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   Introduction 

 
Welcome to Qualitative Research Methods for Healthcare Professionals. This study guide 

builds on foundation studies that introduce you to basic principles of quantitative, qualitative 

and mixed-methods approaches to research. This study guide focuses on qualitative social 

research approaches. It aims to develop skills that enable you to prepare a full research 

proposal for a project that uses mostly or exclusively advanced qualitative designs. 

Furthermore, it offers instruction on how to apply scholarly principles to offer a critique of 

research projects published by your peers who likewise aim to contribute to knowledge in 

order to solve social problems. 

 

 

Your learning materials 
 

 
Before commencing this unit, please take a moment to familiarise yourself with the learning 

materials available that support this study guide. These materials include: 

 

 

• the set text books 

 

•  supplementary readings and materials listed as references in this study guide. 

 

You also have access to a wealth of other educational resources made available through The 

Free School’s open-access resources webpages. 

 

 
The prescribed textbook 

 
The core texts referred to in this study guide are: 
 
Ezzy, D, (2002), Qualitative analysis: practice and innovation, Allen and Unwin, Sydney 
Australia. 

 
Wadsworth, Y (2011), Do it yourself social research, Allen and Unwin, Sydney Australia. 
 

 

The textbooks are important resources for your week-to-week studies. As you progress through 

the study guide it will direct you to read relevant sections. You are also encouraged to use the 

content or complete activities within the textbook at any time. 
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This study guide 
 

 

This study guide serves as an ‘instructional pathway’ to lead you through this unit of study. It 

contains essential information about the unit and the topics covered within it. In conjunction 

with your lecturer, the study guide provides academic guidance so that you may achieve the 

same learning outcomes as if attending lectures in a face-to-face environment. The study guide 

caters to the flexible online learner. At all times you may use the learning materials to be 

proactive in how you approach your own studies. 

 

 

Supplementary readings and materials 
 

 
Supplementary readings and materials will contextualise your learning, and introduce you to 

other perspectives concerning the topics under discussion. The study guide might ask you to 

retrieve articles from scholarly databases such as ProQuest or the Gale library. The study guide 

might also direct you to watch videos, complete practical exercises and view illustrations and 

diagrams. All of these reference materials are accessible online via public search engines as 

open-access resources, such as YouTube. Others are available via library databases or The Free 

School’s Learning Portal.  

 
 

Online activities 
 
 

The study guide contains a number of activities that you can access and complete via the 

learning portal. Critical thinking is a core principle that underpins research methods courses and 

engaging in discussion is the best way to achieve this objective. In contrast to some other units, 

this study guide does not pose true/false questions or quiz questions. Furthermore, it rarely 

invites you to provide ‘list’ type answers for activity questions. This study guide does not offer 

suggested responses to activities as this approach is best suited to true/false questions, multiple 

choice questions, list questions and short answer questions. We encourage you to discuss any of 

the activities and questions included in this study guide on Blackboard in the open area, or, 

within the teaching week that relates to that chapter.  
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About this study guide 
 
 
This study guide focuses on social research theory and the ways you can apply new knowledge 

in your professional practice to improve outcomes for your clients and other stakeholders. This 

study guide teaches you how to produce professional research documents such as a detailed 

research proposal, suitable for dissemination in a range of environments, including academia, 

the professions (e.g. within professional trade journals) and throughout the broader public 

domain. It explores the process of social research and shows how it varies from other forms of 

research, such as scientific laboratory research. This unit builds on basic principles of research 

contained in the ‘Introduction to social research methods’ study guide and these concepts are 

assumed knowledge. Furthermore, it provides you with the opportunity to engage in the 

development of your own research project proposal in an area of specific interest or a specialist 

program. 

 

 

There is no pre-requisite knowledge required of you to perform mathematical or statistical 

calculations in any part of this course. Only and a handful basic addition calculations appear in 

this study guide to illustrate mixed methods research topics. References to studies that are 

mostly or exclusively quantitative occur on rare occasion in this study guide. Their inclusion 

serves to reinforce those aspects that make qualitative research and qualitative social research 

unique and distinguishable from mixed methods approaches and quantitative approaches.  

 

Learning outcomes 
 

 
On successful completion of this unit, you should be able to: 

 
 

• name and describe the seven phases of the ‘research cycle’  

 

• explain how individual researchers and organisations solve social problems 

by designing and managing unique research projects  

 

• explain how the original objective and scope of a research project are key factors that 
underpin the choices you need to make to build your methodological design 

 



7 

 

• distinguish between the three approaches to research: quantitative, qualitative and 

mixed methods 

 

• demonstrate the ability to choose data analysis and data collection methods suitable 

to conduct qualitative social research, with examples from professions such as 

human resources management, community services and psychotherapy 

 

• assess the strategies for implementation and evaluation to practical situations and 

specific social problems. 

 

Structure 
 

Each week you will be guided through the research process by teaching staff, commencing -

with instruction that assists you to develop a research proposal and formulate a unique 

research question that aims to solve a social problem. You will also develop a detailed project 

implementation and evaluation schedule to demonstrate your understanding of how research 

findings can be transformed into action. Furthermore, this course teaches you how to argue 

the point and convince your peers that your original contribution to knowledge can cause 

positive social changes in our society. 

 

Indicative topics covered in this course and study guide are detailed below. The title of each 

section and the order mirror the weekly teaching plan.  There are 12 sections in this unit, 

delivered over 12 weeks per the current trimester timetable.  

 
Week 1: Qualitative research: methodological designs 

Week 2: Qualitative social research as active participation  

Week 3: Defining your research question and writing a proposal 

Week 4: Choosing your theoretical research design 

Week 5: Writing a critical literature review 

Week 6: Writing a research report and disseminating the findings 

Week 7: Qualitative data collection methods: theory 

Week 8: Qualitative data collection methods: customisation and design 

Week 9: Data management systems 

Week 10: Integrating qualitative social research theory with professional practice 

Week 11: Contemporary issues in qualitative social research 

Week 12: Revision and course summary 

 



8 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Section 1 
 

 
 
 

Qualitative Research: 
 
 

 Methodological Designs 
 

  



9 

 

Section 1   Qualitative research: methodological designs 

 
Chapter overview 

 
This chapter introduces the field of qualitative research, with a focus on applied qualitative 

social research and discusses the basic principles of these approaches. This chapter introduces 

the notion of the methodological design. Whether you embark on research that is qualitative, 

quantitative or uses a mixture of both approaches, you will be required to prepare a 

methodological design that underpins your project. The methodological design is the grand 

architecture that shapes your entire research project. It is important to master the core concepts 

and terminologies of this principle from the start and know what items are included in this 

design.  

 
This chapter focuses on social research projects that are exclusively qualitative or engage in a 

mixed methods approach. Discussion of mixed methods research explores methodological 

designs where the use of quantitative data collection methods and quantitative data analysis is 

relatively minor and serves to support an approach that is dominantly qualitatively.  

 
The final section of this chapter argues the reasons why ethical considerations are a 

fundamental part of your methodological design.  

 

Learning outcomes 

 
On successful completion of this chapter, you should be able to: 

• distinguish between the terms ‘research method’ and ‘research methodology’ and explain 

how these terms overlap 

 

• explain the pitfalls that can transpire when researchers equate the terms ‘research method’ 

and ‘research methodology’ 

 

• list and explain the components of the methodological tool kit 
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• name and explain the seven steps of the research cycle and why this process rarely 

progresses in a linear fashion 

 

• explain the core issues which ethical design considerations seek to address 

 

• list social groups ethics committees designate as being ‘at risk’ when the engage in social 

research, and explain the primary concern this body has for each group. 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to section 1 are: 

 
    Set text Pages cited in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 2 –32, 50–56 & 156 

2. Wadsworth (2011) pp. 28–29, 101, 183–184, 188, 193 

 

Table 1.1, which appears within Activity 1.1, displays references to most chapters in Ezzy 

(2002) and Wadsworth (2011). This table maps key terms that appear throughout this study 

guide to the prescribed textbooks. The table above includes all citations that support discussion 

that occurs in the instructional sections of this chapter. 

 
Introduction to qualitative research 

 

Qualitative research is one approach to systematic inquiry that enables the professional 

researcher to contribute to new knowledge by drawing on subjective data that varies among 

people and groups. This evidence includes written speech, oral conversations, artwork, moving 

cinema and other human made objects such as cartoons, clothing and architecture. In contrast to 

quantitative research, the focus is on analysing human differences. Qualitative researchers do 

not focus on using numbers and statistics to identify universal patterns or universal truths than 

can be proven using mathematical formulae or systems, although quantitative studies may also 

make a valid contribution to knowledge of the social world. 
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Qualitative social research is a specific form of qualitative research that relates closely to the 

social problems explored in fields such as social work, counselling, psychotherapy, community 

services and human resources management. Social researchers explore problems that persist in 

society and aim to offer solutions about how to diminish or solve these challenges. Examples of 

social problems include long-term unemployment, violence, poverty and involuntary 

homelessness – phenomena that undermine the health and wellbeing of individuals, groups and 

society.  

 
Social researchers can design studies that are qualitative, quantitative or use a mixed methods 

approach that combines both qualitative and quantitative components. Social research is mostly 

associated with qualitative research because by its nature, it normally examines problems that 

can only be fully understood using descriptive discussion, such as analysing themes in text and 

human conversations. Social researchers tend to avoid relying overwhelmingly on quantitative 

measurement because this alone can rarely inform an audience of the contextual history of a 

social problem and the social, cultural, political and economic reasons that explain why a social 

problem persists (Wadsworth 2011:193).  

 
Many qualitative social researchers use basic mathematical analysis on the periphery to support 

extended textual discussions. For example, imagine a social researcher states that all women 

who worked in retail in Australia over the past five years earned an average of $19.12c and 

hour. Furthermore, all men who worked in retail earned $29.56c an hour over the same period. 

Such quantitative analysis is normally sufficient for policy makers and other interested parties 

to realise this is evidence that a social problem might exist that requires investigation. 

Quantitative research can enable us to measure and report the magnitude of the social problem. 

However, it rarely allows us to understand fully the root causes. 

 
Research can focus on the past using historical and empirical analysis and it can explore the 

present and speculate about the future. Social research that is speculative is rare, as it does not 

draw solely on hard data based on factual events, and this process is the cornerstone of social 

research. Futuristic social research is mostly associated with disciplines such as environmental 

planning and economics; fields which routinely provide governments with data to manage their 
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population’s needs in the future (Ezzy 2002:2–32; Wadsworth 2011:181–182). 

 
Research: social research and applied research 
 
 
Research is a process that involves the systematic inquiry into the search for truth in order to 

enhance peoples’ knowledge of the world in which they live. Human experience, reasoning and 

research are the three principle ways that people gauge an understanding of the laws of science 

as well as their social world. These three dimensions are interrelated. Researchers collect and 

analyse evidence to draw inferences in order to understand the scientific world (e.g. laws of 

physics) and the social world, which focuses on the way humans act collectively, and how this 

may vary over time place. Human experiences and human reasoning intertwine with the 

evidence researchers collect and analyse. The professional researcher invariably draws on 

human experiences (their own and that of others) and use their own logic to observe patterns in 

data, in order to gauge meaning and create new knowledge (Cohen et al. 2007:5). 

 

Research is classifiable as applied and basic; the latter approach “develops fundamental 

knowledge and tests theory” that transcends disciplines and may have universal uses (Roberts 

and Taylor 2002:12). In contrast to basic research – applied research “concerns the application 

of knowledge to specific situations”. An example of applied research is a study that looks at 

ways to enhance best practices in patient care in the field of nursing (Roberts and Taylor 

2002:12). 

 
Wadsworth (2011:193) defines ‘social research’ as  

A systematic and sceptical (critical) investigation designed to provide evidence-based new answers to 
questions concerning physical or social realties – with implications for how we see, act in, and relate to 
those realities. May be inductive, deductive, abductive or a combination of all of these in continuous 
cycles of action research.  

 
Basic research and applied research processes are both appropriate to pursue social research 

projects (Roberts and Taylor 2002:2–17) and so social research is classifiable as a sub-approach 

of these two approaches to systematic inquiry. 
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Qualitative methodological design: key terminologies 

 
Method and methodology 

 

The terms ‘method’ and ‘methodology’ may appear in the research theory literature 

interchangeably as synonyms. Although these terms have overlapping meaning, they are not 

synonymous and it is important to know the difference in order to successfully design your 

research project (Wadsworth 2011:188). These terms underpin this course, and it is essential we 

define and distinguish these terms early.  

Method 

The term ‘method’ refers to the tools used to gather and analyse data. A survey is an example 

of a tool that researchers may use to gather data. Critical discourse analysis, which is a specific 

form of content analysis, is an example of a method that researchers may use to analyse data, if 

their evidence relates to academic material, such as textual discussion in journal articles. 

 

Methodology 

The ‘methodology’ refers to the grand architectural design of the entire project.  

Data collection and data analysis methods are components of this framework (Wadsworth 

2011:188). 

 
Failure to appreciate the differences between these two terms may result in the researcher 

placing undue emphasis on the tools used to gather data and analyse data and equating these 

two activities as comprising the entirety of the research project. It is not surprising that some 

textbooks and students tend to equate activities that relate to data collection and data analysis 

with the term ‘research methodology’. This is partially because the process of designing and 

applying data collection instruments normally involves more time, energy and resource use than 

all of the other activities that comprise your methodological design.  

 
A research project normally includes at least seven distinct activities that comprise the 

methodological design (see Table 1.0). It is important the researcher does not overlook these 
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steps or their research will be incomplete and so it is unlikely to achieve its objectives. 

Examples of these other components that are activities that comprise part of your 

methodological design includes: engaging in a critical literature review, choosing your 

conceptual frameworks for analysis and incorporating self-reflexive design considerations into 

all components and stages of your research plan – events we explore in detail in this chapter.  

 
To be able to make sense of all of components that comprise our toolkit, our methodological 

design, it is important you have a basic awareness of what the terminologies mean.  

 
Data 

Data refers to evidence the researcher needs to gather and analyse to draw inferences in order to 

realise their project’s objectives. This evidence may refer to information such as text or 

numbers. It may include other material such as natural objects (e.g. land mass) or human objects 

such as clothing, art and audio-visual recordings (Wadsworth 2011:180). 

Data collection  

Refers to the tools used to gather and analyse data. The survey and interview are examples of 

instruments the researcher can use to obtain such evidence. 

Data analysis  

This refers to the phase in the research project where the researcher scrutinise evidence to 

obtain meaning in the data by looking for patterns and logic to explain them. Content analysis is 

an example of a data analysis instrument. 

Data sampling 

Data sampling refers to a technique that requires the researcher to extract a representative set of 

evidence from the larger population. They use this information to draw inferences about the 

wider population. 

Grounded theory 

A grounded theory approach to research actively seeks to avoid situations where those who 
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engage in research activities allow pre-conceived theories to influence how they gather and 

observe data (Ezzy 2002:8). This approach advocates that the researcher analyse data only when 

the complete set has been obtained. 

Hypothesis 

A hypothesis is a statement that predicts the grand findings the research project reveals. This 

statement might also speculate about how one event can cause another variable to increase or 

decrease (Wadsworth 2011:149, 177, 186). For example, it might speculate that factor A (e.g. 

rising long-term unemployment over the past decade in New South Wales) is the dominant 

cause of outcome B (e.g. long-term trend in homelessness in New South Wales over the past 

decade).  

Critical literature review 

A critical literature review requires the reader to constantly question scholarly material they are 

reading rather than passively read text and assume some or all of the claims made are true 

merely because the author/s state so. The main way a reader can approach a piece of writing 

critically, is to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of all claims, and do so in an objective 

way. 

Research approach 

The research approach refers to the worldview the researcher uses to analyse data and 

conceptualise their findings by bringing a certain issue to the forefront of analysis. For example, 

Marxist research analyses data that centre on economic justice, poverty and the capitalist mode 

of production and social problems that relate to these issues dominate discussion. 

Self-reflexive design considerations 

Self-reflexive design considerations refer to the way professional and competent researcher 

must seek to identify and minimise the impact of the limitations they bring to the research 

project as individuals. Examples of these shortcomings include inadequate training, their 

personal bias and their ideological beliefs (Wadsworth 2011:176).    

Dissemination 
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Dissemination refers to the various ways that the researcher may seek to communicate their 

findings with a wider intended audience either publicly and/or privately. For example, they may 

wish to inform fellow members of their professional body by publishing their results in this 

institution’s peer-review trade journal (Wadsworth 2011:153–164). 

Research license 

Some research projects may require you to obtain some form of written authority from a 

statutory body or from a private entity that has lawful and exclusive custody over a region or the 

data you wish to secure. For example, social researchers who wish to interview Indigenous 

Australians who reside in the Uluru region should consult with Indigenous community leaders 

of the Uluru region prior to commencing any studies in this part of the Northern Territory.  

Budget 

The budget refers to the finances allocated to a project. It also refers to financial plan used to 

monitor actual expenditures against a target to ensure resources are not overspent. 

Schedule 

A schedule is a structured document that maps milestones a researcher plans to achieve against 

a future date as a tool to assist time time-management to ensure the project is completed in a 

timely manner. This document might exist only in paper format and/or it might exist as a digital 

document, such as records managed using commercial software such as Microsoft Project.  

Annexes 

The annexe is normally the final component of your research plan or research design. This 

section could include the most important documents you anticipate your sponsors and key 

stakeholders might wish to scrutinise, such as copies of an ethics clearance from your host 

institution.     

            Activity 1.1
   

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
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                      Reading 1.1
   

Bergold and Thomas (2008) use the terms ‘method’ and ‘methodology’ consistently, similar to 

how this study guide defines these concepts.  

 
Bergold, J and Thomas, S (2012), Participatory research methods: a methodological approach in 
motion, Forum qualitative social research, vol. 13, no. 1, NP. 
 
http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/1801/3334 Accessed 12 December 
2014  Accessed 14 December 2014. 

 
Activity 1.2  

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

                       
  

 
 

The research cycle 

The term ‘research cycle’ appears throughout this study guide and this principle is central to 

much discussion. The basic components of the research cycle appear in Figure 1.1 below.  

 

Figure 1.1 

The research cycle 

 

 

(Adapted from Wadsworth 2011:44–62) 

 
The research cycle refers to the different stages that most researchers engage when they 

coordinate a research project, from its inception to its completion. Table 1.1 below offers a brief 

summary of each phase of this cycle.  
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Table 1.1 
 

A summary of the core objective of each phase of the research cycle 
 

 Step Explanation Study guide  

(a) Identify problem  Define the social problem you shall investigate. Chapter 3 

(b) Define aim/scope Define objectives and define the bounds of the study. 

(e.g. time, place) to maximise your focus.  

Chapter 3 

(c) Literature review Critically review literature: research methods theory, 

conceptual theory, similar case studies. 

Chapter 5 

(d) Design plan Construct a methodological design in draft form. Chapter 1, 3, 4 

(e) Collect data Gather evidence required to pursue your objectives. Chapter 7 

(f) Analyse data Review evidence to discover to new knowledge. Chapter 8 

(g) Write report Compose a formal summary of your research findings 

so you can disseminate this to interested parties. 

Chapter 6 

 

The research cycle is not a linear progress as suggested above in Figure 1.1. The researcher 

rarely progresses from step a, to step b ... to step g, passing through each phase once until they 

reach step g. The research cycle constantly requires us to look back and modify work previously 

done in another step. This occurs when we discover new information that requires us to fine-

tune or abandon work we had done prior (Wadsworth 2011:44–62).  

 
Three situations can cause the research to depart from a linear progression going through all 

seven steps, one time in the order shown in Figure 1.1. These circumstances are late discovery, 

irrelevance and the need to accelerate a project (Wadsworth 2011:58). 

 
Late discovery 

 
Sometimes after data is analysed (step f) the aim and scope of our research projects requires 

fine-tuning because of things we learn during this process. For illustration purposes, imagine 

this scenario. The Australian Government commissions you, a professional researcher, to 

measure how much maternity/paternity public sector employees claim each calendar year. The 

core aim is to determine if this figure is a variable driven by factors such as age, salary, gender, 
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race/ethnicity and the employee’s disability status. The government wishes to know if there is 

evidence that some groups traditionally take the minimal amount of maternity/paternity leave 

because they are financially disadvantaged and need to return to work early, resulting in 

sickness and hardship. This data could allow the government to consider offering additional 

paid maternity/paternity leave to certain financially disadvantaged groups, as a policy of equity.    

 
Imagine the researcher uses a survey to collect data during stage (e). This survey offers the 

respondent open space to volunteer any other issues they wish to inform the researcher. During 

stage (f), the researcher learns that 42% of all respondents indicated that the number of 

dependent children was the driving factor forcing them to return to work earlier than desired – 

larger families are more expensive to support and the family cannot survive on the 

maternity/paternity leave part-pay scheme. However, none of these respondents, or others, 

indicated their number of dependents and so further information about family structure is 

required to pursue the original objective. Armed with this information learned deep into the 

research project, the researcher needs to go back and fine-tune steps (b) to (e). This researcher 

modifies the scope to include family size (b); reads more literature about the high-cost of raising 

large families (c); fine-tune their design to include family issues (d); conducts a new survey to 

gather data about dependents (e); analyse the new data (f), and finally, write a report – based on 

the two sets of data collected (g). 

 
Irrelevance 

In some cases, it is acceptable to omit a step. For example, a researcher may already possess the 

data needed to embark on a new study. It is possible another party donates quality primary data 

to the researcher to encourage them to engage in social research. In this case, the researcher 

progresses from step (d) to step (f).  

 
The need to accelerate a project 
 
 
Sometimes it is useful to obtain extracts of information normally gained deeper into the 

research cycle. For example, during the literature review, the researcher may learn that persons 

who are asked to state their religion during a doorstep interview volunteer this information in 
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less than 3% of all cases. The researcher should sample test claims made in the literature as 

early as possible so they may save their time and money by not pursuing a project that is not 

feasible. This figure (3%) might appear in studies dated prior to 1980 and so this data might be 

outdated due to changes in attitudes in society.  

Activity 1.3 

 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 
Choosing your methodological design 

 
The fully inclusive toolkit 

A simple and useful way to think of your methodological design is to view it as a 

comprehensive toolkit that you must use to get the job done (Wadsworth 2011:188). This 

analogy is similar to the way a psychotherapist may be required to use a variety of work tools 

depending on the unique needs of individuals and groups who consult their services. The 

following points normally apply to the psychotherapist who considers a request to offer long-

term therapy to a client and the first stages of a research project. The psychotherapist and the 

researcher both need to reflect on their expertise to determine: 

• if a problem exists and if so, rate the problem e.g. as minor or urgent 

• whether the gravity of the problem is worthy of attention  

• if they have the skills and training required to fix the problem. 

If these professionals determine a problem exists, that is worthy of their time, and they have the 

competency to perform the work, they must next undertake a preliminary analysis to determine: 

• what tools are mandatory for this particular project in order to produce quality work 

• in what order will they use their tools to produce their work 

• how much time, money and other resources should they devote to each component. 
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Table 1.1 below continues with the analogy of the psychotherapist’s toolkit, to introduce a core 

concept, the methodological design.  

Table 1.2 

The methodological design as your fully inclusive toolkit 

 
 Psychotherapist’s toolkit Researcher’s toolkit  Mandatory 

inclusion 
1. Handbook (core tool) Data collection (e.g. survey) 

(core tool) 

No 

2. Case notes (core tool) Data analysis (e.g. content 
analysis)(core tool) 

Yes 

 
 
 
3. 

 
Preliminary analysis action: 
 
Initial consultation with the 
client 

 
Preliminary analysis action 
and tool: 
 
Preliminary research e.g. 
collect small data samples 
 

No 

 
 
 
4. 

Other tools: 
 
 
Audio tape recorder 

Other tools: 
 
 
Grounded  Theory 
architecture 

No 

5. Audio visual recorder Hypothesis No 

6. Box of tissues Critical literature review Yes 
7. Children’s toys Research approach (e.g. 

feminism) 
Yes 

8. Paper and crayons for 
children’s sketches 

Self-reflexive design 
considerations 

No 

9. Two way observer mirror Dissemination and 
publication 

No 

10. Licence to practice Licence to conduct certain 
work e.g. classified records  

No 

11. Other: Budget, schedule, etc. Other: budget, schedule, 
annexe of key documents, 
etc. 

No 

12. Industry guidelines Industry guidelines e.g. 
ethical design considerations 

No 

       (adapted from Ezzy 2002; Wadsworth 2011) 

 

This list of items in Table 1.2 is not an exhaustive list of activities required of the researcher. 

The requirements will vary depending on the unique nature of each project.  
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For any research project to make a claim to contribute to new knowledge, it must as a minimum 

analyse data in some original way with reference to scholarly literature, in order to theorise the 

original contribution it claims to offer the field. In practice, researchers rarely ignore ethical 

considerations if their work requires endorsement from a sponsor or if they are a member of a 

professional body, or if they want their colleagues or the academic community to recognise 

their work as legitimate. 

 

Ethical design  

 

This section explores the ethical dimensions of your research project. Ethical considerations 

that concern your research project will invariably affect the data collection phase more so than 

other parts of your research cycle. Activities related to the collection of data pose the greatest 

risks to the researcher personally (e.g. litigation) and other persons and institutions that engage 

passively or actively with the researcher. The data collection phase normally requires the 

researcher to interact with external parties and this engagement can often offend or cause 

anguish to others. This can occur in cases where the researcher does not wilfully act in a 

negligent or malicious manner and has a genuine intention to pursue a research question that 

aims to improve the wellbeing of their society. It is imperative that those who are new to the 

world of research make sure they carefully explore all ethical dimensions when planning and 

conducting their research. 

 
There are six types of ethical issues requiring consideration by all researchers. These include: 

 
• Confidentiality – confidentiality means that the researcher assures the 

respondent/participant any details of their contribution will not be shared with other 

persons, for any purpose, unless the participant agrees to this. 

• Anonymity – anonymity ensures that details about participants and the contribution they 

offer shall only be disclosed to those parties that the volunteer agrees may be privy to this 

information. This convention explains why identifiable features such as the names of 

respondents normally do not appear on documents such as surveys. 

