
The Nature, Niche, Value, and  
Fruit of Qualitative Inquiry1

C H A P T E R

Nyansapo, “wisdom knot,” Adinkra (West Africa) symbol 
of wisdom, ingenuity, intelligence, and patience. This 
symbol conveys the idea that a wise person has the 
capacity to select the best means to achieve a goal. Being 
wise means knowing how to apply broad knowledge, 
learning, and experience for practical purposes (Willis, 
1998).

Book Overview and Chapter Preview

Part 1 of this book—this journey deep into qualitative 
inquiry—provides an overview of qualitative meth-
odology in four chapters—on (1) the nature, niche, 
value, and fruit of qualitative inquiry; (2) strategic 
themes in qualitative inquiry; (3) a variety of qualita-
tive inquiry frameworks (paradigmatic, philosophical, 
and theoretical orientations); and (4) practical and 
actionable qualitative applications. Part 2 covers qual-
itative designs and data collection, with chapters on  
(5) design options, (6) fieldwork and observation, 
and (7) in-depth interviewing. Part 3 completes the 
book with chapters on (8) qualitative analysis and  

(9) enhancing the quality and credibility of qualitative 
studies.

In this first chapter, Module 1 presents examples 
of how qualitative inquiry contributes to our under-
standing of the world. Module 2 examines what 
makes qualitative data qualitative. Module 3 provides 
an overview of the issues involved in making meth-
ods decisions. Module 4 concludes the chapter with a 
summary of the fruit of qualitative methods, that is, a 
look at what comes out of qualitative studies.

Qualitative Wisdom  
A Portuguese professional from Barcelona was driving in a remote area of his 
country when he came upon a sizable herd of sheep being driven along the country 
road by a shepherd. Seeing that he would be delayed until the sheep could be turned 
off the road, he got out of the car and struck up a conversation with the shepherd.

“How many sheep do you have?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” responded the young man. The professional was embarrassed for 
having exposed what he assumed was the young shepherd’s lack of formal schooling, 
and therefore his inability to count such a large number. But he was also puzzled.

“How do you keep track of the flock if you don’t know how many sheep there are? 
How would you know if one was missing?”

The shepherd, in turn, seemed puzzled by the question. Then he explained, “I don’t 
need to count them. I know each one, and I know the whole flock. I would know if 
the flock was not whole.”

A thick tree grows from a tiny seed.
A tall building arises from a mound 
of earth.
A journey of a thousand miles starts 
with one step.

—Lao-tzu
Philosopher and poet of ancient China 
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M O D U L E

1How Qualitative Inquiry Contributes to Our Understanding of the World

This opening chapter will offer an overview of the 
nature, niche, value, and fruit of qualitative inquiry. In 
the spirit of the Adinkra Nyansapo, symbol of wisdom, 
our journey together through various purposes for and 
contributions of qualitative inquiry aims to enhance 
your capacity to select the best methods and design 
to achieve a particular research or evaluation purpose. 
This chapter will offer a sampling of findings from 
qualitative studies. In this regard, it will be like a 
wine tasting, meant to introduce possibilities and 
support developing a more sophisticated palate, or like 
appetizers, as an opening to the fuller feast yet to come 
in later chapters.

In this chapter, we are especially attentive to the fruit 
of qualitative inquiry. It is important to know what 
qualitative data yield, what findings look like, and how 
they are produced, so that you will know what you are 
seeking to find out and produce when you undertake 
your own qualitative inquiry. Let’s begin, then, with 
seven ways in which qualitative inquiry contributes to 
our understanding of the world. The first contribution 
is illuminating meaning.

Illuminating Meanings:  
From Birth to Death and In-Between

example. During the writing of this book, my first 
grandchild was born, and this book is dedicated 
to her. The hospital records document her weight, 
height, health, and Apgar score—activity (muscle 
tone), pulse, grimace (reflex response), appearance, 
and respiration. The mother’s condition, length of 
labor, time of birth, and hospital stay are all docu-
mented. These are physiological and institutional 
metrics. When aggregated across many babies and 
mothers, they provide trend data about the begin-
ning of life—birthing. But nowhere in the hospital 
records will you find anything about what the birth 
of Calla Quinn means. Her name is recorded but 
not why it was chosen by her parents and what it 
means to them. Her existence is documented but 
not what she means to our family, what decision- 
making process led up to her birth, the experience 
and meaning of the pregnancy, the family experience 
of the birth process, and the familial, social, cultural, 
political, and economic context that is essential to 
understanding what her birth means to family and 
friends in this time and place. A qualitative case 
study of Calla’s birth would capture and interpret the 
story and meaning of her entry into the world from 
the perspectives of those involved in and touched by 
her coming into our lives. This might, or might not, 
include the fact that at the moment she was born I 
was in the midst of conducting a webinar on quali-
tative evaluation and those participants from around 
the world became part of the experience as I took 
a break to rush to the hospital and meet Calla for 
the first time. Several participants subsequently sent 
me e-mails that Calla’s birth made the webinar more 
meaningful for them. This example of the meaning 
of her birth as a potential qualitative case study was 
born during that webinar.

I open with this personal story for another reason. 
Qualitative inquiry is personal. The researcher is the 
instrument of inquiry. What brings you to an inquiry 
matters. Your background, experience, training, skills, 
interpersonal competence, capacity for empathy, 
cross-cultural sensitivity, and how you, as a person, 
engage in fieldwork and analysis—these things under-
gird the credibility of your finings. Reflection on how 
your data collection and interpretation are affected by 
who you are, what’s going on in your life, what you 
care about, how you view the world, and how you’ve 
chosen to study what interests you is a part of qualita-
tive methodology. The obligation and commitment to 

Being a person is the activity of 
meaning-making.

—Robert Kegan (1982, p. 11)
Developmental psychologist

Harvard University

What makes us different from other animals is our 
capacity to assign meaning to things. The essence of 
being human is integrating and making sense of expe-
rience (Loevinger, 1976). Language has developed, 
and continues to develop, as a uniquely human way 
to express meaning (Halliday, 1978)—and to disguise 
meaning. As Shakespeare observed in Measure for 
Measure, “It oft falls out, to have what we would have, 
we speak not what we mean.”

Qualitative research inquires into, documents, 
and interprets the meaning-making process. Let 
me illustrate how this occurs and explain why it is 
so important—indeed, why it is the core of qualita-
tive inquiry and analysis. I’ll begin with a personal 
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FRAMING QUALITATIVE INQUIRY4

acknowledge and take into account the personal and 
interpersonal nature of qualitative inquiry will be a 
recurring theme of this book. I’ve been at this for more 
than 40 years. My granddaughter’s birth infused my 
writing with new energy and urgency as I imagined 
addressing a new generation of qualitative researchers 
and evaluators.

So let us turn now to the other end of the human 
existential continuum. Systematically gathering data 
on deaths began in the Black Plague, when, from 1347 
to 1351, a third or more of all Europeans died. From 
that time, England began tracking deaths, eventually 
developing the death certificate, which specifies cause 
of death.

Of the roughly fifty million people who will die this 
year, approximately half will get a death certificate. 
That figure includes every fatality in every developed 
nation on earth: man, woman, child, infant. The other 
half, death’s dark matter, expire in the world’s poorest 
places, which lack the medical and bureaucratic infra-
structures for end-of-life documentation. (Schulz, 
2014, p. 32)

The death certificate has become a crucial source 
of epidemiological data documenting trends in causes 
of death, which has influenced policymaking, research 
priorities, and allocation of public health resources. 
Epidemiological studies go beyond death certificates 
to estimate deaths caused by poverty, low levels of 
education, smoking, obesity, and inactivity—causes 
in the same range as deaths from heart attacks and 
cancer (Galea, Tracy, Hoggatt, DiMaggio, & Karpati, 
2011). But as with birth certificates, death certificates 
and epidemiological studies do not capture what the 
death of someone means to those touched by that 
death. Only an in-depth case study can even begin to 
do that. To understand how humans face death and 
make sense of dying under the most extreme condi-
tions, Viktor E. Frankl (2006), a neurologist, psychi-
atrist, and Holocaust survivor, studied the search for 
meaning in World War II concentration and death 
camps. The capacity to find meaning in suffering and 
death, he concluded, was the key to survival.

So aggregate statistics on mortality reveal causes 
of death but don’t tell us how people find mean-
ing in dying and how cultures make sense of death. 
That kind of inquiry is the focus of the anthropol-
ogy of death, a specialized area of cross-cultural and 
cross-institutional inquiry.

The anthropology of death takes as its task to under-
stand the phrase: “All humans die,” yet in every culture, 
each dies in their own way. . . . 

Death is an intensely emotional and often taboo sub-
ject, so that studying death raises special dilemmas and 
emotional challenges for the fieldworker. . . . [Anthro-
pologist] Hortense Powdermaker, working in a matri-
lineal society in New Ireland, described her own 
extreme distress when she began taking field notes at 
her first funeral. She imagined how intrusive such an 
ethnographic presence would be in her own house of 
mourning. She, however, discovered to her great sur-
prise that these non-literate people felt no such intru-
sions, but rather that her writing added prestige to the 
ritual. They demanded her presence at every subse-
quent funeral, even long after she had constructed a 
complete account of the funeral process.

Many ethnographers have discussed the emotional 
strain of participating closely in the grief of oth-
ers. . . . Perhaps the most moving account is by Rosaldo 
who connects how his overwhelming grief at the acci-
dental death of his wife, (also an eminent anthro-
pologist) helped him understand more deeply [the] 
headhunter’s rage of the Ilongot in the Philippines. 
(Abramovitch, 2014, p. 1)

An exemplar of an in-depth qualitative inquiry into 
death is a study by Karen Martin (2007) of sudden 
infant death syndrome (SIDS), the leading cause of 
death among apparently healthy infants between the 
ages of one week and one year. Her case studies docu-
ment the painful experience of bereaved parents, who 
frequently blame themselves for their baby’s death. 
She looks at how parents grieve, the meanings and 
casual explanations they attribute to a SIDS death, 
the effects of their grief on family relationships, and 
the strategies they use to cope and carry on.

The anthropology of death includes how differ-
ent cultures explain, talk about, and deal with death. 
Americans appear to have particular difficulty deal-
ing with death. Debate about the wisdom and costs 
of extending life a few months with hugely expensive 
medical technology, surgery, and drugs has become 
not only a difficult matter of medical ethics but also a 
volatile political issue (Brown, 2014). These are mat-
ters for qualitative inquiry.

We construct and attach meaning to births. We try 
to make sense of death—and culture tells us how to 
do so. Now let’s look at five diverse examples between 
birth and death of how qualitative inquiry contributes 
to understanding human meaning making.

 • Bodily meaning making: Qualitative inquirers have 
studied the meanings attached to male and female 
bodies, disabled and injured bodies, bodies of dif-
ferent colors and sizes, how and why people adorn 
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The Nature, Niche, Value, and Fruit of Qualitative Inquiry 5

their bodies (e.g., with jewelry, tattoos, piercings, 
intentional scars), and how and why they mutilate 
them (e.g., by circumcision, female genital mutila-
tion, cutting off limbs in war, scalping, cannibalism, 
and sexual abuse).

Because our bodies serve as a site of meaning making 
within our culture, they also serve as a site of scholarly 
investigation. . . . 

Wanda Pillow discovered the centrality of the body in 
her research . . . on pregnant teenagers and their expe-
riences. . . . The body, the changing body, the experi-
ence of the pregnant body, structural responses to girls’ 
changing bodies, and the perceptions of others toward 
girls’ pregnant bodies became central to her research. 
In fact, without focusing on the body, it would not have 
been possible to understand much of the experience 
of this population. Accordingly, Pillow modified her 
research to focus on the bodies and bodily experi-
ences of the girls she was studying. In other words, she 
developed a body-centered methodology. . . . A shift to 
the body allowed her to ask and answer research ques-
tions that would otherwise be impossible to address. 
Likewise, she was able to access knowledge that would 
otherwise remain invisible. (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 
2006a, pp. xx–xxi)

 • Evaluative meaning making: Evaluation involves 
making judgments about what is meaningful. One 
important form of evaluation is assessing students’ 
academic achievement. Magolda and King (2012) 
interviewed nearly 2,000 college students to find 
out how they make learning meaningful. They found 
that many students fail to achieve complex learning 
goals because they rely too heavily on others’ opin-
ions about what to believe, who to be, and how to 
relate to others. In other words, peer pressure trumps 
individual meaning making, especially early in the 
college experience. Over time, successful students 
learn to decide for themselves what is meaningful, 
what Magolda and King call “self-authorship.” They 
conclude that understanding and assessing students’ 
meaning making is essential for interpreting stu-
dents’ academic performance and other behaviors 
and should inform the design of new programs and 
services.

 • What objects mean: Humans attach meaning to 
things, what anthropologists call material cul-
ture. Art, food, toys, jewelry, land, cars, perfume, 
clothes . . . anything can become meaningful to 
those people within a setting who attach value to it. 
The dictum that “an Englishman’s home is his cas-
tle” attaches special meaning, legal protections, and 

social status to one’s place of abode. National flags 
are symbols full of meaning. Music has meaning. The 
Olympic medal presentations combining flags and 
music evoke strong emotions. Qualitative inquiry 
includes studying the meaning making associated 
with things as diverse as Smartphones, Facebook, 
and hair dye (Berger, 2014).

 • Meaning in meaninglessness: Social groups are typ-
ically defined by their shared meaning making. In 
an ironic twist, some groups find meaning around a 
commitment to meaninglessness. Nihilism is a phil-
osophical assertion that life has no meaning. Nihilists 
find common meaningfulness in asserting meaning-
lessness. How and why this occurs, and its effects on 
those involved, is a matter well suited for qualita-
tive inquiry. Distinguished British philosopher and 
author Aldous Huxley (1894–1963) studied and 
reflected on the political and moral attraction of a 
philosophy of meaninglessness in England during 
the 1920s and 1930s. He interpreted it as essentially 
a means of liberation from conservative morality and 
politics, resisting being told what to believe by the 
powerful (religious, corporate, and government lead-
ers). Adherents of a philosophy of meaninglessness 
justified their political and erotic revolt by denying 
that the world had any meaning at all (Huxley, 1937).

 • Qualitative interpretation as meaning making: 
Qualitative inquiries study how people and groups 
construct meaning. In so doing, qualitative meth-
odology devotes considerable attention to how 
qualitative analysts determine what is meaningful. 
Qualitative analysis involves interpreting interviews, 
observations, and documents—the data of qualita-
tive inquiry—to find substantively meaningful pat-
terns and themes. Doing so is an act of interpretation.  
Distinguished qualitative methodologist Robert 
Stake (2010) explains what this means:

Interpretation is an act of composition. The inter-
preter takes descriptions and makes them more com-
plex, drawing upon a few conceptual relationships. He 
or she might take the term work and give it muscle, 
durability, remuneration, and self-respect. These can  
be some of the larger meanings of work. He or she 
might take an episode observed at the workplace and 
give it personality, history, tension, and implication. 
The best interpretations will be logical extensions 
of the simple description but also will include con-
templative, speculative, even aesthetic extension. The 
reader would be deceived if allowed to think that these 
interpretations had been agreed upon, certified in some 
way. They are contributions of the researcher, written 
so as to make it clear they are personal interpretations. 
All people make interpretations. All research requires 
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FRAMING QUALITATIVE INQUIRY6

interpretations. Qualitative research relies heavily on 
interpretive perceptions throughout the planning, data 
gathering, analysis, and write-up of the study. (p. 55)

The first contribution of qualitative inquiry, then, 
is illuminating meanings and how humans engage in 
meaning making—in essence, making sense of the 
world. Science fiction author Piers Anthony could 
have been talking about the challenge of qualitative 
inquiry when he observed, “All things make sense; you 
just have to fathom how they make sense.”

Studying How Things Work

Michael Scriven is a founder of the transdisciplinary 
profession of evaluation. Research can involve 
studying how anything works. Program evaluation 
involves studying how a program works and what 
results it gets to render a judgment about its effec-
tiveness. Scriven (1998) tells about being invited 
to evaluate a computer-based approach used by the 
counseling center at the University of California at 
Irvine. He accepted, and then things got interesting:

I ran three of my graduate students through the pro-
gram, and its disastrous failings emerged readily. From 
the administrator’s desk, dazzled by the computers, these 
failings—of content as well as of the machinery—were 
invisible. In any case, they refused payment in order to 
not have my critical report in their files. I said I would 
be happy not to charge them and instead use it as the 
theme for my next published article. So they called and 
said they had appointed a negotiator. I called the nego-
tiator and asked if he was empowered to negotiate to 
the full amount of the contract and he said, “Absolutely.” 
So I said fine, that I would not charge them since they 
did not think it worth paying for, but I would use the 
example in every future speech that I made on a related 
topic. (p. 13)

In that story are two examples of how things 
work. First is a glimpse into how the counseling 
center’s program worked—or rather didn’t work. 
The second story is how negotiating settlement of 
the evaluation contract worked.

Students of anatomy examine how the body 
works. Social scientists study how human groups 
and institutions work. The contribution of qualita-
tive research and evaluation to understanding how 
things work is highlighted by the opposite phe-
nomenon expressed in the title of Nigerian Chinua 
Achebe’s (1994) classic story of the clash between 
Western and traditional African values during and 
after the colonial era: Things Fall Apart.

Robert Stake, quoted earlier about the central-
ity of interpretation in making sense of the world, 
subtitled his book on qualitative research Studying 
How Things Work. Here’s what Stake (2010) says it 
means:

Understanding the social and professional worlds 
around us comes from paying attention to what 
people are doing and what they are saying. Some 
of what they do and say is unproductive and silly, 
but we need to know that, too. A lot of what people 
do is motivated by their love for their families and a 
desire to help people, and we need to know that, too. 
We won’t just ask them. We will look closely to see 
how their productivity and love are manifested. I put 
“Studying How Things Work” in the title . . . to help 
you improve your ability to examine how things are 
working. Most of the things I have in mind are small 
things—small but not simple, such as classrooms and 
offices and committees. But also gerundial things, 
nursing and mainstreaming and fund-raising, in 
particular situations. And some special things, such 
as ordering chairs for a classroom, and “labor and 
delivery,” and personal privacy. (p. 2)

The possibilities for studying how things work 
is vast. How does culture work? How do families 
work? Small groups? Universities? Movements? 
Systems? What is meant by qualitatively studying 
how things work is getting inside the phenom-
enon of interest to get detailed, descriptive data 
and perceptions about the variations in what goes 
on and the implications of those variations for 
the people and processes involved. A major way 
to do that is to capture people’s stories about how 
things work.

