Hybrid Methodologies”

Charles Ragin, University of Arizona, “Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Research”

Robert Smith, City University of New York, “Complementary Articulation: Matching Qualitative Data
and Quantitative Methods”

10:30 - 10:45 Break
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10:45- 12:15 Session 6: Evaluating Qualitative Research

Many users and consumers of social science research, even those who are not critical of qualitative re-
search, find qualitative data suggestive rather than definitive, illuminating rather than convincing, “soft”
rather than “hard.” Because there is often no clear separation of data collection and data analysis in
qualitative research, the path from data to results is less clear. To articulate standards of proof or plau-
sibility for qualitative research it is important to take account of its relation to theory, especially the fact
that it is generally better suited for theory building than theory testing. What are standards of evidence
for qualitative data and what constitutes “proof” or “plausibility” in qualitative research? How can we
evaluate qualitative data and assess the results of qualitative analysis?

Kathleen Blee, University of Pittsburgh, “Evaluating Qualitative Research”

Linda Burton, Pennsylvania State University, “Welfare, Children, and Families: A Three City Study”

Jack Katz, University of California, Los Angeles, “Commonsense Criteria”

Michele Lamont, Harvard University, “Evaluating Qualitative Research: Some Empirical Findings and
an Agenda”

12:15-1:15 Lunch

1:15-2:30  Session 7: Taking Stock and Setting an Agenda

Patricia White and Joane Nagel, National Science Foundation, Sociology Program

2:30-2:45  Concluding Remarks

Charles Ragin, University of Arizona

Workshop on Scientific Foundarions of Qualitarive Research 26



Appendix 7: Papers Presented by
Workshop ParrticipanTs

27 Appendix 3: Papers Presented by Workshop Parricipants



Qualitative Research...WHat’s in A Name?

Julia Adams
Yale University

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) pretty quickly dispatches the category of “quantity” — not enough
of a challenge, I guess — but struggles mightily with the definition of “quality.” Let’s hope we have an
easier time of it at NSF! The compound term “qualitative analysis,” however, is not quite as hard, since
it emerges, from the OED’s rambling historical style, that things became definitionally tidier when
“qualitative” was linked to what is now its established “quantitative” flip side. Privileging chemistry, the
OED goes on to define qualitative analysis as “identification of the constituents (e.g. elements and ions)
present in a substance.” (And yes, I know I’m beginning with the lexical, in strict defiance of our confer-
ence instructions! But bear with me...)

Elements, then. In chemistry elements may be one thing — but in the sociological space, the “constitu-
ents” with which we researchers operate are first of all signs. A “sign,” you will remember, was the
structural linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1965) name for a signified (a concept) and the signifier (a
sound pattern, bit of writing, gesture, etc.) that evokes it. But anything can function as a signifier, and
become a bearer of meaning, and sociological researchers engage with a variety of substances that do
so: bodies; various social practices; natural objects, etc. All sociologists, whether quantitative or qualita-
tive, begin by deploying one body of signs (our social science words/concepts and the theories that are
built out of them) that are embedded in and shape our disciplinary practices, and use them to interpret a
second level of significant social practice, which sociologists disengage from the analytical material or
data under examination. These data are not just “given,” of course: our research practices help create it.
So it is the job of the qualitative analyst to confront those data, and to use her or his social science signs
— which we often call “conceptual lenses” — to identify the qualitatively separable elements that emerge
from those data. Those elements will themselves be organized in significant patterns — whether or not the
researcher can see them — in a way that chemical substances are not. For sociologists are studying hu-
man actors, who are nothing if not signifying animals, and the modes of action in which they engage.

Note that the OED definition highlights what would be the qualitative dimension present in a// social
science research; I hope this will help keep us from falling into easy, dismissive polarities. The qualita-
tive dimensions I am referring to involve: (1) marking the relevant distinctions among concepts that
enable precise descriptions and theories; (2) disengaging the elements that emerge from our observations
of the data we’ve assembled and produced. There are two epistemological levels here, and I think that
keeping both in mind is important to our collective project because both bear on what makes for good
research. If we skip (2), we’ll become solipsistic idealists, conceiving the world as the projection of

our paradigms; if we ignore (1) — for example in the fantasy of “grounded theory” — we’ll fall into rank
empiricism. Emphasizing both dimensions as empirically interrelated but analytically distinguishable
moments of social research may not offer any guarantees, but it’s a start.

Both levels are certainly present in what we call “quantitative research” as well, although they may

be relatively underdeveloped depending on how much of the researchers’ energies are directed toward
enumerating or counting what turns up. As quantitative methods have gotten fancier and have absorbed
a higher proportion of practitioners’ attention, that necessary, even unavoidable qualitative moment in
quantitative social research has been unduly neglected — witness the sheer number of articles submit-
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ted to journals, even published, that entertain the notion that an entire theory can be tested by entering a
single variable into a regression equation! Perhaps one of NSF’s goals might be to strengthen the quali-
tative moment in social science research, period.

So if the lexical route leads us to the “thesis” that all social science research is qualitative in important
ways, the “antithesis” is the general assumption circulating in the social sciences that the quant/qual
monikers can be simply and straightforwardly identified with certain styles of research or research
specialties. Perhaps some of the others charged with the task of defining qualitative research will devote
themselves to mapping these entrenched disciplinary assumptions. Still, we should always be prepared
to revise them. True, formations of knowledge do evolve in a more-or-less specialized fashion, and
people are involved in all sorts of social processes that tend to reproduce elective affinities between
styles of scholarship and a recognizably qualitative or quantitative methodological orientation. As young
scholars who choose to specialize in these sub-disciplinary spaces are trained, for example, they take on
board and carry forward particular techniques and old-school epistemological allegiances with which
these formations have become associated.

But I want to insist on three big caveats, even if I’ve no transcendent “synthesis” to offer — perhaps

we’ll produce this at the conference. First, these affinities can change over time, and even rather rapidly.
Historical sociology, which is the part of the discipline that I know best (see Adams, Clemens and Orloff
2003), was almost completely identified with “qualitative work™ during its big second-wave explosion of
the 1970s and 1980s. Now the third wave includes scholars whom we might classify as neo-institutional-
ist; culturalist; neo-Marxist; rational-choice; post-structuralist; feminist; world-systems, or post-colonial
(to name a few of the more salient theoretical tendencies), and among them they make use of the gamut
of qualitative and quantitative methods. Second, and more radically, when one peers closely at the al-
leged quantitative/qualitative split, its fractal character emerges (see Abbott 2001). Even statisticians
break down into Bayesians and non-Bayesians, etc. As we split and scrutinize each separate term, in
other words, the two opposed signifiers tend to reemerge within it, perhaps ad infinitum. In any case, we
should make time to explore this possibility and discuss its implications for our classification of styles of
work.