• Legality – the purpose and processes of all research must be lawful. 
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• Harm avoidance – the researcher/s must do everything within their means to ensure that 
no harm is caused to a person’s or animal’s emotional state and they must  not recklessly 
cause any risk or damage to any living organism, object or the natural environment. 

 
• Professionalism – researchers must ensure that they conduct themselves in an appropriate 

manner at all times. Abiding by the code of conduct of their professional body is an 

example of a specific requirement they must not breach. 

• Informed consent – researchers need to ensure that respondents/participants understand 

the implications of their involvement in the research project and are willing participants 

in the process. They must obtain consent in writing or via a verbal recording. 

 
 

Unethical research lacks credibility in the research community and within the professions. 

Most scholars and working professionals do not recognise unethical research as a valid 

contribution to scholarship (Ezzy 2002:50–56; 156; Wadsworth 2011:28–29, 183–184).  

 

Your unique research question 
 
 

You can normally identify ethical issues that concern your project easily. However, there might 

be subtle and complex issues that can arise in research. These may surface at any time 

throughout the research project and create dilemmas for researcher professionals. Frankfort- 

Nachmias and Nachmias (1996, p.77 cited in Henn et al. 2009, p.79) suggest that the following 

factors determine what ethical issues are relevant to a research project: 

 

• the unique issues concerning your research problem 

 

• the setting in which the research takes place 

 

• the procedures required by the research design 

 

• the method of data collection 

  

• the kinds of people serving as research participants 

 

• the type of data collected 

 

• the communication of results 

 

• the pressures that external agencies (such as your line manager/s or financial sponsors) 
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may exert over the researcher and others who participate in the project  

 

• the unique data collected; some evidence may be easier to misrepresent because of its 
ambiguity. 

 

Redesign options 
 

If you or another party who has authority to influence your research concludes that your project 

design violates ethics guidelines, you have four possible options. These are: 

• Option 1: Abandon the project  

 

• Option 2: Modify one or more components of the research project 

 

• Option 3: Do nothing and proceed as planned 

 

• Option 4: Seek further guidance and act later. 

 

Option 3 is only open to the independent researcher who can continue with the project, even if 

sponsors and supporters withdraw all support. Those who exercise this option should proceed 

with extreme caution. If someone acting in a professional capacity expresses concern that your 

research aims to act unlawfully or unfairly, you should carefully consider this advice.  

 
 

Option 1 is a dramatic choice as it means you will not pursue your research question that aims 

to solve a social problem. Unfortunately, in some instances this is the best or only course of 

action. To illustrate this argument, imagine this fictitious though plausible scenario. You want 

to interview Indigenous Australians who are descendants from the Maralinga region in South 

Australia. They are deeply distressed that they cannot lawfully access tribal artefacts that 

remain in this region, because the Federal Australian Government has fenced off this site due 

to high levels of radioactivity. You believe that by interviewing these persons, your research 

can offer them a voice in the public domain and this will attract the attention of policy makers 

who might allow these people to enter this site and reclaim their artefacts.  

 

The ethics committee notes that your project pursues a noble cause. However, this committee 
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legitimately rejects your ethics application citing the following concerns: 

 

• the project is not feasible as the level of radiation in the Maralinga area exceeds levels 
safe for human contact; 

 

• even if the artefacts are extracted in a safe way (e.g. from persons wearing protective 
clothing) the material recovered is most likely to remain contaminated for centuries; 

 

• your research might encourage a group of people experiencing grief to enter a restricted 
zone illegally to recover material and cause their death from exposure to radiation. 

 

It is not possible to modify this project and it will therefore not commence. 

 

Covert research 

 
Covert research is a data collection method that most ethics committee subject to intense 

scrutiny. The researcher does not declare their activities to the subjects they monitor and so they 

do not obtain informed consent. You need to convince an ethics committee that you will not 

violate the privacy of your subjects, for example, by posting videos of your surveillance online 

or approaching these persons in a way that causes embarrassment after you obtain your data.  

 

An ethics committee will not automatically reject all projects that seek to engage in covert 

research as the application of this method does not automatically violate the privacy, safety or 

comfort of the subjects the research observes. For example, a researcher may wish to count the 

number of heavy vehicles that drive past through the school crossing during school crossing 

hours on five randomly selected school days. The researcher can obtain this data by discreetly 

observing traffic from a concealed balcony and keeping a tally, noting whether the heavy 

vehicle is a truck, tractor, fire engine and so on. So long as no details of the vehicle are 

recorded, such as the licence plate number, issues that concern privacy, safety and the comfort 

of those being observed are not a factor (Wadsworth 2011:101).  

Reading 1.2 
 

This reading by Calvey (2008) offers a comprehensive summary of ethical issues that relate to 

covert research. The first two pages of this article, which include the abstract, offer a good 

summary of the core issues that confront the covert researcher.  
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Calvey, D (2008), ‘The art and politics of covert research: Doing `situated ethics' in the field’, 
Sociology, vol. 42, no. 5, pp. 905–918. 

 

http://www.uk.sagepub.com/dqr4/study/Student%20resources/Chapter%2010/Calvey.pdf 

Last accessed 14 December 2014. 
 

 

At risk persons  

 

Table 1.3 below lists those groups of persons who require special consideration when preparing 

your research design and your ethics application. Members of these groups listed in this table 

are potentially at risk because they are a member of a social group that marginalised and an 

unethical researcher may exploit this situation. We do not automatically assume all members of 

this group are unhappy or lack self-empowerment – members of these social groups are 

statistically overrepresented among social indicators such long-term unemployment rates. 

Animals, children and plants may lack a ‘voice’ to defend their interests, if they feel 

uncomfortable before, during or after the study.  
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Table 1.3  

Ethics and at risk groups 

 Vulnerable groups and people Primary issue of concern 
1. Prisoners and former prisoners Abuse of power by a researcher who preys on their 

incarceration or low self-esteem some formers 

prisoners’ experience. 

2. Homeless Abuse of power by a researcher who preys insecurity 

and desperation some homeless people experience.  

3. Children, minors Obtaining informed consent of the parents. The child 

is treated appropriately if their body and mind is not 

developed and mature (e.g. those aged under 16). 

4. Persons with a physical disability They are treated in a dignified manner at all times 

and not made to feel inadequate or ‘disabled’. 

5. Persons with an intellectual disability Obtaining informed consent of the guardian if the 

person is not independent. The person is treated 

appropriately and with dignity and is regarded as an 

individual capable of making their own choices if 

they communicate this. 

6. Illiterate persons Using clear simple oral language to obtain informed 

consent. 

7. Persons who are not fluent in the working 

language of the research project e.g. 

English 

Offering informed consent in their native language 

or a language of their choice. 

8. Animals and plants Are not treated poorly because they are not able to 

communicate they are suffering. 

9. Indigenous persons (e.g. Indigenous 

Australians) 

Respect for their culture and status as Australia’s 

original inhabitants. 

10. Persons with a history of addictions They are not preyed upon because of their 

vulnerability. 

11. Persons suffering from financial distress They are not preyed upon because of their vulnerable 

financial situation. 

12. Persons who engage in professions that 

are  

stigmatised or unlawful (e.g. sex workers) 

They are treated with dignity and not made to feel 

inferior. 

13. Other persons who might require 

protection and special consideration due 

to issues concerning stigma e.g. sexual 

minorities 

The researcher does not treat members of this group 

in a way that suggests they are inferior those who are 

not members of this social group. 
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Ethics redesign – an example 
 
 

The following is an example of a qualitative social research that would attract a warning from 

an ethics committee. Minesh is an experienced social researcher who submits his ethics 

application to the Women’s Electoral Lobby for funding support. His research seeks to 

interview women who claim a police officer sexually assaulted them whilst in police custody. 

He aims to identify whether there are common patterns in their account of the incidents. This 

institution’s ethics committee state that this project pursues a noble cause, but express the 

following concerns with the methodological design in its current form: 

 

1. women are not offered the option of being interviewed by a female interviewer; 
 

2. a professional healthcare worker such as a registered psychotherapist is not present 
at these interviews. This is a concern because the subject could experience a 
traumatic ‘flashback’ during the interview or shortly after its conclusion.  

 

3. There is no information offered to respondents about how they can obtain free 
access to a healthcare worker if they suffer a flashback after the interview.  

 

Minesh makes the following modifications in order to obtain ethics approval: 

 

1. women may elect for a female staff member to conduct the interview and they 
may also request that no men be present; 

 

2. an experienced, female psychotherapist who works with victims of sexual assault 
and is licensed to practice in this field shall be present at all interviews at all times; 

 

3. the Rape Crisis Centre 24/7 1800 free call number is provided to all participants, 
along with their pamphlet, and this centre has supported this project in writing. 

 

Other modifications suitable to this project might include: 

• circulating a list of interview themes and basic details about how the interview is 
structured to subjects prior to the interview so that the interviewee is prepared 

 

• arranging an interview environment that is private, relaxed and soothing 

 

•   asking questions in a way that is gentle as opposed to confronting.  

 

The nature of your unique research project determines what modifications you might need to 

make to your methodological design on a case-by-case basis. 
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Activity 1.4 

    

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

Activity 1.5 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

Summary  
 
Research may be qualitative, quantitative or pursue a mixed method approach that adopts 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Qualitative social research is distinguishable by the way 

it seeks to solve social problems by focusing on themes and issues and acknowledging human 

differences. The use of quantitative data analysis is either absent or minimal in qualitative 

social research projects.  

 

All research projects need to adopt a methodological design. Data collection and data analysis 

methods are two important components of this design. Other inclusions include ethical design 

considerations, self-reflexive design considerations and your research approach. These 

activities comprise your tool kit. You use adopt these tools to complete the research cycle – 

which refers to the life of your research project from its inception to the dissemination of your 

research to your intended audience. The research cycle rarely unfolds in a linear fashion. You 

may constantly need to revise previous steps as you discover new information deep into your 

research project.  

 

Ethics are an important part of your research project, and you must obtain informed consent 

from all parties and respect their privacy and confidentiality at all times. You must not exploit 

‘at risk’ persons, such as minors and those with an intellectual disability who may not have a 

‘voice’, i.e. the capacity to defend their own interests.  

 

In the forthcoming chapter, we examine Action Research and Participatory Action Research 

(PAR). PAR is a qualitative social research method that aims to give a voice to minorities and 

others who are marginalised throughout society or within a narrow context, such as an 

institution. 
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Now that you have completed this section, visit the learning portal to participate in the latest 

discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check questions. 
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Section 2: 

 

 
Qualitative social research  

as active participation  
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   Qualitative social research as active participation  

 
Chapter overview 

 

 

The primary focus of the previous section defines the key terms ‘method’ and ‘methodology’. 

This introductory chapter provides us with a foundation that enables us to build on this 

knowledge in this chapter and forthcoming chapters to deepen our understanding of the 

methodological frameworks that are associated with qualitative research and qualitative social 

research in particular.  

 

This chapter explores the historical and global context that gave rise to the development a data 

collection method termed ‘Action Research’ (AR). Discussion focuses on Participatory Action 

Research (PAR), which is a specialist approach to AR and is mostly associated with qualitative 

social research. This is because the researcher focuses on collecting descriptive thematic 

evidence as opposed to numerical data as a means to address social problems.  This discussion 

provides a foundation to understand the distinctive issues that concern social research – as we 

explore social issues and social problems in forthcoming chapters.  

 

We explore the distinguishing features of AR and PAR. PAR is becoming increasingly popular 

among those who research organisational behaviour and the role of group dynamics. This is 

because PAR requires the researcher to enmesh themselves with their subjects in order to obtain 

in-depth, inside understanding of the factors that are central to the research problem. PAR is 

among the most obtrusive forms of qualitative research, and requires the researcher to engage in 

events as equal partners with their subjects. Researchers can use PAR to solve social problems 

where social exclusion and the disempowerment of minorities and other groups are root causes 

of an injustice.  

 

 

Learning outcomes 
 

 
On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
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• discuss the historical and global context in which qualitative social research 

theory evolved and continues to develop 

 

• differentiate between proactive and responsive action research, and identify situations 

in which one would be preferable to the other 

 

• explain the nature of participatory action research and identify the main 

features that distinguish it from other forms of research practice 

 

• list the principles that underpin participatory action research 

 

• identify specific instances in which action research might be the preferable research 

mode to use. 
 

 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 2 are: 

        

    Set text Pages cited in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 44–50, 55, 61, 65, 75–77 

2. Wadsworth (2011) pp. 67, 75, 105, 113–115; 176, 184, 186 
 

 

 

Introduction to obtrusive data collection methods 

 
 

Obtrusive research requires the researcher to engage directly with their subjects, such as plants, 

animals, the environment, human made objects and humans. Qualitative social researchers that 

engage in obtrusive research mostly use data collection methods that interact with people. 

Examples of obtrusive data collection methods include: 

 

• focus groups conducted in person or online (Wadsworth 2011:75) 

• interviews conducted face to face or over the telephone (Wadsworth 2011:67) 

• surveys conducted face to face or over the telephone (Wadsworth 2011:105) 

• ethnographies (Wadsworth 2011:184). 

 

Obtrusive research methods collect ‘reactive’ data as opposed to ‘non-reactive’ data. The 
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presence of the researcher can influence the responses a participant provides to them. There is an 

assumption that the presence of the researcher will bear at least some influence over those who 

are present, because of factors such as: 

 

• distinguishing personal features of the researchers that are obvious to 

participants such as their age, race and dress code 

• the body language of the researcher 

• the tone and language the researchers uses to communicate to those present 

• the different personalities of subjects contribute to the research. 

 

It is common for some people to be more honest about personal issues when they converse with 

someone of the same sex, especially matters concerning reproduction and sexual health. A 

researcher whose body language and spoken mannerism come across as disrespectful or 

inappropriate (e.g. aggressive) will normally alienate their subjects. This can cause participants 

to offer minimal information or false information as a means to ‘punish’ the researcher.  Some 

participants are naturally averse to engaging with researchers and others thrive on the social 

interaction. Those who enjoy engaging with other people are often more generous with the 

amount of data they provide. Persons who are shy around unfamiliar persons may offer more 

generous feedback if the researcher provides them with the option to participate via a non-

reactive data collection method where they do not speak with or see the researcher, such as an 

online survey, especially one that is anonymous.  

Activity 2.1 

 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

 

Action research: history and empirical observations 

 

Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) coined the term ‘action research’ during the 1940s. Lewin was a 

social psychologist, interested in individual’s personal development and community growth 

and healing in the immediate aftermath of World War II. He believed that collaboration, 
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democracy, and ownership were fundamental to people being able to both acknowledge the 

issues they confronted in their daily lives, and to develop relevant and successful strategies 

aimed at improving their situations. He consequently developed a method of research that 

was about engaging participants in meaningful ways so that they could experience the 

benefits of ownership and self-determination (Walter 2006, p.319). 

 

 

It is clear that action research has brought about a significant change to the field of qualitative 

social research. Greenwood and Levin (2005, p.54) draw on empirical data and argue that 

action research: 

 

• aims to solve pertinent social problems which are analysed within a given context that 
define the scope and bounds of the research project through democratic inquiry 

 

• actively encourages professional researchers to collaborate with local stakeholders 
 
•  provides data and information which enables people to exercise their agency by         
      enacting solutions to problems of major importance to the stakeholders. 

 

 

In the decades since Lewin began his work in the field of action research, this model of 

enquiry and problem-solving has undergone considerable change and growth. It has 

developed to offer a sophisticated range of sub-methods available to social research 

practitioners. Today, AR is one of the few methods of research that actively promotes mutual 

collaboration, participation, empowerment, and reflection. It is used in professions as broad 

and diverse as teaching, nursing, environmental studies, welfare, anthropology, organisational 

management, aged care, and disability services.  

 

Empirical research from the past shows that AR is best suited to research questions that are 

rooted in principles of equity, empowerment, and positive change. AR tends to produce the 

most profound results when used within contexts where people have been marginalised and 

oppressed. In such contexts it provides these disenfranchised people with opportunities to 

voice their feelings, proactively engage with their situation, learn and share skills and 

knowledge. It also enables these individuals to exercise their personal agency, by working 

collaboratively with others as a vital part of developing, implementing, and evaluating 

positive change strategies that benefits them and society.  
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Features of action research  

 

In contrast to action research, other forms data collection tends to be observational rather than 

participatory and aim to document their arguments by drawing on the evidence they collect.  

Action research is, in many regards, the antithesis of many traditional, observational research 

methods. AR offers a framework to collect data from human subjects in a manner that is 

inclusive, empowering, self-reflective, and evolutionary.   

 

Core characteristics 

 
AR is distinguishable from most other instruments that collect data in four main ways: 

 

1. the research design is rooted in collective behaviour; the researcher constructs one or 

more activities that brings their subjects together in order to observe group dynamics;  

 

2. group dynamics are the primary source of data which the researcher analyses to draw 

inferences and pursue the objectives of their project; 

 

3. the researcher pro-actively avoids constructing any unnecessary boundaries between 

themselves and their subjects, and if appropriate, seeks to dismantle any boundaries 

created by others; and 

 

4. the researcher does not view participants as the ‘other’ – outsiders who engage in 

one-step of the research cycle (i.e. the data collection); they regard participants as 

collaborators who co-assist the researcher to achieve their project’s objectives. 

 

Equal status of the researcher and participants 

 

Point 4., in the list above is the defining feature of action research. Greenwood and Levin (2005, 

p.43) argue that social science knowledge has shifted focus from ‘knowing’ as a noun to 

‘knowing’ as a verb. AR aims to address issues in everyday life that may result from inequities 

that exist within society. This method seeks to remove the researcher from their so-called ‘ivory 

tower’ position that can divorce them from the main objects of their study – people, who 
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comprise the groups and societies who are of interest to the social researcher. Removing the 

researcher from their ivory tower transforms them into a collaborative enquirer who engages 

closely and on equal terms with their subjects. 

 

A key feature that distinguishes action research from other data collection methods is how it 

challenges the way that research methods texts routinely present the researcher and their subjects 

as being different actors who make significantly different contributions to the research project. 

This alternative approach is important, because a dominant factor that influences the outcomes of 

social research is the position of the researcher vis-à-vis the research participant.  

 

With most other data collection methods, the researcher and their subjects that provide their data 

assume two different roles when these two parties interact. The researcher is a professional who 

aims to contribute to knowledge. Their subjects are normally volunteers, as payment for 

participation mostly occurs during market research conducted on behalf of commercial 

organisations.  In most cases, the researcher does not know their subjects and makes a token effort 

to interact with them socially. These factors collectively explain why the researcher and their 

research participants may mutually see themselves as the ‘other’ party.  

 

Rather than the researcher doing the research on ‘the other’, AR becomes a co-generative 

approach. An interaction occurs between the professional researcher’s knowledge and the local 

expertise obtained from the subjects who participate and provide primary source data. Action 

Research recognises the reality that in many cases only the people who have had the experience 

of the “particular situation have sufficient information and knowledge about the situation to 

design effective social change processes” (Greenwood & Levin 2005, p.54). 

 

This relationship based on the ‘other’ often creates an ‘invisible wall’ between the researcher 

and their subjects, and this can undermine the ability to obtain information from subjects that 

is honest and contains sufficient detail to pursue the research objectives. Those who advocate 

this ‘invisible wall’ normally do so for two main reasons. First, they believe that maintaining 

some degree of distance between the two parties is a sign of professionalism on behalf of the 

researcher. For example, a researcher shows strong positive or negative emotions in reaction 

to information provided during an interview may be seen to lack the self-discipline required 
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of the independent, open-minded researcher who engages in objective inquiry. A second 

reason is that the invisible wall maximises data quality. If the researcher is seen to be shocked 

or disapproving of answers provided by their subjects, this can cause interviewees to shut 

down and provide less detail in their answers. Alternatively, if the interviewer expresses 

obvious delight, this can cause those interviewees who enjoy playing to an audience to lie or 

exaggerate their answers for the sake of entertainment.  

 

The logic behind these rationales draws on stereotypes about human behaviour, which may 

be true or false depending on the unique circumstances. For example, it might be appropriate 

and professional for a researcher to show strong emotional support for victims of sexual 

assault, should one of their participants become mentally distressed in response to an 

interview question. Some interviewees may believe their experiences and knowledge are too 

mundane to share with the researcher, and might only offer this information when the 

researcher openly shows delight in response to the information they offer.  

 

Action research - other distinguishing features 
 

 

Four additional features characterise action research. This method is inclusive, empowering, 

self-reflective and evolutionary.  

 

   Inclusive 

 

AR recognises that inclusion is only real and effective when people have a stake in the      

ownership of events and can influence outcomes to the extent where other stakeholders take 

their viewpoints and actions seriously. It also acknowledges and aims to bridge the chasm 

between researcher and subject. To this end, it is a form of research that is not conducted by 

‘outsiders’, but rather developed, implemented and assessed by those within the 

system/institution being studied. Furthermore, in order to ensure inclusiveness, all factors that 

affect participation are taken into account and spontaneous changes are made by the researcher 

where necessary. This includes issues such as the type of language used, the way in which 

research is conducted and the amount of time allocated to individuals, groups and activities. The 

researcher thoroughly examines the influence of these factors and acts in way that encourages 
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inclusion of all group members.  

    

    Empowering 

 

AR aims to eradicate social problems, empower individuals and maximise the health and 

wellbeing of people and society and this method recognises and embraces its ability to foster 

and support positive change. In contrast to most other methods, this development may transpire 

as a result of activities conducted as a part of the research. The research finding may offer 

leaders insight into their organisation’s group dynamics, and this can offer another source of 

positive change. 

 

Self-reflective  

 

AR recognises that research does not occur in a vacuum. The research methods used, the 

behaviour of the researcher and the subjects who participate affect the way the research cycle 

unfolds. PAR constantly refers to itself as a method, and aims to be cognisant at all times of its 

ability to influence subjects and the research findings it disseminates to its stakeholders, 

sponsors and wider audiences. These internally focused references are frequent, explicit and the 

lead researcher to openly share this knowledge with participants, rather than seeking to hide 

them because of their insecurity. Consequently, AR is more self-reflective than other methods. 

 

Evolutionary 

 
Participatory action research is not seen as a means in itself; nor is it considered a faultless 

process. Indeed, this form of social research is aware of the need for constant evaluation and 

aims to learn from each step in the research process. Therefore, when engaging in this type of 

research, evaluation and reflection should drive each step in the process. Information gauged 

from activities conducted in the past become core drivers of real-time events and the researcher 

may modify their research design as required. The constant adjustment that the researcher 

performs, enhances the quality of the data collected (Cohen et al. 2007:297–316; Wadsworth 

2011:113–115).  
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Action research cycle 

 
Figure 2.1 below illustrates the cyclical nature of action research and the process by which 

experience informs future action.  

 

Figure 2.1 

The cyclical nature of Participatory Action Research 

 

 

 

Researchers and participants work together to identify a problem (“observe”) and review 

relevant evidence to define a problem (“analyse”) and generate strategies that promote 

positive change (“propose”). Strategies are discussed at length, planned, and eventually they 

are executed (“implement”). The changes made are carefully observed, monitored, and then 

analysed to assess their effectiveness and to consider any issues that have evolved. In light of 

such discussions, new measures informed by past and current experience are proposed and 

then implemented.  

 

The PAR cycle normally perpetuates until no new knowledge can be gained, or when the 

benefits of obtaining the remaining knowledge outweigh the costs of discovering them.  

When this stage is reached this is normally a positive indicator to the researcher that they 

should shift their focus to analysing their data so they may write up their results and 

disseminate these findings. 
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Reading 2.1 
 

Read Krogh, L. (2001), Ethics and privacy application form for research involving humans, 

Presented at the AVETRA Conference: Research to Reality: Putting VET Research to Work, 

Adelaide, Australia. This work is available at: 

http://www.avetra.org.au/abstracts_and_papers_2001/Krogh_full.pdf  

(accessed 27 November 2014) 

 

This will be used for Activity 2.2. 

Activity 2.2 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

 

Proactive versus responsive action research 
 

 
Schmuck (1998) categorises two general methods by which action research can be undertaken. 

These are proactive action research or responsive action research. He argues that action research 

undertaken in a proactive manner has specific characteristics that distinguish it from responsive 

action research. Both approaches are concerned with bringing about positive social change 

although each engages with the issue in a distinctly different way. 

 

Proactive action research, according to Schmuck (1998), begins with the implementation of a 

new practice that the researcher evaluates and assesses for efficacy at the first opportunity. 

Responsive action research, on the other hand, works in response to a current situation and is 

characterised by a more reactive approach that begins with the collection of data. Responsive 

action research tends to be directed by growing awareness that emerges in the mind of the 

researcher/s during different stages of the research process. 

 

 

Table 2.1 lists the distinguishing characteristics of proactive research and responsive action 

research. 
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Table 2.1 
 

Distinguishing characteristics of proactive research and responsive action research 

 
 

Proactive  action research Responsive action research 

 

• Concerned with trying a new practice 

 

• Incorporates hopes and concerns 

 

• Collects data regularly 

 

• Determines the meaning obtained from data 

 

• Reflects on alternative strategies 

 

• Tries another new practice 

 

• Collects data to diagnose situations 

 

• Analyses the data 

 

• Distributes data and announce changes 

 

• Tries a new practice 

 

• Checks others’ reactions 

 

• Collects data 

 

Adapted from Schmuck (1998) 
 

Reading 2.2 
 

Read Hall, J. E. (2006), ‘Professionalising action research – a meaningful strategy 

for modernising services?’, Journal of nursing management, 14, pp. 195-200. 

 

This journal article will be used in Activity 2.3 and is available online at the library. 
 

Activity 2.3 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

 

Participatory action research 
 

Participatory action research is a qualitative data collection method and it is a specific type of 

action research. In reality, AR and PAR bear many similarities and only a handful of 

differences. Table 2.2 below shows how PAR contains the same three core traits typical of AR 

data collection methods and the column titled ‘PAR’ outlines distinguishing features. 
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Table 2.2  

Comparing and contrasting the core features of AR and PAR 

 

 Action Research  Participatory action research 

1. The researcher pro-actively avoids 

constructing any unnecessary 

boundaries between themselves and 

their subjects, and wherever 

appropriate, seeks to dismantle any 

boundaries created by others. 