Evaluation is the process
of determining the merit,
worth and value of things,
and evaluations are the
products of that process.

Michael Scriven (1991)
Evaluation Thesaurus,
Page 1

SOURCE: From Scriven, M. (1991). Evaluation thesaurus (4th ed., p. 1). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. Used by permission of cartoonist Chris Lysy.

Freshspectrum.com
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The Nature, Niche, Value, and Fruit of Qualitative Inquiry 7

Capturing Stories to Understand People’s 
Perspectives and Experiences

They believed that a little reading was okay, but if you 
read too much, it interferes with your muscles getting 
stronger. They were careful to read just enough to do 
okay in school but not so much as to hurt their aspi-
rations to become good athletes. Teachers had heard 
this, they told me, but didn’t take it seriously. The boys 
I talked with took it very seriously. The eight-year-old 
girls thought the boys were just dumb and had silly 
and stupid ideas.

The results from your in-depth qualitative inquiry 
into reading could be used to adapt and improve 
approaches to reading, both in school and at home. 
Understanding how students view reading is critical 
to dealing with the development of reading skills as 
well as supporting positive attitudes about reading and 
motivation to get better at it.

The universe is made of stories, not 
atoms.

—Muriel Rukeyser (1913–1980)
American poet and political activist

Stories make us human.
—Jonathan Gottschall (2012)

The Storytelling Animal

If you want to know how much children can read, give 
them a reading test. If you want to know what reading 
means to them, you have to talk with them, listen to 
them, and hear their stories about the stories they love. 
Exhibit 1.1 gives examples of the kinds of questions 
you might ask.

These are qualitative inquiry questions aimed at 
getting an in-depth, individualized, and contextu-
ally sensitive understanding of reading for each child 
interviewed. Of course, the actual questions asked 
would have to be adapted to the child’s age and lan-
guage skills, the school and family situation, and the 
purpose of the inquiry. But regardless of the precise 
wording and sequence of the questions, the purpose is 
to hear children talk about reading in their own words; 
find out about their reading behaviors, attitudes, and 
experiences; and get them to tell stories that illumi-
nate what reading means to them. You might talk to 
groups of kids about reading as a basis for developing 
more in-depth, personalized questions for individual 
interviews. While doing fieldwork (actually visiting 
schools and classrooms), you would observe chil-
dren reading and the interactions between teachers 
and children around reading. You would also observe 
what books and reading materials are there in a class-
room and how they are arranged, handled, and used. 
In a comprehensive inquiry, you would also interview 
teachers and parents to get their perspective on the 
meaning and practice of reading, both for children 
and for themselves, as models their children are likely 
to emulate.

In analyzing your classroom observations and 
interviews with children, parents, and teachers, you 
would provide illustrative case examples of variations 
in reading practices and what it means to those inter-
viewed. You would report and explain any patterns or 
themes that emerged in the responses to your interview 
questions. For example, eight-year-old boys I inter-
viewed told me that good readers are bad at sports. 

EXHIBIT 1.1  Open-Ended Interview 
Questions About Reading

If you want to know how much children can read, give 
them a reading test. If you want to know what reading 
means to them, you have to talk with them. Here are exam-
ples of open-ended interview questions about reading:

Tell me about something you’re reading now.

What do you like to read in school? How does reading 
relate to other subjects in school? What do you read on 
your own, outside school? When do you read?

What do you like about reading? What don’t you like?

Tell me about reading in your family. What do people 
in your family say about reading? What do your friends 
say about it?

Some kids seem to be good readers, and some have 
trouble reading. Why is this, do you think? From what 
you’ve seen, what’s the difference between good read-
ers and not so good readers?

What about you, how would you describe your level of 
reading? Why?

How is your reading today different from a year ago, if 
at all?

Why do you think so much emphasis is placed on read-
ing in school? When you think about the future, how 
important do you think reading will be to what you do? 
Why?

Tell me one of your favorite stories. What makes it a 
favorite?
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FRAMING QUALITATIVE INQUIRY8

Making sense of and communicating research 
findings involves “the art of storytelling” (Hastings 
& Domegan, 2014, p. 117). Capturing and under-
standing diverse perspectives, observing and analyz-
ing behaviors in context, looking for patterns in what 
human beings do and think—and examining the 
implications of those patterns—these are some of the 
basic contributions of qualitative inquiry.

Elucidating How Systems Function and 
Their Consequences for People’s Lives

Why do people do what they do even when it doesn’t 
seem to make sense to an outsider? Sometimes the 
answer lies within the individual enmeshed in a per-
son’s background, personality, upbringing, worldview, 
and conditioned behaviors. Qualitative research often 
inquires into the stories of individuals to capture and 
understand their perspectives, as just discussed. But 
often the answer to why people do what they do is 
found not just within the individual but, rather, within 
the systems of which they are a part: social, family, 
organizational, community, religious, political, and 
economic systems.

Atul Gawande (2007), a Harvard Medical School 
surgeon, tells of visiting the Walter Reed military 
hospital early in the Iraq war. He participated in a 

session interpreting eye injury statistics. The doctors 
were having considerable success saving some sol-
diers from blindness, a positive outcome. But digging 
deeper, the doctors asked why so many severe eye inju-
ries were occurring. Interviewing their patients, they 
learned that the young soldiers weren’t wearing their 
protective goggles because they were considered too 
ugly and uncool. They recommended that the military 
switch to “cooler-looking Wiley X ballistic eyewear. 
The soldiers wore their eye gear more consistently and 
the eye-injury rate dropped immediately” (p. A23). By 
asking these kinds of deeper questions about what’s 
really going on and inquiring into assumptions about 
why things are happening, qualitative researchers and 
evaluators contribute to knowledge about what works, 
what doesn’t, and why.

Let’s place this example in a larger context. Those 
involved in solving problems repeatedly share frus-
trations about the stream of ever more sophisticated 
ambulances sent to accidents at the bottom of a cliff, 
when simply building a fence at the top would prevent 
those accidents. Why doesn’t the fence get built? A 
qualitative researcher would likely find a number of 
different perspectives and explanations and learn that 
building a fence involves political jurisdictions, finan-
cial priorities, environmental issues, contextual com-
plexities, and conflicts about who is involved in such a 
decision and who actually decides what kind of fence 
is to be built by whom, as well as some interesting and 
important local history and stories about the cliff, the 
road that runs along it, and the people who use that 
road, maybe even stories about the fence or fences that 
used to be there. What might begin as a seemingly 
simple question about why a fence hasn’t been built 
becomes, with in-depth inquiry, a case study of com-
plex system dynamics. Moreover, social, cultural, and 
political perspectives about how to solve problems all 
come into play. In reviewing numerous such stories, 
distinguished Australian action research scholar and 
practitioner Yolande Wadsworth (2010) has com-
mented that they are reminders about our repeated 
tendency to go for the short-term quick fix rather 
than examine, come to understand, and take action 
to change how a system is functioning that creates the 
very problems being addressed. In-depth qualitative 
inquiry can illuminate system and systemic issues and 
potential solutions.

Understanding Context:  
How and Why It Matters

When qualitative inquirers study how systems func-
tion and the consequences of system dynamics, they 
include attention to context. Context refers to what’s 

Discovery of a 4,000-Year-Old Prehistoric Cave Painting of a Wooly 
Mammoth Encounter: An Early Example of a Qualitative Report
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The Nature, Niche, Value, and Fruit of Qualitative Inquiry 9

going on around the people, groups, organizations, 
communities, or systems of interest. If we’re studying 
family farming systems in northwest Minnesota or 
eastern Burkina Faso, we’ll need to attend to larger- 
context issues such as climate change, political and 
economic trends, and public health threats, such as the 
obesity epidemic in the United States or the spread of 
HIV/AIDS in Africa.

The theme of the 2009 annual conference of 
the American Evaluation Association (AEA) was 
“Context and Evaluation.” AEA president Debra Rog 
(2009) articulated the challenge of taking context 
seriously:

As evaluators, we recognize that context mat-
ters. . . . Context has multiple layers and is dynamic, 
changing over time. Increasingly, we are aware of the 
need to shape our methods and overall approach to 
the context. Each of the dimensions within the context 
of an evaluation influences the approaches and meth-
ods that are possible, appropriate, and likely to pro-
duce actionable evidence. In tandem, some evaluations 
embrace context and include it within the study, rather 
than simply attempting to control its effects. Attention 
to context helps to produce findings that are generaliz-
able and useful to a broader set of stakeholders outside 
the local decision-making context.

When new cases of polio emerged in a remote area 
of India, epidemiologists accompanied the revaccina-
tion team and interviewed people in the area to find 
out how and why some children had missed being 
vaccinated in the recent campaign. They learned 
that some Muslim mothers had resisted the vacci-
nation and had hidden their children because they’d 
heard rumors of a Hindu plot to sterilize their boys 
(Gawande, 2004). Understanding the resistance to 
vaccination or other health practices, and develop-
ing approaches to overcome that resistance, requires 
an in-depth understanding of the cultural, social, and 
political systems within a particular context.

Context includes attention to and understanding of 
important nuances of culture, politics, economy, his-
tory, geography, resources, and institutions. Qualitative 
inquiry makes attention to context a priority both for 
data collection and for reporting findings. This means 
documenting diversity and the contextual factors that 
explain particular variations even while identifying 
cross-cutting patterns and themes.

Bottom line: Sensitivity to context is central in qual-
itative inquiry and analysis. Sounds reasonable, I trust. 
Perhaps even matter-of-fact. But maybe a bit abstract. 
So let’s make it concrete. What is the context for your 
reading this book? For me, or anyone, to understand 

how you engage with this book—indeed, how you 
engage with these very words as you read them—I 
would need to know the context within which you 
are reading. Are you taking a required course and are 
required to read this? Are you doing, or considering 
doing, a qualitative thesis or dissertation? Are you 
undertaking an evaluation project that includes qual-
itative methods? Are you new to qualitative inquiry, 
or are you an experienced researcher reading this as a 
refresher or to see how these methods have developed 
in the past few years? Do you come to this book with 
a strong quantitative methods background? Are you 
working or studying in a context that values qualitative 
data or one of skepticism about the value and credibil-
ity of qualitative findings? Are you just studying qual-
itative methods at this point for possible future use, or 
are you engaged in or about to engage in a qualitative 
study? If the latter, are you doing so alone or as part of 
a team? These are questions that illuminate the con-
text within which you are reading this book. If I am to 
understand your reading of this book, and your reac-
tions to it, I need to know the context within which 
you are reading it.

Identifying Unanticipated Consequences

That there will be unanticipated 
consequences is the one sure thing 
we can anticipate.

—Halcolm

The great delusion of our times is that we can control 
what happens. Politicians routinely promise to bring 
about changes in things such as the economy, over 
which they have little or no control. People running 
programs of all kinds establish objectives and imple-
mentation strategies and then follow the admonition 
to plan your work and work your plan. Good advice. But 
things seldom work out quite as planned. I’ve seen lit-
eracy programs aimed at helping high school dropouts 
learn to read that made them hate reading. I’ve seen 
juvenile justice programs aimed at rescuing delin-
quents from a potential life of crime that propelled 
them inadvertently on a pathway to becoming hard-
core criminals. I’ve seen interventions that intended 
to support welfare recipients become economically 
self-sufficient that contributed to multigenerational 
poverty. I’ve seen international agricultural develop-
ment programs aimed at increasing food production 
and income from cash crops turn fragile soils into 
desert through the introduction of inappropriate 
technological and management schemes. None of 
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FRAMING QUALITATIVE INQUIRY10

Context Matters: The Example of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness

The 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness 
was a landmark agreement between aid donors 
and developing countries aimed at reforming aid 
processes and increasing aid results. The Paris 
Declaration Principles were endorsed by more than 
150 countries and organizations, including the more 
developed aid donor countries, such as the United 
States, developing countries from around the world, 
and international development institutions, such as 
the World Bank, the United Nations Development 
Group, and the Organization for Economic  
Co-operation and Development. The five principles 
are as follows:

1. Ownership: Developing countries set their 
own strategies for poverty reduction, improve 
their institutions, and tackle corruption.
2. Alignment: Donor countries align behind 
these objectives and use local systems.
3. Harmonization: Donor countries coordinate, 
simplify procedures, and share information to 
avoid duplication.
4. Results: Developing countries and donors 
shift focus to development results, and results 
get measured.
5. Mutual accountability: Donors and partners 
are accountable for development results. 
(OECD, 2005)

An independent evaluation examined what 
difference, if any, the Paris Declaration made to 
development processes and results (Wood et al., 
2011). The scope of the evaluation was immense: 
case studies in 22 developing countries and  
in-depth reviews in 18 donor agencies as well as 
studies on special themes such as health sector aid. 

The evaluation was conducted in two phases over 
four years, between 2007 and 2011. The case studies 
used mixed methods, including interviews with 
“key knowledgeables” (people in a position to know 
firsthand about the subject of an inquiry), reviews of 
documents and official reports, and surveys of people 
involved with aid initiatives. The evaluation received 
the 2012 Outstanding Evaluation Award from the 
American Evaluation Association.

I became involved as the evaluator of the 
evaluation, to independently assess the rigor of 
the evaluation processes and render judgment 
about the credibility and utility of the findings 
(Patton & Gornick, 2011a). I observed two 
international meetings of those involved from 
developing countries and donor agencies engaged in 
international development assistance. As the findings 
were reported and discussed, one theme dominated: 
Context matters. The five reform principles provided 
a shared global commitment and a standard inquiry 
framework, but Indonesia is different from Vietnam, 
Colombia is different from the Cook Islands, 
and Afghanistan is different from South Africa. 
Development aid from Sweden is handled differently 
than aid from the United States, just as Australia, 
Switzerland, and Japan have different priorities, 
processes, and relationships with recipient countries.

Thus, the evaluation of the Paris Declaration 
not only included 22 country case studies but also 
offered cross-cutting judgments, for example, that 
country ownership (Principle 1 above) showed 
significant progress over the past decade, while 
mutual accountability (Principle 5) has lagged. 
Qualitative inquiry balances the particular (specific 
case studies in context) with the general (findings 
that cut across cases and contexts).

these programs were run by uncaring or incompetent 
people. Quite the contrary. In each case, I found the 
program leaders and staff to be committed, motivated, 
hardworking, and deeply engaged in bringing about 
change but, in the end, ineffective. Indeed, they were 
not just ineffective but counterproductive, having the 
opposite of their intended effects.

Qualitative inquiry is especially valuable for identi-
fying unintended consequences and side effects. If all 

a program evaluator looks at is whether the intended 
outcomes are attained, especially using standard per-
formance indicators such as reading tests, employ-
ment statistics, and health outcome data, then other, 
unintended effects will be missed. To find unantic-
ipated effects, you have to go into the field where 
things are happening, observe what is really going on, 
interview program participants about what they’re 
experiencing, and find out through open inquiry 
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what is happening, both intended and unintended. 
Consider these examples:

 • A program for chronically unemployed men wanted 
to improve its diagnosis of participants’ needs, so 
an extensive battery of assessment tests was added 
to the intake process. But the men coming into the 
program were so turned off by all the testing that 
the drop-out rate soared. The tests were supposed 
to communicate a deep concern with understand-
ing the particular needs of each man. What the 
men experienced was quite different. The tests made 
them feel stupid, reminded them of years of failure 
in school, and came across as impersonal, mechanis-
tic, and alienating.

 • A parent education program for young, poor, first-time 
mothers aimed to increase their knowledge and skills 
as parents. Those outcomes were attained, and the 
mothers were grateful. But when asked what was the 
most important thing they got out of the program, they 
said that it wasn’t the knowledge and skills attained, 
as important as those were, but the new relationships 
with other mothers. They came into the program feel-
ing isolated, lonely, abandoned, and afraid. They came 
out with friends, playmates for their children, and a 
network of support. Those were unintended side effects 
from the perspective of the program funders and staff. 
They were what made the program worthwhile from 
the perspective of the mothers.

 • The economy of Kiribati, an island nation in the 
central Pacific, depends on coconut oil and fish-
ing. But overfishing threatened the island’s future. 
The government began subsidizing the coconut 
oil industry to increase the islanders’ income from 
coconut production and reduce overfishing. The 
idea was that if people spent more time grow-
ing coconuts, they would spend less time fishing. 
What happened? Fishing increased dramatically, 
and the reef fish population dropped precipitously, 
putting the whole ecosystem at risk. It turned out 
that paying people more to do coconut agriculture 
actually increased fishing because as people earned 
more money making coconut oil, they could work 
less to support themselves and spend more leisure 
time fishing. They didn’t just fish for income. They 
fished because they liked to fish, and so having more 
income from coconut production gave them more 
time to fish (Walsh, 2009).

 • Economists and financial analysts spent decades 
building sophisticated statistical models to predict 
market behavior and manage both the domestic and 
the global economy, yet those models did not pre-
dict the financial crisis of 2008 that wiped out $50 
trillion in global wealth and increased poverty and 
human suffering around the world. The sophisticated  

prediction models used by financial planners and 
government policymakers unexpectedly contributed 
to and deepened the crisis by promulgating a false 
sense of security that what actually unfolded could 
never happen (Brooks, 2010). In-depth interviews 
with the financial sector, government, and corporate 
leaders, who, in deep crisis mode, were trying to fig-
ure out what to do to avert a worldwide economic 
collapse, consistently reported a sense of disbelief 
and shock: “I don’t know how this happened.” “This 
was never supposed to happen.” “This can’t be hap-
pening.” But it did happen. And to this day, the full 
story of what happened and its long-term implica-
tions for the global economy are still unfolding.