Third, there may be absolutely nothing intrinsic to any mode of research that would forbid its becom-
ing more (or even less!) enumerative, not simply in its findings, but in its analytic practices. Discourse
analysis, for example, is generally thought by sociologists to demand qualitative methods. Not only are
there already sociologists who think of themselves as “measuring meaning,” however — it is also pos-
sible that novel quantitative modes of research may be applied to what we now take to be irreducibly
textual or impossibly changeable webs of signification. Actually this is already happening — for example,
we certainly see some of the prerequisites to mathematicization, such as the incursion of formal theory,
making their way into analyses of signification (e.g. Bacharach and Gambetta 2001). Of course it would
be far-fetched to imagine cultural analysis as a future branch of economics or mathematics, given that
its institutional anchor is so deeply sunk in the humanities. And some of these new approaches are pretty
primitive, and may not work out at all. My point is rather that we should never assume that there is a
finally-fixed relationship among what are historically-evolving distinctions in qualitative kind, numbers,
and styles of knowledge production. Such reifications are the enemy of good science, and we ourselves
should take a hand in undermining them.
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Perhaps the fruits of our deconstructive and reconstructive labors will even make it into the next edition
of the OED.
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Urban Ethnography*

Elijah Anderson
University of Pennsylvania

Consisting of a range of research strategies, including participant observation, historical research, cul-
tural studies, and content analyses, among others, qualitative methodology differs from quantitative
methods that seek to arrive at quantitative indices and generalizations about human society; however,
some researchers combine quantitative and qualitative approaches to useful effect. To this end, research
attention is paid to documents and public records as well as to human behavior, including in depth obser-
vations of how people act and speak. Of particular interest are the local conditions in which subjects live
and operate, how they experience their lives, interpret and define one another, and how their lives are
different from those of others. A primary goal of qualitative work is to arrive at knowledge and compre-
hension of the peculiar and essential character of the group of people under study.

A version of this theme is urban ethnography, the close and systematic study of urban life and culture,
relying both on first-hand observation and careful interviews with informants, and on available records.
Its roots can be traced to the early British social anthropologists. A peculiarly American variant emerged
at the beginning of the twentieth century, most notably through the fieldwork of Jane Addams, W.E.B.
DuBois, and Robert E. Park, all of whom wrote in the interest of social reform.

Their concern was to inform the wider citizenry of the conditions of the urban poor as well as the nature
of racial relations. Concerned particularly with the social challenges of industrialism and urbanization,
Park and his students conducted seminal ethnographic work on the city, effectively establishing the pre-
mier American school of urban sociology in the early part of the twentieth century. The urban world of
the twenty-first century presents new challenges to the ethnographer, who must now deal with the social
impact of de- and reindustrialization, increased urbanization, more complex immigration patterns, and
the local manifestations of such global economic and cultural processes, including structural poverty.

The Chicago Tradition

At the University of Chicago, Park and his students produced a series of important and detailed ethno-
graphic case studies of the cultural patterns of the peoples of Chicago. Prominent among these were
Anderson (1923), Wirth (1928), Zorbaugh (1929), Thrasher (1927), Shaw (1966), and Drake and Cayton
(1945). These studies tended to focus on immigrants, the poor, racial relations, and the various social
problems of the day, providing a treasure trove of local knowledge about the city, particularly its neigh-
borhoods, creating a mosaic of social scientific work, and establishing effectively the field of urban
ethnography.

After World War II, a new generation of Chicago ethnographers emerged, most notably Everett C.
Hughes, whose most prominent students included Howard S. Becker and Erving Goffman. Jointly, they
shaped not only the field of urban ethnography but also American sociology more generally. Important
examples of urban ethnography also appeared from other settings, such as Boston (Whyte 1943, Gans
1962), Newburyport, Mass. (W. Lloyd Warner’s 2 Yankee Studies Series), and Muncie, Indiana (Lynd
and Lynd 1929). But as time passed, these efforts were overshadowed by quantitative methods of sociol-

ogy.
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By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Chicago School was being reinvigorated by Park’s students’
students, with Morris Janowitz, Gerald D. Suttles, and Howard S. Becker as prominent new teachers.
Short and Strodtbeck’s (1965) classic study of gangs in Chicago was followed shortly after by influential
works on the urban black ghetto. Though not of Chicago, Liebow (1967) and Hannerz (1968) conducted
path-breaking ethnographic analyses on the black ghettoes of Washington, DC. And Rainwater (1968)
added to this work with his impressive study of a failed housing project in St. Louis.

In the mid-1960s, Suttles took up residence in the ‘Addams area’ of Chicago for three years as a ‘partici-
pant-observer.” He analyzed and described the social worlds of four major local ethnic groups—blacks,
Italians, Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans—and the ways they shared the social spaces of an area undergo-
ing significant ‘urban renewal’ at the hands of the local government. The groups sorted themselves out
in an ‘ordered segmentation’ created among themselves in a kind of territorial ballet. Residents distin-
guished their own values and social rules by knowing by whom they were opposed, and thus conflict
was kept at a minimum.

During the late 1960s, William Kornblum took a job in a steel mill in South Chicago for two years and
involved himself in the social world of the mill employees. They accepted him and his family in ways
that became a profound learning experience for him. Among his chief findings was the surprising degree
of comity and goodwill in the workplace in spite of the ethnic competition, much of it achieved through
political sharing, which provided a certain meaning to the lives of the workers. Contrary to widely held
assumptions, the people were quite conservative politically. Getting to know the workers through Korn-
blum’s rich ethnographic experience makes such political views understandable.

In the early 1970s, Elijah Anderson spent three years studying black street-corner men at a Southside
Chicago bar and liquor store. He socialized with them closely, drinking, hanging out, visiting their
homes and places of work, and he came to know them very well. Contrary to the view of those who are
inclined to see this world as monolithic, there were in fact three groups of men at this place. They called
themselves ‘regulars,” wineheads,” and ‘hoodlums,’ the latter two being somewhat residual, and subject
to labeling or name-calling. The study sought to understand the ways in which these men came together
on this street corner to make and remake their local stratification system.

Around this time, Ruth Horowitz moved into a Mexican neighborhood in Chicago, and over three years
affiliated herself with a male street gang, the young women who often spent time with them, and up-
wardly mobile youth, learning about the issues facing such groups at first hand. Her work represented
an early document in the sociology of gender, but she also found that as gang members went about their
daily lives in both the community and the wider society, they would experience tensions and conflicts
between their efforts to pursue the American dream and their commitment to a code of honor that de-
manded actions with a high risk of compromising these efforts.

Ethnographic Fieldwork

Like the recent Chicago researchers presented above, urban ethnographers typically involve themselves
in a social setting or community with the express purpose of learning about the people residing there.
Of particular interest is how residents meet the exigencies of life, group themselves socially, and arrive
at their shared understandings of the rules of everyday life— conventions, prescriptions, and proscrip-
tions of life peculiar to their world. The answers to the researcher’ s questions about solving immediate
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problems of living reveal much about the social order, or what Clifford Geertz labels ‘local knowledge.’
In particular, key events and people’ s reactions to them can alert the ethnographer to the subtle expecta-
tions and norms of the subjects, and so to their culture.

In penetrating such local cultures, the ethnographer must not only engage in intensive fieldwork, culti-
vating subjects and experiencing their social world, but also keep copious field notes— a journal of the
lived experience. In developing questions and hypotheses about the nature of the local setting, ethnog-
raphers must also deal with their own world view: their ‘own story’ or set of working conceptions about
their own world as well as the world of the subjects. Depending on how the ethnographer treats them,
such presuppositions can be problematic or advantageous. The subjectivity inherent in the process of
fieldwork is often considered to be a strength, for with it can come profound sensitivity to the core con-
cerns of the people being studied.

In this connection, a useful distinction may be drawn between the ‘participant-observer’ and the ‘ob-
serving participant.” The former may be in an early, tentative process of negotiating a relationship with
the group under study, and may be satisfied with this position, while the latter has become close to the
subjects, effectively empathizing with them, and, it is hoped, able to articulate their point of view. Both
positions have their drawbacks and strengths, requiring the ethnographer to remember constantly the
primary goal: to provide a truthful rendition and analysis of the social and cultural world of the subjects.
To see the world from their point of view requires learning their vocabulary, their concerns, and even
their prejudices. It is from such a position that the ethnographer may be able to raise the most penetrat-
ing questions, questions that focus on the subjects’ core issues of social organization. In this respect, the
most effective questions blend both the ‘problems’ confronted by the subjects in their everyday lives and
the conceptual ‘problem’ — the answers to which would presumably advance the field theoretically. The
ethnographer’ s formal response to such questions, once formulated, can be considered a hypothesis,
which in turn may serve as the tentative organizing principle for the ethnographic representation and
analysis to follow. Here, the critical task is to advance the hypothesis toward a tenable proposition, or a
plausible argument.