 

Pursues the same objective AR, however, the 

researcher removes this boundary for the purposes of 

engaging with their subjects equals. The research may 

explicitly inform their subjects they regard them as 

equal or it might be communicated in more subtle 

ways. 

2. 

 

The research design is rooted in 

collective behaviour; the researcher 

constructs one or more activities 

that bring their subjects together in 

order to observe group dynamics. 

 

Pursues the same objective as AR, however, the 

researcher is constantly embedded into the activity as 

participant. The researcher only temporarily asserts 

their leadership role as project coordinator where 

essential to maximise data quality, such as when the 

group dynamics stall or become dysfunctional. 

3. Group dynamics are the primary 

source of data that the researcher 

analyses to draw inferences and 

pursue the project’s objectives. 

Pursues the same objective as AR, however, as the 

researcher is also a participant, they must consider how 

and to what degree their involvement in this capacity 

has influenced the data, and they should adjust the 

inferences they draw from the evidence accordingly. 

(adapted from Cohen et al. 2007:297–316; Ezzy:2002: 44–50,  55, 61, 65)  

 

Alston and Bowles (2003, p.159) note that the participatory action research approach “is 

especially visible in Australia, New Zealand and Latin America [where the] focus is on 

emancipation of oppressed social groups and collective action, and on reflection and ownership 

of the action research process in the struggle against oppression”.  As PAR continues to mature 

as a method, the benefits it offers are amplified and this explains why this approach to data 

collection has become more popular among social researchers since Alston and Bowles (2003) 

published their study more than a decade ago. Research methods scholars no longer introduce 

PAR as an innovative method; it has matured and is a standard inclusion in texts which discuss 

qualitative research methods (e.g. Ezzy 2002:34–75) and those which specialise in qualitative 

social research methods (e.g. Wadsworth 2011:99–102).  
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Why undertake participatory action research? 
 

 

PAR may offer many advantages and those who engage this method invariably do so to 

capture one or more of the benefits that collectively outweigh the total benefit obtainable 

from employing alternative data collection tools. Table 3.3 below summarises the benefits 

PAR may offer by comparing and contrasting these to the potential disadvantages. 

Whether these advantages and disadvantages are relevant to any project and the degree of 

influence it exerts depends on the unique circumstances of each project, such as its 

objectives and scope. The numbers of participants who engage, the interpersonal 

dynamics that transpire when they collaborate are also dominant factors that determine the 

limitations and benefits realized by those who use PAR. 

 

Table 2.3 
 

Potential advantages and disadvantages of using PAR to collect data 
 

 

Advantages 
 

Disadvantages 

 

• PAR is focused on generating practical 

solutions aimed at addressing identified 

problems and creating positive change. 

 

• Identification of issues using PAR tends to 

reflect real problems rather than things which 

are perceived to be problems from the outside 

but which are not experienced as being 

problems by users. 

 

• The collaborative nature of PAR encourages 

ownership of both problems and solutions. 

 

• Identified solutions are more likely to be 

realistic, possible, and proactively 

implemented when generated by the users. 

 

• Ownership brings with it commitment, 

meaning that research participants not only 

feel a part of the process, they also feel 

committed to making it a successful process. 

. 

 

• Democracy and equitable participation are 

the hallmarks of PAR, however this can lead 

to a collective situation in which there is no 

leadership and/or consensus and the research 

process stagnates. 

 

• People are individuals, not homogenous 

beings. Even when they share a common 

problem, they do not necessarily define it or 

relate to it in the same way. Likewise, they 

may not agree on the type of solution 

required. 

 

• PAR is an evolutionary process, requiring 

that possible solutions to identified problems 

be canvassed, implemented, and assessed. 

Each cycle in the process is informed by the 

cycle that preceded it. This can make it 

difficult to identify when an issue has been 

‘resolved’ and when the research process has 

‘ended’. 

  (adapted from Schmuck 1998; Krogh 2001) 

 

PAR is, by its nature, is normally time and resource intensive. Furthermore, outcomes are 
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difficult to predict because of the complexities of engaging with dynamic groups that lacks a 

rigid hierarchy, as all participants have equal status. It can also be an exhausting process 

given that you are dealing with different people and consequently different interpretations of 

their experiences, issues, needs, and solutions.  

 

PAR other features and applications   

 

There are six other characteristics peculiar to the PAR data collection method, and these 

distinguish this from other research methods, including AR.  

 

Politics and interventionism  

 

Engaging in PAR is a political act insofar as it directly acknowledges the existence and role of 

power within institutions and systems. The researcher chooses this method at least in part 

because they believe this inequality exists. Where the researcher intervenes to neutralize the 

influence of dominant individuals and dominant groups, they are making a statement about 

their perceptions of power relations, although this normally occurs in a manner that is indirect, 

discreet, and diplomatic. 

 

The researcher as a mirror 

 

When engaging in PAR, the researcher’s behaviour is spontaneous, and in a subtle manner, they 

act as a mirror for individuals, groups and institutions. The power of the researcher to be reflective 

is maximised when they are genuinely neutral and open-minded and reflect this impartiality at all 

times. If participants perceive the researcher to be biased, the researcher may lose the trust of their 

participants, who are the key source of data. 

 

Deeper insider understanding  

 

In contrast to PAR, other forms of research tend to pursue simpler objectives because they do 

not internally expose the researcher to the complex combinations of interpersonal dynamics 

that occur in groups and institutional settings. Those who engage in PAR have more 
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opportunity to comprehend the complexities of the interpersonal dynamics peculiar to a 

particular setting because they have engaged with their subjects as equals.  

 

Ownership 

 

In contrast to PAR, other data collect methods implicitly eschew any responsibility for the 

subjects at the end of the research project.  By engaging with their subjects as a group 

member, the PAR researcher forms a bond with their subjects that may last long after they 

have collected their data and published their research. Participants may tune in to this genuine 

commitment, engage more generously, offer more detailed information, and support the 

researcher in pursuing their objectives in other ways, such as offering contact details of other 

parties who can assist. 

 

 
Promotes democratic structures 

 

 

The participatory element of action research also emphasises the democratic process that 

inspired its creation. Collaboration is as central to participatory action research as it is to the 

concept of democracy. The researcher actively encourages all subjects to engage fully and as 

equals throughout the project. This approach aims to ensure that participants have equal 

opportunity to be heard. This in turn enables them to co-influence the research outcomes, 

which normally affects them more so than it does the researcher and other stakeholders. This 

design maximises the proliferation of the democratic process within their research approach, 

which in turn promotes the replication of the democratic nature of society. 

 

Participants as agents for change 

 

Supporters of PAR promote the idea that when their collaborators (i.e. research subjects) see 

themselves as researchers, they are more empowered as participants in the research project. 

This is because they share power over knowledge as the structure and design of the research 

does not subordinate them to the principal researcher or the research process in general 

(Ezzy: 2002: 44–50, 55, 61, 65, 75–77). 
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Reading 2.3 
 

Read Cahill, C (2007), ‘The personal is political: developing new subjectivities 

through participatory action research’, Gender, place and culture, 14(3), 267-292 

 

This journal article will be used in Activity 2.4. 
 

 Activity 2.4 
    

 
     Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

          Reading 2.4 
 

Read the journal article authored by Radermacher, H., and Sonn, C. (2007). ‘Towards 

getting it right: Participatory action research (PAR) with an advocacy organisation’, The 

Australian community psychologist, vol. 19, no. 1, pp. 62-73. 

 

This article will be used in Activity 2.5. 
 

Activity 2.5 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

 

Qualities required of a participatory action researcher 
 

 

Participatory action research may impose extreme physical and mental demands on the 

researcher. Table 2.4 summarises the qualities and skills a competent researcher will need to 

possess to execute PAR successfully in order to achieve their core objectives. 

 

 

  



49 

 

Table 2.4 
 

Qualities required of a participatory action researcher 
 

 

Patience The PAR process can be lengthy and involves extensive interaction with a variety of people. 
The ability to be patient and understand the often lengthy nature of this type of research will 
make the process more comfortable and less frustrating. It will also mean that participants will 
feel more comfortable approaching you and voluntarily engage with good intentions. 

Flexibility The participatory action researcher needs to be flexible in order to be able to respond to the 
needs and experiences of the research participants and the research situation/context. 
Approaching this method of research with predetermined ideas regarding what the problem is 
and how best to fix it undermines the core ethos of participatory action research is founded. 

Focus and 
perseverance 

While it is important to be responsive to the experiences of research participants and to not go 
into the research process with predetermined ideas regarding both problems and solutions, it is 
equally important to remain focused on identifying issues and implementing strategies for 
positive change. It can be easy to get lost on tangents. The researcher must ensure that all 
researchers and participants are resolute about achieving a common outcome. 

Humility Be willing to be wrong. Many researchers make the mistake of underestimating the knowledge, 
opinions and suggestions that participants offer. This is normally an outcome of 
inexperience or flawed judgement. This problem not only undermines the research process, 
but also reduces the potential success of any outcomes or recommendations for change. 
Participatory action researchers need to approach the research process with a degree of 
humility and an appreciation of all persons who contribute to the activities. 

Selflessness Like humility, being selfless reminds us that the world (and, in this case, our research project) 
does not revolve around our personal needs, views, experiences, or expectations. Recognising 
the validity and importance of the research process itself, as well as the skills and worth of 
each of the participants and researchers, is an important part of acknowledging that outcomes 
will be dictated by the collective and the process rather than by individual expectations. 

Optimism PAR is ultimately about improving wellbeing of its ‘research subjects’ as well as of society in 
general. It is, by its nature, proactive, and it aims, above all else, for change. An ability to keep 
these ideals in mind, and a belief in their validity and importance, are fundamental to a 
researcher’s ability to stay positive about the PAR process. 

 

(Adapted from Krogh 2001; Baum et al. 2006; Cahill 2007)  
 

Activity 2.6 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

Summary 
 

In the decades since Lewin began his work in the field of action research, this model for 

collecting data has become associated with qualitative social research. Empirical evidence 

captures the many unique benefits this system offers researchers who seek to solve social 

problems. Action research is based upon collaboration, participation, empowerment, and 
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reflection and it celebrates these founding principles. It is firmly rooted in principles of 

equality and the desire to solve social problems in order to create positive changes for 

individuals, groups and society.  

 

AR can be a reactive or proactive process. Proactive action research begins with the 

implementation of a new practice and the researcher evaluates and assesses the efficacy of this 

new behaviour. Responsive action research, on the other hand, works in response to a current 

situation and is characterised by a more reactive approach that begins with the collection of data 

and tends to be directed by growing awareness. For example, the researcher often discovers new 

facts, theoretical knowledge as the research project develops, and this information aids them to 

identify parts that are not feasible. They may modify their research design in real time. 

 

PAR is a specific form of AR that tends to produce the most profound results when used within 

contexts where people have been marginalised and oppressed by elites or majorities. 

Participatory action research is regarded by many as a political act insofar as it directly 

acknowledges the role of power within institutions and systems, and aims to study and redress 

imbalances within those power relations. The inclusive nature provides these people with a 

voice and motivates them to become agents for change by engaging fully in the research 

process, alongside their colleague, the researcher, who participates as an equal partner who acts 

as a leader only when the process strays from achieving its aims. 

 

The core principle of PAR is the way the researcher does not see participants as the other, and 

acts at all times to convey this message. The idea of equal participation and a charter for change 

underpins the PAR method. It is a collaborative process and purposively focuses on 

intervention, and this is achieved in part by processes of self-reflection by the research leader 

and their participants. These designs collectively produce new knowledge that enables 

individuals, groups and agencies to tackle social problems to maximize the health and wellbeing 

of their society. 

 

The key characteristics of a participatory action researcher include patience, flexibility, focus 

and perseverance, humility, selflessness, and optimism. 
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Additional online resources 
 

 
Southern Cross University (2000), Action research international, Southern Cross University 
Press, Available: http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/ari/arihome.html (accessed 6 

    December 2014) 
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Now that you have completed this section, please visit the learning portal to participate in 

the latest discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check 

questions. 
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Section 3 
 

 

Defining your research question  

 

and writing a proposal 
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Section 3: Defining your research question and writing a proposal 
 

 
Chapter overview 

 
 

This chapter informs you how to develop a research proposal using research methods theory. It 

aims to impart knowledge that aids you to choose the methodological design that is most 

appropriate to the unique nature of your research question and the social problems your project 

seeks to address. In order to do this, the researcher must be able to weigh the potential 

advantages and disadvantages of the different procedures they may choose from to build the 

architectural plan that is a best fit for their research objectives.  

 

The first section begins by identifying the reasons why most social investigators create a 

research proposal before they commence their project – an exercise that is regarded as best 

practice. Engaging in this process maximises the likelihood that the data collection, data 

analysis and data reporting phases are rigorous and disciplined insofar as they conform to the 

standard conventions that govern the field of qualitative social research.  

 

The next section explores the structure of the research proposal and shows how there is no one-

size-fits all template suitable for all qualitative social research projects. This discussion explores 

important factors that you should consider when drafting your research proposal. These 

instructions arm you with the skills required to conduct first-class research that can withstand 

scrutiny from practitioners and scholars adept in reviewing applied research. 

 

 

Learning outcomes 
 

 
On successful completion of this chapter, you should be able to: 

 

 

• identify the core components common to a standard research proposal and describe the  
      processes required to create this document 

 

• explain the rationale that justifies the need to create a research proposal  

 

• identify and design the most appropriate methodological framework suitable for 
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different types of qualitative research projects 

 

• formulate a research proposal. 
 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 3 are: 

 

    Set text Pages cited in this section 

1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 63–68 
2. Wadsworth (2011) Chapter six; pp. 149–151 

 

 

Introduction: background to the research proposal 
 

 

The research proposal is often the first of many important documents generated during the 

research cycle by those who engage in social inquiry. Preparing the research proposal is 

normally one of the first steps you are required to perform before embarking on your research 

project. The contents of this document influences actions you take during the research cycle.  

The research proposal offers a guide to build your methodological framework should you decide 

to proceed with an identical or similar research question, as defined in this document. 

 

 It is in the researcher’s best interests to prepare a thorough research proposal. It is an investment 

in time management to learn as much as possible about your project as early as possible. You do 

not want to pursue objectives that are not feasible and employ inappropriate methods to collect 

and analyse data. Discovering new information deep into the research cycle can be disruptive, 

time-consuming and expensive if this requires you to make major modifications to your 

methodological design. 

 

For many novice researchers, the most difficult task involved in designing the research project is 

selecting among the numerous alternatives procedures that exist for each step. As the research 

cycle is not a linear process, there is no need to be daunted by the vast array of choices. You may 

think of your research proposal as a draft road map that aims to help you conduct your research 
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project as smoothly and efficiently as possible.  There is no need to fear making an incorrect 

choice, so long as you are diligent.  You can modify your methodological design as the research 

project unfolds, as new information comes to hand. 

 

 

Reasons for preparing the research proposal  

 

Marshall & Rossman (2006, p.24) capture the essence of the core purpose behind the research 

plan when they describe it as “a plan for engaging in systematic inquiry to bring about a better 

understanding of the phenomenon and/or to change problematic social circumstances”. This 

definition captures three key points. Before embarking on research, we must prepare a plan so we 

can investigate a social problem in a systematic way, as a means to maximize the chances that our 

project achieves the goals it sets out to realise.  

 

There are many reasons why a researcher prepares a research proposal. A summary of the most 

common reasons appear in Table 3.1 below, overleaf. This table identifies those objectives that 

stakeholders may influence, especially financial sponsors whose support might be essential for 

the project to commence. 

   

If your research proposal is subject to internal and/or external review, it is imperative that you 

justify the need for the study (item 2) and demonstrate there are no obvious factors that undermine 

your ability to achieve your stated objectives (item 4). Furthermore, these other parties will often 

question your objectivity and motivation for pursuing the project as your personal drive might be 

the determining factor that causes you to remain committed to your project when hurdles arise 

(item 10).  These reasons are worthy of further exploration, and so we examine these particular 

issues in detail, underneath Table 3.1.  
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Table 3.1 

Reasons to prepare a research plan 

 

 Explanation – factors primarily of concern to the lead researcher 

1. Clarifies the nature of the social problem in the mind of the researcher. 

2. Clarifies arguments that justify the need to perform the research. 

3. Provides a preliminary assessment of gaps in the literature. 

4. Establishes feasibility of activities the researcher plans to undertake; for example,  

is the research affordable and can access to essential data be obtained? 

5. Provides a structured document the researcher can use to seek peer-review feedback prior to 

commencing the project and modify your methodological design sooner rather than later. 

6. Allows the researcher to consciously identify necessary assumptions and evaluate how 

realistic these are early into the research cycle. 

7. Provides a ‘roadmap’ to refer to during the research cycle to keep focus and stay on track. 

8. Provides a central point of all known factors relevant to the project early into the life of the 

research cycle. This assists the researcher to evaluate alternative courses of action for all 

activities when preparing the first drafts of their methodological design. 

9. Provides a framework to conduct a preliminary assessment of ethical issues. 

10. Encourages the researcher to identify their motives for engaging in the study, as a form of self-

reflexivity. 

 Required by stakeholders, sponsors, management 

11. Provides cost estimates for financial sponsors to review in order to obtain funding support. 

12. The quality of the proposal may seek to convince supporters and collaborators the lead 

researcher is suitably qualified and possesses the technical competencies required.  

 
 (Adapted from Cohen et al. 2007: 88, 93; Wadsworth 2011: Chapter six) 

 

    Justifying the need for the study 
 
 

It is important the researcher provide compelling reasons to justify the need for the study if 

there are other stakeholders who have a direct interest in this project. Not all genuine social 

problems are worthy of an extended study which are to be funded by an institution’s scarce 

resources. For example, Shoalhaven Shire council might agree that crack cocaine addiction is a 

social problem and medical records prove there are some addicts in the shire who are 
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committing petty crimes on rare occasions to support their dependency. However, they 

estimate that only three people in their electorate are addicted to this drug, whereas hundreds 

of residents addicted to other illicit drugs such as amphetamine, heroine and ecstasy. 

Furthermore, there is little knowledge of who is addicted to these three drugs, exactly how 

many are affected and what root causes explain this problem. Given that public resources are 

limited, research into local crack cocaine addiction is not a priority.   

 

Feasibility 

 

The research proposal must evaluate whether its objectives are feasible. It the objectives are not 

realistic, it is unlikely that collaborators will contribute their time and other resources to a 

project that is risky. To what degree a project is likely to succeed is a subjective question that 

can be difficult to measure. The threshold acceptance level is likewise subjective and varies 

between projects.  

 

Some research projects are worthy of sponsorship, even if it is statistically unlikely to 

succeed, i.e. a less than 50% chance of success is predicted. For example, consider a 

hypothetical project that aims to develop new hypnotherapy techniques. Preliminary research 

by psychotherapists estimates that these new clinical methods can permanently reverse 

suicidal tendencies in about 30% of cases. There is a reasonable chance that Australian 

Government healthcare agencies might fund this research based on this data. Suicide rates 

have remained relatively constant in recent decades despite state and federal governments 

spending millions of dollars each year on prevention programs (Baum 2008:265–266).  

 

Motivation 

 

 

Marshall & Rossman (2006, p.11) argue that the motivation and desire which drives a 

researcher to embark on research and see the project through to its completion “is solely a 

function of the researcher’s engagement in the topic”. If the researcher does not possess some 

level of interest in the area being researched, then the process can become arduous. This apathy 

can cause the researcher to take shortcuts and possibly abandon the project if challenges persist, 
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even when these obstacles are surmountable.  

 Activity 3.1  
 

 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

Writing the research proposal 

 

Marshall & Rossman (2006, p.25) argue that there are four key areas that are identified in the 

research proposal. These inclusions are the: 

 
1. Introduction 

 
2. Literature review 

 
3. Methodological design 

 
4. References and appendices  

 

 
The introduction to the research include: the overview of the research area; the specific topic 

and purpose of this research; the significance of the study; the framework; research question; 

feasibility analysis and limitations. After the reader has completed their review of this section, it 

should be clear that they have a clear idea of what they are researching, and why. 

 

 
The literature review pursues three major aims: 

 
 

1. Explore current and prior studies that bear the closest similarities to the unique aims of your 
proposed study in order to identify the contribution to knowledge these projects offer. 

 
2. Critically evaluate the conceptual approaches used in other studies, as a means to discover 

and/or reaffirm what theoretical frameworks are best suited to analysing your data. 

       

3. Identify gaps that presently exist in the scholarly publications and applied research reports 
as a point of reference to discuss the contribution to knowledge your project offers. 
 

 

The methodological design outlines the philosophical approach to the research and the 
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methods that you will use to gather and analyse data. Ethical redesign considerations are an 

essential part of your methodological design discussion occurs in this section.  

 

The references are an alphabetical listing of the bibliography of scholarly material and other 

citations (e.g. relevant legislation) that appear in the document. It is not uncommon for the 

researcher to include an appendices section to document details of key information to the 

research topic. What documents and other details (e.g. CD-ROM disc) you may opt to include 

in this section depend on the nature and scope of the study. The cover letter provided to 

participants in the research is often placed in this section. Other details that you might include 

in this part include drafts surveys and interview questions; special instructions for 

participants; budget details; and the timetable that outlines the planned schedule for activities. 

 

Tone 

 

It is important that the research proposal is succinct, easy to understand and omits no 

information that relates to the core components of your project. You research proposal might be 

read by a wide range of parties who do not have the time or training necessary to digest the 

details included in your methodological design. If you require support from stakeholders to 

obtain funding or authority to commence your project, you should not assume these interested 

parties have advanced training in research methods. You do not want to alienate key sponsors 

and collaborators of your project by writing in a way that suggests you have disregard for those 

without specialist knowledge. You also do not want to lose their support because they are 

unable to comprehend technical aspects of your project that you do not explain using clear 

English language. 

Activity 3.2  
 

 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

   

Research hypothesis  

 

The hypothesis refers to the research question you have posed for yourself. It is a logical 
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guess about the most likely outcome you predict will eventuate from your project of inquiry. 

Some researchers may opt to produce multiple competing hypotheses that speculate about 

different outcomes and you may also speculate about multiple outcomes that are not 

mutually exclusive (Cohen et al. 2007:82–83).  

 

Babbie (2010, p. 46) defines a research hypothesis as: 

 

A specified testable expectation about empirical reality that follows from a more general 
proposition; more generally, an expectation about the nature of things derived from a 
theory. It is a statement of something that ought to be observed in the real world if the theory 
is correct (Babbie 2010, p.46). 

 

Most research methods theorists concur that it is not mandatory to prepare a research 

hypothesis before embarking on the research project (e.g. Cohen et al. 2007:82). It is important 

you understand the theory and application of this topic, as a visible minority of social research 

theorists do prepare a hypothesis and discuss this in their report, and so you need to be able to 

understand the theory underpinning this principle. The purpose of this discussion is to inform 

you of the potential benefits and pitfalls that may be realised if you choose to incorporate a 

hypothesis into your research proposal. This knowledge aids to you to determine if you wish to 

include this statement in your research project, on a case-by-case basis, depending on the 

specifics of each study.  

 

An example of a research hypothesis related to qualitative social research is a statement that 

speculates that ‘People who live below the poverty line are more likely to experience depression 

than those living on incomes greater than the average wage’. This question has a numerical 

element, but the project would focus on textual discussion. This project could therefore be 

categorized as a dominantly qualitative social research study that contains elements of the 

mixed-methods approach. This statement might benefit the researcher as it could serve as a 

reminder that they are interested in data that captures information about those who live below 

the poverty line and data that record those suffering from depression. Furthermore, it should 

also serve to remind the researcher that they need to be able to show whether two sets of data 

can capture a positive or negative relationship between the driver (average wage) and the 

outcome (depression) if these data are to be of use to this study.  
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The advantages and disadvantages of preparing research hypothesis may vary and depend 

primarily on the personal traits of the researcher and the nature of the research project. The 

hypothesis intertwines with the research questions, objective and scope.  An advantage of 

writing a hypothesis is that this statement can serve as guide to the research team, who may 

refer back to it throughout the research cycle as an indicator to gauge whether the direction of 

the project continues to remain relevant (Wadsworth 2011: 149, 177, 186).  

 

A potential disadvantage of preparing a hypothesis is that this statement can cause the research 

to be self-fulfilling. The researcher may prepare a methodological design, and consciously or 

subconsciously collect, and analyse data in a way that forces the research hypothesis to be 

realised. If this occurs consciously, the researcher acts unethically and unprofessionally. This 

may happen subconsciously as some researchers believe that if the hypothesis is disproven, 

this outcome suggests that they entered the project with inadequate knowledge of that field. 

 

 Activity 3.3 
  

     
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 
 
Competing methodological design choices: key issues 
 

There are other things a researcher must consider when they formulate the first draft of their 

methodological design. These concern future planning and selections from competing choices, 

based on the best information currently available.  

 

Individual versus group research 
 

 
Research can be conducted by individuals working in isolation or it can be undertaken by 

groups working together collaboratively towards a common goal. There are advantages and 

disadvantages of researching as individuals and as part of a team. Table 3.2 below summarises 

the potential strengths and limitations of each alternative procedure. The degree of each 

advantage and disadvantage is dependent on the unique details of the research question. 
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Table 3.2 

Advantages and disadvantages of individual versus group research 

 
Individual research advantages 

 
Individual research disadvantages 

• Sole ownership of the research project. 

• Decision-making is the sole 
responsibility of one person and so the 
likelihood of disagreements among 
staffers is drastically reduced. 

• Credit and kudos arising from the 
research project is given to the 
individual researcher. 

• Focus and direction may be more easy to 
maintain when only one person engages  

• The individual alone determines the issue, 
rationale for investigation and 
methodology, and so the project will 
more closely reflect the interests and 
concerns of that researcher. 

• The responsibility for a research project 
can be intense and often feels 
overwhelming. 

• Any flaws or errors in the project made 
by an individual reflect on the team, if 
discovered after publication. 

• Given that the project is the result of only 
one person’s vision, interests and skills, 
the project can become too narrow in 
both intent and methodology. 

• Working alone can sometimes make it 
harder to stay on schedule, as there are 
no other people to intervene and assist 
by motivating others when the project’s 
momentum is declining. 