 • A social service program was created in Detroit to 
support young inner-city African Americans living 
with AIDS. Interviews with participants discovered 
that some of these destitute young people, when they 
heard about the services provided, had intentionally 
contracted HIV/AIDS to become eligible for social 
services. Despite knowing that it was a potentially 
fatal disease, they felt so hopeless that the risk felt 
worth taking to have someone care for them for once 
(Tourigny, 1998).

 • The mission of the United States Forest Service high-
lighted prevention of forest fires. The Smokey Bear 
campaign was the centerpiece of a highly effective 
public campaign to prevent forest fires—by setting 
aside national forests and parks with the aim of pro-
tecting them from fire. The unanticipated consequence 
has been that the successful prevention of forest fires 
created a widespread habitat for fires that are much 
more destructive and devastating than the smaller, 
natural fires of the past. “So,” according to modern 
forest ecologists, “instead of a few dozen trees per acre, 
the Southwestern mountains of New Mexico, Ari-
zona, Colorado and Utah are now choked with trees 
of all sizes, and grass and shrubs. Essentially, it’s fuel. 
And now fires are burning bigger and hotter. They’re 
not just damaging forests—they’re wiping them out. 
[In 2011] more than 74,000 wildfires burned over 8.7 
million acres in the U.S.” ( Joyce, 2012, p. 1).

The particular niche and contribution of qualitative 
methods in uncovering unanticipated consequences 
come from the openness of inquiry: asking open-ended 
interview questions, doing fieldwork in a way that is 
open to whatever turns up, studying documents to 
discover patterns that are hidden in the details, and 
observing with open eyes and an open mind. There  
is a lot of rhetoric in research and evaluation about  
the importance of looking for unintended conse-
quences, but the rhetoric rings hollow unless the design 
includes sufficient time, money, and investigator skills 
to do fieldwork and undertake genuinely open-ended 
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inquiry to find out what is actually happening. You 
can’t find this out from surveys and performance indi-
cators because you don’t know what you don’t know, so 
you can’t ask questions about it or measure it. The dirty 
little secret in much of research and evaluation is that 
the designs do not give serious attention to the emer-
gent and unexpected because those who design studies 
are primarily interested in testing their predetermined 
hypotheses and analyzing established indicators rather 
than openly inquiring into the complex and dynamic 
ways in which the real world unfolds.

The mind-set that is critical in open inquiry is to 
expect the unexpected, look for it, and see where it 
leads you. That is the nature, niche, and value of qual-
itative inquiry. And, as noted in the previous section, 
context comes into play. As the famed and infamous 
actress Angelina Jolie explained in summarizing her 
youth, “You’re young, you’re drunk, you’re in bed, you 
have knives; shit happens.”

Stuff happens everywhere. Qualitative inquiry 
documents the stuff that happens among real peo-
ple in the real world in their own words, from their 
own perspectives, and within their own contexts; 
it then makes sense of the stuff that happens by 
finding patterns and themes among the seeming 
chaos and idiosyncrasies of lots of stuff. Woody 
Allen, award-winning filmmaker, once witticized, 
“If you want to make God laugh, tell him about 
your plans.” Qualitative researchers and evaluators 
document the plans and study the consequences of 
attempting to carry out those plans, both intended 
and unintended.

Making Case Comparisons to Discover 
Important Patterns and Themes

 • Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies 
compares businesses that have endured over time 
with those that have failed (Collins & Porras, 2004).

 • Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap . . .  
and Others Don’t (Collins, 2001a), translated into 35 
languages, compares matched pairs of companies 
that started out in the same industries with similar 
profiles (market share, size, and profitability). One 
in each pair remained “good,” while the other went 
on to become “great” (market share dominance, sus-
tained profit growth, and high prestige).

 • How the Mighty Fall presents case studies of how 
some great companies self-destruct (Collins, 2009).

 • Great by Choice: Uncertainty, Chaos, and Luck—Why 
Some Thrive Despite Them All compares companies 
that successfully adapted to complex dynamic envi-
ronments with those that failed to adapt—and thus 
failed (Collins & Hansen, 2011).

The cornerstone of Collins’s research method is con-
ducting in-depth case studies that allow drawing sys-
tematic contrasts between successful and unsuccessful 
companies.

The critical question is not “What do successes share 
in common?” or “What do failures share in common?” 
The critical question is “What do we learn by studying 
the contrast between success and failure?” Think of it 
this way: Suppose you wanted to study what makes 
gold medal winners in the Olympic Games. If you only 
studied the gold medal winners by themselves, you’d 
find that they all had coaches. But if you looked at the 
athletes that made the Olympic team, but never won 
a medal, you’d find that they also had coaches! The 
key question is, “What systemically distinguishes gold 
medal winners from those who never won a medal?”

Our comparison method has proven to be the key for 
calling into question powerfully entrenched myths and 
discerning fundamental principles that apply over long 
stretches of time and across a wide range of circum-
stances. (Collins, 2012, p. 1)

Qualitative Inquiry Contributions

In this module, we have looked at seven kinds of 
knowledge-generating contributions that can flow 
from qualitative inquiry:

1. Illuminating meaning
2. Studying how things work
3. Capturing stories to understand people’s perspec-

tives and experiences

The Internet is a big deal, but 
electricity was bigger.

Building a great company requires 
adherence to principles predating 
both.

—Jim Collins (2000)
“The Timeless Physics of Great Companies”

Jim Collins identifies principles of organizational 
effectiveness by comparing successful and unsuccess-
ful companies. He is one of the most influential man-
agement scholars and consultants of the twenty-first 
century. His books have sold more than 10 million 
copies worldwide.
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4. Elucidating how systems function and their con-
sequences for people’s lives

5. Understanding context: how and why it matters
6. Identifying unanticipated consequences
7. Making case comparisons to discover important 

patterns and themes across cases

Exhibit 1.2 summarizes these contributions.
As the book unfolds, we will examine many more 

contributions of qualitative inquiry to knowledge, 
both theory and practice, and the interconnections 
between the two. But we’re just getting going. Let’s 
step back and more explicitly define the nature and 
niche of qualitative methods.

EXHIBIT 1.2  The Contributions of Qualitative Inquiry: Seven Examples

QUALITATIVE 
CONTRIBUTION INQUIRY FOCUS

1. Illuminating 
meanings

Qualitative inquiry studies, documents, analyzes, and interprets how human beings construct 
and attach meanings to their experiences. Birth, death, learning—indeed, any and all human 
experiences—are given meaning by those involved. Interviews and observations reveal those 
meanings and their implications.

2. Studying how 
things work

Program evaluations study what participants in programs experience, the outcomes of those 
experiences, and how program experiences lead to program outcomes. More generally, 
qualitative inquiry can illuminate how any human phenomenon unfolds as it does: how 
churches, social groups, political campaigns, community events, and social media work—and 
the effects on those who participate.

3. Capturing stories 
to understand 
people’s 
perspectives and 
experiences

An in-depth case study tells the story of a person, group, organization, or community. There’s 
a starting point (baseline); events unfold; some point of closure is reached. The story, well-
documented and well told, opens a window into the world of the case(s) studied.

4. Elucidating 
how systems 
function and their 
consequences for 
people’s lives

Systems involve complex interdependent dimensions that interact in ways that affect the 
people in those systems. Family systems, cultural systems, organizational systems, political 
systems, economic systems, community systems: qualitative inquiry systematically gathers 
perspectives on what happens within systems, and how what happens has implications for 
those involved. The results are systems stories and insights.

5. Understanding 
context: how and 
why it matters

Context refers to what’s going on around the people, groups, organizations, communities, or 
systems of interest. If someone wants to understand what brings you to this book, the context 
within which you are reading (school, job, project, professional development, team, workshop) 
will be critical to illuminate and understand. People’s lives and events unfold within larger, 
enveloping contexts. For qualitative inquiry and analysis, contextual sensitivity is central.

6. Identifying 
unanticipated 
consequences

Leaders, planners, social innovators, managers, politicians, change agents, community 
organizers, evaluators—the list goes on and on—strive to attain their intended goals. The 
modern world is highly goal oriented. But things seldom go as planned. Much of what 
was intended never occurs, and things that are never intended, and never even imagined, 
do occur. The open-ended fieldwork of qualitative inquiry documents both intended and 
unintended consequences of change processes.

7. Making case 
comparisons to 
discover important 
patterns and 
themes across 
cases

Comparisons involve analyzing both similarities and differences. We learn and deepen our 
understanding of phenomena of all kinds by drawing contrasts and making comparisons. 
Case studies provide rich data for teasing out what cases have in common and what sets 
them apart: successes versus failures, those who are resilient and those who are not, those 
who have long marriages and those who have multiple divorces, those who engage with 
qualitative methods and those who insist that only numbers count. Comparisons illuminate 
the enormous diversity of humanity even as we seek and find patterns across that diversity.
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What Makes Qualitative Data Qualitative2

Qualitative inquiry includes collecting quotes from 
people, verifying them, and contemplating what they 
mean. For an in-depth qualitative inquiry into the 
Cameron quote above, including its origin, varied 
versions over time, and diverse attributions, including 
Albert Einstein and many others, see Garson O’Toole 
(2010). My extensive use of quotations throughout 
this book treats them as both examples of qualitative 
data and sources of insight.

Qualitative reports describe and interpret some-
thing—whatever was studied. The data are words, 
stories, observations, and documents. Qualitative 
findings are based on three kinds of data: (1) in-depth, 
open-ended interviews; (2) direct observations; and 
(3) written communications. Interviews yield direct 
quotations from people about their experiences, opin-
ions, feelings, and knowledge. Data from observations 
consist of detailed descriptions of people’s activities, 
behaviors, actions, and the full range of interpersonal 
interactions and organizational processes that are part 
of observable human experience. Written communi-
cations are a rich source of data. Finding, studying, 
and analyzing documents of all kinds are a part of 
qualitative inquiry. For example, qualitative data can 
include excerpts, quotations, or entire passages from 
organizational, clinical, or program records; memo-
randa and correspondence; social media postings; 
official publications and reports; personal diaries; and 
open-ended written responses to questionnaires and 
surveys (see Exhibit 1.3).

The data for qualitative analysis typically come 
from fieldwork. During fieldwork the researcher 
spends time in the setting under study—a program, 
an organization, a community, or wherever situ-
ations of importance to a study can be observed, 
people interviewed, and documents analyzed. The 
researcher makes firsthand observations of activi-
ties and interactions, sometimes engaging person-
ally in those activities as a “participant observer.” 

Not everything that counts can be 
counted, and not everything that can be 
counted counts.

—William Bruce Cameron (1963)
Sociologist

EXHIBIT 1.3  Three Kinds of  
Qualitative Data

1. Interviews

Open-ended questions and probes yield in-depth 
responses about people’s experiences, perceptions, 
opinions, feelings, and knowledge. Data consist of 
verbatim quotations with sufficient context to be 
interpretable.

2. Observations and fieldwork

Fieldwork descriptions of activities, behaviors, actions, 
conversations, interpersonal interactions, organiza-
tional or community processes, or any other aspect 
of observable human experience are documented. 
Data consist of field notes: rich, detailed descriptions, 
including the context within which the observations 
were made.

3. Documents

Written materials and documents from organizational, 
clinical, or program records; social media postings of 
all kinds; memoranda and correspondence; official 
publications and reports; personal diaries, letters, artis-
tic works, photographs, and memorabilia; and written 
responses to open-ended surveys are collected. Data 
consist of excerpts from documents captured in a way 
that records and preserves the context.

 

For example, an evaluator might participate in all 
or part of the program under study, participating as 
a regular program member, client, or student. The 
qualitative researcher talks with people about their 
experiences and perceptions. More formal individ-
ual or group interviews may be conducted. Relevant 
records and documents are examined. Extensive 
field notes are collected through these observations, 
interviews, and document reviews. The voluminous 
raw data in these field notes are organized into 
readable narrative descriptions, with major themes, 
categories, and illustrative case examples extracted 
through content analysis. The themes, patterns, 
understandings, and insights that emerge from 
fieldwork and subsequent analysis are the fruit of 
qualitative inquiry.
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Mixed Methods

Qualitative findings may be presented alone or in 
combination with quantitative data. Research and 
evaluation studies employing multiple methods, 
including combinations of qualitative and quantitative 
data, are common. At the simplest level, a question-
naire or interview that asks both fixed-choice (closed) 
questions and open-ended questions is an example of 
how quantitative measurement and qualitative inquiry 
are often combined. Here’s an example.

Quantitative survey question  
(fixed, scaled response categories):

How satisfied are you with the quality of public trans-
portation in your area?

1. Very satisfied
2. More satisfied than dissatisfied
3. More dissatisfied than satisfied
4. Very dissatisfied

Qualitative follow-up question (open-ended):

1. What are you especially satisfied with?
2. What are you especially dissatisfied with?

Mixed methods yield both statistics and stories. 
Such studies report how many people fall into cate-
gories of interest and provide quotations and stories 
to elucidate what the numbers mean. See Exhibit 1.4 
for an example.

The Quality of Qualitative Data

The quality of qualitative data depends to a great 
extent on the methodological training, skill, sensi-
tivity, and integrity of the researcher. Systematic and 
rigorous observation involves far more than just being 
present and looking around. Skillful interviewing 
requires much more than just asking questions. Cred-
ible content analysis demands considerably more than 
just reading to see what’s there. Generating mean-
ingful and useful qualitative findings through obser-
vation, interviewing, and content analysis requires 
discipline, knowledge, training, practice, creativity, and 
hard work.

This chapter provides an overview of qualitative 
inquiry. Later chapters examine how to choose among 

the many options available within the broad range of 
qualitative methods, theoretical perspectives, and appli-
cations; how to design a qualitative study; how to use 
observational methods and conduct in-depth, open-
ended interviews; and how to analyze qualitative data 
to generate findings. To set the stage for those more 
detailed methodological discussions, it will be helpful to 
have a better sense of the kinds of findings that emerge 
from qualitative studies. If you want to get somewhere, 
it’s helpful to have a sense of the destination. So let’s 
look at the findings from some classic qualitative studies.

Qualitative Findings: Themes, Patterns, 
Concepts, Insights, Understandings

EXHIBIT 1.4 Mixed-Methods Example

Statistical data. Roughly 30% of entering freshmen 
in the United States are first-generation college stu-
dents, and 24% (4.5 million) are both first-gens and low 
income. Nationally, 89% of low-income first-gens leave 
college within six years, without a degree. More than a 
quarter leave after their first year—four times the drop-
out rate of higher-income second-generation students 
(Ramsey & Peale, 2010, p. 1).

Qualitative case quotation. “I did okay in high school, 
and everybody always said I’d go to college, but I didn’t 
even know you had to apply to go to college. Nobody 
in my family had ever been to college. I thought it was 
like going from primary school to high school, that the 
school authorities would just tell me where I’d be going. 
Looking back, it’s hard to believe that we were so igno-
rant, but sometimes you don’t know what you don’t 
know. We knew nothing about college at all. Me or my 
family. Nothing. Every bit of it is new to me and my fam-
ily. It’s pretty scary, but I’m figuring it out” (Quote from 
Mike, a freshman at a large public university).

 

Newton and the apple. Freud and 
anxiety. Jung and dreams. Piaget and 
his children. Darwin and Galapagos 
tortoises. Marx and England’s  
factories. Whyte and street corners. 
What are you obsessed with 
understanding?

—Halcolm
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Mary Field Belenky and her colleagues set out to study 
women’s ways of knowing. They conducted extensive 
interviews with 135 women from diverse backgrounds 
probing how they thought about knowledge, author-
ity, truth, themselves, life changes, and life in general. 
They worked as a team to group similar responses and 
stories together, informed partly by previous research 
but ultimately basing the analysis on their own col-
lective sense of what categories best captured what 
they found in the narrative data. They argued with 
each other about which responses belonged in which 
categories. They created and abandoned categories. 
They looked for commonalities and differences. They 
worked hard to honor the diverse points of view they 
found, while also seeking patterns across stories, expe-
riences, and perspectives. One theme emerged as par-
ticularly powerful: “Again and again women spoke 
of ‘gaining voice’” (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & 
Tarule, 1986, p. 16).

Voice versus silence emerged as a central metaphor 
for informing variations in ways of knowing. After 
painstaking analysis, they ended up with the five 
categories of knowing summarized in Exhibit 1.5, a 
framework that became very influential in women’s 
studies and represents one kind of fruit from quali-
tative inquiry.

One of the best-known and most influential books 
on organizational development and management is 
In Search of Excellence: Lessons From America’s Best-
Run Companies by Peters and Waterman (1982). The 
authors based the book on case studies of 62 highly 
regarded companies. They visited companies, con-
ducted extensive interviews, and studied corporate 
documents. From that massive amount of data, they 
extracted eight attributes of excellence: (1) a bias for 
action; (2) being close to the customer; (3) autonomy 
and entrepreneurship; (4) productivity through people; 
(5) hands-on, value-driven work; (6) sticking to the 
knitting; (7) simple form and lean staff; and (8) simul-
taneous loose and tight properties. Their book devotes 
a chapter to each theme, with case examples and 
implications. Their research helped launch the quality 
movement, which has now moved from the business 
world to not-for-profit organizations and govern-
ment. This study also illustrates a common qualitative 
sampling strategy: studying a relatively small number 
of special cases that are successful at something and 
therefore a good source of lessons learned.

Stephen Covey (1989) used this same sampling 
approach in doing case studies of “highly effective 
people.” He identified seven habits these people prac-
tice: (1) being proactive; (2) beginning with the end in 
mind; (3) putting first things first; (4) thinking win–
win; (5) seeking first to understand, then seeking to 

be understood; (6) synergizing, or engaging in crea-
tive cooperation; and (7) self-renewal. Kurtzman and 
Goldsmith (2010) studied highly effective leaders and 
identified patterns in how they get organizations to 
“achieve the extraordinary.”