The ethnographer’s accumulated field notes will likely include either positive or negative cases, requit-
ing revision of hypotheses to take the case into account. Through this style of analytic induction, the
goal is always to develop an accurate account of the world of the subjects, while at times knowingly
generating ever more penetrating questions. Such questions, by provocation and stimulation, trial and
error, help to advance the ethnographer’ s case to surer ground. In this sense, the questions can be, and
often are, more important than the ‘answers.’

In the effort to apprehend, understand, and ultimately represent the social setting, the researcher be-
comes a kind of vessel, a virtual agent of the subjects themselves, serving as a communication link to
the uninformed. Such a task is not accomplished easily. Not only does it require a certain amount of
empathy in addition to impressive conceptual and observational 4 skills, but the audience, including
other social scientists and the ‘lay public’ to whom the setting is represented, may have such strong pre-
suppositions that no amount of evidence will be convincing. This is one of the inherent difficulties and
challenges of doing and presenting worthwhile ethnographic work, particularly in socially, politically, or
racially charged environments.
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The Challenge for Urban Ethnography in the Twenty-first Century

In recent years, deindustrialization, reindustrialization, increased urbanization, immigration, and eco-
nomic globalization have made urban areas increasingly complex, both geographically and ethnically.
Boundaries, including national ones, are, at the start of the twenty-first century, less important as a bar-
rier to the movement of people, goods, capital, and culture. Los Angeles, for instance, with its ethnic
diversity, sprawl, and lack of a single center may be an anticipation of the shape of future cities. So may
‘edge cities’ (Garreau 1991), such as the Valley Forge-King of Prussia area northwest of Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania— urban centers that develop near, but not within, existing cities. And New York, as a
global hub with an increasingly international population, epitomizes the tensions between ‘local”’ and
‘global’ ways of life.

To understand the new global immigration, for instance, ethnographers must now come to appreciate
and learn more about the lives of British Sikhs of California who travel back and forth between New
York and extended families in India, as well as Bombay elites and Punjabi farmers arriving in the United
States at the same time, and low- and high-caste Indians in Chicago sharing utter confusion toward sub-
urbanites. Also important is the manner in which such ‘new’ people impact established ethnic and racial
populations. The black street vendor’ s story is important, as are the stories of the New York Haitian taxi
driver, who finds his own identity by actively distancing himself from the African American, and who
visits periodically his cousins who reside in suburban Paris (see Duneier 2000). Of no less importance

is the social situation of the Taiwanese middle-class immigrants to Philadelphia who assimilate to ‘get
along,” but who are strongly ambivalent about ‘losing’ their Chinese heritage (Tsai 1998).

Moreover, the connections between urban poverty and culture become more acute and ever more com-
plicated in these new environments. Park, DuBois, Addams, and other pioneers addressed the effects of
industrialization, urbanization, and immigration early in the twentieth century. Modern ethnographers
must come to terms with both positive and negative human consequences of deindustrialization and
cybernation of industry in the context of the new global realities, noting particularly the implications for
living standards in the local urban environment often beset by ethnic competition. These socioeconomic
forces have brought about increasing structural poverty, in which many people are unable to develop

the human and social capital necessary to rise from destitution (see Wilson 1987, Anderson 1990). The
process of reindustrialization in the areas of light industry, cybernetics, and service must be studied, with
its attendant issues of hard and soft skills. ‘Brown racism’ (Washington 1990) must also be addressed,
with its sources and its implications for local urban life and culture. The social world of illegal immi-
grants from China and from Mexico must be rendered, as well as that of the former peasant from the
Ukraine who now makes his living brokering rental properties in New York. In many respects, Thomas
and Znaniecki’ s (1918) early studies of Polish peasants in 5 Europe and America anticipated the kind of
ethnographic work on immigrant ‘flows’ being done at the start of the twenty-first century.

The shifts in social theory that accompany the growing complexity of the empirical world create new
lenses with which to see, and therefore present new challenges for conducting a faithful ethnography. In-
creasingly, ‘local’ social processes are influenced by supra-local forces that must be studied to illuminate
the connections among race, class, power, deindustrialization, and pluralism. To be effective, ethnogra-
phy, then, must be holistic.
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Ethnographers themselves, their audiences, and other consumers are also becoming increasingly diverse.
The articulate voices of African-American, Native American, Asian- American, Latino, and gay and
lesbian ethnographers as well as local residents who have become anthropologists and sociologists are
being heard. Such diversity raises obvious questions about the politics of representation. Increasingly,

as never before, ethnographers want to render their own stories, their own realities and local knowledge,
and in doing so, make competitive claims on intellectual turf. In these circumstances, some stories get
heard, others are silenced, and some interested parties want only the most flattering stories of their ‘own’
represented.

These are some of the more pressing challenges for urban ethnography today, and they are well worth
the effort. As these challenges are met, urban ethnography will become more complex, meaningful, and
it is hoped, effectual. David Riesman once likened worthwhile ethnography to a conversation between
classes. In this sense, each ethnographic case study can be viewed as an important part of a dialogue for
understanding between and among those of diverse backgrounds, a dialogue that becomes steadily more
urgent.

* An earlier version of this essay appeared in the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, pp.
16004-08
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Improving Qualitative Research Proposal Evaluarion

Vilna Bashi
Rutgers University

Questions Motivating this Essay: These are the questions we were asked to consider as we panelists
wrote our essays.

1. What exactly do we want the NSF to advance?
2. How can NSF help strengthen the scientific basis of qualitative research?

3. What might be considered “best practices” in qualitative research, and what are promising new di-
rections and developments?

This essay tackles two basic problems I think are reflected in these questions (and in the second question
in particular). What I mean to say is that I think that we may be posing the wrong questions. To me, our
main problem is not that we need to strengthen the scientific basis of qualitative research. Rather, our
problem is that in our discipline, qualitative methods have a reputation for being insufficiently “scien-
tific.” A related problem is this: if the discipline has difficulty understanding and valuing qualitative
research, we assume this problem is the concern and responsibility of qualitative researchers alone. |
will explain how it is I came to address these problems.

I served on the National Science Foundation (NSF) Advisory Panel for Sociology during the academic
years 2001-02, and 2002-03, and in those two years the panel reviewed hundreds of proposals. Quan-
titative researchers largely outnumber qualitative researchers in the discipline of sociology. Therefore,
they represent the majority of the gatekeepers to the funds that qualitative methodologists need in order
to do their work. Surely, it is difficult for quantitative researchers to “see” what the qualitative research-
er will do, given that the research plan can neither be explained as a proposed set of “variables” that will
be catalogued, a “model” that will be tested, nor an “algorithm” through which the data will be fed. 1
reflected on these facts, and began this essay to answer the following questions:

1. What does a good qualitative research proposal look like? How may qualitative researchers best
propose their projects, at the planning stage, so that quantitative gatekeepers can best understand and
evaluate their projects?