 
Group research advantages 

 
Group research disadvantages 

• Responsibility for the project is shared 
and so you avoid the problem of feeling 
overwhelmed. 

• The group context enables each researcher 
the scope to take responsibility for those 
aspects that are best suited to their 
interests and skills. 

• Timeframes can be more easily 
achieved as there are a number of 
people who are accountable to the 
project and its intended audience and 
so the momentum is shared. 

• There are more people to draw on for 
energy and to keep the project moving 
and focused. 

• The study benefits from a variety of 
viewpoints, ideas, skills and 
experiences that enriches the project. 

• More people allows for a bigger support 
network and greater project complexity. 

• Disagreements may ensue about who is 
responsible for various aspects of the 
project. 

• Unless there is clear and respected 
leadership, divisions may occur within 
the research team about how the project 
should progress and where the focus 
should be. 

• The more people there are in a team, the 
greater the likelihood for interpersonal 
tension. 

• Time management can become an issue if 
all members of the group either do not 
agree on a timeframe or do not share a 
belief in the need for timeliness. 

• If competing agendas are allowed to take 
hold, the focus and relevance of the 
research can be diluted. This is akin to 
the analogy that ‘too many cooks spoil 
the meal.’ 

 

(adapted from Ezzy 2002:63–68; Cohen et al. 2007: 399) 
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Fieldwork versus deskwork 
 

 

When drafting your methodological design, you must examine whether deskwork or fieldwork is 

most suitable for each type of data collection instrument you use, based on the unique research 

question you pursue. Fieldwork refers to research conducted away from the location/s where the 

researcher normally attends to administrative duties and writes up their research. The term refers 

to the researcher leaving their office and visiting any number of locations that are essential to 

gather data. The need to conduct fieldwork requires researchers to venture away from their 

office, and meet and observe people and coordinate events such as active research. In contrast 

to fieldwork, the researcher can engage in deskwork in an environment removed from the 

issues of interest, such as the local library. 

 

 

Examples of fieldwork activities include situations where a researcher conducts interviews, 

collects survey data in face-to-face settings and using observation as a way to capture data. In 

contrast to fieldwork, deskwork duties may include activities such as conducting literature 

reviews and performing data analysis. In reality, most research projects are comprised of both 

fieldwork and deskwork components. However, the degree to which one features more 

prominently than the other in any given project can vary considerably depending on the 

objectives of the research project.  

 

 

Fieldwork tends to be more labour-intensive and time consuming, and, therefore, more costly 

than deskwork. This data collection method is therefore more appropriate where the researchers 

are not working to tight deadlines and they have a dedicated project budget. Fieldwork also 

tends to be a more informative way of collecting information as the researcher is able to enjoy 

the many benefits that accrue from engaging with the subject matter (Wadsworth 2011:36–38, 

99–101).  

 

 
Quantitative analysis to support social research 
 
 
When drafting your qualitative methodological design, you should consider whether the use of 

some quantitative analysis is essential in order to realise your objectives. If you use minimal 
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quantitative analysis, your research will be a qualitative study. If you use a moderate amount, or 

engage in qualitative and quantitative research equally, it is a mixed methods study.  Blaxter et 

al. (2003, p.65) state, the “underlying philosophical positions are not necessarily as distinct as 

the stereotypes suggest” if you compare the assumptions and principles that underpin both 

approaches to research, as shown in Table 3.3. 

 

Table 3.3 

Qualitative versus quantitative research designs 

 

Quantitative research  Qualitative research 
 

Seeks the facts/causes of social whereas… Concerned with understanding behaviour 
phenomena from actors’ own frames of reference 

Obtrusive and controlled measurement whereas… Naturalistic and uncontrolled observation 

Objective whereas… Subjective 

Removed from the data: the ‘outsider’ whereas… Close to the data: the ‘insider’ perspective 
Perspective 

Ungrounded, verification oriented, whereas… Grounded, discovery-oriented, inductive, 
reductionist, hypothetical-deductive exploratory, expansionist, descriptive 

Outcome-oriented whereas… Process-oriented 

Reliable: hard and replicable data whereas… Valid: real, rich, deep data 

Generalisable: multiple case studies whereas… Ungeneralisable: single case studies 

Focuses on universal explanations whereas… Focuses on particular unique situations 

Assume a stable reality whereas… Assume a dynamic reality 

 

Similarities 
 

 

• Quantitative research tends to be used most often to test theories. However, it can also be used to explore 
issues and to generate hypotheses and theories. Likewise, qualitative research can also be used to test 
hypotheses and theories, even though it is generally used to generate theories. 

• Qualitative data often include quantification. For example, research analysis tends to use statements such 
as most, more than, and less than, as well as specific numbers. Moreover,  virtually all qualitative 
content analysis techniques resort to counting to as a way to show repetition and dominance. 

• Quantitative approaches (e.g surveys) can collect qualitative data through open-ended questions. 
 
 

(adapted from Creswell 2013; Martin et al. 2014: Chapter 14) 
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Activity 3.4 
 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 
Summary 

 

 

The research proposal creates a working document that outlines the various stages and 

components of the methodological design. This document asserts why that methodology is 

the best design to pursue your unique research question. Research proposals typically include 

these four core sections: introduction; critical literature review; research design and 

methodology. The appendices section is optional. 

 

Fieldwork refers to research conducted in settings where the primary data is captured from 

public spaces such as where the researcher is required to conduct interviews and observe 

phenomena. In contrast to fieldwork, deskwork tasks can be undertaken in an environment 

removed from the issue of interest and it is normally a less obtrusive approach. 

 

Depending on how a researcher decides to study an issue, it is possible that quantitative and 

qualitative research methods may aid you pursue your research objectives. If qualitative 

social researchers use a minimal amount of quantitative analysis, it is customary for others in 

the field to regard this as a qualitative approach, as numerical analysis is peripheral. 

 

Resources 
 

Alston, M and Bowles, W (2003), Research for social workers, 2nd ed, Allen and Unwin, Crows 
Nest. 
 

Annerston, M and Wredling, R (2006), ‘How to write a research proposal’, European 

diabetes nursing journal, vol. 3, no. 2, pp. 101–105. 
 

Babbie, E (2010). The practice of social research, 12th ed, Wadsworth Cengage, Belmont, 
California USA. 
 

Baum, F (2008), New public health, Oxford University Press, Victoria Australia. 
 

Blaxter, L., et al. (2003). How to research ( 2
nd 

edition), Open University Press, Maidenhead, 
Philadelphia 
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Creswell, J (2013), Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches 

(4
th

  edition), “Chapter one: The selection of a research approach”, pp. 3–23, Sage, California 
USA. 
http://www.sagepub.com/upmdata/55588_Chapter_1_Sample_Creswell_Research_Design_4e.p
df  Last accessed 7 December 2014 
  
Ezzy, D, (2002), Qualitative analysis: practice and innovation, Allen and Unwin, Sydney 
Australia. 
 

Henn, M, et al., (2009), A critical introduction to social research, 2
nd

 ed, Sage, Los Angeles 
USA. 
 

Marshall, C. & Rossman, G.B. (2006), Designing qualitative research, 4th ed, Sage London UK 
 

Radermacher, H., and Sonn, C. (2007), ‘Towards getting it right: Participatory action research 
(PAR) with an advocacy organisation’, The Australian Community Psychologist, 19(1), 62-73 
 

Schmuck, R (1998), Practical action research for change, Hawker & Bronlow, Sydney, 
Australia. 
 

Wadsworth, Y. (2011), Do it yourself social research, 3rd ed, Allen and Unwin, Crows Nest 
 

Walter, M. (2006), Social research methods: An Australian perspective, Oxford University 
Press, South Melbourne 
 

Additional online resources 
 

Southern Cross University (2000), Action research international, Southern Cross University 
Press, Available: http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/ari/arihome.html (accessed 6 
December 2014) 
 

Southern Cross University (2000), Action research resources, Available: 
http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arhome.html (accessed 6 December 2014) 
 

Australian Institute of Family Studies (2014), Research resources, Melbourne, Available: 
http://www.aifs.gov.au/sf/actionresearch.html#action (accessed 6 December 2014) 
 

The International Electronic Journal of Rural and Remote Health Research, (2014), Education, 

Practice and Policy, Available: http://www.rrh.org.au (accessed 6 December 2014) 
 

 

 

 

Now that you have completed this section, please visit the learning portal to participate in 

the latest discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check 

questions 
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Section 4 

 

 

Choosing your  

theoretical research design  
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Choosing your theoretical research design 

 

Chapter overview  

 

The theoretical research approach you select affects all facets of your research project. This 

chapter examines five theoretical research approaches: postcolonial theory, queer theory, post 

positivism, feminism and Marxism. These viewpoints align with social problems that qualitative 

social researchers often explore as they bring issues that concern a marginalised social group to 

the forefront of analysis and so provide a specialist framework to analyse social problems that 

relate to that group. This provides a dominant reason why social researchers often adopt these 

approaches to frame their analysis of data and their discussion (Creswell 2013:3–23).   

 
Discussion in this section briefly outlines the philosophy of knowledge that underpins the 

research approach. This section aims to inform you of the ways that your research approach fits 

within your methodological design. Discussion shows how your selection of research approach 

offers you a unique and focused perspective to analyse the data you collect by placing the 

evidence in the broader context of social structures that exists within a specific time and place.  

 
In the latter part of this section, we examine how your choice of research approach may also 

influence the way others evaluate your research. Marxist, feminist, postcolonial and queer 

theory approaches seek to ‘emancipate’ women, minorities and others who are oppressed. For 

this reason, critics argue that researchers who seek to enforce their political ideology on society 

are most likely to adopt these qualitative research approaches. It is therefore essential that you 

select the research approach most appropriate for the unique aims your research project pursues 

and be aware that some audiences are automatically hostile towards certain research 

approaches.  

 
Learning outcomes 

 
On successful completion of this unit, you should be able to: 
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• understand the basic philosophy that underpins qualitative, quantitative approaches and 

mixed methods approaches 

 

• explain why the post-positivism research approach is suitable for projects that use mixed 

methods 

 

• explain the theory that underpins five research approaches that are popular in qualitative 

social research: post-positivism, feminism, queer theory, Marxism and postcolonial theory 

approaches 

 

• provide an example of a social research question that is best suited to post-positivism, 

queer theory, Marxism, feminism and postcolonial approaches 

 

• discuss how qualitative social research approaches inform contemporary social science 

research and practice insofar as they relate to social problems explored by psychotherapists, 

social workers, counsellors and human resources consultants 

 

• know how to communicate details of your research project that inform the reader of the 

rationale that legitimizes your selection of the research approach/approaches you adopt. 

 

• understand how qualitative research paradigms are sometimes associated with political 

agenda-setting. 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 4 are: 

 

    Set text Pages cited in this section 

1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 2–31, 44–46 

2. Wadsworth (2011) p. 15 

 

 

Adopting a research approach 

 

The term research approach refers to a unique way of looking at the social world. The 

researcher selects their research approach with specific purpose in mind. Their research 

approach provides a structured theoretical scholarly framework that enables researchers to 
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focus on core issues driving the social problem/s that relates to their research aims. For 

example, Marxist research focuses on issues that concern poverty and class (Creswell 2013:3–

23). 

 
Research approach as a lens 

 

The selection of your research approach is comparable to way a professional photographer 

needs to choose a lens and a filter to obtain the best results, depending on the unique 

circumstances of their project. To demonstrate this analogy, we shall compare two separate 

projects managed by Suzanne and Mohammed, who are freelance professional photographers. 

These photographers have identical qualifications, similar experience and their peers and 

customers consistently rate their work as excellent. Robin and Sarah appoint Suzanne and 

Mohammed as their wedding photographers, as they wish to compare two different perspectives 

of their special day as captured by two professionals with their own unique signature style.  

 
On the day of the wedding, Suzanne decided that a 7mm lens with no filter would give the best 

focus to capture the wedding. She is delighted that it is a sunny day, as she believes wedding 

photos should feature an aura of sunshine to capture the ‘magic’ of the day. Robin and Sarah are 

both delighted with the results; however, Robin thinks Suzanne captured the best images. Robin 

likes the way Suzanne’s photos brings natural sunshine to the forefront of her work and she 

feels this radiates warmth around the people. Mohammed thought that a 7.1mm lens with a 

heavy light filter was best suited to the sunny conditions on the day. In his professional opinion, 

the extreme glare of the sun needed to be neutralised in order to keep the focus on the wedding 

couple and their guests. Sarah likes Mohammed’s work but does not want the sunshine to 

detract from images of the people because as she believes they are the most important feature. 

 

Reasons for choosing a research approach 

 
Similar to the professional photographer, the professional researcher should choose the 

approach they think offers the best outcome based on the social issue they wish to bring to the 

forefront of their data analysis and discussion. The unique aims of your project and the nature of 



72 

 

the data you plan to collect are the co-dominant factors that drive your choice of research 

approach (Ezzy 2002:2–31).  

 
Selection criteria 

 
One or more of these circumstances normally account for the reasons why the approach the 

researcher selects to analyse data is favoured over competing alternatives: 

 

• The principal researcher believes a specific issue (e.g. class) provides the dominant 

explanation behind a social problem. Bringing that issue to the forefront of discussion is 

essential to understand the root cause of a social problem (e.g. poverty); 

 

• The sponsors of the research wish to examine a social problem from a particular 

perspective for their own reasons and instruct their staff researcher to use this approach;  

 

• This approach does not exist in the literature, and it is worthy investigating to see if this 

perspective can offer fresh insight into how social problems which stubbornly persist can 

be addressed more effectively using radical alternative policy approaches; 

 

• Selecting an approach builds on existing theories of knowledge provided by esteemed 

scholars and so it offers a conceptual foundation that legitimises your work.  

 

Qualitative research approaches 

 
The discussion points below summarise the social issue which four qualitative research 

approaches bring to the forefront of their analysis and discussion.  

• Feminist research approaches focus on issues concerning the empowerment of the 

female population and the emancipation of women from patriarchal structures that oppress 

women and girls. Feminist research brings issues that concern the female gender to the 

forefront of discussion. 

 

• Marxist research approaches focus on issues concerning economic justice, socio-

economic status (class) and poverty and brings these topics to the forefront of discussion; 
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• Postcolonial research approaches focus on the ways that imperial empires and colonial 

powers have altered the social structures in foreign lands that they currently occupy or 

have previously occupied as colonial rulers. This approach brings issues concerning 

imperial powers and colonial nations to the forefront of discussion; 

 

• Queer Theory research approaches focus on issues concerning the way sexual minorities 

are marginalized and subordinated by social structures. This approach may also centre on 

exploring group structures and cultural practices peculiar to sexual minorities such as 

transgendered persons; 

 

• Post positivism research approaches focus on issues that require you to analyse 

quantitative data and qualitative data in order to understand fully, the dynamics of a 

problem. This mixed methods approach brings issues concerning descriptive data and 

numerical data to the forefront of discussion (Creswell 2013:3–18). 

Activity 4.1  

 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 
Coherent structure 
 
 
The research approach not only aids our analysis and discussion of data – it also assists us to 

communicate our findings using a coherent structure.  If we did not select a research approach 

to guide our analytical discussion, we might report our findings as a list of bullet points. The 

research approach offers a common thread that runs through those sections of your discussion 

grounded in this approach. By keeping your focus on this commonality, the researcher is able to 

organize the structure of their discussion and write cumulatively. The order of your sentences 

and each consecutive paragraph builds an overall grand argument and this connects to the social 

group and social issue you bring to the forefront of your analysis (Ezzy 2002:29–31). 

 
 
To illustrate this argument about the need to resist bullet point approaches to reporting research, 

consider this research project. The Attorney General’s Department (Australian Government) 

commissions you as a researcher, and asks you to identify the reasons that explain why some 

Australians support same sex marriage and some Australians do not support same sex marriage 
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and requests you to prepare a report that provides an in-depth discussion of these issues. If you 

engaged in research that did not bring any dominant issue to the forefront of your analysis, you 

could end up reporting one long list of points that you discover from your literature review and 

data collection. Writing about a long list of points make it hard to keep the reader’s focus as it is 

much more difficult to write with a purposeful structure. 

 
Contemporary research conducted in Australia shows that there are dozens of reasons why a 

person may or may not support same-sex marriage. This brief extract of the arguments for and 

against below is included merely to illustrate the complexities of social problems that exist in 

our society. Popular reasons cited in favour of the status quo are: 

1. It has never been done before in Australia which is evidence of majority support  

2. Fear of the unknown – this social change me destabilize Australia’s social fabric 

3. Changing marriage laws will inevitably encourage some activists to pursue other marriage 

law reforms such as polygamy and so debates around marriage laws will never end 

4. The status quo is in line with international norms  

5. The status quo is consistent with monotheistic religions dominant in Australia 

6. A minute percentage of same-sex couples wish to marry – the economic costs of 

implementing the change (e.g. to registry databases) are therefore not justified  

7. And so on (the researcher explores 50 reasons in their literature review and primary data). 

 
 

There are just as many reasons put forward by supporters of this policy, such as: 
 

1. The policy promotes universal justice 

2. The policy promotes human rights equality  

3. The policy promotes broader principles of fairness and inclusion 

4. The policy may stimulate the economy via new marriage ceremonies 

5. New age religions which support this policy are growing  

6. Trends in Western countries with similar values such as Canada support this policy  

7. And so on (the researcher explores 50 reasons in their literature review and primary data). 

 
A research report that chose to adopt no conceptual research approach would list the 100 

findings and discuss them on by one, possibly grouping some thematically for the sake of 

avoiding repetition. This lack of structure and focus would likely deter policy makers from 

using this document as a tool to review social policy – busy people rarely have the time to work 

with unstructured documents.  
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This research study could produce a more purposively structured report that had two data 

analysis chapters. The first chapter could look at this issue from the perspective of those in 

favour of the status quo and employ post-positivism as the co-dominant research approach. It 

may use this approach by citing survey data that shows there is no majority support, and 

complement this quantitative presentation using thematic analysis to explore social issues based 

on verbal interviews conducted one-on-one with respondents. The second chapter could employ 

a Queer Theory approach. This discussion could focus on the ways the key social, cultural, 

political and economic institutions exclude or marginalise sexual minorities; the exclusion of 

same-sex couples from the institution might be framed as another example of structures that 

promote hetero-normative behaviour.  

Activity 4.2 

 

  

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 
One social problem explored via five qualitative approaches 

 

This section illustrates how one social problem can be analysed using any of the five theoretical 

research approaches that are the focus of this chapter: post-positivism, feminism, Marxism, 

post-colonialism and queer theory.  

 
You are a senior policy officer employed by the NSW Department of Housing. The executive 

management of this agency seek to learn the reason/s that explain why a disproportionate 

number of Indigenous women in same-sex relationships remain homeless, and living on the 

streets, in emergency housing shelters and hostels in major regional centres such as Wagga, 

Dubbo and Wollongong. You are a diligent policy officer and you wish to obtain professional 

opinions from a number of researchers who have good industry experience working with 

homeless persons. Armed with a preliminary budget for feasibility studies, you interview four 

qualified and experienced social research consultants who work independently.  
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You conduct a first interview with each research consultant to obtain preliminary information to 

aid your literature review. You make a summary note of the speculative hypothesis put forward 

by each social researcher to explain why a disproportionate number of indigenous women in 

same sex relationships are homeless in regional centres. These theories are summarised in Table 

4.1. 

Table 4.1 

Homelessness analysis from competing research approaches 

 Research scholar Initial hypothesis 
1. Postcolonial researcher 

 
(‘Chamalie’) 

These women are homeless primarily a result of forced 
dispossession from the land linked to the 1788 ‘invasion’ of 
Australia by European colonial settlers, although other factors 
are contributing causes (e.g. their female gender). These women 
are earning much less than the average wage, and this gap needs 
to be quantified in order understand  fully, the changes to social 
policy that are necessary.  

2. Feminist researcher 
 
(‘Bruce’) 

These women are homeless primarily because male elites 
control the realm of public policy. The male elites have not 
prioritised funding to establish emergency housing for homeless 
women, although other factors are contributing causes (e.g. 
class). Research that measures and compares funding levels 
between male and female homeless programs is needed to find 
a solution to this social problem. 

3. ‘Queer’ rights researcher 
 
(‘Jen’) 

The women are homeless primarily because most landlords are 
heterosexual, and they openly discriminate against same-sex 
attracted persons, although other factors are contributing causes 
(e.g. Australia’s colonial history where Indigenous women were 
forcibly removed from their clan). 

4. Marxist researcher 
 
(‘Richie’) 

These women are homeless primarily because they are from the 
lowest socio-economic group and rent affordability in NSW is 
very low, although other factors are contributory causes (e.g. 
gender). Research that quantifies re-establishes the poverty line 
by adjusting the weight offered to average rental costs is also 
required to find a solution to this social problem.   

5. Post positivism The lead researcher suspects that post-positivism may be the 
most appropriate approach based on feedback provided by 
Chamalie, Bruce and Richie. 

  ` (Adapted from Ezzy 2002: 20, 43; Creswell 2003:3–26) 

 
When analysing your interview transcripts, it is evident that Bruce, Chamalie and Richie place a 

high emphasis on the need for your study to gather and analyse some quantitative data to 

complement qualitative research into issues that concern human difference. This causes you to 

conclude that a post-positivist approach is possibly the best approach. You plan to make this 
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decision after completing your critical literature review.  

 Activity 4.3  
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 
Merging research approaches 

 
It is possible for the researcher to merge two or more research approaches to create a combined 

approach that is a single viewpoint (Creswell 2009:15). A simple example is the merger of the 

feminist approach with the Marxist approach to create a feminist-Marxist approach. A feminist-

Marxist design seeks to bring issues concerning class and the female gender to the forefront of 

analysis equally.  Research that explores the way patriarchal structures are the core driver of 

pay disparity between men’s and women’s wages are an example of a project well suited to 

Marxist-feminist research. Merged approaches may create an enriched analytical framework 

because they enable you to draw on a wider body of specialist literature in cases where multiple 

issues such as gender and class are co-dominant drivers of a social problem.  

 

Ideological and political implications 

 
Many social researchers openly express their view that they do not believe research that is 

exclusively or dominantly quantitative, can produce knowledge that people can use to solve 

social problems. This explains why they employ only qualitative approaches that use no/little 

quantitative analysis. Critics of this viewpoint argue that such statements are evidence of bias –

such researchers never truly embark on a project with an open-mind. Furthermore, they argue 

that the automatic rejection of quantitative approaches lack self-reflexivity and consciously or 

subconsciously promote an ideological view of the world that denounces science and 

mathematics. They argue that any research project that does not evaluate the potential benefit of 

using quantitative methods is not a valid contribution to scholarship, because the researcher did 

not approach their work with an open mind (Creswell 2009:9).  
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Table 4.2 summarises captures the inverse of this debate. Comments in this box explain how 

bias may also exist among researchers who pursue projects that are dominantly or exclusively 

quantitative, as a matter of policy. 

 

Table 4.2 

Ideological support for qualitative or quantitative research 

Essence of the ideological debate Professional implications of the debate 

Those who reject pure quantitative research 

believe that no problem (especially social problems 

that involve people) can be solved unless social 

scientists engage with people and seek to learn 

about their feelings and concerns. Numbers alone 

can never achieve data reliability and data validity, 

as they are too abstract and clinical. 

If you engage in research that is exclusively 

qualitative, this may alienate those who believe 

there is always a mathematical component to any 

social problem, and the use of mathematics is 

essential to achieve data reliability and data validity. 

If we do not measure something, we cannot rank 

and compare the priority of different problems.   

Those who reject pure qualitative social research 

argue that qualitative data is subjective and needs to 

be supported with scientific principles, such as 

numbering systems to make it objective. The 

absence of objective data means that data reliability 

and data validity is not realised. 

If you engage in research that shows a strong bias 

towards numerical/statistical analysis, this may 

alienate your colleagues who feel this approach 

lacks empathy as it treats people as numbers. 

Professionals who work as counsellors and social 

workers might be more likely to hold this view, as 

they deal with human emotions on a daily basis. 

(adapted from Creswell 2009:5) 

It is sufficient for you to know the viewpoints listed in the table above exist, and to understand 

the essence of these debates. This is important, as you need to be aware of the consequences 

that may transpire if you express a strong preference for or against a certain research approach.  

                    Activity 4.4  
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
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Summary 

 

The research approach refers to a unique perspective; a way of looking at the world by bringing 

an issue to the forefront of analysis, to offer an account of problems that persist in the social 

world, by focusing on an issue that is a dominant cause. Queer theory, Marxism, feminist, 

postcolonial theory and post-positivism are popular approaches qualitative social researchers 

use to explore unique research questions in order to advance the health and wellbeing of 

individuals, groups and society. Post-positivism is technically neither a quantitative or 

qualitative approach as it is a mix of the two.  

 
The selection of your research approach has political implications, as it is likely that at least one 

interest group will object to the use of the viewpoint you adopt to explore that social problem. 

Few social researchers can escape this reality and this fact of life is comparable to conflicts that 

exist in the work sector in other industries. Moreover, this hostility is akin to the way many 

qualitative researchers are openly sceptical of quantitative approaches to research which focus 

on numbers to measure human feelings and human suffering.  

 
In the next chapter, we explore the techniques required to perform a critical literature review. 

By reading widely and showing mastery in your field, this is one way the professional social 

researcher can deflect criticism that claim their work is biased. 

Resources 
 

Creswell, J (2003), Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches 

(2
nd

 edition), “Chapter One: A framework for design”, pp. 3–26, , Sage, California USA. 
http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic1334586.files/2003_Creswell_A%20Framework%20fo
r%20Design.pdf    Last accessed 7 December 2014 
 
Creswell, J (2009), Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches 

(3
rd

   edition), “Chapter one: The selection of a research design”, pp. 3–21, Sage California 

USA  http://www.sagepub.com/upm-data/22780_Chapter_1.pdf   Last accessed 7 December 

2014 

Creswell, J (2013), Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches 

(4
th

  edition), “Chapter one: The selection of a research approach”, pp. 3–23, Sage, California 
USA. 
http://www.sagepub.com/upmdata/55588_Chapter_1_Sample_Creswell_Research_Design_4e.p
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df   Last accessed 7 December 2014 
 
Ezzy, D, (2002), Qualitative analysis: practice and innovation, Allen and Unwin, Sydney 

Australia. 