What these influential books have in common is 
distilling a small number of important “lessons” from 
a huge amount of data based on outstanding exem-
plars. It is common in qualitative analysis for mounds 
of field notes and months of work to reduce to a small 
number of core themes. The quality of the insights 
generated is what matters, not the number of such 
insights. For example, in an evaluation of 34 programs 
aimed at people in poverty, we found a core theme that 
separated more effective from less effective programs: 
How people are treated affects how they treat others. 
If staff members are treated autocratically and insen-
sitively by management, with suspicion and disrespect, 
staff will treat clients the same way. Contrariwise, 
responsiveness reinforces responsiveness, and empow-
erment breeds empowerment. These insights became 
the centerpiece of subsequent cross-project, collabo-
rative organizational and staff development processes.

Jim Collins and his colleagues have continued and 
updated this methodological approach, conducting 
in-depth case studies of high-performing organiza-
tions. Their findings have been reported in a series of 

EXHIBIT 1.5  Women’s Ways of 
Knowing: An Example of 
Qualitative Findings

 � Silence. A position in which women experience 
themselves as mindless and voiceless and subject 
to the whims of external authority.

 � Received knowledge. Women conceive of themselves 
as capable of receiving, even reproducing knowl-
edge from external authorities but not capable of 
creating knowledge on their own.

 � Subjective knowledge. A perspective from which 
truth and knowledge are conceived as personal, pri-
vate, and subjectively known or intuited.

 � Procedural knowledge. Women are invested in learn-
ing and apply objective procedures for obtaining 
and communicating knowledge.

 � Constructed knowledge. Women view all knowledge 
as contextual, experience themselves as creators of 
knowledge, and value both subjective and objec-
tive strategies for knowing.

SOURCE: Belenky et al. (1986, p. 15).
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best-selling books mentioned earlier in this chapter 
in the section on making case comparisons to dis-
cover important patterns and themes. In their study of 
companies that thrive under conditions of uncertainty 
and chaos (Collins & Hansen, 2011), they began with 
an initial list of 20,400 companies and screened for 
small companies that achieved “spectacular results”: 
at least 10-fold growth over 15+ years through good 
times and bad. Only 7 companies made it into the final 
study sample. Their in-depth case studies revealed and 
explained three critical success factors: (1) fanatic dis-
cipline, (2) productive paranoia, and (3) empirical cre-
ativity. They also debunked “entrenched myths” such 
as the following:

 • Successful leaders are not bold, risk-taking visionaries.
 • High performance is not distinguished by innovation.
 • Acting quickly and making fast, real-time decisions 

is not an effective way of dealing with rapid change.
 • Radical internal change is not an effective response 

to turbulent external environments (Collins & 
Hansen, 2011, pp. 9–10).

A different kind of qualitative finding is illustrated 
by Angela Browne’s book When Battered Women Kill 
(1987). Browne conducted in-depth interviews with 
42 women from 15 states who were charged with a 
crime in the death or serious injury of their mates. 
She was often the first to hear these women’s stories. 
She used one couple’s history and vignettes from 
nine others, representative of the entire sample, to 
illuminate the progression of an abusive relation-
ship from romantic courtship to the onset of abuse 
through its escalation until it was ongoing and even-
tually provoked a homicide. Her work helped lead 
to legal recognition of battered women’s syndrome as 
a legitimate defense, especially in offering insight 
into the common outsider’s question: Why doesn’t 
the woman just leave? Getting an insider perspective 
on the debilitating, destructive, and all-encompassing 
brutality of battering reveals that question for what it 
is: the facile judgment of one who hasn’t been there. 
The effectiveness of Browne’s careful, detailed, and 
straightforward descriptions and quotations lies in 
their capacity to take us inside the abusive relation-
ship. Offering that inside perspective powers quali-
tative reporting.

This quick sampling of findings from classic quali-
tative studies is like a wine tasting, meant to introduce 
possibilities and support developing a more sophisti-
cated palate or, like appetizers, as an opening to the 
fuller feast yet to come. Many important scholars have 
contributed to knowledge through qualitative inquiry. 
Many breakthroughs in our knowledge of how the 

world works and why it works as it does have emerged 
from qualitative studies. Exhibit 1.9, at the end of this 
chapter (p. 41), provides examples of distinguished 
and prestigious qualitative research pioneers through-
out history and across a broad range of disciplines. The 
next section discusses some of the different purposes 
of and audiences for qualitative inquiry.

Different Purposes of and Audiences for 
Qualitative Studies: Research, Evaluation, 
Dissertations, and Personal Inquiry

As the title of this book indicates, qualitative 
methods are used in both research and evaluation. 
But because the purposes of research and evaluation 
are different, the criteria for judging qualitative 
studies can vary depending on a study’s purpose. This 
point is important. It means that one can’t judge the 
appropriateness of the methods in any study or the 
quality of the resulting findings without knowing 
the study’s purpose, agreed-on uses, and intended 
audiences. Evaluation and research typically have 
different purposes, expected uses, and intended users. 
Dissertations add yet another layer of complexity to 
this mix. Let’s begin with research.

QUALIA

Qualia refers to what we, as humans, subjectively add to our 
physical, sensory experience of the world through conscious-
ness. Consciousness may fundamentally involve processing 
qualia as a neurological capacity (Ramachandran & Blakeslee, 
1998). Qualia are studied, and debated, at the intersection 
between philosophy of mind and brain science (Tye, 2013).

Clarence Irving Lewis (1929) coined the term qualia in 1929 in 
his book Mind and the World Order:

There are recognizable qualitative characters of the 
given, which may be repeated in different experiences, 
and are thus a sort of universals; I call these “qualia.” But 
although such qualia are universals, in the sense of being 
recognized from one to another experience, they must be 
distinguished from the properties of objects . . . because it 
is purely subjective. (p. 3)

Qualia cannot be measured and standardized; they can only 
be experienced and reported. Qualia are fundamentally, inher-
ently, neurologically, essentially, and epistemologically qualita-
tive. If this intrigues you and you’re looking for a philosophical 
debate to get engaged with and mired in, see Qualia (2013).
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Qualitative Research

Research aims to generate or test theory and contrib-
ute to knowledge. Research findings describe how the 
world works and why it works as it does. Such knowl-
edge, and the theories that undergird knowledge, may 
subsequently inform action and evaluation, but action 
is not the primary purpose of fundamental research. 
Qualitative inquiry is especially powerful as a source 
of grounded theory, theory that is inductively gener-
ated from fieldwork, that is, theory that emerges from 
the researcher’s observations and interviews out in the 
real world rather than in the laboratory or the acad-
emy. The primary audiences for research are other 
researchers and scholars, as well as policymakers and 
others interested in understanding some phenom-
enon or problem of interest. The research training, 
methodological preferences, and scientific values of 
those who use research will affect how valuable and 
credible they find the empirical and theoretical find-
ings of qualitative studies.

Qualitative Dissertations

Dissertations and graduate theses offer special insight 
into the importance of attention to audience. Savvy 
graduate students learn that to complete a degree pro-
gram, the student’s committee must approve the work. 
The particular understandings, values, preferences, 
and biases of committee members come into play in 
that approval process. They will, in essence, evaluate 
the student’s contribution, including the quality of 
the methodological procedures followed and the anal-
ysis done. Qualitative dissertations, once quite rare, 
have become increasingly common as the criteria for 
judging qualitative contributions to knowledge have 
become better understood and accepted. But those 
criteria are not absolute or universally agreed on. As 
we shall see, there are many varieties of qualitative 
inquiry and multiple criteria for judging quality, many 
of which remain disputed.

Qualitative Evaluations

Program evaluation is the systematic collection of 
information about the activities, characteristics, and 
outcomes of programs to make judgments about 
the program, improve program effectiveness, and/or 
inform decisions about future programming. Poli-
cies, organizations, and personnel can also be eval-
uated. Evaluative research, quite broadly, can include 
any effort to judge or enhance human effectiveness 
through systematic data-based inquiry. Human 
beings are engaged in all kinds of efforts to make the 
world a better place. These efforts include assessing 

needs, formulating policies, passing laws, delivering 
programs, managing people and resources, providing 
therapy, developing communities, changing organiza-
tional culture, educating students, intervening in con-
flicts, and solving problems. In these and other efforts 
to make the world a better place, the question of 
whether the people involved are accomplishing what 
they want to accomplish arises. When one examines 
and judges accomplishments and effectiveness, one is 
engaged in evaluation.

Qualitative methods are often used in evaluations 
because they tell the program’s story by capturing and 
communicating the participants’ stories. Evaluation 
case studies have all the elements of a good story. They 
tell what happened when, to whom, and with what 
consequences. Many examples in this book are drawn 
from program evaluation, policy analysis, and organi-
zational development. The purpose of such studies 
is to gather information and generate findings that 
are useful. Understanding the program’s and partici-
pants’ stories is useful to the extent that they illumi-
nate the processes and outcomes of the program for 
those who must make decisions about the program. 
In Essentials of Utilization-Focused Evaluation (Patton, 
2012a), I have presented a comprehensive approach 
to doing evaluations that are useful, practical, ethical, 
accurate, and accountable. The primary criterion for 
judging such evaluations is the extent to which the 
intended users actually use the findings for decision 
making and program improvement. The methodolog-
ical implication of this criterion is that the intended 
users must value the findings and find them credible. 
They must be interested in the stories, experiences, and 
perceptions of the program participants, beyond sim-
ply knowing how many came into the program, how 
many completed it, and how many did what afterward. 
Qualitative findings in evaluation illuminate the peo-
ple behind the numbers and put faces on the statistics 
to deepen understanding and inform decision making.

Your Personal Interest and Passion  
as a Basis for Qualitative Inquiry

While the preceding discussion of evaluation, research, 
and dissertations has emphasized taking into account 
external audiences and consumers of qualitative stud-
ies, it is also important to acknowledge that you may 
study something because you want to understand it. As 
my children grew to adulthood, I found myself asking 
questions about coming of age in modern society, so 
I undertook a personal inquiry that became a book 
(Patton, 1999). But I didn’t start out to write a book. 
I started out trying to understand my own experience 
and the experiences of my children. That is a form of 
qualitative inquiry.
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TOP TEN PIECES OF ADVICE TO A GRADUATE  
STUDENT CONSIDERING A QUALITATIVE DISSERTATION

The following query was posted on an Internet listserv devoted to 
discussing qualitative inquiry:

I am a new graduate student thinking about doing a 
qualitative dissertation. If you could give just one bit of 
advice to a student considering qualitative research for a 
dissertation, what would it be?

The responses below came from different people. I’ve combined 
some responses, edited them (while trying to maintain the flavor 
of the postings), and arranged them for coherence.

 1. Be sure that a qualitative approach fits your research ques-
tions and interests. (Chapter 2 will help with this by pre-
senting the primary themes of qualitative inquiry.)

 2. Study qualitative inquiry. There are lots of different 
approaches and a lot to know. So it’s not a matter of just 
using qualitative methods but using a particular frame-
work for undertaking a qualitative study. (Chapter 3 
covers different qualitative theoretical orientations and 
approaches.)

 3. Find a dissertation adviser who will support you in doing 
qualitative research. Otherwise, it can be a long, tough 
haul. A dissertation is a big commitment. There are other 
practical approaches to using qualitative methods that 
don’t involve all the constraints of doing a dissertation, 
things like program evaluation, action research, and 
organizational development. You can still do lots of great 
qualitative work without doing a dissertation. But if you 
can find a supportive adviser and committee, then, by all 
means, go for it. (Chapter 4 covers particularly appropriate 
practical applications of qualitative methods.)

 4. Really work on design. Qualitative designs follow a different 
logic from quantitative research, especially with regard to pur-
poseful sampling and conducting in-depth case studies. This 
is not the same as questionnaires and tests and experiments. 
You can combine designs, like quant and qual approaches, 
but integrating both kinds of data can be challenging. Either 
way, you have to understand what’s unique about qualitative 
designs. (Chapter 5 covers qualitative designs.)

 5. Practice interviewing and observation skills. Practice! Prac-
tice! Practice! Do lots of interviews. Spend a lot of time 
doing practice fieldwork observations. Get feedback from 
someone who’s really good at interviewing and observa-
tions. There’s an amazing amount to learn. And it’s not just 
head stuff. Qualitative research takes skill. Don’t make the 
mistake of thinking it’s easy. The better I get at it, the more 
I realize how bad I was when I started. (Chapters 6 and 7 
cover the skills of qualitative inquiry.)

 6. Figure out how to do qualitative analysis before you gather 
data. I’ve talked with lots of advanced grad students who 
rushed to collect data before they knew anything about 
analyzing it—and lived to regret it big time. This is true for 
statistical data, but somehow people seem to think that 
qualitative data are easy to analyze. No way. That’s a big-
time NO WAY. And don’t think that the new software will 
solve the problem. Another big-time NO WAY. You, that 
is, YOU, still have to analyze the data. (Chapter 8 covers 
analysis.)

 7. Be sure that you’re prepared to deal with the controversies of 
doing qualitative research. People on this listserv are con-
stantly sharing stories about people who don’t “get” qual-
itative research and put it down. Don’t go into it naively. 
Understand the paradigms and politics. (Chapter 9 deals 
with the paradigms, politics, and ways of enhancing the 
credibility of qualitative inquiry.)

 8. Do it because you want to and are convinced that it’s right 
for you. Don’t do it because someone told you it would 
be easier. It’s not. Try as hard as possible to pick/negotiate  
dissertation research questions that have to do with 
some passion/interest in your professional life. Qualitative 
research is time-consuming, intimate, and intense; you will 
need to find your questions interesting if you want to be at 
all sane during the process—and still sane at the end.

 9. Find a good mentor or support group. Or both. In fact, find 
several of each. If you can, start a small group of peers in 
the same boat, so to speak, to talk about your research 
together on a regular basis—you can share knowledge, 
brainstorm, and problem solve, as well as share in each 
other’s successes, all in a more relaxed environment that 
helps take some of the edge off the stress (e.g., you might 
have potluck meals at different homes). This can be tre-
mendously liberating (even on a less than regular basis). 
Take care of yourself.

10. Prepare to be changed. Looking deeply at other people’s 
lives will force you to look deeply at yourself.

Additional resources for graduate students:

 • Completing Your Qualitative Dissertation: A Road Map From 
Beginning to End (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012)

 • The Qualitative Dissertation: A Guide for Students and Fac-
ulty (Piantanida & Garman, 2009)

 • A Practical Guide to the Qualitative Dissertation (Biklen & 
Casella, 2007)

 • Stretching Exercise for Qualitative Researchers (Janesick, 
2011)

S
ID

E
B

A
R

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2015 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



FRAMING QUALITATIVE INQUIRY20

While doing interviews with recipients of 
MacArthur Foundation Fellowships (popularly 
called “Genius Awards”), I was told by a social scien-
tist that her fieldwork was driven by her own search 
for understanding and that she disciplined herself to 
not even think about publication while engaged in 
interviewing and observing because she didn’t want 
to have her inquiry affected by attention to external 
audiences. She wanted to know because she wanted 
to know, and she had made a series of career and 

professional decisions that allowed her to focus on 
her personal inquiry without being driven by the tra-
ditional academic admonition to “publish or perish.” 
She didn’t want to subject herself to or have her work 
influenced by external criteria and judgment.

Thus far in this first chapter, we’ve looked at how 
qualitative inquiry contributes to our understanding 
of the world (Module 1) and what makes qualitative 
data qualitative (Module 2). We turn now to making 
methods decisions.

WHAT BRINGS YOU TO YOUR CHOSEN INQUIRY? THE  
INTERSECTION OF PERSONAL INTEREST AND SOCIETAL DYNAMICS

In his classic book The Sociological Imagination, C. Wright Mills 
(1959/2000) challenged scholars in the human disciplines to 
develop a point of view and a methodological attitude that 
would allow them to examine how the private troubles of indi-
viduals, which occur within the immediate world of experi-
ence, are connected to public issues and to public responses to 
these troubles. Mills’s sociological imagination was biographi-
cal, international, and historical.

Mills wanted [social science] to make a difference in the lives 
people lead. . . . 

I want a critical methodology that enacts its own version of 
the sociological imagination. Like Mills, my version of the 
imagination is moral and methodological. And like Mills, I 
want a discourse that troubles the world, understanding 
that all inquiry is moral and political. . . . in the connection 
between critical inquiry and social justice.

—Norman K. Denzin (2010, p. 9)
The Qualitative Manifesto: A Call to Arms

This is what undergirds and energizes the work of qualitative 
inquiry pioneer Norman K. Denzin, among the most prolific 
and eclectic of all qualitative methodologists. He took inspira-
tion from the vision and imagination of C. Wright Mills. What 
is the source of your inspiration? What motivates you? What 
is your vision of the contribution you want to make? These 
questions are fundamental to inquiry because the answers 
get you through the long, hard slog of fieldwork, arduous 
data analysis, and disputes about conclusions.

Enter not through this portal of inquiry

if thee be languorous, lackadaisical,

timorous, or without vision.

—Halcolm
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M O D U L E

3Making Methods Decisions

The implication of thinking about purpose and audi-
ence in designing studies is that methods, no less 
than knowledge, are dependent on context. No rigid 
rules can prescribe what data to gather to investigate 
a particular interest or problem. There is no recipe or 
formula in making methods decisions. The widely 
respected social science methodologist and psycho-
metrician Lee J. Cronbach observed that designing a 
study is as much art as science. It is “an exercise of 

You cannot successfully determine 
beforehand which side of the bread to 
butter.

—The Law of the Perversity of Nature

EXHIBIT 1.6 Some Guiding Questions and Options for Making Methods Decisions

 1. What are the purposes of the inquiry?

 • Research. Contribution to knowledge
 • Evaluation. Program improvement and decision 

making
 • Dissertation. Demonstrating doctoral-level scholarship
 • Personal inquiry. Finding out for oneself

 2. Who are the primary audiences for the findings?

 • Scholars, researchers, academicians
 • Program funders, administrators, staff, participants
 • Doctoral committee
 • Oneself, friends, family, lovers

 3. What questions will guide the inquiry?

 • Theory-derived, theory-testing, and/or theory- 
oriented questions

 • Practical, applied, action-oriented questions and 
issues

 • Academic degree or discipline/specialization priorities
 • Matters of personal interest and concern, even 

passion

 4. What data will answer or illuminate the inquiry questions?

 • Qualitative. Interviews, field observations, documents
 • Quantitative. Surveys, tests, experiments, secondary 

data
 • Mixed methods. What kind of mix? Which methods 

are primary?