2. Exactly what criteria should be used to evaluate qualitative research proposals?

Upon reflection, however, I felt that it was quite problematic and erroneous to propose that the answers
to these questions turn on what work the qualitative researcher had to do, i.e., plan and propose their
projects in clearer terms, and translate their work so that the uninitiated quantitative research can under-
stand the “language” of qualitative methods. Qualitative research is undervalued because we define our
discipline in a certain way — as scientific, controlled, and (still) largely following the positivist tradi-
tion. I realized that panelists tended to disfavor certain kinds of proposals: those where the qualitative
researcher was clear about “letting the data speak for themselves,” perhaps an indication, for some, of a
lack of control over data and settings in ways that seem patently unscientific. I also noted that disfavor
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found those PIs who proposed fieldwork in international settings, particularly if that research was com-
parative. With regard to biases against international work, my best guess was that panelists (who had
not done international field work themselves) could not envision doing such work with the “limited”
time or funds that scholars proposed to use would be sufficient; remained suspicious of what the quality
of the work would be, even if the scholar proposing the work had written and published books that re-
sulted from prior research in international settings; and generally felt that if someone had done research
in one area of the world they may not be able to translate those skills to study another country or region.
(This last was especially true if there were language differences between the researcher’s former field
location and the proposed location.) Thus, other questions come to mind:

1. What can be done to have quantitative researchers understand the nature of qualitative work such
that some of the suspicions about qualitative research can be alleviated?

2. What is the source of the disbelief about the feasibility of international fieldwork, and how can that
be lessened?

3. What can be done to encourage the support of new scholars in qualitative methods (for whom a track
record may not be so well established, and therefore in whom panelists may be less willing to invest,
particularly because the proposed outcomes are not so “clear” relative to the work proposed by a
young quantitative researcher)?

Here are some of my anSwers:

For the Qualitative Researcher: How 10 WRrite A Proposal Quanritative Researchers Can Relate 10

Researchers who use quantitative methods are in the habit of controlling each aspect of their research.
For example, they begin research with a theoretically-based judgment about which variables are impor-
tant to the research question under examination. They oversee a scientific process of data collection that
is sanitized of respondent and researcher influence (anonymous survey research comes to mind), or they
purchase prepackaged datasets. Whether they collect or purchase these data, they make decisions to
“clean” the data of observations to be ignored, and keep only those they wish to include. They predeter-
mine which software and models will promote the “right” output at the data analysis stage, using com-
puter analyses to determine the important relationships among the relevant variables. Finally, it is the
job of the quantitative researcher to employ statistical tools that will summarize trends and test hypoth-
eses that describe samples and predict the likelihood of event occurrences.

Qualitative research differs from quantitative research on all these points. Instead, qualitative research-
ers actively avoid control. In fact, if they seek control over their subjects, interview material, or the
ethnographic setting under scrutiny, they are surely doing something very wrong. In many cases, they
are in the process of theory-building, so may have no idea about which variables are important in a re-
search setting until their analysis is complete. Data collection precisely depends on both the relationship
between the respondent and the researcher, and on their unique contribution to the research process. The
respondent is often not interchangeable with just any other person, for their particular words, thoughts,
and intent are the targets to be captured in the act of data collection. Moreover, the researcher cannot

be “invisible” to the process, for it is the researcher herself who serves as the tool that will capture these
data, and it is the investigator alone that constructs knowledge by the very act of present-time hand-col-
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lecting and -assembling various representations of reality. Perhaps what makes the average reviewer
leery of qualitative methods is the acknowledgement of the lack of control (over the data itself and the
environment in which data are collected) and requirement of trust (where the researcher must trust the
respondent to give an accurate representation of self, the respondent must trust the researcher’s prom-
ise for truthful accounting of their oral history, and we are asked, as disciplinary peers, to trust that the
researcher herself is a faithful instrument of data collection and the most accurate instrument of analysis
we can employ on this work). Clearly, these methods are nearly antithetical to the scientific method
influenced by a longstanding positivist tradition.

Thus, the qualitative research wishing to appeal to a panel of their disciplinary peers or betters (be it a
dissertation committee or grant proposal review panel) has a difficult task ahead. Here are my sugges-
tions on What a Good Qualitative Research Designer Can Do to Write a Proposal that Those Who Speak
in Numbers Can Find Appetizing:

1. Leave Breadcrumbs: The researcher should allow us to follow him/her into the field by providing a
trail that leads us down the path they took (or will take) to gather their fieldnotes and compose their
findings. Explain the research setting, why it’s important to go there, and how you plan to “get in”
and “get out” of the field. Items to be discussed in this vein include: how you gain access to the field
or the targeted group of respondents, what types of questions you will pose to respondents or what
kinds of observations you will make, how long the trip into the field will be, (for comparative work)
what kinds of contrasts you need to see in order to come to conclusions, and at what point you end
an ethnography or sent of interviews (i.e., how did you come up with that number of days in the
field, or number of persons to interview?).

2. Hand out the Recipe (Even if You Don t Tell The Secret Ingredients): Even if you don’t know all that
will happen before your analysis comes to a close, don’t assume the reader of your proposal will be
in any position to visualize the finished research product without your candid assistance. Help the
reader to see, taste, smell, and feel what being in the field will be like. Don’t just say that you’ll
use a convenience or snowball sample — explain who those people will be, and why their subset of
the population is the best sample to use for your project. (In this way, you also help those used to
“randomized” samples to understand why these sampling methods can be as valid in the qualitative
research world as randomization is in the quantitative world, i.e., if the sampling is done right.) Re-
member two basic points: you should not assume that potential readers will have prior knowledge of
the fieldwork experience, and you must assure the reader that a lack of “control” does not mean the
absence of a research method. To the best of your ability, be clear about the methods employed, and
the rationale for their application in your project.

3. Allow Taste Testing: The qualitative research process is to me akin to cooking without a cookbook.
Those with lots of experience can be trusted to make a great meal — but newcomers to the table
might not know of the cook’s skill. If you as the PI have made your reputation already, provide
some samples that describe your previous field experiences — describe not just the findings, but also
the analytical process. Use phrases like “post-field analysis of the interviews revealed that...” or
“what emerged from the fieldnotes was...” and provide a little detail about how interview analysis is
done, or how fieldnotes are sifted so that significant findings do emerge. For newer Pls, you might
do the same with the results of your pilot studies of the proposed field research.
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For the Quantitative Researcher: How Nor 10 Evaluate Qualitative Research

As much as I would like to list all the criteria that need be looked for in a qualitative research proposal,
I think I would be far from complete in making that list. Still, if I can’t give a comprehensive list of
“Dos,” I can suggest some “Don’ts.”

1.

Do not expect these proposals to look like quantitative proposals. When you don’t see evidence of
randomized sampling, or a discussion of what the “model” or “hypotheses” are, don’t immediately
conclude that there’s something missing from the study. While quantitative researchers are in the
game of accepting or rejecting theories posed as hypotheses, the qualitative researcher, for the most
part, has their shoulder bent at the wheel of theory building and rebuilding, and consequently, hy-
potheses generation and reworking. Theory-building research needs to be evaluated by a different
set of criteria.

Do not expect this work to “test” already existing theory — they may be building it instead. Perhaps
one of the best ways to evaluate theory-building research is the degree to which it can open up new
ways of thinking in areas where we are deadlocked. In this, remember that quantitative researchers
depend on new theories in order to have hypotheses to test and new questions to put on our sur-
veys. We need qualitative scholars to go out and investigate new relationships, and tell us about the
contours of underexplored areas, for they do the work that explains new associations among vari-
ables that we know are correlated, but we don’t know why. Moreover, these researchers often take
up questions for which satisfactory answers have not been forthcoming, or in the crux of a body of
work that has not had a lot of testing. Qualitative researchers ask questions without knowing all the
answers in advance. This is not wrong — it’s what they do.