Krauss, S (2005), “Research paradigms and meaning: a primer”, The Qualitative Report, Vol. 

10, No. 4, pp. 758–770. http://cadcommunity.pbworks.com/f/research%20paradigms.pdf.  Last 

accessed 7 December 2014. 

Marshall, C and Rossman, G (1999), Designing qualitative research (3
rd

 edition), “Chapter 

One: The what of the study: building the conceptual framework”, Sage publications, pp. 21–54. 

http://www.jeffreylonghofer.com/resources/Dissertation-Seminar/Required-Readings-

PDFS/building-the-conceptual-framework.pdf   Accessed 12 January 2015 

Wadsworth, Y (2011), Do it yourself social research, Allen and Unwin, Sydney Australia. 

 

Online resources 

 

Creswell, J (2011), Designing and conducting mixed methods research, “Chapter One: The 
nature of mixed methods research”, pp. 1–18, Sage, California USA. 
http://www.sagepub.com/upm-data/35003_Chapter1.pdf Last accessed 7 December 2014. 

 
Creswell, J (2011), Designing and conducting mixed methods research, Chapter Three: 
Choosing a mixed methods design, pp. 53–106, Sage, California USA. 
http://www.uk.sagepub.com/upm-data/35066_Chapter3.pdf  Last accessed 7 December 2014. 

 
Rowling, L. (2003), “School mental health promotion research: Pushing the boundaries of 
research paradigms”, Australian e-Journal for the Advancement of Mental Health, vol. 2, no. 2, 
pp. 1–3.  
http://sydney.edu.au/education_social_work/research/publications/resources/rowling.pdf 
Accessed 12 December 2014. 
 

 

Now that you have completed this section, please visit the learning portal to participate in the 

latest discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check questions 
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Section 5:  Writing a critical literature review 
 

 
Chapter overview 

 

 

This chapter explores the role of the critical literature review in the research process. Writing a 

critical literature review is a fundamental skill for the professional researcher and it is a 

mandatory inclusion when preparing a research proposal and a research report. Failure to 

include this activity means your work has no conceptual basis, and you cannot convince your 

peers you are up-to-date with developments in your field. 

 

To claim expertise as a qualitative social researcher, you need to demonstrate your 

contribution to existing knowledge. You cannot do this unless you master the literature that 

relates to the social problem you explore. Once you develop this expertise, you may 

confidently assert that you are filling a gap in existing knowledge and claiming your stake as 

a theorist. 

 

The first part of this chapter provides foundation knowledge to arm you with the skills 

required to perform a critical literature review.  This section informs you how to search for 

literature that relates to your research problem and it identifies the types of literature that you 

must collect and analyse before you undertake any serious data collection and analysis. 

Discussion outlines the difference between scholarly and non-scholarly literature and offers 

examples of each. This section also distinguishes between non-scholarly literature that is 

suitable for citation and identifies those that are not appropriate references. We examine 

issues concerning the datedness of literature and offer guidelines to help you determine if 

publications that are decades/centuries old are out-of-date, or, whether they are in fact classic 

works you should engage with.  

 

The last half of this chapter focuses on the steps involved in performing the critical literature 

review. Researchers rarely conduct this phase in a linear fashion as you may discover new 

works relevant to your project at any stage during the research cycle.  
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Learning outcomes 
 

 

On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
 

 

• Explain in your own words the purposes writing a critical literature review serves in 
professional research  

 

• Write a critical literature review by assessing the strengths and weaknesses of scholarly 
material 
 

• Demonstrate how to find gaps in the existing literature, and explain why filling this void 
can assist professionals/policy makers in addressing a social problem 

 

• Explain how to identify appropriate age ranges of literature relevant to your topic 

 

• Name and differentiate multiple techniques for conducting a critical literature review 
 

 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 
 
 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 5 are: 

 
 

    Set text Pages cited in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 1–31, 54  

2. Wadsworth (2011) pp. 131–142, 149 

 

 

Introduction to the critical literature review 
 

Harvard University’s School of Sociology (2014:NP) define the “critical literature review” 

as a process that asks 

 
1. What are the current theoretical or policy issues and debates related to your topic? 

 
2.    What is the current state of knowledge about these issues and problems? 

 
 
In the context of social research, you undertake a critical review of the literature to find a gap in 

these works that is socially significant. Your aim is to fill this gap; this offers a positive 

contribution to your field that can others can draw on to solve social problems. For example, 



84 

 

the combination of your critical literature review and the way in which you theorise your data 

analysis may cause you to extend, modify or debunk existing theory (Henn et al. 2009, p. 278). 

 

Purposes of the critical literature review 

 

Marshall and Rossman (2006, p.43) offer four main purposes of the literature review: 

 

1. demonstrate the underlying assumptions behind the general research questions 

 

2. demonstrate that the researcher is knowledgeable about related research and the 

scholarly traditions that are relevant to the scope of their study 

 

3. show that the researcher has identified a gap in previous research and that the proposed 

study will add a positive contribution to knowledge that can be used to address a social 

problem 

 

4. define the research questions by embedding them within the traditions of inquiry that 

exist in a wider body of literature. 

 

The critical literature review should aim to evaluate the literature in an original way, rather than 

analyse and discuss scholarly works in isolation. You need to discover the commonalities and 

differences yourself. You should cite other scholars who support your interpretation of the 

literature so strengthen your argument. You should be explicit when you inform the reader what 

you are claiming as your own ideas so that you may claim credit for what knowledge you 

contribute to the field (Wadsworth 2011:149).  

 
 

Writing a critical literature review 

 

To perform a critical literature review, you constantly read the material in an analytical and 

judicious manner. You should independently question whether what you are reading seems true, 

partially by reflecting on your own knowledge and instincts. However, it is not acceptable to 

challenge the literature merely by arguing that the arguments that it puts forward is inconsistent 

with your knowledge and instincts. You need to cite a range of peer-review scholarly materials to 

argue your case. If do not cite scholarly material to support your claims, the arguments you pose 

are merely your own opinion that have no scholarly basis required to convince the intended 
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audience of your research (University of Melbourne 2014). 

 

Table 5.1 below provides a linear summary of the steps most researchers engage with when they 

perform a critical literature review. 

 

Table 5.1 

A linear illustration of the critical literature review 

 

Step Summary of activity performed during this step 

1. Consult literary material you own to conceptualise your social problem. 

2. Explore literary material in your possession to see what information this can 

offer to perform an exhaustive search for more literature; for example identify 

key scholars cited in the discussion and examine the bibliography of references. 

3. Devise key search words on paper to aid you to conduct a focused literature 

search using the most appropriate databases and search terms.  

4. Employ search engines such as Proquest to perform an exhaustive search. You 

should search for up-to-date research methods texts, conceptual literature and 

studies that overlap with the aim and bounds of your research proposal. 

5. Review all material you obtain from step 4; put to one side all material you 

determine to be irrelevant (but do not discard it, as you may need it later). 

6. Focus on relevant literature to mind-map where your social problem fits within 

this body. Focus on identifying themes that are dominant such as disciplines 

that publish; conceptual theories used to analyse data and research approaches. 

7. Identify the gap in the literature you aim to fill. 

8. Write up your critical literature review. 

9. Repeat any of steps 1-8 as you learn new information during the research cycle 

and fine-tune your literature review section as required.  

 (adapted from Cone and Foster 2006; Loughborough University 2011). 

 

Point 8 in the table above, “Write up your critical literature review” appears in bold font to 

emphasise the point that writing up the critical literature review is our ultimate objective when 

we perform stage (c) of the research cycle, i.e. titled “Literature review” in Figure 1.1.  
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The literature review is rarely a linear process that occurs via a sequential set of activities. Often, 

to gain a full picture, the researcher needs to conduct several literature reviews over an extended 

period-of-time as they discover new theory deep into their research (Cone and Foster 2006).      

The mandatory use of citations to show other scholars support your arguments does not 

undermine the originality of your critical literature review. Your original contribution comes 

from the unique collection of works you choose to analyse, based on your opinion of their 

relevance or irrelevance to your research, and the way that you order and amalgamate your 

discussion. The combinations of your interpretation of each work may also distinguish your 

literature review. For example, if you review 25 pieces of literature, it is unlikely another 

scholar has published their interpretation of the same body of work in a single publication and if 

they have, it is less likely that their standpoint in each work is a mirror image of yours. 

 

The unique combinations of choices your build into your literature review is termed 

‘synthesising’ the literature. The way you amalgamate an existing body of works to create a 

new theory is your contribution to the field, and this knowledge aids others to solve social 

problems. You do not need to create a new theory that bears none or little resemblance to theory 

published by others in the past. Creating a new theory that is radically different to existing 

concepts normally requires you to analyse more than one case study in order to convince others 

that your theory applies to a wide range of contexts, and its applications transcends beyond 

studies that share similar bounds to yours (Cohen et al. 2007: 6, 122, 294). Scholars normally 

achieve recognition for creating such theory when they have engaged in intensive research that 

explores literature and data over a number of years or decades and they have published widely 

in that area (Bryman 2008:81–110).  

 

Objective scepticism 

 

To be inherently sceptical of any published work is desirable if you are open-minded and 

objective. Reviewing a piece of work critically does not mean that you seek to reject the work 

as illegitimate or find major flaws. A critical review may cause you to conclude the work is 

excellent scholarship and you are able to offer specific reasons to defend your opinion. 

Alternatively, you may conclude the work is very good scholarship, but offer advice about how 
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others’ research/theory might be improved if they made minor adjustments to their work. Your 

suggestions should be specific and supported by conceptual theory, such as research methods 

scholarship (Ezzy 2002:54). For example, you might conclude that a research project which 

(uses six methods) should have used the internet survey, and not a postal survey to obtain data 

from Australians aged under 20, as the majority of this generation are regular ‘Smartphone’ 

users who mostly do not open unsolicited postal mail.  

 

Just because a scholar’s work is widely cited and it has been published by a major international 

scholarly publisher, does not automatically mean that some, most or all of the arguments put 

forward in that work are true. Such works might contain minor or fundamental flaws and a large 

number of reasons can account for this situation. For example, the author and the publisher 

might collaborate to create a book that promotes a certain viewpoint. As a result, the research 

that underpins the creation of this book purposely ignores or skews any evidence that 

contradicts the objective that underpins this research.  

 

You should always check carefully whether scholarly texts translate closely to the bounds of 

your study. For example, if your research looks at social structures concerning gender and 

power in remote villages in Melanesia you would need to be selective about what gender 

literature you choose to cite as support. If you use Google Scholar and search in English, the 

responses you receive will be western-centric as they mostly list western authors, who work in 

western institutions and write about the west for Western publications. You should not assume 

that most or all of this literature translates to a nation or some other region that has social, 

cultural, political and economic structures that are significantly different to Western nations.  

 

Solitary exercise 

 

It is common for researchers to perform their literature review as one of the first tasks during 

the research cycle and to allocate a large amount of time to their first attempt. For those who 

engage on larger research projects that extend over a number of months or years, performing 

the critical literature review can sometimes be a lonely experience. Most researchers perform 

the initial their initial literature review a single task that does not overlap with other parts of 

the research cycle. Furthermore, they invariably engage in this process alone and rarely 
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interact with their colleagues.  

 

The literature review can often take an extended period-of-time, because of the large amount of 

scholarly material that has been published which relates directly or an indirectly to your unique 

research question. The extent to which a researcher experiences feeling of loneliness largely 

depends on the nature of their professional role, the peculiar details of each assignment and 

their own threshold of tolerance for working alone for an extended period-of-time.  

 

Collegiate support 

 

Researchers should take comfort knowing there is a community of other scholars who also 

experience the highs and lows that can occur when engaging in research. These changes in 

personal moods are a normal part of the research cycle. When you contact other researchers to 

inquire about their prior research and publications, you might be surprised at the amount of 

humility the author may show. This generous network of collegiate support is quite strong 

amongst researchers who work in areas related to human care.  

 

It is common for some authors to offer generous amount of their time for you to interview them 

and they may invite you to return at any time to clarify other matters. Of course, we cannot 

expect this and should be grateful if/when it happens. Generally, the more authority you bring to 

your research the more the more likely it is that a published scholar will support your research 

by offering you time to consult with them. For example an esteemed senior lecturer who has 

many years of applied professional experience in their field and has published in their field, 

normally has more access to published scholars in their filed compared to students. 

 

Other research – work in progress 

 

Whatever research question you pursue, it is likely that there are the other researchers who 

are currently conducting research that has some degree of overlap with your project’s 

objective and scope. There are six principle reasons why it is imperative to examine all 

forms of publicly available documentation that relates to studies in progress: 
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1. The literature review should aim to be up-to-date and show awareness of the latest 

developments in your field; 

 

2. Problems experienced and documented by others presently working in the field 

might convince you that your research project is not feasible in its current form;  

 

3. Discovering problems encountered by others who are active in your field might be 

provide information that aids you to redesign your methodological design early to 

avoid losing time and money by engaging in activities that will fail; 

 

4. Reviewing other scholar’s work in progress at the earliest opportunity enables you 

to fine-tune the aims and scope of your project if you think this is necessary to 

claim your work offers a unique contribution to existing knowledge in your field;  

 

5. If you publish research that bears strong similarities to work published by others, 

you risk being accused of plagiarism and breach of copyright, which is unlawful. 

 

6. An awareness of other researchers active in your field enables you to create 

networks whereby you can share knowledge with other parties in a way that is 

beneficial to both parties (Cohen et al. 2007:242–245). 

 

Some researchers publish their preliminary findings at different stages throughout the 

research cycle. Attending conferences that cater to professionals within your fields is one 

of the best ways to keep abreast of the latest developments.  

 
Activity 5.1 

 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
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Database searches 

 

Most researchers do not have access to all the scholarly literature needed to perform their current 

research project. It is normal for them to perform a literature search in order to widen access to 

relevant literature. Online databases are the most common search engines used to perform this 

task. This includes open access scholarly search engines such as Google Scholar as well as those 

available to paid subscribers such as Proquest. 

 

A core advantage of scholarly databases such as Gale is that they narrow the literature returned 

to the user based on the key terms used to perform the database search. Therefore, instead of 

reviewing the abstracts of thousands of publications that may or may not be useful, databases 

allow us to search for specific areas. One of the key skills in using databases effectively is to 

know how to best structure your choice of search terms. Most databases allow you to search 

using combinations of key words, author, title and publication dates. Your search may be 

enhanced using Boolean search techniques which use terms such as ‘AND’ and ‘OR’ as 

qualifiers. The YouTube presentation shown in Activity 5.1 explains how to use Boolean 

language to maximise your searches (Wadsworth 2011:131–142). 

 

                                                                                                                        Activity 5.2 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

Scholarly sources 

 

Identifying the types of literature that may assist your research project is an important skill you 

need to master in order to become an effective researcher. The material we source for our critical 

literature review provides us with background information and allows us to define key terms. It 

also allows us to critically analyse previous research performed by similar studies in order to 

build a best-fit methodological design that maximises our chance of achieving our research 

objectives (Henn, et al. 2009:278–280).   
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When researching the literature, the researcher will normally search for three broad types of 

scholarly materials. These include: 

 

• Research methods texts: citing these materials reassures the researcher and their audience 

they are using an appropriate methodological design; 

 
• Conceptual literature: reviewing this material ensures you are up-to-date with 

developments in your discipline (e.g. psychotherapy) and assists you to select the best 

conceptual framework/s to analyse your data and frame your arguments;  

 

• Prior empirical studies: reviewing this material is essential so that you can pin-point the 

gap you are filling in order to help solve a social problem. 

 

These categories are not mutually exclusive. One work may contain any combinations of the 

above three features. The most common example is scholarly that explores prior empirical 

studies and outlines the conceptual literature they use to do this (e.g. Ryan 2004).   

 

Types of literature 

 

The most common examples of scholarly literature include:  

 

• Peer reviewed scholarly journal articles  

• Trade/industry journal articles published by professional associations 

• Theoretical text books 

• Practitioner handbooks (e.g. Handbook of psychotherapy) 

• Edited book chapters  

• Conference papers 

• Dissertations/theses awarded a passing grade 

• Research papers published by research bodies (Henn et al. 2009, pp.278-280).  
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Scholarly literature as peer review 

 

With the exception of research papers published by research bodies, all reference materials 

included in the list above are common examples of scholarly works that are normally subject to 

peer review by editors prior to publication or from another source prior to being finalised. At 

least one of the convenors who coordinates a conference vets a conference paper to ensure it 

abides by basic scholarly conventions such as in text (or footnote) referencing which are also 

listed in a bibliography of references in further detail.  Dissertations and thesis are subject to 

review by a student’s supervisor/s. Furthermore, their examiners will not be award a passing 

grade if the student’s work does not adhere to basic scholarly conventions such as referencing 

and the use of evidence to support an argument that is framed using theoretical concepts.   

 

Scholarly publications usually contain other distinctive traits that distinguish them from non-

scholarly publications. These features may include: 

 

• the publisher’s name, logo and details are shown (e.g. Allen and Unwin) 

• the names of editors, sub-editors and other peer reviewers are identified 

• the publication date is shown 

• acknowledgement of the contributions of collaborators e.g. via footnotes  

• the publication has a structure that builds an argument in a logical and cumulative way; 

e.g. abstract, introduction, methods, data analysis, conclusion, references  

• it cites and references scholarly works to support arguments and theorise discussion 

• The names of the researchers/authors are disclosed 

• The qualifications and institutional affiliations of the authors are shown 

• Work that is registered as copyright is marked as such © and the name and contact 

details of those who own these rights are disclosed (e.g. Wadsworth 2011:133–134). 

 

Researchers should cite non-peer review work with extreme caution, and identify the work as 

such. If a publication has not been peer-reviewed, it is easier for critics to publicly discredit the 

work.  Some argue the absence of peer-review is often suggestive that a publication is merely 

the opinion of the authors because their claims have not been independently vetted and 
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challenged (Cohen et al. 2007:244–245, 294).  

 

Activity 5.3 
 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

    Non-scholarly sources  
 

 

Your literature review may require you to read other textual documents (which are not data) that 

are not peer review scholarly materials, but are relevant to your research question. Examples of 

these references include: 

 

• Hansard 

• legislation  

• policy documents;  

• professional guidelines relevant to your accreditations.  

 

These sources are supporting documents and are not scholarly literature and so they do not form 

a part of this chapter’s discussion.  

 
 
Citing non-scholarly documents 

 

In some cases, the websites owned by not-for-profit non-governmental organisations can offer 

good sources of data. They may also introduce the researcher to conceptual debates and expose 

them to work conducted in the past that overlaps with their current research. Examples of these 

bodies include externally funded so-called ‘think tanks’ such as the Centre for Independent 

Studies (www.cis.org.au) whose mandate is to provide research to support social policy reforms.  

 

Whether it is acceptable to cite research publications prepared by these agencies is ambiguous, 

should you wish to cite this material as support for the arguments you put forward (Martin et al. 
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2014:19–20). Many critics argue these organisations are rarely are independent, because in most 

cases, such bodies:  

 

• only publish their own research if it is favourable to their cause and research outcomes 

that do not do this are usually ‘shelved’ and not acknowledged publicly; 

• are not truly independent as they are pressured by their financial sponsors to prepare 

research findings that are consistent with the goals of those who fund the research 

• may ignore data or distort data analysis to achieve their institutional objectives; 

• pursue political objectives that are pro social movement or pro business, and so research 

produced by such entities is inherently biased to some degree. 

 

You are welcome to cite such material if you are critical of the way this literature has not been 

subject to peer review; after all, subjecting scholarly works and industry research to independent 

scrutiny is a core objective of the critical literature review process. Should you rely on such 

works to support you arguments, you must explicitly show an awareness of the traits that 

undermine the impartiality and methodological designs of each work, so that your audience can 

make an informed decision when they critically review your discussion of the literature your 

research draws on (Cohen et al. 2007:6, 129, 195). 

 

Theoretical case study – distorting data analysis 

 

This fictitious case study uses hypothetical data to show how institutions can manipulate data to 

pursue a social policy agency. In 2014, the United Nation’s World Health Organisation reports 

that 224, 972 women elected to receive rubella immunisations in a controlled clinical setting and 

0.9% or 2, 024 of these women died from medical complications.   

 

• Annual Report (2014) Agency A: “last year thousands of women died as a result of 

choosing to undergo elective termination surgery in jurisdictions where this medical 

procedure is lawful and this is a global tragedy.”  

 

• Annual Report (2014) Agency B: “Opponents of elective terminations grossly exaggerate 
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the risks to women’s bodies. A fraction of 1% of women who undergo this procedure risk 

damage to their life by doing so.” 

 

Language can also be used to distort analysis; e.g. “thousands” c.f. “grossly exaggerated”. By 

not citing the actual number of mortalities, Agency A arguably leads people to think the 

number is much higher than 2024; the number 2, 000 is the lowest number that relates to the 

word “thousands”.  Agency B refers to mortality as “risk damage to their life”. The casual 

reader might think this refers to the combined number of mortalities and the number of 

women who survive but suffer from ill health afterwards. Furthermore, stating “a fraction of 

1%” is suggestive that the number is less than half of 1%.  
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Activity 5.4 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

    Publication dates of literature 
 

The critical literature review may require you to synthesise theory from scholarly works with 

publication dates that differ by a number of years, decades or centuries. You need to convince 

your audience that you know what theories are mature and what debates are evolving. You 

should also aim to discover what debates are dominant and what debates are on the margins.  

 

Table 5.2 summarises the six different ways you can view your literature based on its age and 

popularity.  

Table 5.2 

 
Classifying the age and reach of your literature 

 

 

Age of literature 

Heavily cited 

(a) 

Frequently cited 

(b) 

Rarely cited 

(c) 

 

1.Contemporary 

 

 

 

Many, most or all 

scholars who 

publish studies that 

bear similarities 

with your study cite 

this work/theory. 

This theory might 

be the orthodox 

approach in this 

field. 

 

A visible minority of 

scholars who publish 

studies that bear 

similarities with your 

study cite this 

work/theory. This 

minority need not be 

small; for example, it 

may 30% of all 

works. 

 

Scholars who 

publish studies 

that overlap with 

your study rarely 

cite this 

work/theory. It 

may be a polemic 

view regarded as 

‘radical’.  

 

2. Classic 

 

e.g. Classical 

Marx texts; 

original Freudian 

texts 

Six combinations 1. (a), 2. (a) 1. (b), 2. (b) 1. (c), 2. (c) 
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There is no authoritative ‘rule-of-thumb’ to guide you how far into the past you should delve 

when you engage with prior research studies and conceptual works. The nature of your unique 

research question is your guide about which literature is relevant to consult. 

 

Chapter One from Ezzy (2002) is an example that shows how the need to cite ‘older’ literature 

depends on what you seek to achieve. In his historical overview of the history of research 

methods, Ezzy (2002:1–31) cites works published by theorists prior to the 1980s, such as 

Heidegger (1962) and Beck (1963), which is appropriate, given their contribution to the field. 

 

To aid your decision, you should consider: 

 

• the pace at which new theories in your discipline evolve 

• if scope of your project is subject to fixed data ranges  

• if your peers and sponsors expect you to engage with ‘classic’ works. 

    

Research drives literature dates 

 

For example, consider a project that aims to identify the social and institutional structures in 

Australia’s colonial history that allowed colonial settlers and colonial rulers to mistreat Australia’s 

indigenous population. Australia’s colonial history starts from the arrival of the First Fleet in 

1788 and ends when Australia became a federated nation in 1901. You should seek to obtain 

some publications authored by historians during Australia’s colonial period as these provide 

insight into how scholars of that era interpreted relations between Australia’s indigenous 

population and its colonial settlers. 

 

The pace of developments in your discipline 

  

Perceptions of what is out-of-date are not uniform across disciplines. For example, in the field of 

Information Technology, studies may transition from being heavily cited to out-of-date within a few 

years because of rapid developments that change industry norms.  Consider how quickly the 

Blackberry went from being the most desirable handset used by business and how quick the iPhone 

took over and Blackberry went out of business soon after. Compare this to the field of Medieval 
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Studies, which relies heavily on archaeological discoveries and evidence from the original texts 

published in the Norse language. Compared to IT, very little has changed in this field in recent 

decades as there has been a handful of discoveries of Medieval relics and Norse texts. 

 

 

Mandatory citations such as classic works 

 

Research which explores certain social problems tends to draw on older works more so than 

others because classic founding works published in decades or centuries prior continue to 

influence scholars in that field. For example, social research that looks at issues related to class 

and poverty often draw on the work of Karl Marx who published most of his works between 

1848 and 1883 (Martin et al. 2014:18–19).  

 

If the nature of your research question has some connection to classic works, you have four 

options. You can: 

 

• Option 1: ignore the literature 

 

• Option 2: acknowledge the literature is a founding work and limit your 

discussion to this 

 

• Option 3: acknowledge the literature exists and reject it as not appropriate and 

explain why 

 

• Option 4: acknowledge the literature exists and explain the reasons why you 

plan to use it as a sole, dominant or supportive conceptual framework for 

analysis. 
 

Activity 5.5 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
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Summary 
 
 
The critical literature review is an essential part of the research cycle. This process 

enables you to identify the knowledge gap in the field that you plan to fill. Mastering 

the literature enables you to conceptualise your analysis to create a theory that adds to 

new knowledge. This outcome allows you to demonstrate to your peers that you are 

skilled profession who is up-to-date with the latest developments in your field. 

 
 
All researchers should aim to review conceptual theory, research methods theory as 

well as applied case studies that explore similar bound to the scope of your research 

projects as it currently stands. However, there is much choice for judgment decisions 

such as whether you wish to engage with classic works, and whether you wish to 

engage with theories that are dominant or on the margins. How far back in time you 

will delve depends on the objectives and scope of your research question, as does 

other choices you make among the competing alternative procedures. In the next 

section, we explore the research report, and show how the critical literature review is 

an important component of this professional document. 