 5. What resources are available to support the inquiry?

 • Financial resources
 • Time
 • People resources
 • Access, connections

 6. What criteria will be used to judge the quality of the  
findings?

 • Traditional research criteria: Rigor, validity, reliability, 
generalizability

 • Evaluation standards. Utility, feasibility, propriety, 
accuracy

 • Nontraditional criteria. Trustworthiness, diversity 
of perspectives, clarity of voice, credibility of the 
inquirer to primary users of the findings

 

the dramatic imagination” (Cronbach, 1982, p. 239). 
In research as in art there can be no single, ideal stan-
dard. Beauty no less than “truth” is in the eye of the 
beholder, and the beholders of research and evaluation 
can include a plethora of stakeholders: scholars, poli-
cymakers, funders, program managers, staff, program 
participants, journalists, critics, and the general public. 
Any given design inevitably reflects some imperfect 
interplay of resources, capabilities, purposes, possibil-
ities, creativity, and personal judgments by the people 
involved. Research, like diplomacy, is the art of the 
possible. Exhibit 1.6 provides a set of questions to 
consider in the design process, regardless of type of 
inquiry. With that background, we can turn to con-
sideration of the relative strengths and weaknesses of 
qualitative and quantitative methods.
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Methods Choices: Contrasting Qualitative 
and Quantitative Emphases

The key to making a good forecast is 
weighing quantitative and qualitative 
information appropriately.

—Nate Silver (2012, p. 100)

Thinking about design alternatives and methods 
choices leads directly to consideration of the relative 
strengths and weaknesses of qualitative and quanti-
tative data. The approach here is pragmatic. Some 
questions lend themselves to numerical answers, and 
some don’t. If you want to know how much people 
weigh, use a scale. If you want to know if they’re obese, 
measure body fat in relation to height and weight and 
compare the results with population norms. If you 
want to know what their weight means to them, how 
it affects them, how they think about it, and what they 
do about it, you need to ask them questions, find out 
about their experiences, and hear their stories. A com-
prehensive and multifaceted understanding of weight 
in people’s lives requires both their numbers and their 
stories. Doctors who look only at test results and don’t 
also listen to their patients are making judgments with 
inadequate knowledge.

Qualitative methods facilitate study of issues in 
depth and detail. Approaching fieldwork without 
being constrained by predetermined categories of anal-
ysis contributes to the depth, openness, and detail of 
qualitative inquiry. Quantitative methods, on the other 
hand, require the use of standardized measures so that 
the varying perspectives and experiences of people can 
be fit into a limited number of predetermined response 
categories to which numbers are assigned.

The advantage of a quantitative approach is that 
it’s possible to measure the reactions of a great many 
people to a limited set of questions, thus facilitating 
comparison and statistical aggregation of the data. 
This gives a broad, generalizable set of findings pre-
sented succinctly and parsimoniously. By contrast, 
qualitative methods typically produce a wealth of 
detailed information about a much smaller num-
ber of people and cases. This increases the depth of 
understanding of the cases and situations studied but 
reduces generalizability.

Validity in quantitative research depends on careful 
instrument construction to ensure that the instrument 
measures what it is supposed to measure. The instru-
ment must then be administered in an appropriate, 
standardized manner according to prescribed proce-
dures. The focus is on the measuring instrument—the 

test items, survey questions, or other measurement 
tools. In qualitative inquiry, the researcher is the 
instrument. The credibility of qualitative methods, 
therefore, hinges to a great extent on the skill, compe-
tence, and rigor of the person doing the fieldwork—as 
well as the things going on in a person’s life that might 
prove to be a distraction. Qualitative methodology 
pioneers Egon Guba and Yvonna Lincoln (1981) have 
commented on this aspect of qualitative research:

Fatigue, shifts in knowledge, and cooptation, as well as 
variations resulting from differences in training, skill, 
and experience among different “instruments,” easily 
occur. But this loss in rigor is more than offset by the 
flexibility, insight, and ability to build on tacit knowl-
edge that is the peculiar province of the human instru-
ment. (p. 113)

Because qualitative and quantitative methods 
involve differing strengths and weaknesses, they con-
stitute alternative, but not mutually exclusive, strat-
egies for research. Both qualitative and quantitative 
data can be collected in the same study. To further 
illustrate these contrasting approaches and provide 
concrete examples of the fruit of qualitative inquiry, 
the rest of this chapter presents select excerpts from 
actual studies.

Comparing Two Kinds of Data: An Example

The Technology for Literacy Center was a com-
puter-based adult literacy program in Saint Paul,  
Minnesota. It operated out of a storefront facility in 
a lower-socioeconomic area of the city. In 1988, after 
three years of pilot operation, a major funding decision 
had to be made about whether to continue the program. 
Anticipating the funding decision, a year earlier, local 
foundations and public schools supported a “summa-
tive evaluation” to determine the overall outcomes and 
cost-effectiveness of the center. The evaluation design 
included both quantitative and qualitative data.

The quantitative testing data showed great variation. 
The statistics on average achievement gains masked the 
great differences among the participants. The report con-
cluded that, while testing showed substantial achieve-
ment test gains for the treatment group versus the 
control group, the more important finding concerned 
the highly individualized nature of student progress. The 
report concluded that “the data on variation in achieve-
ment and instructional hours lead to a very dramatic, 
important and significant finding: there is no average  
student at TLC (Patton & Stockdill, 1987, p. 33).

This finding highlights the kind of program or treat-
ment situation where qualitative data are particularly 
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helpful and appropriate. The Technology for Literacy 
Center has a highly individualized program in which 
learners proceed at their own pace based on specific 
needs and interest. The students come in at very dif-
ferent levels, with a range of goals, participate in widely 
varying ways, and make very different gains. Average 
gain scores and average hours of instruction provide a 
parsimonious overview of aggregate progress. Adding 
case studies helps funders understand individual var-
iation and what that variation means. To get at the 
meaning of the program for individual participants, the 
evaluation included case studies and qualitative data 
from interviews.

Individual Case Examples

One case was the story of Barbara, a 65-year-old black 
grandmother who came to Minnesota after a child-
hood in the Deep South. She worked as a custodian 
and house cleaner and was proud of never having been 
on welfare. She was the primary breadwinner for a 
home with five children spanning three generations, 
including her oldest daughter’s teenage children, for 
whom she had cared since her daughter’s unexpected 
death from hepatitis. During the week, she seldom 
got more than three hours of sleep each night. At the 
time of the case study, she had spent 15 months in 
the literacy program and progressed from not reading 
at all (second-grade level) to being a regular library 
user (and testing a grade level higher than where she 
began). She developed an interest in black history and 
reported being particularly pleased at being able to 
read the Bible on her own. She described what it was 
like not being able to read:

Where do you go for a job? You can’t make out an 
application. You go to a doctor, and you can’t fill out the 
forms, and it’s very embarrassing. You have to depend 
on other people to do things like this for you. Some-
times you don’t even want to ask your own kids because 
it’s just like you’re depending too much on people, and 
sometimes they do it willingly, and sometimes you have 
to beg people to help. . . . 

All the progress has made me feel lots better about 
myself because I can do some of the things I’ve been 
wanting to do and I couldn’t do. It’s made me feel more 
independent to do things myself instead of depending 
on other people to do them for me.

A second contrasting case tells the story of Sara, 
a 42-year-old Caucasian woman who dropped out 
of school in the 10th grade. She worked as an office 
manager and tested at 12th-grade level on entry to 

the program. After 56 hours of study over 17 days, she 
passed the exam to receive a Graduate Equivalency 
Degree (GED), making her a high school graduate. 
She immediately entered college. She said that the 
decision to return for her GED was

an affirmation, as not having a diploma had really hurt 
me for a long time. . . . It was always scary wondering 
if somebody actually found out that I was not a grad-
uate that they would fire me or they wouldn’t accept 
me because I hadn’t graduated. The hardest thing for 
me to do was tell my employer. He is very much into 
education, and our company is education oriented. So 
the hardest thing I ever had to do was tell him I was a 
high school dropout. I needed to tell because I needed 
time to go and take the test. He was just so under-
standing. I couldn’t believe it. It was just wonderful. I 
thought he was going to be disappointed in me, and 
he thought it was wonderful that I was going back. He 
came to graduation.

These short excerpts from two contrasting cases illus-
trate the value of detailed, descriptive data in deepen-
ing our understanding of individual variation. Knowing 
that each woman progressed about one grade level on a 
standardized reading test is only a small part of a larger, 
much more complex picture. Yet, with more than 500 
people in the program, it would be overwhelming for 
funders and decision makers to attempt to make sense 
of 500 detailed case studies (about 5,000 double-spaced 
pages). Statistical data provide a succinct and parsimo-
nious summary of major patterns, while select case 
studies provide depth, detail, and individual meaning.

Open-Ended Interview Responses

Another instructive contrast is to compare closed-
ended questionnaire results with responses to open-
ended group interviews. Questionnaire responses to 
quantitative, standardized items indicated that 77% 
of the adult literacy students were “very happy” with 
the Technology for Literacy Center program; 74% 
reported learning “a great deal.” These and similar 
results revealed a general pattern of satisfaction and 
progress. But what did the program mean to students 
in their own words?

To get the perspective of students, I conducted 
focus group interviews. I asked students to describe 
the program’s outcomes in personal terms. I asked, 
“What difference has what you are learning made in 
your lives?” Here are some of the responses:

 • I love the newspaper now and actually read it. Yeah, 
I love to pick up the newspaper now. I used to hate 
it. Now I love the newspaper.
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 • I can follow sewing directions. I make a grocery 
list now, so I’m a better shopper. I don’t forget 
things.

 • Yeah, you don’t know how embarrassing it is to go 
shopping and not be able to read the wife’s gro-
cery list. It’s helped me out so much in the grocery 
store.

 • Helps me with my medicine. Now I can read the 
bottles and the directions! I was afraid to give the 
kids medicine before because I wasn’t sure.

 • I don’t get lost anymore. I can find my way 
around. I can make out directions, read the map. 
I work in construction, and we change locations 
a lot. Now I can find my way around. I don’t get 
lost anymore!

 • Just getting a driver’s license will be wonderful. 
I’m 50. If I don’t get the GED but if I can get a 
license . . . ! I can drive well, but I’m scared to death 
of the written test. Just getting a driver’s license . . . , 
a driver’s license.

 • Now I read outdoor magazines. I used to just read 
the titles of books—now I read the books!

 • I was always afraid to read at school and at church. 
I’m not afraid to read the Bible now at Bible class. It’s 
really important to me to be able to read the Bible.

 • I can fill out applications now. You have to know 
how to fill out an application in this world. I can 
look in the Yellow Pages. It used to be so embar-
rassing not to be able to fill out applications, not to 
be able to find things in the Yellow Pages. I feel so 
much better now. At least my application is filled 
out right, even if I don’t get the job, at least my 
application is filled out right.

 • I’m learning just enough to keep ahead of my kids. 
My family is my motivation. Me and my family. 
Once you can read to your kids, it makes all the 
difference in the world. It helps you to want to read 
and to read more. When I can read myself, I can 
help them read so they can have a better life. The 
kids love it when I read to them.

These focus group interview excerpts provide some 
qualitative insights into the individual, personal expe-
riences of adults learning to read. The questionnaire 
results (77% satisfied) provided data on statistically 
generalizable patterns, but the standardized questions 
only tap the surface of what it means for the pro-
gram to have had “great perceived impact.” The much 
smaller sample of open-ended interviews adds depth, 
detail, and meaning at a very personal level of expe-
rience. The next example will show that qualitative 
data can yield not only deeper understanding but also 
political action as the depth of participants’ feelings is 
revealed.

The Power of Qualitative Data

In the early 1970s, the school system of Kalamazoo, 
Michigan, implemented a new accountability system. It 
was a complex system that included using standardized 
achievement tests administered in both fall and spring, 
criterion-referenced tests developed by teachers, 
performance objectives, teacher peer ratings, student 
ratings of teachers, parent ratings of teachers, principal 
ratings of teachers, and teacher self-ratings.

The Kalamazoo accountability system began to 
attract national attention. For example, the American 
School Board Journal reported in April 1974 that 
“Kalamazoo schools probably will have one of the 
most comprehensive computerized systems of person-
nel evaluation and accountability yet devised” (p. 40). 
In the first of a three-part series on Kalamazoo the 
American School Board Journal asserted, “Take it from 
Kalamazoo: a comprehensive, performance-based system 
of evaluation and accountability can work” (p. 32).

Not everyone agreed with that positive assessment, 
however. The Kalamazoo Education Association 
charged that teachers were being demoralized by the 
accountability system. Some school officials, on the 
other hand, argued that teachers did not want to be 
accountable. In the spring of 1976, the Kalamazoo 
Education Association, with assistance from the 
Michigan Education Association and the National 
Education Association, sponsored a survey of teachers 
to find out the teachers’ perspective on the accounta-
bility program (Perrone & Patton, 1976).

The education association officials were interested 
primarily in a questionnaire consisting of standardized 
items. One part of the closed-ended questionnaire 
provided the teachers with a set of statements with 
which they could agree or disagree. The questionnaire 
results showed that the teachers felt that the account-
ability system was largely ineffective and inadequate. 
For example, 90% of the teachers disagreed with the 

DISCOVERING QUALITATIVE INQUIRY

Distinguished adult education scholar Malcolm Knowles cre-
ated the discipline of andragogy (adult learning, in contrast to 
pedagogy, child learning). In his autobiography, The Making 
of an Adult Educator (1989), he listed his discovery of qualita-
tive methods as an alternative way of studying and evaluating 
adult learning as one of the eight most important episodes 
of his life, right there alongside his marriage. He reported 
that it completely changed how he viewed the world and 
opened up critically important new ways of understanding 
how adults learn.
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school administration’s published statement: “The 
Kalamazoo accountability system is designed to per-
sonalize and individualize education”; 88% reported 
that the system does not assist teachers to become 
more effective; 90% responded that the accounta-
bility system has not improved educational planning 
in Kalamazoo; 93% believed that “accountability as 
practiced in Kalamazoo creates an undesirable atmos-
phere of anxiety among teachers”; and 90% asserted, 
“The accountability system is mostly a public relations 
effort.” Nor did teachers feel that the accountability 
system fairly reflected what they did as teachers since 
97% of them agreed that “accountability as practiced 
in Kalamazoo places too much emphasis on things 
that can be quantified, so that it misses the results of 
teaching that are not easily measured.”

It is relatively clear from these statements that most 
of the teachers who responded to the questionnaire 
were negative about the accountability system. When 
school officials and school board members reviewed 
the questionnaire results, however, many of them 
immediately dismissed those results by arguing that 
they had never expected teachers to like the system, 
teachers didn’t really want to be accountable, and the 
teachers’ unions had told their teachers to respond 
negatively anyway. In short, many school officials and 
school board members dismissed the questionnaire 
results as biased, inaccurate, and the result of teacher 
union leaders telling teachers how to respond in order 
to discredit the school authorities.

The same questionnaire included two open-ended 
questions. The first was placed midway through the 
questionnaire, and the second came at the end of the 
questionnaire.

1. Please use this space to make any further com-
ments or recommendations concerning any com-
ponent of the accountability system.

2. Finally, we’d like you to use this space to add any 
additional comments you’d like to make about any 
part of the Kalamazoo accountability system.

A total of 373 teachers (70% of those who 
responded to the questionnaire) took the time to 
respond to one of these open-ended questions. All of 
the comments made by the teachers were typed verba-
tim and included in the report. These open-ended data 
filled 101 pages. When the school officials and school 
board members rejected the questionnaire data, rather 
than argue with them about the meaningfulness of the 
teacher responses to the standardized items, we asked 
them to turn to the pages of open-ended teacher com-
ments and simply read at random what the teachers 

said. Examples of the comments they read, and could 
read on virtually any page in the report, are reproduced 
below in six representative responses from the middle 
pages of the report.

Teacher Response No. 284: I don’t feel that fear is 
necessary in an accountability situation. The person 
at the head of a school system has to be human, not 
a machine. You just don’t treat people like they are 
machines!

The superintendent used fear in this system to get what 
he wanted. That’s very hard to explain in a short space. 
It’s something you have to live through to appreciate. 
He lied on many occasions and was very deceitful. 
Teachers need a situation where they feel comfortable. 
I’m not saying that accountability is not good. I am say-
ing the one we have is lousy. It’s hurting the students—
the very ones we’re supposed to be working for.

Teacher Response No. 257: This system is creating an 
atmosphere of fear and intimidation. I can only speak for 
the school I am in, but people are tense, hostile, and los-
ing their humanity. Gone is the goodwill and team spirit 
of administration and staff, and I believe this all begins 
at the top. One can work in these conditions but why, if 
it is to “shape up” a few poor teachers. Instead, it’s having 
disastrous results on the whole faculty community.

Teacher Response No. 244: In order to fully understand 
the oppressive, stifling atmosphere in Kalamazoo, you 
have to “be in the trenches”—the classrooms. In 10 
years of teaching, I have never ended a school year as 
depressed about “education” as I have this year. If things 
do not improve in the next 2 years, I will leave edu-
cation. The Kalamazoo accountability system must be 
viewed in its totality and not just the individual com-
ponent parts of it. In toto, it is oppressive and stifling.

In teaching government and history, students often 
asked what it was like to live in a dictatorship. I now 
know firsthand.

The superintendent, with his accountability model and 
his abrasive condescending manner, has managed in 
three short years to destroy teacher morale and effec-
tive creative classroom teaching.