Don t fail to give credit for being interesting. Sometimes it’s the PI’s take on the research question
that is the real contribution — and we often fail to appreciate the new and innovative, and instead tend
to fund the projects that ask familiar questions or use familiar constructs. We have to get out of the
way in order to make room for paradigm shifts. Sociology, we need remember, is a discipline, i.e.,

a way of seeing, not a set of things to see. I liken our discipline to philosophy, but one that has an
empirical basis. So give credit for questions that are theoretically interesting or innovative. Panel-
ists can suggest the PI tweak the proposed method if they find it decidedly problematic.

Don t reject a proposal based on a little voice saying to you “How is this person going to do this
with so little... (time, money, or other resource)?” If you are called upon to evaluate qualitative re-
search, please suspend disbelief about whether you think the project is “reasonable” at least until you
have decided that the project is interesting, different, and/or innovative enough to make a contribu-
tion to the discipline. If you decide it’s none of the above, then “reasonableness” should not matter
—don’t fund it. But if it is all of the above, either give the researcher the benefit of the doubt, or send
the proposal back to be revised and resubmitted with further clarification as to the details you’re
missing. It is a mistake, however, to judge feasibility too harshly if this kind of research is not of the
kind you’ve tried before, especially if the researcher has a strong record of doing the kind of work
they’re now proposing.
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5. Dont fail to reconsider the international proposal. In my time as an Advisor to the NSF Panel for
Sociology, I noticed a willingness to fund “international” projects of the kind that are national-level
data analyses of the political economy of the world system, or projects focused on globalization,
especially those that would analyze large data sets to formulate macro-level theories. That is, the
project could be “international” as long as the researcher stayed on US soil while they did their
work. Conversely, the panelists seemed decidedly less willing to fund international field studies. I
am not sure [ know why, unless the reasoning falls under the “little voice” rubric mentioned above.
(I assume that anthropologists, geographers, and other social science disciplines that may send US
scholars out of the country for fieldwork as a matter of course may have less of a problem with this.)

6. Don t forget to give the new scholar a break. We should probably encourage the newest trekkers into
the field, especially if they show evidence of sufficient training and that they’ve done their theoreti-
cal homework in the area of proposed research.

For The Discipline: How Might We Advance Qualitative Research and Methods

I think the absolutely most important thing that the NSF can do to promote better qualitative methods
projects and proposals, and a better disciplinary-wide understanding of the importance of these methods,
is to recommend to all graduate programs that they require qualitative methods as a part of the normal
training for all sociologists. To get better qualitative studies, we need more and better qualitative re-
searchers. Moreover, we need more people of all methodological camps to be able to evaluate projects
in a knowledgeable and unbiased fashion. Surely, we simply cannot continue to advocate requiring only
statistics and higher-level quantitative methods and then assume that a researcher has been fully trained
by the time they graduate. While reading qualitative works as a graduate student (e.g., Durkheim) may
give one an appreciation of theory, how that theory develops during the course of one’s time in the field,
and the difficulties of data analysis and writing up qualitative research, all remains a mystery to the aver-
age student who took only the required (quantitative) research methods and theory courses. The mystery
of qualitative research is never solved for the new scholar if he or she is never asked to go into the field,
conduct an interview, or write and analyze fieldnotes even once before they take up academic jobs that
tend to further constrict the range of one’s own research areas. (As well all know, in order to get tenure,
one has to show a developing agenda, which generally leads to even more narrowing of research topics
investigated and methods employed.)
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The Problems of Analysis
Howard S. Becker

A distinctive feature of qualitative work is that analysis of data goes on continuously. It starts with the
first item of information the researcher takes in (and this often happens before the researcher even knows
that there is any research going on), continues throughout the data-gathering process, and of course is
what happens in the last phase of the work, as you write up the results. The methods of analysis appro-
priate to this range of situations are varied. What works best in the beginning is not what works best at
the end.

At the end of our research we want to consolidate our data so that we can see if the information we have
gathered supports the ideas we have about the situation we studied. That sounds simple, but of course

it isn’t. This is a problem for every sort of research and, at a very general level, the methods used in
both qualitative and quantitative research are very similar. That is, the logic is similar. Which is why,
for instance, I have always found Paul Lazarsfeld’s analyses of property spaces and index formation so
useful and have always recommended them to students. And why I found Charles Ragin’s set-theoretic
methods so congenial. They do things that I always do in my own work, and make them understandable
and defensible at a general level.

There are some differences, of course. I think it’s true that, in general, qualitative researchers are more
likely to be interested in process models, which are more difficult to manipulate in quantitative research.
And they are, conversely, less interested in questions of the distribution of properties in a population.
Similarly, they are more interested in characteristics that are widely shared in a group—cultural under-
standings, for instance—and less interested in things that differ among the members (thus providing the
variation that is so necessary to quantitative analysis).

The big difficulty in making these analyses at the end has always been the trouble of manipulating large
amounts of uncategorized (and difficult to categorize, because its gathering wasn’t constrained by con-
siderations of that kind of categorization) data. How do you take field notes or unstructured interviews
and turn them into little pieces of data that can be worked with analytically? There are a lot of computer
programs that help researcher do this now, and so far as I know they all work pretty well. Everyone has
their favorites, I have mine, but in fact they’re all OK. I don’t think this is an area that is worth spending
enormous amounts of time on, because it’s been pretty well handled.

One thing you can say about all these programs is that they definitely will not think for you, will not
invent new ideas, not make interesting comparisons, not come up with novel categories, etc. They will
do what computers do well, which is grunt work. They will save you copying stuff over and over again,
they will count things for you, and all those things they can do are worth doing, but they ain’t it. (I
remember a photo teacher of mine saying to the class, “OK, all of you people can print pretty well now,
you make a nice looking print. The thing is there are only about 400,000 people in the US who can do
that, so that can’t be it, can it?”” Which was a dispiriting thing to have to recognize.

The methods that need more investigation and thinking about, at least in my judgment, are the ones that

are more characteristic of the earlier stages of research. They are methods, you might say, for making a
lot out of a little. That is, you’re working in the field, you see something interesting, and you get an idea.
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This is typically treated as an unanalyzable experience (an “Ah-hah!”) that there’s really nothing to say
about, you just hope it will happen to you.

But these inventions in the field are not unanalyzable. It’s easy to sketch out just how they happen, and
I’ve done that for one of the ideas that came to inform our study of medical students in a paper called
“How I Learned What a Crock Was” (which is available at http://home.earthlink.net/~hsbecker/crocks.
html). What I describe there is a series of investigative steps that lasted many weeks or months, depend-
ing how you count, and which led to some major ideas that we worked with in the entire study. These
steps included testing out analytic ideas in the field by gathering new data related to them; thinking
about possible extensions of those ideas to other areas of the research; and looking for connections sug-
gested by them between seemingly disparate parts of the research, disparate topics. I’d like to see a lot
more analyses like this. I don’t think this one is so great, but I do think it’s a model for what might be
done. Imagine a lot of such analyses, from which we could begin to extract Lazarsfeld-like principles for
extending single observations through repeated observations and interviewing.

A preliminary step to such a venture, of course, is to convince people who need convincing that this is
a job that can be done and that is worth doing. This is the part of qualitative research that is typically
regarded by people who don’t do it as somewhat mystical, not reducible to any kind of principles, etc.
It shows up in the kind of things that are often said about admitted masterworks of social research that
were done in this style: “Oh, yes, Asylums (or Street Corner Society) is a great book, but you have to be
Goffman or Whyte to do that.” Which I don’t think is true and I think there are rafts of excellent mono-
graphs done by us non-geniuses to show otherwise.