Resources 
 

 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2014), Homepage, Available: http://www.abs.gov.au/ (accessed 
7 December 2014) 

 

 

Cohen, L et al. (2007), Research methods in education (6th edition), Routledge, England. 
http://knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/sites/knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/files/resour
ces/RESEARCH%20METHOD%20COHEN%20ok.pdf  Accessed 14 December 2014. 
 

Cone, J.D. & Foster, S.L. (2006), Dissertations and theses from start to finish: Psychology 

and related fields, American Psychological Association, , Washington DC USA. 

 

 Ezzy, D, (2002), Qualitative analysis: practice and innovation, Allen and Unwin, Sydney    
Australia. 
 

Henn, M., et al. (2009). A critical introduction to social research, 2
nd ed, Sage, Los Angeles 

 

 

Kazakoff-Lane, C. (2010). What are databases and why use them? Available: 
    www.youtube.com/watch?v=Estp65h1nVE&feature=related  accessed 7 December 
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2014 
 

La Trobe University (2011), Why can’t I just Google? Available: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqjJyqfceLw&feature=related (accessed 7 December 

 

2014) 
 

Loughborough University (2011), Doing a literature review, Available: 
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/media/wwwlboroacuk/content/library/downloads/advicesheets/literature
%20review.pdf  (accessed 7 December 2014) 
 

Marshall, C. & Rossman, G.B. (2006), Designing qualitative research, 4th ed, Sage 
Publications, London 

 

Ryan, S (2006), “The ‘Ryan Juggernaut’ Rolls On”, University of NSW Law Journal, Vol. 43, 
<http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/UNSWLJ/2004/43.html>. Last accessed 27 December 
2014, NP. 

 

Wadsworth, Y (2011), Do it yourself social research, 3rd ed, Allen and Unwin, Crows Nest 
World Health Organisation (WHO) 2011. Available: http://www.who.int/en/ (accessed 7 
December 2014) 

 

Additional online resources 
 
 

Harvard University (2014), The critical literature review 

http://sociology.fas.harvard.edu/files/sociology/files/literature_review.pdf 
Last accessed 6 December 2014 
 
Queen Mary University (2014), Planning a critical review 
http://www.qmu.ac.uk/els/docs/Critical%20review.pdf   Last accessed 6 December 2014 
 
Staffordshire University (2014), Critical literature review techniques, 
www.staffs.ac.uk/schools/business/ramsay/Reasoning/critreview.doc   Last accessed 6 
December 2014 
 
University of Melbourne (2014), Literature Reviews: critical reading, 

http://unimelb.libguides.com/content.php?pid=87165&sid=651755   Last accessed 6 December 
2014 
 
University of Minnesota (2014), Critical or interpretative analysis of the literature, 

http://www.tc.umn.edu/~jewel001/CollegeWriting/WRITELIT/LitAnalysis/default.htm 
Last accessed 6 December 2014 

 

 

Now that you have completed this section, please visit the learning portal to participate in 

the latest discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check 

questions 
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Section 6 
 

 

Writing a research report  

 

and disseminating the findings 
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Section 6:  Writing a research report and disseminating the 
findings  

 
Section overview 

 
 

In this chapter, we consider the processes involved in writing a research report. Discussion 

focuses on orthodox styles popular among professionals who work in healthcare and human 

resources.  

 

We begin by discussing the nature and purpose of report writing, and then examine the 

traditional structure of research reports. It is essential you ensure that your report remains 

focused, succinct, and relevant. We examine issues concerning clarity, word length, style, and 

language choice. It is also imperative that your report has a structure, format and content that is 

appropriate to intended your audience if you wish to sway them that your research findings are 

valid and makes a legitimate contribution to knowledge in your field.  

 

In most cases, your research report is the only part of your work that that your audience will see. 

The way your peers interpret and evaluate your research report may be the sole factor that 

determines whether they accept your findings and act on the recommendations you propose. This 

chapter offers practical tips to help you create a professional framework suitable for your report 

so that you may confidently disseminate your written findings to a well-informed audience. 

This chapter offers advice to help you overcome any hesitation you may have in commencing 

the writing phase of the research cycle.  

 

 

Learning outcomes 
 
 

On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
 
 

• discuss the purpose of the research report 

 

• identify key structural elements of the research report and explain their significance 

 

• have confidence to develop strategies to write research reports that are relevant, focused, 
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clear, informative  

• write your research report in a manner that convinces your intended audience that your 

findings and recommendations are valid. 

 

• list the conventional requirements of research reports 
 

 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
 

The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 6 are: 

 

    Set text Page range of references in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) Chapter six 
2. Wadsworth (2011) Chapter eight 

 

 

Writing research reports 
 

 

In the words of Henn et al. (2009, p. 272), “the culmination of a research project arrives when 

all the hard work is put to paper and the fruits of our labours are shared with a wider audience”. 

Your research reports partially exist as a record of the research process. It also informs others of 

core matters about your project such the research question/s you pursued, how you conducted 

your data collection/analysis, and what original discovery you claim to add to knowledge in 

your professional field. Research reports are, therefore, predominantly informative texts. 

Authors of these informative texts need to be aware of this purpose so they can ensure they give 

the task the planning and attention it deserves.  

 

Aims of the research report 
 

 
Most research reports published for academic and industry audiences aim to do one or more of 

the following; 

 

 

1. convince the reader a social problem exists and a unique solution is required 
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2. provide historical and conceptual context related to the social problem 

 
3. explain the purpose of the research to your intended audience 
 

4. describe technical details of the methodological design 

 

5. justify choices made among competing alternative procedures, such as the research 

approach and methods used to collect and analyse data 

 
6. discuss findings from the research in a critical scholarly manner 

 
7. discuss the implications of the research findings 

 
8. put forward suggested courses of action that stem from the research findings  

       (Henn et al. 2009, p.273; Wadsworth 2011:156–158).  

 

 Activity 6.1  

 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 
 

 

Building your report:  sequence and style 

 

For teaching purposes it is convenient to segment the whole of the research report into separate 

distinct ‘steps’ that flow in a linear process from the first activity to the last. Figure 6.1 below 

shows a simplified version of the report writing process. 

 

Figure 6.1 

A linear representation of the report writing process 
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In practice, the steps you need to undertake in order to prepare your research report, from the 

first sentence you type to the finished product, rarely unfolds as a linear process. Furthermore, 

you may choose to write any part of your report at any stage during your research project.  You 

may need to expand, delete or modify any part of your written report as you discover new 

literature, new data any information during the research cycle (Wadsworth 2011:153–164). 

 

 
It is desirable to refer back to your research proposal when you write the research report. This 

can remind you of your original intentions and act as a roadmap to help you wish to your report. 

If you fine-tuned some your objectives and planned activities when you were conducting one or 

more activities during your research, this is normal and you should not be alarmed.  

 

You may also refer back to your research proposal because you wish to copy over some text 

from this document into your research report. This can save you time and effort if parts of the 

proposal are appropriate to include in your research report verbatim, or you may wish to copy 

over sections and edit them to reflect changes made during your research. You should not do 

this randomly merely to accelerate progress or to save time. For example, some, most or all of 

literature review section contained in your proposal may be relevant to your research report. In 

such cases, it is acceptable to copy these parts into your report, so long as you carry over the 

citations and include the appropriate references in your bibliography.  

 

Enjoy writing your report 

 

Research reports remain the most popular and accessible method of sharing the information 

obtained from industry research (Cohen et al. 2007:87, 256). Many researchers resent the report 

writing process; they feel it is not as exciting, as the investigative aspects of their research. If 

you share this avoidance or antipathy toward writing, you are not alone.  

  

The points below are indicative of conversations many researchers have with themselves in their 

mind when they defer starting or continuing the writing phase of their research 

  

• “I’m not yet quite ready to start writing, but should be tomorrow or next week” 
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• “I have a lot of data and groundwork, but I do not know where to start” 

• “I might double-check I have enough literature before I start/continue writing” 

 

• “Writing is the most difficult part and for this reason I am not yet ready to start” 

 

• “I am fearful of documenting my work as others may use this as evidence that I am not a 

competent researcher” 

 
 

If you find yourself engaging in these conversations yourself, it is possible you have a fear of 

writing. It is likely you are procrastinating and wasting time unnecessarily. There are some 

strategies you can adopt to overcome procrastination. These include activities such as: 

 

• Write first about any aspects of your research that you most enjoyed. You can edit and 

cut these sentences to other sections as you start to complete pages of your report; 

 

• Make basic, informal draft notes at various stages during the research cycle, and think of 

these as journal entries and not report writing. When you are ready to write the research 

report you can copy these all into one document, and cut and paste them under sub-

headers that have a purposeful structure; 

 

• Approach the task with enthusiasm and remind yourself of the positive reasons that drove 

you to reach where you are. Writing up your research gives you an opportunity to display 

your skills and findings and contribute to knowledge in a way that solves social problems 

and makes our society a better place (Blaxter et al. 2003, p.230). 

 

 Activity 6.2  
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
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The report structure and content 
 

 
The basic structure of a professional research report normally contains the following core 

sections as a minimum: 

 
1. A Salutation: title, name of author/s, name of publisher  

 
2. A table of contents 

 

3. An abstract 
 

3.  An introduction 
 
 4.  Bodies of discussion; 

 
 A series of distinct subsections addressing various aspects of the research process – 

for example, a literature review, the research methodology, the findings, 

discussions regarding information gathered after data analysis etc. 

 
 5. A conclusion; this may also discuss implications of the research findings 
 
 6. A list of references and other attachments. 
 
 
Table 6.1 overleaf, provides further details of the content normally included in these six sections.  
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Table 6.1 
 

Detailed structure outline of the research report 

 
 

 
Section 

 
Sub-section 

 
Details of contents 

 
1. Salutation 
 
 
 

 
i. Cover page 

ii. Abstract 

 

 
Contains the research project title, the name/s of authors, 
publication date and a brief synopsis of the project.  

 
 

 
2. Table of 

Contents 
 

List of tables and  

figures. 

Contains a list of all sections and subsections and the 

page numbers where this part commences. 

 
3. Introduction 

 
Sub-topics e.g. 

historical context; 

objectives; scope, 

justifying the need for 

the study. 

Offers a brief discussion of the overall findings and policy 
recommendations. It also outlines the: 
 
• The research question: it’s context,  aim and 

importance 

• The knowledge gained/produced during the 
research process. 

 
4. Body 1 
 
 

 
Literature review; 
Conceptual theory 

 
Outlines the aspects of this topic have received prior 
research attention from others who have explored 
similar bounds to your study. It also explores theoretical 
frameworks that relate to studies in this area. 

 
4. Body 2 
 
(body) 

 
Methodology 

 
Results 

 
Details methods you use to answer the research 

question, and justifies the methodology chosen.  

 
4. Body 2 
 
(body) 

 
Discussion 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Outlines evidence and findings you discover and 
explains how your evidence answers your research 
questions.  Reports graphics and summary data and 
discusses these. 

 
 
Conclusion 

 

 
 
Discussion; 
Implications of the 
research findings. 
 
 
 

Synthesises discussion in previous sections in an 

original way. Discusses implications of the research 

findings. Identifies questions that remain unanswered 

to aid researchers who explore this area in the future.  
 

 
References 
and  
attachments 
 

 

 
References 
 
Appendices 

 

 
List of bibliography of references. Other attachments 

such as survey templates and ethics clearance appear 

in this section as supporting documents.  
 

    (Adapted from Walter 2006, p.353; Wadsworth 2011:157–158) 
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Although quantitative and qualitative approaches to scientific inquiry vary from one another, 

quantitative and qualitative research reports invariably follow this basic structure listed above 

(Denscombe 2003 cited in Henn et al. 2009, p.273). This structure outlined above offers a 

logical and orderly way to build an argument by writing cumulatively. Each section of your 

report connects to the body of text that precedes it to advance the grand argument and objective 

of the research. 

 
Sub-structures and sub headings 
  

A key distinguishing feature of the research report is that it is normally contains more segments 

than other research publications such as a conference paper. A research report may contain 

structures within sub-structures, as distinguished by numbering systems similar to the following 

extract illustration, below. Section 2 below, is an example of one the sub-structures within the 

body of the report. This illustration looks at ways a researcher might theorise the reasons why 

women earn less than men in the work sector. 

 

Section 2.0 Conceptual theory 

 
N.b. discussion occurs under this header and all sub-headers that appear below. 

 

 Section 2.1 Research approaches 

 

  Section 2.1.1 Feminist research approaches 

   

   Section 2.1.1.1 Radical feminist research approaches 

 

  Section 2.1.2 Marxist research approaches 

 

 Section 2.2 Conceptual framework underpinning the social problem 

 

  Section 2.2.1 Citizenship rights and equality 

 

  Section 2.2.2 Patriarchy: gender and power 
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Table 6.2 below illustrates the broad structures of the research report. This table outlines what 

sections are contained within each structure, and what content is normally contained within each 

section. This table offers further details to complement the skeleton outline provided earlier in 

this chapter. 

 

                Activity 6.3 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

Jargon and accessibility    

 
Many research reports written by practitioners and research scholars often are laden with field 

specific jargon and such publications therefore may not accessible to a wider audience beyond 

those who understand the meaning of these terms. Research reports that persistently use field 

specific jargon is not automatically problematic. In certain circumstances, it may be desirable to 

do this. The purpose of your research and your intended audience are core drivers that should 

influence what content you decide to include in your report and the style you use (Adapted from 

Cohen et al. 2007: 46, Ezzy 2002:143–146). 

 

Aesthetics and visual presentation 

 

Users of your report are more likely to read larger amounts of your work if the document has a 

good layout and is visually appealing.  Graphic display tools such as graphs, charts, illustrations 

and photographic images enhance the aesthetics of research reports. When used correctly, they 

help enhance the readers understanding of the information. They should, however, be used 

carefully as over use or incorrect use can be counterproductive and cause readers of your reports 

to lose interest if the content is too ‘busy’ or if it appears the researcher is trying to display their 

desktop publishing skills to impress others because the data discussion has little substance.  

 

You can use basic formatting features to make your report appeal to your audience, such as 
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• Using bullet points to list key factors where many issues relate to a specific topic discussed 

within a fixed section of your report 

 

• Using ‘signposts’ headers and sub-headers to flag discussion topics 

  

• Keeping sentences, paragraphs, sections, sub sections and chapters succinct 

 

• Using presentation formats found in professional publications such as Arial or Times font,  

bold headings, section breaks, page breaks to enhance the aesthetics of your report 

 

• Appointing a professional proof-reader to vet your spelling and grammar. 

 
Your primary intended audience should be a core driver behind decisions you make. For 

example, if these parties consider the use of bullet points to be unprofessional, you should use 

paragraph style writing and avoid bullet points or use them sparingly where this is the best way 

to present a section of your report (Ezzy 2002:Chapter six; Wadsworth 2011: Chapter eight). 

 

 Activity 6.4 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

Other problems that undermine writing your report 

 

Some researchers continue to have difficulties writing their research and this problem persists 

despite them attending many training courses and consulting resources such as Mind Tools.  In 

some cases, anxiety about writing is not the cause. Often the researcher has written too much 

and is not clear what to shed. This might be because they find it distressing to imagine that so 

much of their written work will not appear in the final report. Sometimes the researcher has no 

fear of writing, but struggles to find ways to expand chapters and paragraphs.  
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Table 6.3 below summarises some solutions that might be useful to advance your progress if 

you experience the impediments that may obstruct your writing outlined in the paragraph above.  

 

 

Table 6.3 
  

Ways to expand and contract your research report 
 

 
Contract your writing 

 
Expand your writing 

• remove unnecessary, qualifying or repetitive 
words and clauses from sentences 

• summarise two or more sentences or paragraphs 
into one sentence 

• delete references and quotations which are not 
essential to your discussion 

• replace lengthy descriptions with tables or charts 
where possible 

• remove whole sections or chapters, where these 
are not central to your argument 

• look for more references and quotations on the 
issues that you are writing about 

• build individual sentences into paragraphs by 
developing your argument – expand on concepts 
and issues by adding more conceptual theorizing 
and data analysis 

• add new sections or chapters of relevant material 
that is currently not included 

• integrate appendices within the main text 

• Dedicate more space to your methodology 
section, explaining how this design enables you 
to achieve your objectives.  

 
Source: adapted from Blaxter et al. (2003, pp.232-233) 

 

Reading 6.1 

 

Read Harper, F. (2006), ‘Writing Research Reports and Scholarly Manuscripts for Journal   
Publication: Pitfalls and Promises’, The journal of negro education, 75 (3), pp. 322-340 

 

 

This reading will be used in Activity 6.5. 
 

Activity 6.5 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

 
Summary 

 

 

Research reports act as records of the research process and they serve to inform others of how 

you investigated your research question and what you discovered. Such reports are 

predominantly informative texts. It is important that their structure, format and English 

language usage communicate an image of professionalism otherwise your audience may assume 
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your imperfect presentation skills are indicative that your content is likewise flawed.  

All writing undertaken throughout the research process – from the original research proposal 

onwards – serves to inform and help shape the research report. This is something to bear in 

mind if you are anxious about writing. You may seek to incorporate raw field notes and text 

from correspondences into your report template if you struggle to make initial progress because 

you are reluctant to start writing or suffering from ‘writers block’.  

 

 

The basic structural format of the research report includes these sections: salutation, title page; 

introduction; bodies of paragraphs; conclusion; references. Authors of research reports need to 

be clear about the objectives of their report and they should determine (before they commence 

writing) what are the most important pieces of information to be included in the report. Having 

identified these salient points, writers then need to ensure that their report remains focused on 

these significant facts when drafting their research into written form.  

 

 
At all times, you should consider your audience and write in a style and tone that is appropriate. 

Make sure your writing is inclusive and accessible. Do not make it unduly complex. Be sure to 

avoid jargon and other exclusionary language so that you do not alienate those with the power 

to act on your recommendations.  

 

Resources 
 

Blaxter, L., et al. (2003). How to research, 2nd ed, Open University Press, Maidenhead, 
Philadelphia 

 

Cohen, L et al. (2007), Research methods in education (6
th

 edition), Routledge, England. 
http://knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/sites/knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/files/resources/
RESEARCH%20METHOD%20COHEN%20ok.pdf  Accessed 14 December 2014. 
 

Ezzy, D, (2002), Qualitative analysis: practice and innovation, Allen and Unwin, Sydney     
Australia. 
 
Harper, F.D. (2006), ‘Writing Research Reports and Scholarly Manuscripts for Journal 
Publication: Pitfalls and Promises’, The Journal of Negro Education, 75 (3), 322-340. 

 

Henn, M., et al. (2009), A critical introduction to social research, 2nd ed, Sage, Los Angeles 

Marshall, C. & Rossman, G.B. (2006). Designing qualitative research, 4th ed, Sage 
Publications, London 
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Mind Tools. (2014). Mind maps: a powerful approach to note taking, Available: 
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newISS_01.htm (accessed 7 December 2014) 

 

The University of Adelaide (2008). Writing a Research Report, Centre for Learning and 
Professional Development, Adelaide, Available: 
http://www.adelaide.edu.au/clpd/all/learning_guides/learningGuide_writingAResearchReport 
.pdf (accessed 7 December 2014) 

 

Wadsworth, Y (2011), Do it yourself social research, Allen and Unwin, Sydney Australia. 
 

Walter, M. (2006), Social research methods: an Australian perspective, Oxford University 
Press, South Melbourne 

 

 

Additional online resources 
 

Burnard, P (2004), ‘Writing a qualitative research report, Nurse education today, vol. 24, pp. 
174–179. 
http://mis.nurse.cmu.ac.th/mis/download/course/lec_566823_Burnard%20-%20Jan%2026.pdf   

    Last accessed 14 December 2014. 
 

 
Reid, A and Gough, S (2000), ‘Guidelines for evaluation and writing qualitative research’, 
Environmental educational research, vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 59 –91. 

    http://www.bath.ac.uk/cree/resources/p59_s.pdf   Last accessed 14 December 2014. 
 

Weissberg, R and Buker, S (1990), Writing up research: Experimental research writing for 

students of English, Prentice Hall, http://www.uefap.com/materials/history/wur.pdf  Accessed  
7 January 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

Now that you have completed this section, visit the learning portal to participate in the latest 

discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check questions. 
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Section 7:  Qualitative data collection methods: theory 
 
 
Section overview 

 
  

This section explores the alignment between the research objectives and the research methods.  

It examines conceptual theory that guides you to make sound choices when you select your data 

collection instruments to use to gather sample primary data.  

 

The first part explores foundational principles that you must consider when you collect data, 

namely the need to act ethically and to be self-reflexive at all times. The second part builds on 

this foundation and explores the two steps you need to undertake to align your research aims 

with your selection and use of your data collection tools. We next define, with the use of 

examples, the terms ‘primary data’ and ‘secondary data’. This section examines case studies 

from the professions to illustrate how you may use the data collection methods you select to 

gather these types of data.  

 

The next step defines research theory concepts that you may use as markers to assess the 

reliability of the data you collect. If you achieve reliability, your data should be transferable to 

other studies, and be able to be generalised to other domains that share similar parameters. 

Others who replicate your work and triangulate their data within method and across method 

should confirm your findings if your data is reliable.  

 

The unique research objectives you pursue drive the choices you make among the many 

alternative procedures. The professional researcher needs to exercise good judgment to select the 

best fit when selecting among the numerous combinations of primary data, secondary data, 

obtrusive methods, unobtrusive methods, desktop research and fieldwork. The final section 

explores four data collection instruments most commonly used by qualitative social researchers: 

observations, interviews, group discussion and surveys/questionnaires. We also explore the case 

study experiment method, which you may use to collect qualitative, quantitative and mixed 

methods data. This approach is popular among those who engage in bioscience research. 



117 

 

Learning outcomes 
 
 

On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
 

 

• Explain the steps in the ‘alignment’ process  

 

• describe the connection between conceptualising and operationalising research 

 

• identify five commonly used data collection methods 

 

• review case studies that explore ways you may collect data and assess whether the 
method is the best fit to extract the data required. 

 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 1 are: 

 
    Set text Page range of references in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 68–70, 99–100, 153–156  
2. Wadsworth (2011) Chapter three and pp. 67–77, 103, 176–177, 187, 192  

 

 

Align objectives to data collection instruments 
 
 

 
In order to gain the data we need for the research project, we need to consider the most effective 

way of gaining the information. This involves two steps. Step 1, conceptualising what we wish 

to study and then Step 2, operationalising this through the appropriate choices of research 

method. This includes data collection from the entire population or from an extract of the 

population using sampling techniques (Wadsworth 2011: Chapter three).  

 

Table 7.1 summarises this process. 
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Table 7.1 

Aligning research aims with research actions 

 

Alignment step Explanation 

Alignment step (1)  

 

Conceptualising what we  

wish to study 

This links with the literature review, in particular we focus on 

conceptual literature that theorises why social problems persist 

and replicate. For example, feminist conceptual literature focuses 

on the female gender and Marxist literature focuses on issues 

relating to class, poverty and the economy (Creswell 2009). 

 

Mostly relates to steps (a), (b), (c) (g) from Figure 1.1* 

 

 

Alignment step (2) 

 

Operationalising what we 

wish to study 

This generally follows on from step (a) above; once we have 

established conceptually what our problem is, this provides a 

foundation to create our methodological design. Moving from step 

(a) to (b) is not a liner process; we may discover new theory or 

reinterpret scholarly material we read earlier into  

 

Mostly relates to figure (d), (e) and (f) from Figure 1.1* 

       * per ‘The research cycle’ (adapted from Wadsworth 2011:Chapter 3). 

 

The requirement for researchers to act independently, objectively, ethically and to be self-

reflexive and professional are the cornerstones of scholarly research. A researcher’s 

professionalism is evident from their ability to make a legitimate contribution to knowledge, by 

constructing a methodological design that fits their research aims. They are able to articulate 

these aims in a clear way that has a specific and targeted focus and fills a gap in existing 

knowledge, which enhances the health and wellbeing of society.  

 

Every activity that we perform during the research cycle ultimately influences the findings and 

conclusions we disseminate. The positive contributions that social researchers may offer to 

society may only be realised if the social researcher acts in good faith at all times. The researcher 

must make a bona fide effort at all times to ensure that the methods chosen to collect and analyse 

data are the best fit for a project that aims to reveal truthful information. 



119 

 

These processes that produce rigorous research intertwine with the notion of ‘alignment’. The 

research aims and the methodological design (in particular, the choice of data collection and data 

analysis methods) align – they work together as allies in pursuit of the same noble cause. 

Furthermore, their configuration is the best match possible based the information at hand. 

 

Three types of alignment may influence the decisions the researcher makes. The first type is the 

alignment of the professional researcher with the objectives of their research project, as outlined 

in the paragraph above. The second type of alignment is the researcher’s personal bias, ideology 

and professional inadequacies – one or more of these may align with the methodological design. 

The third type of alignment is the agenda of internal and external stakeholders – these may align 

with the methodological design (Buchanan and Bryman 2007).  

 

Polit et al. (2001:458) define research bias as “any influence that produces a distortion in the 

results of a study.” Research is rarely value-free as it is normal for people to have personal 

values that differ from others. 

 

Table 7.2 below summarises these three types of alignment.  
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Table 7.2 

 
Summary of alignment types 

 
 

Type: 

 

Professional  

 

Researcher bias 

Stakeholder: 

internal/external 

Explanation Methodology should align 

with research aims –   this 

is a cornerstone of 

rigorous scholarship. This 

alignment is necessary for 

research to legitimately 

claim it makes a 

contribution to knowledge. 

Data collection, analysis 

and interpretation may be 

influenced by the 

researcher’s bias, ideology 

or lack of technical 

competency. This influence 

undermines claims that the 

research adds to knowledge.  

Data collection, analysis and 

interpretation may be 

influenced by the researcher’s 

internal stakeholders (e.g. 

their managers) or external 

stakeholders (e.g. sponsors), 

undermining claims that the 

research adds to knowledge. 

Example The researcher acts 

ethically, and is self-

reflexive at all times and 

declares all personal 

interests in the research 

and does not allow the 

self-motivated agenda of 

others parties to corrupt 

any aspect of their project. 

The researcher engages in 

research that aligns with a 

political aim, which is to 

produce a pre-determined 

outcome. They selectively 

sample and analyse data in 

a way that proves their 

hypothesis, which is “global 

warming is a false theory 

created by elite scientists 

from the West.”  