Last evening, my wife and I went to an end of the 
school year party. The atmosphere there was strange—
little exuberance, laughter, or release. People who in 
previous years laughed, sang, and danced were unnatu-
rally quiet and somber. Most people went home early. 
The key topic was the superintendent, the school board 
election, and a millage campaign. People are still tense 
and uncertain.
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While the school board does not “pay us to be 
happy,” it certainly must recognize that emotional 
stability is necessary for effective teaching to take 
place. The involuntary transfers, intimidation, coer-
cion, and top to bottom “channelized” communica-
tion in Kalamazoo must qualify this school system 
for the list of “least desirable” school systems in the 
nation.

Teacher Response No. 233: I have taught in Kalamazoo 
for 15 years and under five superintendents. Until 
the present superintendent, I found working condi-
tions to be enjoyable, and teachers and administration 
and the Board of Education all had a good working 
relationship. In the past 4 years—under the present 
superintendent—I find the atmosphere deteriorat-
ing to the point where teachers distrust each other 
and teachers do not trust administrators at all! We 
understand the position the administrators have been 
forced into and feel compassion for them—however, 
we still have no trust! Going to school each morning 
is no longer an enjoyable experience.

Teacher Response No. 261: A teacher needs some 
checks and balances to function effectively; it would 
be ridiculous to think otherwise—if you are a con-
cerned teacher. But in teaching, you are not turning 
out neatly packaged little mechanical products, all 
alike and endowed with the same qualities. This non-
sensical accountability program we have here makes 
the superintendent look good to the community. But 
someone who is in the classroom dealing with all types 
of kids, some who cannot read, some who hardly ever 
come to school, some who are in and out of jail, this 
teacher can see that and the rigid accountability model 
that neglects the above-mentioned problems is pure 
“BULLSHIT!”

Teacher Response No. 251: “Fear” is the word for 
“accountability” as applied in our system. My teaching 
before “Accountability” is the same as now. “Account-
ability” is a political ploy to maintain power. What-
ever good there may have been in it in the beginning 
has been destroyed by the awareness that each new 
educational “system” has at its base a political motive. 
Students get screwed. . . . The bitterness and hatred in 
our system are incredible. What began as “noble” has 
been destroyed. You wouldn’t believe the new layers of 
administration that have been created just to keep this 
monster going.

Our finest compliment around our state is that the 
other school systems know what is going on and are 
having none of it. Lucky people. Come down and visit 
in hell sometime.

Face Validity and Credibility

What was the impact of the qualitative data collected 
from the teachers in Kalamazoo? You will recall that 
many of the school board members initially dis-
missed the standardized questionnaire responses 
as biased, rigged, and the predictable result of the 
union’s campaign to discredit school officials. How-
ever, after reading through a few pages of the teach-
ers’ own personal comments, after hearing about the 
teachers’ experiences with the accountability sys-
tem in their own words, the tenor of the discussion 
about the evaluation report changed. School board 
members could easily reject what they perceived as a 
“loaded” questionnaire. They could not so easily dis-
miss the anguish, fear, and depth of concern revealed 
in the teachers’ own reflections. The teachers’ words 
had face validity and credibility. Discussion of the 
evaluation results shifted from an attack on the mea-
sures used to the question “What do you think we 
should do?”

Not long after the evaluation report, the superin-
tendent resigned. The new superintendent and school 
board used the evaluation report as a basis for start-
ing afresh with the teachers. A year later, teacher 
association officials reported a new environment of 
teacher–administration cooperation in developing a 
mutually acceptable accountability system. The eval-
uation report did not directly cause these changes. 
Many other factors were involved in Kalamazoo at 
that time. However, the qualitative information in the 
evaluation report revealed the full scope and nature of 
teachers’ feelings about what it was like to work in the 
atmosphere created by the accountability system. The 
depth of those feelings as expressed in the teachers’ 
own words became part of the impetus for change in 
Kalamazoo.

The Purpose of Open-Ended Responses

Direct quotations are a basic source of raw data in 
qualitative inquiry, revealing respondents’ depth of 
emotion, the ways they have organized their world, 
their thoughts about what is happening, their expe-
riences, and their basic perceptions. The task for the 
qualitative researcher is to provide a framework within 
which people can respond in a way that represents 
accurately and thoroughly their points of view about 
the world, or that part of the world about which they 
are talking, for example, their experience with a par-
ticular program being evaluated.

I have included the Kalamazoo evaluation findings 
as an illustration of qualitative inquiry because open-
ended responses on questionnaires represent the most 
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elementary form of qualitative data. There are severe 
limitations to open-ended data collected in writing 
on questionnaires, limitations related to the writing 
skills of respondents, the impossibility of probing or 
extending responses, and the effort required of the 
person completing the questionnaire. Yet, even at this 
elementary level of inquiry, the depth and detail of 
feelings revealed in the open-ended comments of the 
Kalamazoo teachers illustrate the fruit of qualitative 
methods.

The major way in which qualitative researchers 
seek to understand the perceptions, feelings, experi-
ences, and knowledge of people is through in-depth, 
intensive interviewing, not just open-ended items 
on questionnaires. Chapter 7 on interviewing will 
present ways of gathering high-quality information 
from people. Effective interviewing techniques, skill-
ful questioning, and the capacity to establish rapport 
are keys to obtaining credible and useful data through 
interviews. A particularly strong type of qualita-
tive inquiry combines fieldwork observations with 
in-depth interviewing.

Combining Observations and Interviews

Qualitative data can include both direct observation 
and interview data. Sometimes a longitudinal study 
begins with observations and then continues with 
follow-up interviews. That was the design of a study 
of female college students. Sociologists Elizabeth 
A. Armstrong and Laura T. Hamilton, with a team 
of researchers, embedded themselves in a freshman 
dormitory at a major midwestern state university, 
observed the young women throughout their years 
in college, and then continued to gather data about 
their lives after college through in-depth interviews. 
They originally expected to learn a lot about romance 
and sex in college, but as often happens with open-
ended qualitative fieldwork, what emerged as most 
important turned out to be different from what was 
expected. They ended up documenting the powerful 
effects of social class and socioeconomic status on col-
lege experiences and outcomes. They studied the cul-
ture of status seeking centered on sororities and found  
that the most well-resourced and seductive route to 
“success” was a “party pathway” anchored in the Greek 
sorority system, a system supported and encouraged 
by the university administration. This party pathway, 
they found, exerted influence over the academic and 
social experiences of all students but in different ways: 
It benefited the affluent, elite, and well-connected 
women but seriously disadvantaged the majority of 
women (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013).

Inquiry by Observation

What people say is a major source of qualitative data, 
whether what they say is obtained verbally through 
an interview or in written form through document 
analysis or survey responses. There are limitations, 
however, to how much can be learned from what 
people say. To understand fully the complexities of a 
situation, direct participation in and observation of 
the phenomenon of interest is a particularly fruitful 
method. The ideal observation captures context, the 
unfolding of events over time, and critical interactions, 
and it includes talking with those involved in the 
activities observed.

Observational data, especially participant observa-
tion, permit a program evaluator to understand a pro-
gram or treatment to an extent not entirely possible 
using only the insights obtained through interviews. 
Of course, not everything can be directly observed or 
experienced—and participant observation is a highly 
labor-intensive and, therefore, a relatively expensive 
research strategy. Chapter 6 will present strategies 
and practices for high-quality fieldwork observa-
tions, including both participant and nonparticipant 
approaches.
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Certain Really Discriminating People Like Nothing Better Than 
to Relax on the Beach With a Good, In-depth, and Detailed 
Qualitative Study in Hand
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The purpose of qualitative observation is to take 
the reader into the setting observed. This means that 
observational data must have depth and detail. The 
data must be descriptive—sufficiently descriptive that 
the reader can understand what occurred and how it 
occurred. The observer’s notes become the eyes, ears, 
and perceptual senses for the reader. The descriptions 
must be thorough without being cluttered by irrele-
vant minutiae and trivia. The basic criterion to apply 
to a well-documented observation is the extent to 
which the observation permits the reader to enter and 
understand the situation under study.

to impose their expertise on parents but, instead, make 
clear that parents are the real experts regarding their 
own children.

We made site visits to see the programs in action and 
observe the parenting discussions. Descriptions of these 
sessions became the primary data of the evaluation. Our 
descriptions provided feedback to the legislature about 
whether their policy guidance was in fact being fol-
lowed. In essence, in our role as evaluation observers, we 
became the eyes and ears of the legislature and the state 
program staff, permitting them to understand what was 
happening in various parent sessions throughout the 
state. Descriptive data about the sessions also provided 
a mirror for the staff who conducted those sessions, a 
way of looking at what they were doing to see if that 
was what they wanted to be doing.

Exhibit 1.7 provides a description from one such 
session. The criterion I invite you to apply in reading 
this observation is the extent to which sufficient data 
are provided to take you, the reader, into the setting 
and permit you to make your own judgment about the 
nature and quality of parent education being provided.

The Raw Data of Qualitative Inquiry

In Exhibit 1.7, the description of the parenting ses-
sion is aimed at permitting the reader to understand 
what occurred in the session. The qualitative data are 
descriptive. Pure description and quotations are the 
raw data of qualitative inquiry. Description is meant 
to take the reader into the setting. The data do not 
include judgments about whether what occurred was 
good or bad, appropriate or inappropriate, or any other 
interpretive judgments. The data simply describe what 
occurred. State legislators, program staff, parents, and 
others used this description, and descriptions like this 
from other program sites, to discuss what they wanted 
the programs to be and do. The descriptions helped 
them make explicit their own judgmental criteria. So do 
anecdotes when systematically collected and analyzed. 
(See MQP Rumination # 1, page 31.)

Integrating Qualitative Inquiry Methods

Thus far, the examples of observation and interviewing 
in this chapter have been presented as separate and 
distinct from each other. In practice, they are often 
fully integrated approaches. Becoming a skilled 
observer is essential even if you concentrate primarily 
on interviewing, because every face-to-face interview 
also involves and requires observation. The skilled 
interviewer is thus also a skilled observer, able to read 
nonverbal messages, sensitive to how the interview 
setting can affect what is said, and carefully attuned to 

THROUGH THE EYES OF A CHILD

Dr. Nancy Boxill, a child psychologist, studied homeless families 
in Atlanta.

I know of a small boy eight years old who sat alone on a 
park bench five or six hours every day for almost a week. He 
alternately played with the pigeons, watched the passing 
people, made patterns in the air with his feet and legs, or 
looked blankly into space. On the fourth day of his visit to 
this bench, a friend of mine asked this boy why he sat there 
every day. He replied that his mother brought him there in 
the mornings telling him to wait there while she looked for a 
job and a place for them to stay. There is no place else for him 
to go. When asked what he did all day he simply said that 
he watched and he waited. He watched the pigeons and the 
people. He made a game of guessing where each had to go. 
He said that mostly he just waited for his mother to come at 
the end of the day so they could wait together until the night 
shelter opened. (Boxill, 1990, p. 1)
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I want to provide an observation example to illus-
trate what such a descriptive account is like. The 
observation I’ve selected describes a two-hour session 
of mothers participating in an early-childhood parent 
education program. The purpose of the program was to 
increase the skills, knowledge, and confidence of par-
ticipants as well as provide a support group for first-
time mothers. In funding the program, the legislators 
emphasized that they did not want parents to be told 
how to rear their children. Rather, the purpose of the 
parent education sessions was to increase the options 
available to parents so that they could make conscious 
choices about their own parenting styles and increase 
their confidence about the choices they make. Parents 
were also to be treated with respect and to be recog-
nized as the primary educators of their children—in 
other words, the early-childhood educators were not 

(Continued on p. 33)
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EXHIBIT 1.7  Observation Description Illustrated: A Discussion for Mothers of  
Two-Year-Olds

Context

Mothers in an early-childhood parent education program in 
rural Minnesota are discussing the issues they face as par-
ents. The program operates out of a small classroom in the 
basement of a church. The toddler center is directly over-
head on the first floor, so that noises made by the children 
these mothers have left upstairs can be heard during the 
discussion. The room is just large enough for the 12 moth-
ers, one staff person, and me to sit along three sides of the 
room. The fourth side is used for a movie screen. Some 
mothers are smoking. (The staff person told me afterward 
that smoking had been negotiated and agreed on among 
the mothers.) The seats are padded folding chairs plus two 
couches. A few colorful posters with pictures of children 
playing decorate the walls. Small tables are available for 
holding coffee cups and ashtrays during the discussion. 
The back wall is lined with brochures on child care and child 
development, and a metal cabinet in the room holds addi-
tional program materials.

The Session Begins

The mothers watch a 20-minute film about nursery school 
children. The film forms the basis for getting a discussion 
started about “what two-year-olds do.” Louise, a part-time 
staff person in her early 30s, who has two young children of 
her own, one of them a two-year-old, leads the discussion. 
Louise asks the mothers to begin by picking out from the 
film things that their own children do and talk about the 
way some of the problems with children were handled in 
the film. For the most part, the mothers share happy, play 
activities their children like:

“My Johnny loves the playground just like the kids in 
the film.”

“Yeah, mine could live on the playground.”

The focus of the discussion turns quickly to what happens as 
children grow older, how they change and develop. Louise 
comments: “Don’t worry about what kids do at a particular 
age. Like don’t worry that your kid has to do a certain thing 
at age two or else he’s behind in development or ahead of 
development. There’s just a lot of variation in the ages at 
which kids do things.”
The discussion is free-flowing and, once begun, is not directed 
much by Louise. The mothers talk back and forth to each 
other, sharing experiences about their children. A mother will 
bring up a particular point, and other mothers will talk about 

their own experiences as they want to. For example, one of 
the topics is the problem a mother is having with her child uri-
nating in the bathtub. Other mothers share their experiences 
with this problem, ways of handling it, and whether or not to 
be concerned about it. The crux of that discussion seems to 
be that it’s not a big deal and not something that the mother 
ought to be terribly concerned about. It is important not to 
make it a big deal for the child; the child will outgrow it.

The discussion turns to things that two-year-olds can do 
around the house to help their mothers. This is followed by 
some discussion of the things that two-year-olds can’t do, 
and some of their frustrations in trying to do things. There 
is a good deal of laughing, sharing of funny stories about 
children, and sharing of frustrations about children. The 
atmosphere is informal, and there is a good deal of inten-
sity in listening. The mothers seem especially to pick up on 
things that they share in common about the problems they 
have with their children.

Another issue from another mother is the problem of her 
child pouring out her milk. She asks, “What does it mean?” 
This question elicits some suggestions about using water 
aprons and cups that don’t spill and other mothers’ similar 
problems, but the discussion is not focused and does not 
really come to much closure. The water apron suggestion 
brings up a question about whether or not a plastic bag 
is okay. The discussion turns to the safety problems with 
different kinds of plastic bags. About 20 minutes of discus-
sion have now taken place. (At this point, one mother leaves 
because she hears her child crying upstairs.)

The discussion returns to giving children baths. Louise 
interjects, “Two-year-olds should not be left alone in the 
bathtub.” With reference to the earlier discussion about uri-
nating in the bathtub, a mother interjects that urine in the 
bathwater is probably better than the lake water her kids 
swim in. The mother with the problem of urination in the 
bathtub says again, “It really bugs me when he urinates in 
the bathtub.” Louise responds, “It really is your problem, not 
his. If you can calm yourself down, he’ll be okay.”

During a lull in the discussion, Louise asks, “Did you agree 
with everything in the movie?” The mothers talk a bit 
about this and focus on an incident in the movie where 
one child bites another. They share stories about problems 
they’ve had with their children biting. Louise interjects, 
“Biting can be dangerous. It is important to do something 
about biting.” The discussion turns to what to do. One 

(Continued)
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mother suggests biting the child back. Another mother 
suggests that kids will work it out themselves by biting 
each other back. The mothers get very agitated; more than 
one mother talks at a time. Louise asks them to “cool it,” so 
that only one person talks at a time. (The mother who had 
left returns.)

The discussion about biting leads to a discussion about 
child conflict and fighting in general, for example, the prob-
lem of children hitting each other or hitting their mothers. 
Again, the question arises about what to do. One mother 
suggests that when her child hits her, she hits him back, or 
when her child bites her, she bites him back. Louise inter-
jects, “Don’t model behavior you don’t like.” She goes on 
to explain that her philosophy is that you should not do 
things as a model for children that you don’t want them to 
do. She says that works best for her; however, other moth-
ers may find other things that work better for them. Louise 
comments that hitting back or biting back is a technique 
suggested by Dreikurs. She says she disagrees with that 
technique, “but you all have to decide what works for you.” 
(About 40 minutes have now passed since the film, and 7 of 
the 11 mothers have participated, most of them actively. )

A New Issue Emerges

Another mother brings up a new problem. Her child is 
destroying her plants, dumping plants out, and tearing 
them up. “I really get mad.” She says that the technique 
she has used for punishment is to isolate the child. Then 
she asks, “How long do you have to punish a two-year-
old before it starts working?” This question is followed by 
intense discussion, with several mothers making com-
ments. (This discussion is reproduced in full to illustrate the 
type of discussion that occurred.)

Mother No. 2:  “Maybe he needs his own plant.” 

Mother No. 3: “Maybe he likes to play in the dirt. 
Does he have his own sand or dirt 
to play in around the house?”

Mother No. 4:  “Oatmeal is another good thing 
to play in.”

Louise:  “Rice is another thing that chil-
dren like to play in, and it’s clean, 
good to use indoors.”

Mother No. 5:  “Some things to play in would be 
bad or dangerous. For example, 
powdered soap isn’t a good thing 
to let kids play in.”

Mother No. 2:  “Can you put the plants where he 
can’t get at them?”

Mother with the problem:  “I have too many plants; I can’t 
put them all out of the way.”

Louise:  “Can you put the plants some-
where else or provide a place 
to play with dirt or rice?” (The 
mother with the problem kind 
of shakes her head: “No.” Louise 
goes on.) “Another thing is to 
tell the kid the plants are alive, 
to help him learn respect for 
living things. Give him his own 
plant that he can get an invest-
ment in.”

Mother with the problem:  “I’ll try it.”

Mother No. 3:  “Let him help with the plants. Do 
you ever let him help you take 
care of the plants?”