A way of doing this might be to start analyzing seriously what makes books like those so good. I've
done a little bit of that in an earlier paper on “The Epistemology of Qualitative Research” and I’'m going
to be lazy and refer you to that piece (which is available at http://home.earthlink.net/~hsbecker/qa.html).
Suffice it to say that I invoke such criteria as accuracy (avoiding indirect indicators of what we talk
about when more direct ones are available, even though those are more trouble to accumulate and work
with) and knowing about a lot of the things involved in what we are studying, instead of gathering data
on a few things intensively and speculating about the rest. There’s a lot of work to be done here and
much of it could be done through the intensive analysis of exemplary works. (Something like this oc-
curred with Herbert Blumer’s critical study of Thomas and Znaniecki’s Polish Peasant in Europe and
America, which was commissioned by the Social Science Research Council in the 1930s.

A DANGER

As I read the other things so far put up on our site, and as I thought about my experiences in such events
in the past, it occurred to me that we are all in danger of making a simple and perfectly reasonable mis-
take, which I have made many times in the past. So I thought I’d warn us.

The mistake is to compare qualitative and quantitative research and to imagine that quantitative research

is always carried out just the way it says in the book, that researchers in this mode always plan every-
thing out in advance and then follow that plan rigorously, never improvising or making changes due
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to changes in circumstances, etc. The mistake is to imagine that it’s only qualitative researchers who
behave in this fashion and so that what has to be explained is how what we do could possibly be science
even though we don’t follow those rules, when in fact (in my experience, maybe I hang out with bad
kids, who knows?) nobody does research by following all those rules. If we set it up this way, we are
misleading ourselves and anyone we are trying to enlighten about the nature of field research.
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Testing Theories and Explaining Cases

Andrew Bennett
Georgetown University

Social science encompasses a variety of epistemic goals. The testing of established theories is only one
such goal, with others including attaining rich and accurate theory-based explanations of individual
historical cases and developing new theories worthy of additional testing. Qualitative methods are par-
ticularly powerful in these latter two tasks. They can achieve a rich and verifiable historical explanation
of a case by incorporating large numbers of variables and using detailed observations on the processes
through which the outcome arose to eliminate some competing historical explanations and increase con-
fidence in others. As for developing new theories, researchers can study “deviant” cases that are anoma-
lous with regard to extant theories, or that are outliers in statistical distributions based on extant theories,
to observe inductively from primary sources what factors may account for the unexpected outcome. In
contrast, in a statistical study one can only carry out statistical tests on data that someone has already
thought to code; the act of actually coding data can lead inductively to new variables in a statistical
study, but it is less likely to do so than the intensive study of deviant cases with the dedicated purpose of
generating new hypotheses.

While the comparative advantages of qualitative methods in historical explanation and the generation of
new theories are important, for purposes of stimulating discussion the present paper focuses on the task
of theory testing, a process at which qualitative methods are often assumed to be inferior to statistical
methods. Qualitative methods do indeed face a set of epistemological challenges in the task of theory
testing. The very qualities that make these methods strong at explaining particular cases - - their abil-

ity to take into account many aspects of a particular context or case - - make it difficult to generalize to
other cases with different contexts or different configurations of variables. I will argue, however, that
qualitative methods can indeed be used for purposes of theory testing. My argument proceeds by three
steps: 1) qualitative researchers often have a somewhat different view of “theory testing” from that of
statistical researchers, derived from skepticism about broad assumptions of “unit homogeneity;” 2) theo-
retical and historical explanation are linked: you can’t explain a population if your explanation does not
hold for individual cases in that population; 3) qualitative researchers use an informal kind of Bayesian
logic to generalize from tests of competing historical explanations of a case to theories that apply across
types or populations of cases.

Theory testing is often conceived of as testing which of several competing theories best explains a speci-
fied population of cases. This might be termed the “subsumption” model, as the emphasis is often on
subsuming as wide a population as possible under as spare a theory as possible. As Charles Ragin has
pointed out, however, specifying a relevant population of cases is not unproblematic or independent of
theory. Related, the “unit homogeneity assumption,” or the weaker “constant causal effects” assumption
that a unit change in an independent variable will have a constant causal effect on the dependent variable
for all cases in a population, is always open to challenge for a specified population, and it becomes more
dubious as we expand the population in the interest of subsuming more cases.

Thus, an alternative conception of “theory testing” often favored by qualitative researchers puts as much

emphasis on specifying relevant populations for each theory as on assessing in some sense the general
utility of competing theories for broad populations of cases. In this view, each theory may be accurate
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in explaining some cases even if it does not explain all cases within a specified population. Put another
way, the relationship being studied may exhibit “equifinality,” that is, there may be more than one path
to the same outcome, and the different paths to the outcome may have little or nothing in common. The
goal of theory testing, then, is to expand or narrow the scope conditions of contending theories as the
evidence demands, and to identify the conditions under which the particular causal mechanisms hypoth-
esized by these theories interact with one another in specified ways. I label this the “mechanism” model
of theory testing.!

The astute reader will note that the mechanism conception has a “narrower” homogeneity assumption—
cases of the same “type” or with the same configuration of variables should have the same outcome—
but a homogeneity assumption nonetheless. How, then, do these homogeneity assumptions differ, or how
is it different to seek the right population for a theory rather than the right theory for a population? The
difference is only in the degree of specificity of theory and the contexts in which it applies, not in the na-
ture of theory itself as a source of explanation. As a practical matter, qualitative researchers are usually
inclined to question whether the unit homogeneity assumption might be fruitfully narrowed by includ-
ing at least one or a few contingent variables more than is common in the statistical research on a given
problem. Thence the familiar debate, whenever such a move is made, on whether the resulting decrease
in parsimony and narrowing of the relevant population is compensated for by the increase in fit that
arises from adding variables. As a philosophical matter, the unit homogeneity assumption is in principle
always open to challenge from a finer grain of detail or a more narrowly defined population, until there
is a level of detail beyond which we cannot observe or the number of cases is reduced to one. As social
scientists with an interest in generalization across cases, rather than historians, we are rarely if ever
interested in pushing to this level, but we do usefully argue over where in the middle of the spectrum we
should be between general regularities covering broad populations and highly contingent theories that
apply only to small populations.

There is a range of degrees of generalization here. The findings of a case study may be relevant only to
an improved historical explanation of that case. More broadly, they may apply to a type of cases, or a
particular configuration of variables, of which the case is a member. More broadly still, if a case study
generates a new theory on an un-theorized causal mechanism, this finding may apply to many different
types of cases, though this mechanism may play out in different ways in different types or contexts.

This brings us to the relationship between the historical explanation of particular cases, in which each
step in a case is explained with reference to some theory, and the testing of theories that apply across
cases. Milton Friedman has famously argued that the probability with which a model correctly charac-
terizes or predicts a phenomenon is the only standard for theory testing. In this view, it does not matter
if actors behaved according to the mechanisms specified by the model; it only matters that they behave
“as if” this were true. Few social scientists, regardless of their methods, currently endorse this radical
perspective, but it is worth reflecting on where Friedman’s powerfully-stated argument oversteps. Fried-
man was certainly correct in arguing that all theories are simplifications of reality and are thus always
in some sense wrong or incomplete. Where he was wrong was in extending this claim to suggest that
the probabilistic goodness of fit of a theory for a specified population was the only standard of theory
choice. If detailed historical evidence on a case indicates that its outcome clearly did not arise through
the processes described by a theory, and if this evidence fits an alternative theory much better, the alter-
native theory clearly offers a superior historical explanation of the case. The alternative theory may or
may not offer superior explanations of other cases in the population under consideration, or of the whole
population, but this is a separate question.
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In this regard the logic of historical explanation functions quite differently from that of statistical cor-
relations. If a theory hypothesizes that one hundred steps should happen in sequence, leading to the
outcome of the case, and one step is not as hypothesized, the theory must be modified, perhaps trivially
or perhaps fundamentally, if it is to explain the case. It does not matter that the theory got a statistically
significant number of steps right, or that it explains other cases very well.