The researcher is reflexive, 

ethical and competent. The 

project sponsor persistently 

pressures the researcher to 

publish findings that aligns 

with their corporate 

objectives. The researcher 

reluctantly agrees to not 

disseminate their research 

externally if the sponsor does 

not support their findings. 

(adapted from Buchanan and Bryman 2007) 

 

Your methodological design must not align with your personal values and biases. We explored 

some of these issues in previous sections, such as cases where some social workers show a 

strong preference for engaging in exclusively qualitative research.  

 

    Self-reflexive design considerations 

 

The ethical researcher should adjust their methodological design wherever possible so that these 
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biases and limitations do not adversely affect the outcomes of their research project. For 

example, in some cases, a researcher knows that writing a hypothesis statement is likely to sway 

the way they collect and analyse data. In such cases, these researchers should consciously omit 

this statement, and remain open-minded about their research findings. The self-reflexive 

researcher should be honest and inform their audience of their own shortcomings and reassure 

these people that they have acted in good faith and engaged in all research activities in a 

thorough, fair and objective way at all times (Ezzy 2002:153–156; Wadsworth 2011:176, 192). 

 

If we are unable to design a self-reflexive methodological framework, then our peers and intended 

audience may reject our findings because they appear to lack objectivity. Furthermore, we may 

extract poorly suited data and this in turn results in flawed analysis and reporting (Bryman 

2004:21–22). 

 

A researcher’s bias and technical incompetency may influence all decisions that activities that 

occur throughout the research cycle, and cumulatively, these flaws can cause them to publish 

findings that bear minute resemblance to the truth. The independent researcher may be the sole 

person who makes vital decisions that affect each step of the research cycle, including the 

items bulleted below: 

 

Figure 1.1 

(From chapter one) 

The research cycle 

 

 

(Adapted from Wadsworth 2011:44–62) 

 

• their choice of research area (mostly linked to step a) 

 

• how they formulate their research question (mostly linked to step a and b) 

 

• their choice of methods within their methodological design (mostly linked to step d) 
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• how they formulate their research architecture plan in totality  (step d) 
 
• how they collect data (step d) 

 

• how they analyse data (step e) 

 

• how they interpret data (step f) 

 

• conclusions and inferences they draw from their data analysis (step f and g) (Bryman 
2004, pp.21-22). 

 

 

Bias may occur subconsciously and may not be intentional. For example, some researchers 

draw on cultural stereotypes to predict how a respondent will behave to an interview question, 

based on their ethnicity (Cohen et al. 2007:18). Bias may also be purposeful, such as when 

researchers engage in deception, manipulate data, and skew data samples as a means to drive a 

political agenda and sway public opinion (Cohen et al. 2007:66, 115, 129) 

 

Sometimes a researcher may subconsciously allow their personal bias to distort their data 

collection and analysis. There are numerous reasons why this can occur. For example, a 

researcher who uses unstructured interviews may use words or gestures that encourage speakers 

to keep talking and offer more detail, if the discussion data that they are offering verbally aligns 

with an outcome which the researcher personally favours  (Buchanan and Bryman 2007:495). 

 

Ethics 

  

Some research methods we explore in the latter half of this chapter normally require more care 

when we design them to ensure we act ethically at all time. We have covered these issues in 

detail in chapter one and chapter five. This notably includes the paramount importance of not 

violating a person’s privacy when conducting covert research and respecting people’s feeling 

and dignity if we engage with them in an obtrusive manner (Bryman 2008:116–129). 

 

When preparing your methodological design, you must ensure that you are thorough as 

possible, and carefully consider every aspect that might have repercussions, concerning ethical 

issues, during or after you conduct any activity. The consequences of poor judgement in this 
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area are far more serious than the possibility that you cannot complete your research. It is 

impossible to list every scenario that might require you to adjust your methodological design. In 

chapter one, we looked at how Minesh incorporated ethical redesigns into his methodological 

framework. Had he not done this, dire outcomes might have occurred, such as 

  

• serious emotional damage caused to a volunteer from a flashback 

• a participant might have a panic attack if they engaged with a male volunteer in an 

enclosed space   

• a participant might instigate legal action against the researcher if they believe he has 

acted negligently, as evident from his failure to consider ethical issues 

• his registration with a professional body might be suspended or revoked if he has 

breached this institution’s ethics mandatory guidelines. 

 

If you are a freelance researcher who sometimes works independently of stakeholders such as 

financial sponsors, it is possible that you are the sole reviewer and ‘approver’ of the ethical 

designs you have built into your methodological template. In these circumstances, you do not have 

the benefit of receiving scrutiny and advice from experienced professionals who sit on an Ethics 

Committee (Bryman 2008:112–133). You should seek out all avenues of support, such as advice 

from a lawyer and review ethics guidelines published online by institutions such as the University 

of Sydney (see Resources references Chapter One). 

 

Activity 7.1 
 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

Activity 7.2 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
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Data collection principles 
 

 

Research relies on data to provide information that can be analysed, quantified, and assessed. 

These activities in turn lead to greater understanding of the particular issue under study that 

relates to a social problem.  The researcher may analyse this evidence in order to devise ways to 

reduce or eradicate any negative impacts. Institutional leaders and policy makers may use this 

new knowledge to exercise their agency to improve systems, environments, products, and 

relationships to improve the health and wellbeing of groups, communities and society at large. 

 

 
Like the builder whose measurements are initially out by a few millimetres, small mistakes 

made at the beginning of the research process tend to have far greater consequences – and are 

more difficult to correct – by the end, because each stage of the research cycle cumulatively 

build on errors in our foundation. These errors may cloud the vantage point of our building, the 

top floor once building is completed. This top floor is analogous to the inferences and 

suggestions we pose in our research publications and this highlights the importance of getting 

things correct from the start. 

 

 

Primary and secondary data 
 
 
The distinction between primary data and secondary data is a fundamental concept that 

underpins research methods theory (Cohen et al. 2007:194). It is important to explore the 

definitions and applications of these two terms before we explore other data collection and data 

analysis principles, which remains the focus for the rest of this chapter and the forthcoming 

chapter.  

 

Primary data refers to material that the researcher observes and/or gathers firsthand. Because 

they source this material personally, they do not need to rely on the testimony provided by 

others to learn about the material. Primary evidence relates directly to the research question 

and its objectives. If the researcher does not obtain this material, they cannot realise the 

aims of their research project.   
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Primary data also includes material that you obtain or ‘create’ yourself using data collection 

instruments such as the survey. The collection of primary data generally requires that we 

observe, question, or otherwise investigate issues such as the behaviours, motivations, and 

attitudes of our research subjects. Images and text stored on documents (e.g. archive records) 

and other formats such as digital files are a popular source primary data that normally do not 

require you to engage with people to obtain them, which makes them cheap and easy to obtain 

in many cases.   

 

When conducting social research, our subjects are invariably (either in individual or collective 

contexts) people. Without their participation and consent, we have no data. In return, we must 

ensure that we treat respondents/participants with dignity and respect.  Primary data also 

includes other sources that are not obtained from the person as a human participant, such as 

written records and human made items such as architecture and clothing. Primary data also 

includes living organisms, specimens and spaces from the natural environment such as plants, 

animals and landscapes (Cohen et al. 2007:193–194).  

 

Secondary data refers to material that the researcher accesses from other sources. By definition, 

there is some degree of separation between this type of evidence, the researcher and their 

research question.  An example of secondary data includes texts authored by historians to narrate 

events that occurred in the past, should you rely on this source as evidence that these events took 

place. Historians draw on evidence such as archive records and government documents to 

confirm facts. However, if you inspect archives, government documents and other original 

sources yourself to confirm an event took place, you are referring to primary data.   

 

Secondary data may be useful to aid the researcher to interpret their primary data. Previous case 

study research that is documented via scholarly publications is an example of such secondary 

data. Studies that explore a similar research question using similar primary data you are using in 

your current research project are relevant as these may provide information about evidence that 

is relevant to your research.  

 

Other examples of evidence that is normally classifiable as secondary data includes: 
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• statistical data from the public record 

• annual reports  

• newspaper stories that provide an avenue of inquiry to collect original data 

 

As a general guide, the researcher should seek to refer to primary data sources that relate to the 

research question wherever possible and favour the information contained in these materials 

over secondary sources when drawing inferences to pursue their research aims. This is because 

a danger of dealing with secondary source material is that you are detached from the original 

source. Any number of incidences might contaminate the secondary source data you refer to; 

you are dependent on the accuracy of others, and we should never take this for granted (Cohen 

et al. 2007:193–194). For example, the party who creates secondary source data can distort this 

material if they: 

 

• are careless with how they assemble the material; 

• are unqualified and/lack professional experience to assemble and analyse the material; 

• skew their interpretation (e.g. textual discussion) purposefully, to suit their agenda; 

• do not consult the full set of records that exist which support their conclusion. 

 

When accessing secondary data sources it is important to understand why this information is 

relevant, how it will support your research, where this data is stored, and how you can access 

this information. In many instances, secondary data is the only source that can provide you with 

information about facts, and much secondary source data is accurate. Examples of secondary 

source data include oral accounts of testimonies provided by survivors of the Titanic, who are 

now deceased, where a record of the survivor’s testimony was not recorded at the time it was 

made. The best information you can gather is from friends, relatives and other acquaintances 

who inform you of their recollection of stories they were told by the deceased. It is rare that 

such accounts can remember every detail and even if they claim to have full recall, you should 

remain cautious about whether this is true. Furthermore, as you cannot interview the deceased 

to clarify points, such secondary accounts are useful, but they may be imperfect sources. 

 

You must ensure that your project collects at least one primary data set to pursue your 
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objective. There is no upper limit imposed on the number of primary data sources you must 

collect/analyse. There is no expectation that you must engage with secondary source data and 

there is no upper limit imposed on the amount of secondary sources you may collect, or 

analyse or cite. If you do not engage with primary data and only examine secondary data, 

your study may resemble a literature review if the focus is mostly on written documents. 

Scholars do not regard the exclusive analysis of secondary source data as serious research, as 

all of the data has a degree of separation from the phenomenon of interest (Roberts and 

Taylor 2002:50).  

 

Case study: primary and secondary data 

 

The nature of your research question will determine whether your evidence should be based 

upon primary data or secondary data, or both. Material that is primary data for one project may 

be secondary data for another project. 

 

Imagine your research question aims to use content analysis to determine how frequently social 

workers use industry specific jargon when they report their findings in interdisciplinary journals 

that are not associated with social work or allied disciplines such as community services. For 

this project, journal articles authored by social workers are your primary evidence because the 

answers to your research questions are in this material.  

 

In the vast majority of cases, journal articles and other scholarly sources such as conference 

papers are secondary data sources. Researchers normally refer to this material, in part, to 

analyse data from similar studies to obtain leads about evidence that might be useful to their 

project. Data published in prior studies can offer a sensibility check for the researcher to gauge 

whether their original analysis is broadly consistent with similar work others have done in the 

past.    

 

A good research design normally draws on primary data and secondary data as both types of 

evidence offer advantages. Comparing both sources enables the researcher to combine and 

compare current and past findings. Furthermore, it also facilitates the broadening and 

complexity of research in a time and resource efficient manner (Roberts and Taylor 2002:50). 
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   Data reliability 
 
 

The term ‘data reliability’ refers to the accuracy of our data. Given the profound consequences, 

both positive and negative, that might transpire from our research, we need to ensure that we 

select with care: 

 

• the type of data it is that we need 

 

• the instruments we will use to access that data 

 

• the methods we will use to analyse that data. 
 

 

We need to engage in disciplined research to ensure that the conclusions that we publish and 

disseminate are accurate and relevant. If our data is not reliable, then those who act in good faith 

and draw on the recommendations we make might implement policy changes that have no effect, 

little positive effect (compared to our project’s aims) or they might have negative social effects.  

 

Data reliability can be estimated in three ways: 

 

• Data validity 

• Data transferability and data generalisability 

• Data replicability (Cohen et al. 2007:133–137) 

 

Data triangulation is a mechanism, a research practice, which the researcher may use to achieve 

data reliability. Triangulation refers to the need to use multiple data collection methods to 

compare multiple data sets so that we can analyse the same sets of data from more than one 

perspective.  

 

Triangulation may be within method; an example being two or more data sets collected via the 

survey. Triangulation may also be ‘across-method’; an example being data collected via two or 

more data collections tools. An example of across method triangulation is a survey that asks the 

same question multiple times, using subtle variations in language. This repetition enables you to 

check the answers of each respondent are identical or near identical, in order to have confidence 
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in the respondent’s ability to understand the survey and provide quality data. If there is not a 

perfect match, differences between each matching set of responses should be minor and occur 

because of the nuanced language used in each set of questions; otherwise the researcher should 

disregard that data, treat it with caution or reassess their methodological design.  

 

Figure 7.1 (a) and 7.1 (b) diagrammatically illustrate both types of data triangulation.  

 

Figure 7.1 (a) and 7.1(b) 

Data triangulation 

 

 

There a number of factors that influences the accuracy of the data. For example, your data is not 

accurate if there is a flaw in your sampling design that causes you to obtain a data set that is not 

representative of the population. Alternatively, if a collection method yields the same results 

three times in a row, for example, this might offer partial evidence that you have collected is 

reliable. However, just because something is reliable (e.g. we get the same results all the time) 

this does not automatically mean that it is correct. If data is reliable, then other researchers who 

pursue the same research question using similar methods are likely to reach conclusions that are 

consistent with those you put forward in your research findings (Cohen et al. 2007:133–137). 

 

Validity refers to the legitimacy of the data. There are three measures of validity: relevance, 

accuracy, and precision. If a measure is relevant, it quantifies only what it is supposed to 

measure and nothing else. For example, when surveyors measure the distance between two 
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places they should consistently use the same scale, such as kilometres and always use the same 

method to enable comparison. One popular way to measure the distance between two places is 

to use the aerial perspective, in layperson terms, known as flying in a crows’ line. It could be 

misleading to use a scale the measures the smallest distance by road because roads do not 

travel in a straight line and are therefore difficult to compare.  

 

If a measure is accurate, it correctly yields the true value of an item. If you put a 10kg weight 

on the scale, for example, and it gives a reading of 10kg you know the scale is accurate. If it 

gave a reading of 17kg, you would know it was not. If a measure is precise, it means that not 

only is it accurate, but that it employs the smallest possible measure available. It may be more 

precise, for example, to say the weight was 10.1kg if a scale is able to quantify objects mass 

using one decimal place.   

 

Data accuracy is dependent on the skill of the researcher. How they measure their data and 

interpret this analysis affects accuracy. You cannot take for granted that data analysis in a 

research report is correct, just because the research methodology is well planned and executed.  

 

Figure 7.2 below shows how omitting one figure from a calculation in error can significantly 

skew data analysis. The gap of $120, 167 understates average salaries by 32%.   

 

Figure 7.2 

Average salaries of executive staff at XYZ Limited 
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Two consequences that stem from data reliability and data validity are data transferability and 

data generalisability. Data transferability refers to the way that your research findings may be of 

use to others who wish to draw on your findings and apply these principles to their study that 

shares similar bounds to your parameters and objectives. If your research offers this 

transferability, multiple studies should be able to use your research results to make 

generalisations that hold true for the wider population (Cohen et al. 2007:133–137).  

If your data analysis possesses the property known as ‘replicability’, then others who reproduce 

your research using the same methodological design, or one very similar and equally appropriate 

to that research question, should draw the same inferences. In some regards, this is a theoretical 

principle that others rarely check, as there is no obvious purpose to do so. To replicate other’s 

research is rare, except in experimental science where it is standard practice, and others may do 

this to audit the authenticity of your claims. Nevertheless, you need to convince your audience 

your research and findings are replicable, should a skilled researcher wish to emulate your 

research project for their own reasons. 

 

Reading 7.1 
 

Refer to pages 135 to 137 from this open-access digital textbook: 

 

Cohen et al. (2007), Research methods in education (6th edition), Routledge, England. 
http://knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/sites/knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/files/resources/
RESEARCH%20METHOD%20COHEN%20ok.pdf  Accessed 14 December 2014. 

 

This reading will be used for Activity 7.3 
 

Activity 7.3 
 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

 
 

Data collection instruments 

 

 

Varieties of data collection instruments are available to qualitative, quantitative and mixed 

methods researchers. We explore these tools in this section by focusing on those methods 
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that are most useful for professionals who engage in qualitative social research projects.  

 

Blaxter et al. (2003) identify five general data collection methods: 

 

1. Observations 

2. Interviews 

3. Group discussion 

4. Surveys/questionnaires 

5. Case study experiments 

 

    We discuss the core features of these five general data collection methods in this order. 
 

 

Observations 
 

 

Observations can be covert (undercover surveillance) or overt (informed and not concealed). 

The merits and pitfalls associated with each alternative data collection may vary depending on 

the nature of your research. Covert surveillance attracts intense scrutiny from ethics committees, 

as the researcher does not obtain informed consent from participants. Researchers tend to use 

undercover surveillance as a last resort as it is deceptive by nature as outlined in Chapter One 

(Polit et al. 2001:80–81; 279–287).  

 

Sometimes the only way to obtain data that is a true representation of the object under study is 

to engage in covert research. For example, imagine the Department of Health desired to learn 

how many intravenous drug users who were using isolated public lavatories at night were using 

clean syringes and how many were sharing an unwashed syringe with another person. It is 

unlikely that many users would volunteer this information to a visiting researcher, as IV drug 

use is stigmatised, uses unlawful substances, and is a deeply private matter. Hidden cameras 

would more accurately capture this information. The supervising project manager must take all 

efforts to ensure that images of any person using the public facility in any way was never 

released and was never broadcast to any person who had no genuine need to see that footage. 
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Interviews 
 

 

Interviews may be structured, unstructured or semi-structured. The merits and pitfalls associated 

with each vary depending on the nature of your research. Introductory research methods courses 

outline the basic steps required to perform each approach, and you may refer to Ezzy (2002:68– 

70, 99–100) and Wadsworth (2011:67–77, 187) for further details.  

 

Table 7.3 below summarises the main advantage and disadvantage of the unstructured, semi-

structured and structured approach to interviews. 

 

Table 7.3 

 
Advantages and disadvantages of interview-based data collection methods 

 
Interview 

method 

Advantage Disadvantage 

Unstructured The interviewer can be spontaneous 

and adapt their approach to the mood 

and behaviour of the subject that 

occurs at each moment. The lack of 

any rigid structure is suggestive that 

the interviewer anticipates no 

particular outcome. This atmosphere 

allows the subject to relax and feel free 

engage naturally which may cause 

them to speak more widely and be 

more generous with their answers. 

This in turn can offer better 

information for analysis.  

The absence of any structure can 

confuse the interviewer who has not 

‘Plan B’ to fall back on if they subject 

behaves in an unpredictable manner 

which may confuse a less experienced 

interviewer and upset their 

composure. Unnerving the researcher 

can cause them to lose focus of the 

core intentions of the meeting. If the 

researcher is unable to adapt 

spontaneously they may not collect 

any data or poor quality data or data 

that is of limited use. 

Semi-

structured 

May offer the advantages of the 

unstructured and unstructured 

approach when used in an appropriate 

manner. The interviewer may be 

spontaneous where required, and 

In certain circumstances, this method 

might not be appropriate if the 

research question is best suited to 

collecting data from participants in an 

identical fashion (structured) or in a 
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collect core content obtained from all 

participants using core questions. 

manner where it is best to allow each 

respondent to engage freely with no 

structure (unstructured).  

Structured When all participants are offered the 

same questions, this creates uniformity 

and may minimise interviewer bias or 

poor judgement made at short notice 

under spontaneous circumstances. 

The rigid inflexible format can deny 

the interviewer the opportunity to 

stray away from the set menu in cases 

where this might assist their research 

aims.  

    (adapted from Ezzy 2002:68–70; 99–100; Wadsworth 2011:67–77) 

 

This theoretical case study is suitable for collecting data via interviews. A women’s health 

centre want to assess the efficacy of its counselling services to clients. Staff determined that 

they wanted to gather detailed information on a range of counselling and service provision 

issues. Client confidentiality was considered of the utmost importance. To this end, they 

conclude that interviewing is the best method to collect data. Due to funding restrictions and the 

specificity of the data they wanted to gather, the health workers collectively decided to design 

and conduct the research themselves. A list of interview questions was developed and it was 

agreed that respondents would be encouraged to provide any other information they considered 

relevant. The interview would therefore be semi-structured, as the interviewer would request 

additional information at the time they thought was appropriate, using their judgement to gauge 

the appropriate time to probe and clarify the topic under discussion.  

 

 

Group discussions 
 

 

Group discussions are a variant of the interview although the dynamics of the method and the 

data collected can be vastly different. Introductory research methods courses explore the basic 

approach to the use of group discussion, as do most qualitative social research methods texts 

such as Cohen et al. (2007:373–374) and Wadsworth (2011). Action Research (including 

Participatory Action Research) are examples of data collection methods that may gather 

evidence from participants who form a group to work collaboratively to provide data to the 

researcher (Cohen et al. 2007:78, 85). 
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The advantages and disadvantages of choosing a focus group over an interview vary depending 

on the specific objectives and methodological design of your research projects. Table 7.4 below 

summarises some of the main advantages and disadvantages of each method. 

 

Table 7.4 

Advantages and disadvantages of focus groups 

 
Advantage/ 
disadvantage 

Advantage and disadvantage of focus groups: with 
reference and comparison to interviews 

Focus group:  

advantage  

 

 

 

 

• The presence of others can stimulate ideas among other participants and cause them to 
discuss important issues that might not have occurred spontaneously in a one on one 
interview – this synergy is referred to as ‘group dynamics’. 
 

• Having one interviewer and multiple interviewers is an efficient use of time and 
resources compared to engaging one-on-one with your subjects. 

 
Focus groups:  
disadvantage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

• Group dynamics can become dysfunctional due to a large number of factors such as 
dominant personalities control the direction of discussion; personality clashes cause 
conflict and an unpleasant atmosphere; the group turns into a social event and focus is 
lost on the core objective, which is to provide data to help solve a social problem. 

 

• Each participant is not guaranteed equal time to participate and it is difficult for the 
interviewer to try to ensure this happens as it undermines natural group dynamics. For 
example in an interview, 30 minutes could be allocated to each person. If a focus group 
was arranged for 90 minutes with three people, a shy person might speak for only a few 
minutes and they might feel that nodding constantly is a way to show they are 
participating by saying they are supporting others’ views. In an interview, that shy 
person would be encouraged to offer detail. 
 

 

Consider this use of focus groups to gather data in a professional environment that relates to 

closely to the field of youth work, a sub-field within social work. A youth centre decided to 

canvas the opinions of local young people with regard to the ways the youth centre could make 

its services and activities more relevant and appealing. The staff of the centre applied for 

funding so that they could employ someone whose sole focus would be the design, 

implementation, and final analysis of this research. The funding includes a provision that allows 

you to pay each participant the minimum wage ($18/hr), and you anticipate you need two hours 

of his or her time. 

 

 

The group discussion process was the most appropriate data collection method as it encouraged 
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contributions from respondents and it allowed the group dynamic to foster involvement and 

participation. It was also flexible format as it enabled the facilitator to solicit feedback and a 

variety of suggestions. 

 

Young people from local high schools, TAFE’s, and the youth centre conducting the research 

were invited to participate. Advertisements were also placed in local newspapers to invite 

participants to engage in this study. Thirty one young people responded positively and so five 

groups were created (four of which had six participants, and the other group had seven). 

Discussions took place during the afternoon and lasted approximately two hours for each group. 

This use of multiple focus groups was used as a form of control to cross check the reliability 

and validity of the data collected. Each group had a similar number of males and female and the 

age spread of each group was closely matched to minimize respondent bias. 

 

 
Surveys 

 
 

The introductory research course introduces the survey method. The potential benefits and 

drawbacks of each method depend on the unique nature of your project, in particular, your 

objectives and scope. The most common types of survey are: 

 

• Face-to-face surveys 

• Online surveys; e.g. e-mail surveys, Survey Monkey www.surveymonkey.com 

• Postal mail surveys 

• Drop box surveys (e.g. a suggestions box) 

 

Consider this use of the face-to-face survey below which relates to closely to the field adult 

education. The National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE) in England employed 

the services of a market research company to conduct this national survey. The research aim set 

out to record the ‘nature and level of participation in learning among adults’. Of particular 

interest to researchers and the NIACE was the need to ‘consider what impact the high level of 

public investment in adult learning in London had on adults’ private learning projects. 

 

The survey process was considered the most cost and time effective data collection tool. The 
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researchers aimed to create a survey that would be quick to complete, suitable for use with a 

large sample group and easy to administer. Furthermore, it could be used to collect qualitative 

and quantitative data, because the research team wished to quantify outcomes and compare this 

data to themes provided as text, to make their analysis more objective. They could also 

triangulate this data to check its reliability.  

 

The sample consisted of 4,608 adults (aged 18 years and over) living in England, Scotland and 

Wales. Respondents were interviewed using a survey format using a detailed schedule of 

questions. An additional sample of adults living in inner London was also included at the 

request of the Inner London Education Authority. Interviews were conducted in the homes of 

the respondents (Blaxter et al. 2003, p.78). 

 

Experimental case study 
 

 

Experiments are a data collection method and are associated with quantitative studies, such as in 

vitro laboratory research. Experimental research mostly occurs in the hard sciences such as 

physics. It is also dominant among bio-medical research, which tends to transcend disciplines. 

Bio-medical studies may examine anatomical data, or, they may complement this analysis by 

examining social factors that affect health and wellbeing. An example of the latter approach 

includes studies that explore why members of certain social groups (e.g. youth) are more likely 

to engage in risky activities that reduce their life expectancy, such as smoking tobacco.  

 

The focus of experiments centres on cause and effect (e.g. correlation studies), and the 

quantifying relationships between variables. This explains why this approach is most common 

in the sciences, where positivism is the dominant research approach and most, though certainly 

not all projects centre on universal laws of nature (Roberts and Taylor 2002:178–194). What 

distinguishes the qualitative experimental case study is that the researcher explores cause and 

effect by engaging in interventions in a project that examines a social problem limited to a fixed 

set of parameters such as time and place.   