Mother No. 6:  “Some plants are dangerous to 
help with.”

Louise reaches up and pulls down a brochure on plants that 
are dangerous and says she has brochures for everyone. 
This is followed by a discussion of childproofing a house 
as a method of child rearing versus training the child not 
to touch things.

Session Ends

The time had come for the discussion to end. The moth-
ers stayed around for about 15 minutes, talking to each 
other informally, going up and getting their children, and 
getting them dressed. Some brought them back down. 
They seemed to have enjoyed themselves and continued 
talking informally. One mother with whom Louise had dis-
agreed about the issue of whether it was all right to bite 
or hit children back stopped to continue the discussion. 
Louise said, “I hope you know that I respect your right to 
have your own views on things. I wasn’t trying to tell you 
what to do. I just disagreed, but I definitely feel that every-
body has a right to their own opinion. Part of the purpose 
of the group is for everyone to be able to come together 
and appreciate other points of view and understand what 
works for different people.”

The mother said that she certainly didn’t feel bad about 
the disagreement and that she knew that some things 
that worked for other people didn’t work for her and 
that she had her own ways but that she really enjoyed 
the group.

Louise cleaned up the room, and the session ended.
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An anecdote is nothing more than 
a short story about something. But 
anecdote has become an epithet. 
“That’s just anecdotal” is a common 
way of dismissing qualitative data. For 
example, an article on science attacking 
qualitative case studies insisted, “The 
plural of anecdote is not evidence” 
(Benson, 2013, p. 11).

Sometimes. Cherry-picked 
anecdotes to supposedly “prove” a predetermined position 
come across as what they are: argumentative advocacy, 
not evidence. But the systematic, intentional, and careful 
recording of purposefully sampled anecdotes (stories) can 
become evidence when rigorously captured and thoughtfully 
analyzed. Suppose you’re doing fieldwork and ask eight 
knowledgeable people about an event you’ve heard about. 
They give you 15 anecdotes. Look for patterns across the 
anecdotes. When in doubt about the veracity of a particular 
anecdote, check it out with others. That’s qualitative inquiry 
using anecdotes as data. But even single anecdotes can be 
informative. Consider this example.

Fred Shapiro, editor of the Yale Dictionary of Quotations, 
has the job of tracking down and verifying the original 
source of widely used quotations. He traced the quote “The 
plural of anecdote is not evidence” to Raymond Wolfinger, 
political scientist, University of California, Berkeley, and 
e-mailed him for confirmation. Wolfinger responded with an 
anecdote:

I said “The plural of anecdote IS data” sometime in the 
1969–70 academic year while teaching a graduate 
seminar at Stanford. The occasion was a student’s 
dismissal of a simple factual statement—by another 
student or me—as a mere anecdote. The quotation 
was my rejoinder. Since then I have missed few 
opportunities to quote myself. The only appearance 
in print that I can remember is Nelson Polsby’s (1984) 
accurate quotation and attribution in an article in 
Political Science and Politics.

Shapiro goes on to note, “What is interesting about this 
saying is that it seems to have morphed into its opposite 
‘Data is not the plural of anecdote.’”

Etymology

The word anecdote originally meant “secret or private 
stories,” from the French anecdote, derived from the Greek 
anekdota, “things unpublished” or “not given out.” The 
word entered our language to denote stories that weren’t 
given out to the public, meaning the hidden accounts that 
didn’t make the authorized biography, the formal minutes 
of the meeting, or the official version of events. Diaries 
are a classic source of anecdotal material. Fadiman (2000) 
traces the etymology and history of, and the changing 
connotations associated with, the word anecdote, including 
the contemporary scholarly enterprise of collecting and 
publishing entertaining, insightful, inspirational, and 
titillating anecdotes. Having studied anecdotes, he takes on 
the question of their value.

Men of high philosophic mind have valued the 
anecdote less for its capacity to divert, more for 
its power to reveal character. This value was first 
classically formulated by Plutarch, quoted by 
Boswell: “Nor is it always in the most distinguished 
achievements that men’s virtues or vices may be best 
discerned; but very often an action of small note, a 
short saying, or a jest, shall distinguish a person’s real 
character more than the greatest sieges, or the most 
important battles.”

From anecdotes, thought Prosper Merirnee, one 
“can distinguish a true picture of the customs and 
characters of any given period.” Nietzsche was 
confident that “three anecdotes may suffice to paint 
a picture of a man.” Isaac D’Israeli, whose Dissertation 
on Anecdotes affords a perfect reflection of his time’s 
anecdotal preferences, thought anecdotes accurate 
indices to character: “Opinions are fallible, but not 
examples.” Says Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Ballads, bons 
mots, and anecdotes give us better insights into the 
depths of past centuries than grave and voluminous 
chronicles.” His contemporary William Ellery Channing 
agreed: “One anecdote of a man is worth a volume of 
biography.” (p. xxiii)

Dubious? Consider what this single anecdote reveals 
about a person, a people, and a colonial empire. It is told 

MQP Rumination #1

Anecdote as Epithet

In celebration of the fourth edition of this book (the first was in 1980), I am indulging in one personal rumination per chapter. These 
are issues that have persistently engaged, sometimes annoyed, occasionally haunted, and often amused me over more than 40 years 
of research and evaluation practice. Here’s where I state my case on the issue and make my peace.
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by English author J. R. Ackerley from his travels in India 
sometime around 1930.

Talking of snakes, Mrs. Montgomery told me that 
once she nearly trod upon a krait—one of the most 
venomous snakes in India. “I was going back in the 
evening to my bungalow, preceded by a servant who 
was carrying a lamp. Suddenly he stopped and said, 
‘Krait, Mem-sahib!’—but I was far too ill to notice 
what he was saying, and went straight on. Then the 
servant did a thing absolutely without precedent 
in India—he touched me! He put his hand on my 
shoulder and pulled me back. Of course if he hadn’t 
done that I should undoubtedly have been killed; 
but I didn’t like it all the same, and got rid of him 
soon after.”

Fadiman, as an anecdote collector and scholar, is careful 
not to overgeneralize from a single anecdote. He has 
commented that, like a statistic taken out of context, a single 
anecdote, unless measured against the whole record of a 
life, may be a damned lie. But he ruminates that a reasonable 
and diverse number of anecdotes drawn from different 
circumstances and phases of a life may give us “an imperfect 
yet authentic sense of character.” In the end, though, he 
comes to see anecdotes as data, though he doesn’t use that 
word. Anecdotes are naturally occurring, readily available, and 
insight-generating data. He concludes thus about the overall 
value of anecdotes:

If one were asked to name the kind of book that within 
one set of covers most adequately reflects the sheer 
multifariousness of human personality, it might well be 
a book of anecdotes. . . . 

A reasonably ample gathering of anecdotes, drawn 
from many times and climes, may reconcile us to our 
human nature by showing us that, for all its faults and 
stupidities, it can boast a diversity to which no other 
animal species can lay claim. (Fadiman, 2000, p. xxiv)

Anecdotal Evidence

In the course of discussing this rumination while doing 
fieldwork together, colleague Jamie Radner shared two 
anecdotes with me that illustrate and illuminate anecdotes 
as data and evidence. With his kind permission (and a caution 
that these are vivid memories but, being decades old, may be 
off in one or more detail), I share them here:

Decades ago I worked for Amnesty International 
(AI). At the heart of AI’s effectiveness was generating 
impartial, reliable, credible evidence about what was 
going on in all kinds of brutal places. Our biggest 

staff unit and biggest investment was therefore our 
research department, packed with smart, well-
trained PhDs. A core research method was collecting 
stories from refugees. Definitely, anecdotes in 
both the old and current senses. These were then 
rigorously analyzed to assess where there was 
independent corroboration coming through, to push 
for inconsistencies, to discover patterns (ah, that 
word—brings back memories). Was the result good 
evidence? You bet. Good enough, I liked to think, 
to at least occasionally save lives. And this brings to 
mind . . . 

Again, decades ago, a colleague working for the 
Peace Corps in Africa described a scene to me in a 
remote village in a brutally run country. There was 
a long line of villagers waiting at some makeshift 
station. He asked what was up and learned that they 
were waiting to talk, one by one, to a representative 
from AI. Everyone knew that such talk, in such a 
place, was very dangerous. So at a certain point he 
asked a villager he knew why so many people were 
running this risk. I’ll never forget the answer: “We trust 
Amnesty International.”

Anecdotes as Hypotheses

Scientific observations often begin as anecdotes, for 
example, Newton getting inspired by observing a falling 
apple, stimulating him to ponder what we now know as 
gravity, or so goes the legendary anecdote. Anecdotes yield 
hypotheses and questions. Was that anecdote an interesting 
but idiosyncratic story, or is it part of a pattern? Qualitative 
inquirers examine multiple anecdotes for patterns, insights, 
and meaning.

Nicholas G. Carr (2010), an American writer who has 
published books and articles on technology, business, and 
culture, has labeled anti-anecdotalism as antiscience.

We live anecdotally, proceeding from birth to death 
through a series of incidents, but scientists can be 
quick to dismiss the value of anecdotes. “Anecdotal” 
has become something of a curse word, at least when 
applied to research and other explorations of the real. 
. . . The empirical, if it’s to provide anything like a full 
picture, needs to make room for both the statistical and 
the anecdotal.

The danger in scorning the anecdotal is that science 
gets too far removed from the actual experience of 
life, that it loses sight of the fact that mathematical 
averages and other such measures are always 
abstractions. (Carr, 2014)
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Anti-Anti-Anecdotalism

So here’s how I now respond to the dismissive “It’s just an 
anecdote.”

It’s just an anecdote when told in isolation and heard 
by amateurs. But I’m a professional anecdote collector. 
If you know how to listen, systematically collect, and 
rigorously analyze anecdotes, the patterns revealed 
are windows into what’s going on in the world. It’s 
true that to the untrained ear, an anecdote is just a 
casual story, perhaps amusing, perhaps not. But to the 
professionally trained and attuned ear, an anecdote 
is scientific data—a note in a symphony of human 
experience. Of course, you have to know how to listen. 
(Smile knowingly.)

On the other hand, this entire rumination may be viewed 
as evidence that I have moved into an advanced stage of 
anecdotage. “In youth we sow our wild oats, in old age our 
tame anecdotes” (Fadiman, 2000, p. xiv).

And a final cautionary note: Don’t confuse anecdotes with 
anecdata: “information which is presented as if it is based on 
serious research but is in fact based on what someone thinks 
is true” (Davidson, 2014; Macmillan, 2014).

Rumination Exercise: Practice Analyzing Anecdotes

For Valentine’s Day, the editor of The New York Times Book 
Review collected anecdotes from writers in a variety of genres 
about books that have taught them about love. Read these 
anecdotes as data. What themes do you find across the 
stories? (“A Sentimental Education,” 2014).

the nuances of the interviewer–interviewee interaction 
and relationship.

Likewise, interviewing skills are essential for the 
observer because, during fieldwork, you will need 
and want to talk with people, whether formally or 
informally. Participant observers gather a great deal 
of information through informal, naturally occurring 
conversations. Understanding that interviewing and 
observation are mutually reinforcing qualitative tech-
niques is a bridge to understanding the fundamentally 
people-oriented nature of qualitative inquiry.

Sociologist John Lofland posited four people- 
oriented mandates in collecting qualitative data. 
First, the qualitative methodologist must get close 
enough to the people and situation being studied to 
personally understand in depth the details of what 
goes on. Second, the qualitative methodologist must 
aim at capturing what actually takes place and what 
people actually say: the perceived facts. Third, quali-
tative data must include a great deal of pure descrip-
tion of people, activities, interactions, and settings. 
Fourth, qualitative data must include direct quota-
tions from people, both what they speak and what 
they write down.

The commitment to get close, to be factual, descrip-
tive and quotive, constitutes a significant commit-
ment to represent the participants in their own terms. 
This does not mean that one becomes an apologist 
for them, but rather that one faithfully depicts what 
goes on in their lives and what life is like for them, in 
such a way that one’s audience is at least partially able 

to project themselves into the point of view of the 
people depicted. They can “take the role of the other” 
because the reporter has given them a living sense 
of day-to-day talk, day-to-day activities, day-to-day 
concerns and problems. . . . 

A major methodological consequence of these com-
mitments is that the qualitative study of people  
in situ is a process of discovery. It is of necessity a pro-
cess of learning what is happening. Since a major 
part of what is happening is provided by people 
in their own terms, one must find out about those 
terms rather than impose upon them a preconceived 
or outsider’s scheme of what they are about. It is the 
observer’s task to find out what is fundamental or 
central to the people or world under observation. 
(Lofland, 1971, p. 4)

Personal Engagement in Qualitative Inquiry

In qualitative inquiry, the person conducting inter-
views and engaging in field observations is the instru-
ment of the inquiry. The inquirer’s skills, experience, 
perspective, and background matter. The personal 
nature of qualitative inquiry will be a recurring theme 
of this book. Qualitative inquiry provides a point of 
intersection between the personal and the professional. 
Exhibit 1.8 offers a concrete example of inquiry into 
that personal/professional intersection while contrast-
ing cognitive styles and inviting you to assess your 
own cognitive style and personal/professional qualita-
tive inquiry intersection.
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MAPPING EXPERIENCES:  
Our Own as Well as Those of Others

Qualitative inquiry offers opportunities not only to learn about 
the experiences of others but also to examine the experiences 
that you, the inquirer, bring to the inquiry, experiences that will, 
to some extent, affect what is studied and help shape, for bet-
ter or worse, what is discovered. Qualitative inquiry includes 
examining and understanding how who we are can shape what 
we see, hear, know, and learn during fieldwork and subsequent 
analysis. In that sense, qualitative inquiry can be thought of as 
mapping experiences, our own as well as those of others.

Imagine a map . . . drawn from your memory instead of from the atlas. 
It is made of strong places stitched together by the vivid threads of 
transforming journeys. It contains all the things you learned from 
the land and shows where you learned them. . . .

Think of this map as a living thing, not a chart but a tissue of stories 
that grows half-consciously with each experience. It tells where and 
who you are with respect to the earth, and in times of stress or dis-
orientation it gives you the bearings you need in order to move on. 
We all carry such maps within us as sentient and reflective beings, 
and we depend upon them unthinkingly, as we do upon language 
or thought. . . . And it is part of wisdom, to consider this ecological 
aspect of our identity. (Tallmadge, 1997, p. 14)
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EXHIBIT 1.8 Cognitive Inquiry Styles: PowerPoint Versus Story

PowerPoint constitutes a powerful and widely used pre-
sentation tool, but embedded within it may be a way of 
thinking that reduces knowledge to bullet points. Edward 
R. Tufte (2006), professor emeritus of political science, com-
puter science, statistics, and graphic design at Yale, argues 
that the “cognitive style” of PowerPoint weakens verbal 
and spatial reasoning. His view is emphatic: PowerPoint Is 
Evil. Power Corrupts. PowerPoint Corrupts Absolutely (Tufte, 
2003). Victims of poor PowerPoint presentations refer to 
being caught in “PowerPoint hell.” Angela R. Garber (2001), 
a communications expert, is credited with the phrase 
“death by PowerPoint.” Dilbert cartoonist Scott Adams has 
warned of PowerPoint poisoning.

PowerPoint is an effective presentation tool when expertly 
used. That is not in question. What undergirds these vocif-
erous critiques of PowerPoint is the exalted position it 
has been thrust into as a symbol of bullet-point simplic-
ity. The tool has been cloaked in a mantle that caricatures 
simple-mindedness. What does this have to do with qual-
itative inquiry? Just this: Qualitative inquiry and reporting  
resist bullet-point simplicity in favor of contextualized 

complexity and offer an alternative to the Information Age 
trend of reducing knowledge to numbers, bullet points, 
tweets, and text messages.

To illustrate the contrast, which itself is oversimplified and 
intentionally provocative, let’s compare two inquiry frame-
works using the life of Dr. Will Wilson (a pseudonym), who 
teaches qualitative methods. For this thought experiment, 
the left-hand column below is his life story in 20 bullets. In 
the right-hand column are the qualitative inquiry questions 
that would form the basis for a deep, rich, thick, complex, 
and contextualized story. The contrasting frameworks con-
stitute not only different cognitive styles but also different 
ways of engaging the world, different forms of understand-
ing, different commitments of time and attention, and 
different tolerances for ambiguity and complexity. These 
differences are partly a matter of taste, but taste flows from 
habit, experience, and behavioral reinforcement as much as, 
and even more so than, any inherent predilection. This exer-
cise invites you to assess your current taste preferences and 
habits of mind while aspiring to whet your appetite for the 
deep engagement that is the essence of qualitative inquiry.

The plural
of anecdote
is data.
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The Story of Dr. Will Wilson

Research Question: What Experiences Have Informed Your Engagement With and Approach to Qualitative 
Inquiry?

LIFE EXPERIENCES IN 20 BULLET POINTS
TEN SETS OF QUESTIONS TO FRAME AN  
IN-DEPTH QUALITATIVE INQUIRY

• 65-year-old white male
• Grew up in rural Missouri
• Navy service during the Vietnam War
• Degrees in history, social psychology, bio-cultural 

anthropology, and demography
• Dissertation used mathematical modeling to study 

human population dynamics, fertility, and human 
behavior

• Became a full-time independent evaluation 
consultant after 20 years at a major state university

• Father (of two children) and grandfather; divorced
• Avid hiker, having logged more than three years 

in wilderness areas and national parks over his 
lifetime—and still counting

• Helped build a cabin he has in western Wisconsin
• Broke his leg hiking in 1989
• Serious car accident in 1998, which was life 

threatening (he was a passenger)—lost his left arm
• Heart attack and quadruple bypass surgery in 2004
• Spent a year working on a development project in 

West Africa in 2006
• Lost right eye to a blood clot in 2008
• Hip replacement in 2010
• Needs and uses hearing aids
• Has published two qualitative methods guidebooks, 

one on interviewing and one on analysis
• Hiking philosophy: “Take what nature gives you.”
• Life philosophy: “Take what life gives you.”
• Epitaph offered by his last serious relationship: “Too 

unsettled and too feral, but admittedly ever adapting 
to the end.”