This still leaves us with the question of how to generalize from a superior historical explanation of a
case to other cases. Here, following Harry Eckstein, case study researchers have used a logic analogous
to the Bayesian approach to theory testing. As Eckstein argued, if a theory fails to fit a case in which it is
most likely to be true, then our confidence in the theory and/or our estimation of its scope conditions is
greatly reduced, whereas if a theory fits a case which it is least likely to fit, our confidence in the theory
and view of its scope conditions increase. If we find that even anarchist movements are hierarchically
organized, for example, we may conclude that hierarchy is endemic to social behavior.

Using Bayesian logic more explicitly allows us to improve on Eckstein’s formulation. Bayes theorem
highlights that in judging cases as most or least likely, we need to consider not only the likelihood that
the theory of interest will explain the case, but also whether the case is most or least likely for the alter-
native hypotheses, a factor that Eckstein neglected. Thus, the strongest evidence for a theory is when it
is likely to apply only weakly to a case, the alternative hypotheses are likely to apply strongly to the case
and all predict an outcome opposite to that predicted by the initial theory, and the initial theory proves
true. In this instance, the outcome cannot readily be attributed to causes other than the initial theory. The
most powerful disconfirming evidence is when a theory strongly predicts an outcome, the alternative
hypotheses predict the same outcome, and yet the outcome does not occur. In this instance, the theory’s
failure cannot easily be blamed on the presence of countervailing mechanisms. Such pure examples are
rare, but it is still useful to qualify or extend the findings of an individual case depending on how likely
a case it was initially considered to be for alternative theories. Also, in the extreme instance when a
theory posits that a variable is a necessary or sufficient condition for an outcome, a single case that does
not turn out as expected can discredit the theory (barring the possibility of measurement error). In short,
even tests of theories in single cases can have far-ranging implications for our confidence in these theo-
ries and our view of the contexts in which they apply.

Endnorte

' For a discussion of the related “unification” (which I have termed subsumption) and “mechanism” models of explanation, see Wesley
Salmon, “Scientific Explanation: Causation and Unification,” in Salmon, Causality and Explanation (Oxford University Press, 1998)
pp. 68- 78. Salmon argues that these two modes of explanation are not inconsistent with one another.
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Defining Qualitative Research

Joel Best
University of Delaware

One of the problems with trying to write about naming or defining qualitative research is that this is
hardly untracked terrain. When I started grad school in 1967, a fairly complete bibliography on the
theory and methods of qualitative sociological research probably could have fit on a single page with
plenty of blank space left for notes. In those days, people contrasted the dearth of writing on qualitative
research with the huge literature on quantitative research; this gap—plus the responsibility to document
one’s methods for readers—justified the appendices (partly methodological, partly confessional) that
began appearing in the growing number of ethnographic monographs. Doing field research seems to
inspire methodological musings in a large share of researchers, who often devise brand-names for their
techniques. Thus, the thick, recently published handbooks devoted to qualitative research, interviewing,
and participant observation contain chapters of performance ethnography, autoethnography, ethnograph-
ic content analysis, institutional ethnography, and on and on. Sharing tricks has become very common in
our trade. I don’t know whether anyone has dared to produce a comprehensive bibliography of writings
on the theory and methods of qualitative research, but it would contain many hundreds of items.

Why should we bother to define and name something that already has been assigned so many definitions
and labels? Perhaps the best reason is because qualitative sociology has become a very large tent; the
label provides shelter for a diverse set of actors, who have very different agendas. At a minimum, the list
includes:

» Theorists: Theory-building encompasses everything from Grand Theory, to theories of the middle
range and grounded theory. Some theorists never leave the armchair, while others’ hands are dirty
from working in the field, but theorizing is an important form of qualitative sociology. Thus, even
though our camp rarely claims them, it is difficult to explain why, say, Parsons or Merton should not
be considered qualitative sociologists.

* Social Researchers: This, of course, is the group in which NSF is mostly likely to be interested—the
ethnographers, participant observers, and other field researchers, but also sociologists whose re-
search involves the qualitative analysis of documents of various sorts. Typically these folks do some
theorizing in trying to make sense of their data, but their contributions are more empirical than theo-
retical.

» Philosophers: Here, I mean to draw a distinction between theorists who try to devise theories that
account for social life, and those writing self-conscious analyses of what we can know and how we
can know it. Sociologists who start worrying—and writing—about ontology and epistemology tend
to focus on criticizing the philosophical flaws in others’ research, rather than actually reporting what
they have learned about the world.

» Activists: Sociology seems to be more ideologically homogenous than the other social sciences, and
doubts about the possibility of a “value-free” stance have encouraged sociologists to proclaim their
works’ commitment to justice, equality, and other ideals. In some cases, researchers merely an-
nounce their ideological leanings, but in others, the reaffirmation of ideology seems to be the central
contribution.
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» Artists: Other sociologists have experimented with writing poems, plays, and cultural criticism, with
photography, and so on. Again, there is a range from work that is strongly grounded in research (e.g.,
the ethnographies accompanied by photographs that appear in Visual Sociology) to poems whose
claim to sociological status seems to depend on our knowledge that the poet is a sociologist.

I’m sure this is not a complete list-I threw it together in haste. But it suggests that there are lots of dif-
ferent people waving the banner of qualitative sociology. Perhaps every piece of sociological work can
be viewed from all of these dimensions—as having some theoretical content, some foundation in re-
search, philosophical underpinnings, political implications, and artistic value—but the relative importance
of these clearly varies from work to work.

It seems to me that, for NSF to take a greater interest in qualitative sociology, we need to be focusing on
projects where research—rather than any of the other concerns—is central. Further, it seems to me that the
logic of research must incorporate what strikes me as the key principle of science—that is, its claims must
be falsifiable. It must be possible to derive propositions, whether via deduction or induction, that can be
subjected to tests that can prove them false. Analysts whose primary allegiances are to philosophy, ideol-
ogy, or aesthetics are likely to discount the importance of falsifiability in favor of some greater truths,
and they can do that, but they shouldn’t be allowed to hijack the label of science in the process.

In other words, I am concerned that the proliferation of many sorts of activities under the label of quali-
tative sociology threatens to confuse our discussions. While I hate to think that we need to devise yet
another name for what we’re doing, in seems to me that we do need to acknowledge a basic principle:
we’re committed to developing falsifiable statements about the empirical world.
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Evaluating Qualitative Research

Kathleen M. Blee
University of Pittsburgh

Qualitative research in sociology can face two, nearly opposite, sources of criticism. On the one hand,
the proven analytic and predictive strengths of quantitative research — in sociology and elsewhere — have
contributed to a widespread sense that good social science research means a quantitative approach.
Quantitative research fits easily within the templates of science with its generally linear work flow:
theory — hypotheses — data collection — analysis — conclusion. And this model of research is taught
to every graduate and undergraduate student in sociology; hence scholars need to spend little time and
few pages to justify its logic or use in research. Against this implicit standard, qualitative research, even
at its best, may appear soft, tentative, preliminary, or unfocused.