 � What was it like growing up in rural Missouri? What of 
Missouri do you find still in you? How have those early 
experiences shaped your research focus and approach?

 � What led you to Navy service, and how did that service 
affect your subsequent life journey and scholarly career?

 � How have your diverse areas of academic study 
affected your understanding of the world? To 
what extent, if at all, do you still draw on those 
foundational disciplines in your current qualitative 
evaluation work and workshops?

 � How did you transition from a mathematical 
modeler to a qualitative inquirer and teacher? 
What are your seminal experiences with and core 
approach to qualitative inquiry?

 � How did you become an evaluator? What is the 
nature and focus of your evaluation practice? What 
have you learned about program effectiveness in 
conducting many evaluations?

 � How did you come to be such an avid hiker? How 
has the time spent in the wilderness shaped your 
perspective on inquiry and life?

 � You have spent time in the desert, in the mountains, 
on the plains, in the woods, and on the ocean. How do 
you experience those different environments? More 
generally, how does context affect your perspective?

 � You’ve lost an arm and an eye and had other medical 
challenges. What have those experiences been like 
for you? How have they affected you? How have you 
adapted to those losses and health challenges?

 � As a father, grandfather, former husband, and 
veteran of several subsequent relationships, what 
have you learned about family, parenting, and 
relationships?

 � How, if at all, have your hiking and life philosophies 
influenced your approach to qualitative inquiry?

Interrelationship Between the Two Columns

This exercise was positioned as a contrast between two 
competing cognitive frameworks: bullet-point simplicity 
versus in-depth qualitative complexity. But looked at from a 
different angle, the 20 bullet-point facts can be treated as an 
outline for creating the interview questions that guide the 

in-depth qualitative inquiry. The bullet points are the bare-
bones skeleton of Dr. Wilson’s life. The qualitative inquiry 
puts flesh, visage, expression, and personhood on that 
skeleton. Each informs the other. They are complementary, 
interconnected cognitive frameworks, a metaphor for 
integrated mixed methods.
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The Fruit of Qualitative Methods4

Wine exists in as many varieties 
as there are people who produce 
it. Variations in technique, climate, 
grape, soil, and culture ensure that 
wine is, to the ordinary drinker, the 
most unpredictable of drinks, and to 
the connoisseur the most intricately 
informative, responding to its origins 
like a game of chess to its opening 
move.

—Roger Scruton (2009)
I Drink Therefore I Am:

A Philosopher’s Guide to Wine

You may have noticed that the phrase “the fruit of 
qualitative methods” appears often throughout this 
chapter. Subsequent chapters in this book discuss how 
to collect, analyze, and use qualitative data, but this 
opening chapter has aimed at giving you a taste of the 
fruit of qualitative methods. As noted at the begin-
ning, this chapter has been a bit like a qualitative wine 
tasting, if you will: a chance to cultivate taste as much 
as judge what is to your liking. It is important to know 
what qualitative data yield and what findings look like 
so that you will know what you are seeking to produce 
when you undertake your own qualitative inquiry. It 
will also be important to consider criteria for judging 
the quality of qualitative data. Wines come to market 
distinguished by type (e.g., red, white, rose, and spar-
kling), serving a variety of purposes (e.g., fine dining, 
celebrations, as accompaniment to particular foods, 
for cooking, for medicinal purposes), and varying in 
quality, though judges of quality differ in their judg-
ments. Likewise, qualitative studies vary by type, pur-
pose, data-gathering processes, analytical techniques, 
reporting formats, and quality. These variations are 
the territory we’ll cover in subsequent chapters. Before 
doing so, here’s a brief review of this initial foray into 
the qualitative vineyard.

Chapter Summary and Conclusion

Module 1  How Qualitative Inquiry Contributes to 
Our Understanding of the World

Module 2  What Makes Qualitative Data 
Qualitative

Module 3 Making Methods Decisions
Module 4  The Fruit of Qualitative Methods: 

Chapter Summary and Conclusion

Chapter Review

The fruit of qualitative inquiry emerges from the three 
kinds of qualitative data:

1. Interpersonal interviews: They ask open-ended 
questions and probe for in-depth responses about 
people’s experiences, perceptions, opinions, feel-
ings, and knowledge; interview data consist of 
verbatim quotations with sufficient context to be 
interpretable. Exhibit 1.1 offers examples of open-
ended interview questions.

2. Fieldwork observations: They describe activities, 
behaviors, actions, conversations, interpersonal 
interactions, organizational or community pro-
cesses, or any other aspect of observable human 
experience; data consist of field notes—rich, 
detailed descriptions, including the context within 
which the observations were made. Exhibit 1.7 
presents an example of an observation of a session 
in an early-childhood parent education program.

3. Documentation: This includes any kind of writ-
ten material from organizational, clinical, or pro-
gram records; social media postings of all kinds; 
memoranda and correspondence; official publica-
tions and reports; personal diaries, letters, artistic 
works, photographs, and memorabilia; and written 
responses to open-ended surveys. The qualitative 
data consist of excerpts from documents captured 
in a way that records and preserves context.

This chapter compared and contrasted these qualita-
tive kinds of data with quantitative data and gave exam-
ples of mixed methods that integrate qualitative and 
quantitative methods and findings. (See Exhibit 1.4,  
p. 15 for details.)

In Module 1, we examined five examples of the 
qualitative inquiry contributions summarized in 
Exhibit 1.2 (p. 13):

1. Capturing stories to understand people’s perspec-
tives and experiences
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2. Elucidating how systems function and their con-
sequences for people’s lives

3. Understanding context: how and why it matters
4. Identifying unanticipated consequences
5. Making case comparisons to discover important 

patterns and themes across cases.

Throughout the chapter, I’ve provided examples 
of qualitative findings, such as teachers’ reactions to 
the Kalamazoo accountability system and research on 
women’s ways of knowing (Exhibit 1.5, p. 16).

Exhibit 1.6 (p. 21) provides a list of guiding ques-
tions and options for making methods decisions. To 
place our contemporary inquiries and methods into 
the broadest possible historical context, Exhibit 1.9, 
at the end of this chapter (pp. 41–43), lists the contri-
butions of qualitative inquiry pioneers across the full 
panorama of disciplines and inquiry traditions going 
back to ancient Greece.

Form Follows Function, Design Follows Purpose

Beginning this book with examples of the fruit of 
qualitative inquiry follows the basic logic of design: 

Start with what you want to produce and achieve, 
the outcomes and results you seek, and then work 
backward to figure out what processes you must fol-
low and what steps you must take to get where you 
want to be at the end. It turns out, however, that the 
planned path and the path actually taken can be quite 
different as you navigate uncharted parts of the ter-
rain and overcome unexpected obstacles along the 
way. Start to finish is rarely, if ever, a simple, linear 
path. Be prepared for some major forks in the road, 
detours, emergent opportunities, disappointments, 
and thrills. For qualitative inquiry takes you into the 
world to experience and document the world, and the 
world, being multidimensional, multilayered, com-
plex, dynamic, and enveloping, will take you to places 
both planned and unplanned. It’s an amazing journey 
because the world is an amazing place, offering much 
to discover, much to ponder, and much to understand. 
To help determine if you are ready, reflect on what you 
understand to be the fruit of qualitative inquiry. The 
ancient Sufi story, in graphic comic format, that ends 
this chapter (pp. 38–40) is aimed at stimulating that 
reflective process.
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EXHIBIT 1.9 Qualitative Inquiry Pioneers

Below are examples of inquisitive minds who contributed 
to our knowledge of the world through direct 
observation, interviewing, document analysis, fieldwork, 
open-ended inquiry, systematic analysis, and careful 
reflection into and on the nature of things. No such list 
can be definitive, and any such list will be controversial. 
The purpose here is to place what we now understand 
to be—and label as—qualitative inquiry within the 

broadest possible historical context. As has been 
reiterated periodically by scholars throughout history, 
we surely stand on the shoulders of giants (Bernard of 
Chartres, 12th century; Sir Isaac Newton, 17th century). 
This is a purposeful sampling of those giants, the purpose 
being to demonstrate and remind that qualitative inquiry 
is deeply grounded in scientific inquiry across time, 
space, discipline, culture, and knowledge epoch.

QUALITATIVE 
INQUIRER DISCIPLINE FOCUS AND CONTRIBUTION

 1.  Herodotus (484–425 
BCE)

History He systematically studied the Greco-Persian Wars through 
interviews and documents capturing in-depth geographical, 
social, political, and cultural information.

 2.  Aristotle (384–322 
BCE)

Philosophy His natural philosophy examined phenomena of the natural 
world using qualitative observations to reason inductively 
about the essence of things.

 3.  Herophilos  
(335–280 BCE)

Anatomy and 
medicine

He observed and documented the actual structure of the 
human body. In studying the brain, he was the first to 
differentiate the cerebrum and the cerebellum.

 4.  Plutarch (46–120) History Case studies of famous Greeks and Romans, arranged in pairs 
to analyze contrasting patterns of virtues and vices.

 5.  Alhazen (965–1040) Optics He observed and described the structure of the eye and 
experimented with image formation, the processes of seeing, 
and the nature of vision. He also documented the annual Nile 
floods in hopes of discovering and engineering controls.

 6.  Shen Kuo (1031–
1095)

Geology He observed and analyzed Chinese land formations, soil 
erosion, inland marine fossils, and the deposition of silt, which 
led to a theory of gradual climate change, stimulated in part 
by the observation of ancient petrified bamboos preserved 
underground in a dry northern habitat that would not support 
bamboo growth at the time of his observations.

 7.  Roger Bacon  
(1214–1294)

Linguistics Fluent in several languages, he documented the corruption of 
religious texts and Greek philosophy by mistranslations and 
misinterpretations. He championed direct study of nature over 
reliance on religious authority.

 8.  Marco Polo  
(1254–1324)

Geography and 
anthropology

He made systematic observations of nature, geography, and 
culture in his extensive travels through Asia.

 9.  Nicolaus Copernicus 
(1473–1543)

Astronomy He observed the motions of celestial objects, concluding that 
the Sun, not Earth, was at the center of the galaxy, which led to 
the Copernican Revolution in scientific inquiry.

10.  Galileo Galilei  
(1564–1642)

Astronomy He is known for his discovery of the four largest satellites of 
Jupiter, observation and analysis of sunspots, and confirmation 
of the phases of Venus.

(Continued)
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QUALITATIVE 
INQUIRER DISCIPLINE FOCUS AND CONTRIBUTION

11. Isaac Newton 
(1642–1727)

Physics He developed a theory of color from the observation that a 
prism divides white light into the range of colors in the visible 
spectrum. He converted qualitative observations about gravity 
and motion into mathematical laws.

12.  Charles Darwin 
(1809–1882)

Biology He observed and compared species and fossils, which led to 
the theory of evolution.

13.  Karl Marx  
(1818–1883)

Political economy He provided detailed descriptions of the lives of the poor in 
the early years of urban, industrialized England. His qualitative 
observations portrayed the harsh living conditions and 
impoverished lives of industrial workers.

14.  Henry Gray  
(1827–1861)

Anatomy His painstaking and methodical dissections led to the 
breakthrough publication of the carefully illustrated and 
documented Gray’s Anatomy.

15.  Max Weber  
(1864–1920)

Sociology He described cultural influences embedded in religion 
and observed and analyzed the nature and functions of 
bureaucracy.

16.  Émile Durkheim 
(1858–1917)

Sociology He described the division of labor in society and studied 
and compared the social and cultural lives of aboriginal and 
modern societies.

17.  Sigmund Freud 
(1856–1939)

Psychiatry He conducted clinical case studies of people with 
psychological problems and investigations of the unconscious.

18.  Carl Jung  
(1875–1961)

Psychology He conducted clinical case studies of personality, dreaming, 
and the collective unconscious.

19.  Franz Boas  
(1858–1942)

Cultural 
anthropology

He studied the relation between the life of a people and their 
physical environment.

20.  William Isaac Thomas 
(1863–1947)

Sociology He studied the lives and culture of American immigrants 
by collecting oral and written reports from Chicago’s Polish 
community as well as from Poles in their native land. His 
qualitative data included newspaper items, records found 
in immigrant organizations, personal letters, and diaries. He 
documented how what is defined by people as real has real 
consequences, a premise known as the Thomas theorem.

21.  Bronisław 
Malinowski  
(1884–1942)

Cultural 
anthropology

His ethnography of the Trobriand Islands led to influential 
theories of reciprocity and exchange. He advanced systematic 
anthropological fieldwork methods.

22.  George Herbert 
Mead (1863–1931)

Social psychology He is known for his in-depth observation of human interactions 
and how humans create social meanings.

23.  Ruth Benedict 
(1887–1948)

Cultural 
anthropology

She studied patterns of culture: the relationships between 
personality, art, language, and culture. 

24.  Jean Piaget  
(1896–1980)

Child development 
and education

He conducted interviews with and observations of children as 
they developed and matured. He focused on the processes of 
the qualitative development of knowledge and understanding.

(Continued)
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QUALITATIVE 
INQUIRER DISCIPLINE FOCUS AND CONTRIBUTION

25.  Louis Leakey  
(1903–1972) and 
Mary Leakey 
(1913–1996)

Paleoanthropology Starting work in Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania, in 1951, they 
found an ancient bog where animals had been trapped and 
butchered. This led to major fossil discoveries that advanced 
understandings of human evolution, including Zinjanthropus 
boisei and Homo habilis.

26.  Alexander Haley 
(1921–1992)

Oral history He pioneered publishing in-depth interviews with prominent 
and often controversial public figures, including Malcolm X, 
Muhammad Ali, Miles Davis, Martin Luther King Jr., Melvin Belli, 
Sammy Davis Jr., Jim Brown, Johnny Carson, and Quincy Jones.

27.  William Foote Whyte 
(1914–2000)

Urban sociology A pioneer in participant observation, his study of a Boston slum 
inhabited by immigrants from Italy was published as Street 
Corner Society, a qualitative classic. He also studied industrial 
and agricultural workers in Venezuela, Peru, Guatemala, and 
Spain.

28.  Jane Goodall (1934– ) Primatology She made in-depth, longitudinal observations (45years) of the 
social and family interactions of wild chimpanzees in Gombe 
Stream National Park, their native habitat. 

29.  Studs Terkle  
(1912–2008)

Oral history He captured and popularized oral histories of ordinary 
working-class Americans.

30.  Oliver Saks (1933– ) Neurologist He conducted case studies of people with neurological 
disorders that provided breakthrough insights into the nature 
of those disorders, how to treat them, and their effects on 
people’s lives.

31.  Gregory Bateson 
(1904–1980)

Ecological 
anthropology, 
cybernetics, and 
systems theory

He illuminated relationships as central to human experience 
at multiple levels of analysis and crossed disciplines and fields 
to integrate knowledge about functional and dysfunctional 
interrelationships. He was a pioneer in using abductive 
inference for holistic qualitative analysis. 

32.  Howard Becker 
(1928– )

Sociologist 
and qualitative 
methodologist

He is a pioneer in teaching and writing about qualitative 
inquiry as a credible method for systematic and rigorous study 
of social phenomena.

33.  Norman K. Denzin 
and Yvonna Lincoln

Qualitative 
epistemologists and 
methodologists

They are pioneers in identifying, documenting, nurturing, 
and expanding the range and breadth of qualitative 
inquiry. They are editors of the first edition of Handbook of 
Qualitative Research (1994) and three subsequent editions 
(2000, 2005, and 2011); editors of three editions of Collecting 
and Interpreting Qualitative Materials (2008); editors of The 
Qualitative Inquiry Reader (2002), Turning Points in Qualitative 
Research (2003), and Handbook of Critical and Indigenous 
Methodologies (with Linda Tuhiiwai Smith, 2008); and founders 
and editors of the first qualitative methods journal, Qualitative 
Inquiry.
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1. This chapter opened with the story of a Portuguese sheep herder. Identify and 
explain at least three things that story illustrates about the nature of qualitative 
inquiry.

2. The first contribution of qualitative inquiry discussed is illuminating meanings 
(pp. 3–6).Write a case study of an event, experience, or encounter that had 
meaning for you. First, simply describe what happened, what you experienced, 
and how the story unfolded in enough detail that a reader knows what occurred. 
Then, analyze the experience or event for meaning. Finally, reflect on your 
experience of meaning making. Comment on your experience of and thoughts 
about interpreting a case study (personal story) to extract meanings.

3. Early in the chapter, there is a section on how qualitative inquiry elucidates 
“how systems function and their consequences for people’s lives” (see p. 8). 
Identify a system that you have some knowledge about. Discuss and explain how 
a qualitative inquiry could help elucidate how that system functions and its 
system dynamics.

4. The chapter highlights a number of important qualitative studies that have 
contributed to our knowledge. (See especially the section on qualitative findings 
(pp. 15–17) as well as Exhibit 1.9, on qualitative inquiry pioneers (pp. 41–43). 
Find a major qualitative study in your own field of interest. Why did the study 
use qualitative methods? What was the importance of the contribution made to 
knowledge of the study you located?

5. My rumination on anecdotes included an application exercise, which, in case 
you neglected it earlier, I repeat here. For Valentine’s Day, The New York Times 
collected anecdotes from writers in a variety of genres about books that have 
taught them above love. Read these anecdotes as data. What themes do you find 
across the stories? Practice analysis (“A Sentimental Education,” 2014).

6. This chapter ends with an ancient Sufi story, “The Fruit of Qualitative Methods” 
(pp. 38–40), in which a scholar is seeking to experience and understand fruit. 
Earlier in the chapter, in the section “The Power of Qualitative Data,” the case 
example of what happened in Kalamazoo schools is presented. Qualitative 
analysis often involves looking across different stories for common themes and 
patterns. Identify and discuss at least two patterns or themes that are common 
in those two stories. This is a creative analysis exercise. There is no particular 
right answer. What connections can you make between those two quite different 
stories, the scholar seeking fruit and the Kalamazoo teachers reacting to the 
school district’s accountability system?

A PPL IC AT IO N  E X E RC I S E S
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