Qualitative research tends to bump up against the assumed model of quantitative research in vari-

ous ways; especially its simultaneous data collection and analysis, lack of theory testing or theoretical
specification; open-ended research or analytic strategies; and unclear connection between theory and
results. Although important recent works have developed and codified qualitative research strategies,
many qualitative designs still are not in the sociological canon. Too, qualitative research strategies (to
say nothing of techniques) are quite disparate, further undermining the likelihood of creating a simple
qualitative research template or checklist against which such work could be effectively and efficiently
judged. Thus, even very good qualitative research proposals or papers may have a difficult time finding
solid support from reviewers.

On the other hand, at least some qualitative sociological research faces criticism precisely because it
does attempt to specify a research strategy. Various ethnographic methods that draw on the immersion
strategies of (generally older) anthropological work, for example, emphasize the value of very open-end-
ed research. Elaborate attention to methods, analytic strategies, or theory can be seen as detracting from
a researcher’s ability to immerse her/himself in the field, develop an insider’s understanding, or follow
his/her nose in the research process. Such criticisms are more likely to occur in the evaluation of qualita-
tive research proposals than in the evaluation of qualitative research outcomes. Relatively unstructured
qualitative projects often produce innovative and useful methodological approaches but few can (or want
to) specify these in advance, especially in the proposal stage. Requirements for detailed methodologi-
cal or analytic strategies or data description in a proposal are likely to discourage many such researchers
from applying for funding.

Given these opposite sets of concerns, how can we envision and evaluate an approach to research that is
both scientific and qualitative? I offer four lines of thought as fodder for our discussion.

1. Qualitative research should be evaluated on its own merits.

It would be ideal (although unlikely) that we could develop a simple template for evaluating qualita-
tive research. But, at least, it is important that qualitative research proposals be judged against their own
strengths and weaknesses, not as weaker versions of quantitative research. This may mean expecting
data collection and analytic procedures to be more clear for the initial stages of research than for latter
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stages; recognizing the need for sufficient labor time for data collection/analysis; rewarding comprehen-
siveness over efficiency; and considering the development of hypotheses as mid/endpoints rather than as
preliminary to research.

We may also want to rethink the relationship between qualitative and quantitative research. Generally,
qualitative research is regarded as preparatory to quantitative research, as a stage of developing hypoth-
eses and exploring relationships on a small scale that can be studied more definitively, systematically,
and rigorously in subsequent quantitative work. Certainly, this gives qualitative approaches a place in
sociology, but more often as maidservant to quantitative studies. Doug McAdam has usefully questioned
the universality of this relationship, arguing that “quantitative analysis can be used ... to uncover consis-
tent empirical relationships that can be interrogated more fully using systematic qualitative methods.”
One way to proceed, then, might be to encourage a more complex engagement between qualitative and
quantitative researchers who now often proceed on the parallel tracks. For example, NSF might try to
encourage quantitative researchers to consult qualitative studies for ideas and to specify relationships (or
puzzles) from their findings that might be studied with qualitative research, as well as encouraging the
reverse for qualitative studies.

2. Good ¢ualitative research is systematic ANd deMONSTRATES RiGOR.

Qualitative research needs to be evaluated on clear criteria, including its rigor and systematic approach.
Ad hoc and casual approaches to data collection and analysis should not be counted as qualitative re-
search strategies.

At a minimum (or maybe, ideally), a qualitative research project should have the following elements,
although some are more likely in a report of completed research than in a proposal to conduct research.
Qualitative research should begin with a sharp, focused question or puzzle that will be solved in the
research, rather than proposing generally to describe social phenomena. The study should have an initial
sampling and analytic framework, although these are likely to change over the course of data collection
and analysis. It should address questions of validity of method and interpretation rather than assuming
that these are non-issues in qualitative research and it should construct ongoing means of assessing va-
lidity throughout the study. It should have a thoughtful approach to data analysis and not rely on empty
— almost magical-seeming — discussions of doing theory-building or data-coding through computerized
text retrieval software. It should reflect the systematic and ongoing exploration of alternative explana-
tions; that is, the author’s developing explanations should be continuously checked against possibly
competing explanations. And the project should strive for coherence and comprehensiveness in addition
to plausibility.

7. Qualitative research should make good use of the advantages of @ualitative Approaches.

Qualitative research should consciously employ its strengths. For example, a qualitative research proj-
ect might be evaluated by how effectively it makes use of flexibility in design and research strategies.
To this end, it may be better to expect and reward research in which the results and proposal do not
“fit” as tightly as they would in quantitative research, i.e., in which the researcher has traveled some
distance from the initial conceptualization of the problem, following the twists and turns of her/his data
rather than rigidly adhering to the original formulation. Moreover, qualitative research should high-
light — rather than hide — the development of non-parsimonious explanations (including the ability to
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“tell a story” about the data), the contextual focus (especially where discrete or categorical data might
be misleading), the ability to uncover the “facts” of what informants believe “the facts” to be, and the
researcher’s long involvement in a research site or issue.

4. When possible, ualitative research projects should be expansive.

Quantitative research is generally expansive. It tends to be tightly tied to previous scholarship and self-
consciously positioned to build knowledge, not only through dissemination of results but often also by
making data publicly available for replication and student instruction. And many quantitative research
studies involve multiple investigators, including graduate students.

Qualitative research tends to be less obviously tied to projects of cumulative knowledge-building and
qualitative data is less often made available to other researchers and students. Much (certainly not all)
qualitative research also is fairly solitary. The result is that students may be less likely to be involved in
the nitty-gritty work of qualitative than quantitative data collection and analysis before they begin their
own work. And there is relatively little access to qualitative data that could be used for replication or
instruction. A final aspect of the evaluation of qualitative research proposals, therefore, might be whether
they have developed avenues of expansion, e.g., by making data available or incorporating students into
the research agenda.
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Ethnographic Protocol for Welfare, Children, and Families:
A Three City Study

Linda M. Burton
Pennsylvania State University

I. Sample Descriprion

The ethnographic sample, which was identified in the second half of 1999, is composed of approximate-
ly 256 families across the three cities (Boston, Chicago, and San Antonio). The families who participate
in the ethnography will mirror those involved in the survey in terms of welfare receipt and family struc-
ture. In addition, each family will have a child aged two to four, thus matching the age range of the chil-
dren in the Embedded Developmental Study (EDS).! Within each family unit, the ethnography will focus
primarily on parents, a target child aged two to four, the primary care provider for the target child, his or
her siblings, and the social networks of the parents. The ethnographic component includes a subsample
of families with two-to-four-year-old children with disabilities (as with the other families, some of these
families will be receiving welfare and some will not).

Il. Sampling Plan

As part of the start-up phase of our project, we developed working relationships with community agen-
cies and representatives in each of the three cities. These consultants are assisting us in recruiting partici-
pants for our study.

To achieve the major objectives of this research, a purposive sampling plan is being used in the ethnog-
raphy. The plan will be executed in several stages. First, in order to inform more systematically other
components of the overall project, the ethnography requires samples that are similar in character and
drawn from the same geographic areas as the survey and Embedded Developmental Study samples. As
such, our ethnographic families will be recruited from several of the same neighborhoods (technically,
block groups) as the survey and embedded study respondents.

In the early spring of 1998, Research Triangle Institute Inc. (RTT), our survey contractor, selected block
groups at random in each city for inclusion in the sampling frame for the survey. We are choosing two
of these block groups for each race-ethnic group as sites from which to recruit families for the ethnogra-
phy (with the exception of non-Hispanic whites in Chicago and San Antonio, which is discussed below).
For example, we are choosing two block groups for African Americans in Boston, two others for Puerto
Ricans in Boston, etc. We may at times augment a block group with geographically contiguous areas to
form what residents and community advisors think of as a “neighborhood.”

When selecting the two block groups for a particular 