 

A case study technically refers to a methodological design because it normally requires the use 

of one more data collection methods to obtain the data, such as the use of surveys and 
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interviews (Wadsworth 2011:103). Most research projects impose one more limiting bounds 

otherwise its scope is universal. When defining your research bounds, you should bear in mind 

that a narrow and tightly defined set of bounds (of who/what is included and excluded) is 

desirable in research as it helps you to focus on offering a solution to an original social problem.  

 

Unless you seek to pursue a universal study, you should aim to narrow your study and focus on 

a particular group of persons an institution or some other narrowly defined entity such as:  

• Australia’s states/territories (e.g. Queensland, Northern Territory) 

• Sovereign nations (e.g. Australia, South Korea, Iceland, Zimbabwe) 

• Institutions (e.g. a privately owned bank, a publicly owned bank, a public high school) 

• Groups (e.g. older persons aged 60+, asylum seekers, women) 

• A person’s status (e.g. divorcees, senior managers, parents, widower) 

• Villages/tribes (e.g. Zulu in South Africa, Pitjantjatjara in South Australia) 

• Ownership (public institutions, private institution, not for profit, charities) 

 

The unique nature of your social problem and research question may cause you to merge some 

of these distinguishing features. For example, you may wish to focus on asylum seekers who are 

female, aged over 50, have dependent children and are living in rural Queensland. This might 

sound like a very narrow study. If you do not narrow the bounds of your study, you are taking 

on too much detail because of the time and resource constraints imposed on research projects.  

 

Other ways to narrow the case study include imposing clearly defined boundaries such as: 

 

• Time (e.g. during the Great Depression, during the new millennium) 

• Place (e.g. healthcare policy in Australia; legislation enacted in Canada) 

 

There are applications for the use of qualitative case study experiments in social sciences fields 

such as psychology and education. Those who engage in experiments involving people usually 

have significant experience because of the potential for unforeseen outcomes that can damage 

the subjects. For example, imagine a psychotherapist wanted to use new techniques to see if an 

innovative form of hypnotherapy could be used to reduce smoking among heavy smokers who 
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wished to give up smoking because of the negative impact it was having on their relationship 

(with a non-smoker). Furthermore, the drain on the family budget was a factor as was their 

deteriorating cardio-vascular health. Such as project sounds well intended and certainly does 

address a social problem. However, there are risks such as the person might stay in a permanent 

state of hypnosis and their natural state might never be recovered (Blaxter et al. 2003, p.75).    

 

    
Table 7.5, below, summarises the core features of the most popular data collection methods used 

by researchers who engage in qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods research.  

 

Table 7.5 

Summary of the characteristics of popular data collection methods 

 

Data collection method 
and sub-method 

 

   Characteristics 

 

Observations 

 

Covert surveillance; 

Overt surveillance; 

Content analysis – counting; 

Ethnography; 

 

• the observer does not intervene in, or comment upon, what they are observing 

• observations made are assigned to previously defined categories, known as coding 

• observations can be recorded in a variety of ways including written notes, 
videotape, audiotape, and others 

• the three stages of observation include: the systematic recording of events; the 
coding of these into predefined categories; and the analysis of this data 

Group discussions 
 
Action research; 
Focus groups; 
 

• group participants are carefully selected, either to provide a cross-sectional 
representation of a population, or to focus on a particular sub-group of people 

• group discussions are similar to interviews in that they provide a wealth of data, 
however, unlike interviews, group discussions are designed to assess the ‘social’ 
impact of an issue rather than its individual impact 

• the dynamics of the group provide much of the impetus for discussion 

Interviews 
 
Telephone interviews; 
Online interviews; 
Face-to-face interviews 
 

• interviews tend to focus on qualitative data 

• interviews provide a rich source of detailed information for researchers 

• they are more time-intensive and resource-intensive 

• the personal attention can encourage subjects to offer rich data to the interviewer 
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Surveys 
 
 
Online survey; 
Face-to-face survey; 
Postal mail survey; 
E-mail survey 

• a questionnaire refers to an instrument that only collects qualitative data 

• a survey refers to an instrument that collects only quantitative data or mixed data  

• respondents are generally anonymous 

• questions should not cross over two pages as this can be confusing for respondents 

• questions can be: 

(i) multiple choice 

(ii) requests for the respondent to discuss issues in a 

designated space, such as a text box or horizontal grid 

lines 

(iii) rating-scale questions, where respondents are asked to 

rate certain items (usually on a continuum scale of 1 to 5) 

(iv) Likert-scale items – these are a series of statements (not 

questions) for which the respondent is asked to rate their 

agreement or disagreement. Options range from strongly 

agree to strongly disagree. 

Case studies 
 
Experiments 
 

• experimentation tends to be most commonly used in the physical sciences, 
however, can also be used as a method of researching social phenomena 

• ‘control’ variables and ‘uncontrolled’ variables are required for experiments 

• suited to small-scale research 

• focused on a small number (for example, only two or three) of samples (i.e. 
individuals, single organisations, a class, a school etc.) because of the complex 
dynamics and time-consuming nature of such studies 

• require in-depth research and analysis of a particular context/issue 

• can be difficult to draw generalisations based on case studies as there are so many 
factors and variables unique to each individual study 

• connectedness between subject and relevant issues is demonstrated, however the 
researcher needs to ensure that the case study does not simply retell everything, 
thereby making causal relationships difficult to identify. 

 

 

 
The observation method is arguably the only data collection method you may use to gather data 

covertly. Surveys, interviews and group discussions are not suitable for covert research (unless 

you analyse data obtained via these modes using deception) as the participant obviously is aware 

they are engaging in an activity that the researcher plans to use for data analysis. Your research 

project may review surveys, interviews and group discussions made by another party as a form 

of data analysis. If this material is freely available for public consumption (e.g. viewing chat 

shows such as Oprah) this is a form of content analysis. This is because you are viewing content 

that exists in the public domain, and you are not coordinating the creation of original data via a 

survey or by engaging with other parties face-to-face. 

 

Irrespective of the data collection instrument used, all researchers need to consider the 
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following issues when they design data collections instruments: 

 

• how they will explain the data collection process to participants, where relevant; 

• whether each instrument is has been simplified to maximise clarity 

• how can they test run collection instruments before they are used in the research. 

 

Obtrusive collection methods and subject reactivity  

 

Table 7.6 below revisits the distinction between desktop/fieldwork research data gathering tools 

that is central to the data collection process of the research cycle. It also shows the obtrusive 

versus non-obtrusive binary classification of data collection methods. These classifications are 

not mutually exclusive meaning that each unique data collection method is always unobtrusive 

or obtrusive when the researcher uses it. Most methods are flexible insofar as you may adapt 

them to support obtrusive or unobtrusive approaches to data collection. You need to determine 

which approach offers you more net benefit for that particular exercise.  

 

Examples of data collection methods that may be used in the field or at the desktop, obtrusively 

or unobtrusively appear in the matrix below in Table 7.6 
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Table 7.6 
 

Data collection methods matrix 
 

Classification: Desktop  Fieldwork 
 
Obtrusive and  
responsive 
 
 
 
 
 
Combined 
Advantages 

 
Data collection tool examples: 
 
1. Telephone interview 
 
2. Postal survey 
 
 
Cheap, simple and time-efficient.  
Higher quality data may be obtained 
when people actively engage.  

 
Data collection tool examples: 
 
1. Ethnography 
 
2. Participation Action Research 
 
 
Researcher has intimate contact with 
data and has a better understanding; 
Higher quality data may be obtained 
when people actively engage. 
 

 
Unobtrusive and  
non responsive 
 
 
 
Combined 
Advantages 

 
1. Covert online observation 
 
2. Critical discourse analysis 
 
 
Cheaper, simple and time-efficient.  
Higher quality data may be obtained 
when the researcher’s presence cannot 
influence respondents. 
 
 

 
1. Covert human observation 
 
2. Counting objects; content analysis  
 
 
Researcher has intimate contact with 
data and has a better understanding; 
Higher quality data may be obtained 
when the researcher’s presence 
cannot influence respondents. 
 

             (adapted from Wadsworth 2011, Chapter 3; Cohen et al. 2007:181–182)  

  

When the researcher engages with the subjects who provide data, their presence may cause 

some people to respond differently than they would have if the researcher were not present. We 

can never know for sure which participants modify their behaviour and in what ways because of 

the presence of the researcher. We must weigh up which approach is best (researcher present 

c.f. researcher absent) on a case-by-case basis, we can be totally present or absent when using 

one method, or we may modify this choice on an individual basis, so long as we can justify the 

rationale for doing so, and explain how this choice maximises data reliability.     

 

The survey is an example of an instrument that participants may complete with the researcher 

physically present (to clarify and probe to obtain better data) or with the researcher absent. The 

absence of a researcher may be advantageous or disadvantageous depending on each person’s 

attributes. For example, some people are too embarrassed to provide full personal details in a 
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survey as they think the surveyor may read it as soon as they walk off and match their 

name/face to their confidential details. Some participants might provide answers that are more 

generous with the researcher present. For example, some participants may sense the passion and 

dedication the researcher feels for the social cause they are studying, which compels them to be 

generous with their time and details they volunteer (Bryman 2008:265–266; 406, 467–468). 

 

Reactivity to the researcher’s presence can occur in other ways, such as when participants know 

or suspect the researcher is observing them remotely via a camera or binoculars. Data reactivity 

is not an issue if the researcher conceals their presence when collecting data, and there is no 

reason to believe participants are aware of the researcher’s presence  

 

Your methodological design may incorporate data collection instruments that possess 

characteristics of any number of the four combinations above. So long as your research project 

requires you to collect data, you must use at least one data collection instrument, which will be 

classifiable as one of the four combinations above.  

 

As the principal manager of your research project, you need to determine what methods are best 

suited to pursue each objective and each sub-component of your methodological design. The 

matrix above shows just eight data collection methods – these are merely examples of the 

dozens of methods (e.g. survey) and sub-methods (e.g. online surveys as a sub method of the 

survey) you may choose from.  

 

The example below should be sufficient for you to appreciate the need for you to connect your 

method, to the specifics of your research project, in particular your objective and scope. The 

advantages gained from the two combinations of fieldwork/deskwork and obtrusive/unobtrusive 

tools will vary from project to project. This example outlines the rationale that explains why an 

unobtrusive, desktop approach is best suited to this particular study. 

  

 
Unobtrusive desktop research:  
 
Your research projects concerns Australian youth who have suicidal tendencies who suffer from acute 
agoraphobia. You wish to record and analyse the themes these young men and women discuss amongst 
themselves when the chat on community chat sites that are set up for young persons who suffer from 
this condition. These sites act as a social network so those with this condition can learn coping 
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strategies, build friendships and pursue other outcomes that improve their quality of life. You are keen 
to discover what these persons feel are the underlying causes of their condition. Furthermore, you aim 
to learn which social and medical interventions they believe offer the best results. This research data 
does not exist, as few subjects feel comfortable confiding in social researchers and lives continue to be 
lost as a result. Your research is suited to unobtrusive desktop computer covert surveillance as few if 
any persons will chat with you online if your identity and purpose is known.   
 

 
Your college’s Ethics Committee determines that your research is well intended, but informs 

you that you must not engage with others online, but merely observe, as your comments could 

cause distress. Noting that participants rarely identify themselves on this forum, this committee 

concludes this form of covert surveillance is low-risk, and advises you to not record details of a 

persons’ identity should any discussant/s post this information on the discussion board.  

 

 

           Reading 7.2 

 

Read the following journal article 

 

Brown, C and Padgett, D (2004). “Top cities for African Americans”, Black enterprise, vol. 34, 
no. 12, pp. 78-79 & 102-103. 

 

 

This article will be used in Activity 7.4. 
 

 

        Activity 7.4 
 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 
Summary  
 

Social research relies on data to provide information that can be analysed to interpret social 

phenomena. The outcomes of this process lead to a greater understanding of a particular issue 

and the creation of better strategies to improve systems, environments, products, and 

relationships. When the research design aligns with the agenda of the researcher of other 

stakeholders, this undermines the integrity of social research, which should be objective.  

 

Data reliability and data validity are important factors to consider when selecting between 

research methods and designing data collection instruments to incorporate into your overarching 
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methodological design. The process of collecting, collating, interpreting and analysing data is 

the foundation upon which all good research rests and where all research has faltered in many 

instances. 

 

Data collection instruments the researcher may use to collect primary data include observations, 

interviews, group discussions, surveys and experimental case studies. These tools comprise an 

important part of your overall methodological design because they gather the data that is 

essential to enable you to draw inferences so you may publish and disseminate your findings.  

 

Data can be gathered in person either obtrusively, or on an unobtrusive fashion such as covert 

surveillance. You may combine either approach using desktop or field collection methods and 

the combinations of each approach potentially offer benefits and drawbacks. You need to select 

the combinations you think are most appropriate for the unique bounds of your study.  

 
Resources 

 

 

Babbie, E. (2010). The practice of social research, 12th ed, Wadsworth, Belmont, CA 
 

Blaxter, L.et al. (2003). How to research, 2nd ed, Open University Press, Maidenhead, 
Philadelphia 
 
Brown, C. M.; & Padgett, D. A. (2004). ‘Top cities for African Americans’, Black Enterprise, 
Jul, 34(12), pp. 78-79 & 102-103. 
 

Bryman, A (2004), Social research methods, 2nd ed. Oxford University Press, New York 
 

–––––– (2008), Social research methods (3
rd

 edition), Oxford University Press, Melbourne 
Australia.  
 

Buchanan, D and Bryman, A (2007), ‘Contextualizing methods choice in organizational 
research’, Organizational research methods, vol. 10, no. 3, pp. 483 –501.  
http://www.cas.hse.ru/data/926/479/1225/Sept%2028%20Contextualizing%20Methods%20Cho
ice%20in%20Organizational%20Research.pdf   Acessed 3 February 2015 

 

Cohen, L et al. (2007), Research methods in education (6th
 edition), Routledge, England. 

http://knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/sites/knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/files/resources/
RESEARCH%20METHOD%20COHEN%20ok.pdf  Accessed 14 December 2014. 
n.b. this is a comprehensive 638 page research methods text. 
 

Contu, A and Wilmott, H (2003), “Re-embedding situatedness: The importance of power 
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relations in learning theory”, Organization Science, vol. 14, no. 3 pp. 283–296. 
http://sites.google.com/site/sgboehm/contu-willmott_reembedding_situatedness.pdf 
Accessed 14 December 2014. 
 
Ezzy, D, (2002), Qualitative analysis: practice and innovation, Allen and Unwin, Sydney 
Australia. 
 

Henn, M.et al. (2009), A critical introduction to social research, 2nd ed, Sage, Los Angeles 
 
Polit, D et al. (2011), Nursing research: methods, appraisal and utilization (5

th
 edition), 

Lippincott, New York USA.  

 

Roberts, K and Taylor, B (2002), Nursing research processes: An Australian perspective, 
Thomson Learning, Melbourne Australia. 
 
Wadsworth, Y (2011), Do it yourself social research, Allen and Unwin, Sydney Australia. 

 

 

 

Additional online resources 
 

 

Barbour, R (2000), ‘Acquiring qualitative skills for primary care research. Review and 

reflections on a three-stage workshop. Part 2: analysing interview data’, Family practice, Vol. 

17, No. 1, pp. 83–89. 

http://fampra.oxfordjournals.org/content/17/1/83.long  Accessed 5 January 2015 

 

Polkinghorne, D (2005), ‘Language and meaning: Data collection in qualitative research,  

Journal of counseling psychology, Vol. 52, No. 2, pp. 137–145 

http://www.austin.org.au/Assets/Files/Session%204%20-%20Research%20Tools.pdf 
 

 

 

Now that you have completed this section, please visit the learning portal to participate in 

the latest discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check 

questions. 
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Section 8 
 

 

 

 

 

Qualitative data collection methods:  

 

customisation and design 
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   Section 8: Qualitative data collection methods: customisation 

                  and design          
  
 
Section overview 
 

 

In this section, we explore the data collection phase, which refers to the “Design plan” phase of 

the research cycle. This process is the part where you construct a strategy that aids you to 

obtain one or more sets of evidence that you can analyse.  

 

This chapter contains five main parts. The first part provides a checklist of progress you should 

confirm you have made before you commence any major work that relates to the creation of your 

data collection design plan. It is imperative that you are confident that you have designed a 

research question whose objectives aims to fill a gap in the literature before you invest time, 

energy and resources in construction a design plan.  

 

We next look at how to identify the types of data we need, and assess whether this evidence is 

accessible and if it is feasible to obtain this data within the time constraints imposed. We next 

look at data design collection issues peculiar to qualitative social research and examine the most 

popular types of primary and secondary data qualitative social researchers gather for the 

purposes of analysis. These include audio recordings, textual content, visual images and physical 

objects. The concluding section examines four data sampling techniques commonly used by 

qualitative social researchers to extract primary evidence from the population under study. 

These are random sampling, semi-random (purposive) sampling, snowball sampling and 

convenience sampling and we show the advantages and disadvantage of each approach, and 

offer advice to assist you to determine how to select the most appropriate sampling method.  

 

The objective and scope of your research project are the dominant factors that determine which 

choices you will make among the alternative procedures you may select from when building 

your design plan. 
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Learning outcomes 
 

 
On successful completion of this section, students will be able to: 
 

 

• identify possible data sources relevant to your unique research question 

 

     • discuss the various data collection methods and protocols available to researchers, and 

assess the appropriateness of each for a given research project 

 

    • explain the research implications of various data collection strategies and ways to 
incorporate this strategic plan into your methodological design 

 

    • be able to select the most appropriate data sampling technique by aligning this with the   
objective and bounds of your study. 

 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 8 are: 

 
    Set text Pages cited in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) p. 30 & Chapter three 

2. Wadsworth (2011) pp. 36–9, 62–115, 95 & 98  

 

Data collection and the research cycle 
 

 
The previous chapters arm you with research methods theory that enables you to understand 

what steps are required to build the foundation of your methodological design, before you enter 

the field and engage in serious data collection. The linear research cycle shows data collection 

phase (step (e) “Collect data”) as the fifth step in this process. In practice, many researchers 

collect data for the first time after the first three phases are complete. This is because much 

thought needs to go into carefully selecting data, otherwise you may lose much time and money 

if you rush into this phase albeit with good intentions, especially if you engage prematurely in 

fieldwork, which is normally more time consuming and costly.  

 

Having designed your methodological plan, based on the best information currently available, 

you are now ready to obtain data via fieldwork and/or desktop research. You should feel you are 
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ready to undertake this phase after carefully checking that you have:   

 

• decided on the purpose of your research study 

• identified the resources at your disposal and  

• identified restrictions impacting the research process 

• determined the research methodology to be used 

• designed your data collection instruments suitable to pursue your unique objectives 

(Wadsworth 2011:44–62).  

 

For many researchers collecting the data is the most enjoyable part of the research project 

because it is the stage that is often the most engaging as it usually removes you from the office 

and exposes you to people more so than preliminary work that you normally conduct alone. 

Once you start to collect data, you might feel reassured for the first time that your project is 

advancing.  

 

The data collection phase is the part where you get to engage in multiple hands-on activities. 

Depending on your methodological design, this may include observing people, drafting 

fieldwork notes, engaging in experiments, asking people questions and using any of the various 

tools you have selected to access the one element that all research requires – data (Wadsworth 

2011:62–115). 

 

 

Planning your data collection 
 

The processes you use to collect, collate, analyse and interpret your data is the foundation of 

your research project. The data we choose to examine must therefore be relevant, accurate, and 

timely. The methodologies we select must be appropriate and transparent and the instruments 

we design must be aligned with our research aims. The role of the researcher/s during this 

process must be clearly stated and taken into account.  

 

When planning your data requirements it is useful to ask yourself the following questions about 

your data needs and keep working notes of your answers, as this can change during the research 
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cycle. These questions are segmented into three distinct different topics: 

 

1. What data is required? 

 

o What type of data do you need? 
 

o Would it be preferable that the data be quantitative or qualitative, or a mix of 

both? What aspects of your research aims lead you to draw this conclusion? 

 

o How may I establish parameters that define the scope of my project in a 

narrow fashion to help limit the nature and amount of data I need? 

 

2.  Why is this data required? 
 

o What do you hope to gain by accessing this data? 
 

o What data is essential to pursue my objectives (primary data) and what other    
data sources would be convenient to analyse (e.g. secondary data)? 
 

 

3. What data access strategy is appropriate? 
 

o How should I access this data?  
 

o How can I establish and maintain relationships with data ‘gatekeepers’ – that is, 
the people, organisations, government departments, and institutions that own and 
control who may access data I need to pursue my project’s objectives? 

 

The data collection requires that we plan and execute a number of activities. These include  

 

• identifying data sources 
 
• ranking and weighting the relevance of data sources  

 

• considering detail, all issues relating to how data is accessed 

 

• commencing your sampling and selection activities 

 

• customising our data collection procedures to avoid acting in an unethical manner    

 

• saving and storing data as you collect it. 

 

 
Furthermore, the researcher needs to ensure that they approach their data collection with the 

same degree of forethought and planning that is given to other aspects of the research process. 
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Without a cohesive and systematic data collection plan in place, they risk wasting their time and 

their respondents’ time. Furthermore, they also risk collecting an assortment of irrelevant and 

useless data, or losing useful data they had managed to collate (Wadsworth 2011: Chapter 

Three; Ezzy 2002: Chapter Three). 

 

 
Institutional data sources 

 

 

Researchers need to determine where their data is stored and ascertain whether these sources 

offer full public access or whether you need to obtain consent to access this information. 

Depending on the type of research project being undertaken, data sources might include: 

 

• The Australian Bureau of Statistics 

 

• Local government 

 

• State and federal government departments 

 

• Industry Non-Governmental Organisations such as The Smith Family 

 

• Peak bodies such as the Australian Council of Social Services 

 

• Public libraries 

 
 
Time management 
 

You need to estimate how long it will take you to access each piece of data and plot this on a 

schedule. Once this schedule is complete, you should make an assessment to determine if the 

lead-time required means that it is unrealistic to build a methodological design that assumes you 

can gather all of this data because of the time constraints imposed on your project. If your 

schedule seems unrealistic, you will need to use your judgement to decide what to do. Some of 

the options you may consider include one or more of the following: 

 

• discuss the schedule with your sponsors and stakeholders and request an extension in 

funding and the completion time 

• narrow the scope of your study so that you do not need to collect all data showing on 
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your schedule 

• commence your project and pursue the same objectives, and collect as much data as 

possible per your current planned schedule. You should prioritise which data you will 

collect and your report should inform your audience of any limitations in your analysis 

that are attributable to using an abbreviated data set. 

 

You would only abandon your project as a last resort. This might be the only feasible course of 

action if your sponsor allocated a timeframe for completion and funding/resources that were 

inflexible, and your assessment causes you to conclude that it is not possible to complete the 

project’s objectives under those conditions. It would be unethical and unprofessional to proceed 

under these circumstances by taking shortcuts in anticipation that your audience would not 

notice, or because you prefer to produce sub-standard research rather than produce nothing.  

  

Researchers need to reflect on each obtrusive data collection tool they plan to use and make an 

educated ‘guess’ about what time, day and dates they think are most suitable to engage with 

those who are providing data to maximise response/participation rates. If it is essential to 

engage with persons who work in busy professional roles (e.g. senior executives), you will need 

to be flexible with your times. The most suitable time to engage with others will vary normally 

between methods, and it may depend on factors such as the participants’ 

 

• lifestyle 

• personal preferences 

• occupation 

• demographic. 

 

For example, consider a project that plans to use focus groups (method) to interview youth aged 

15 to 17 (demographic) who are fulltime students (occupation) and regularly smoke marijuana 

(lifestyle). You might conclude that a Sunday that falls between semester dates is the best time 

to conduct this activity. It is reasonable to assume that most students prefer to avoid weekdays 

during the school term, as they are busy with their studies and exams. Saturday is the most 

popular day of the week for youth to plan social events with their friends (personal preferences) 

(Wadsworth 2011:36–39).  
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Data collection that occurs via an unobtrusive method may require you to assess what time, day 

and date will maximise your response rate. For example, online surveys sent to office workers 

in Australia may receive the lowest response rates if you e-mail them during the last week of 

December or during the first week of January. Many organisations enforce mandatory leave for 

non-essential back-office staff during this period. When these staff returns from leave, your e-

mail may be ‘buried’ among a large list of other unread emails. Moreover, some recipients who 

read the title of your email might assume they have missed the closing date for your survey. 

 

Accessing data 
 

 

Blaxter et al. (2003) identify several ways researchers can increase their chances of gaining 

access to data sources. These include: 

 

• requesting advice from professionals and colleagues on the best way to 

negotiate access to databases or other data resources 

 

• being modest and realistic in your requests 

 

• timing your request for access to data or data sources – if the organisation is busy or 

under resourced, you may need to ask for access and/or support ahead of time 

 

• be as clear as possible about what it is that you are asking for and why 

 

• make effective use of existing contacts and data sources 

 

• where possible, embed yourself within the environment/institution/context you wish 

to research, such as engaging in PAR or undertaking an internship  

 

• offer your host some benefit (e.g. a copy of your data and research report) in 

acknowledgment of their support of your research. 
 

 

Reading 8.1 
 

 
Read the journal article by Bass, B et al. (2007), ‘Evaluating PDAs for data collection in family 

research with non-professional couples’, Community, Work and Family, vol. 10, no. 1, pp. 57–

74. 
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This reading will be used in Activity 8.1. 

 
Activity 8.1 

 
 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 

 

Data planning for qualitative social research  

 

If you refer to your research as ‘qualitative research’ or as ‘qualitative social research’ in 

your publication/s, you must ensure that your data collection methods align to this 

description. If these do not align, readers may question the integrity of your entire project.  

 

When planning your data needs, you should determine at the first opportunity what mix of 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods offers the best fit to pursue the aims of 

your project. If you claim your research design adopts a ‘qualitative’ methodological 

framework you need to ensure that the majority of the data you collect and analyse is 

qualitative. Furthermore, you need to be sure that you use a qualitative research approach 

such as Marxism to analyse the bulk of your data and conceptualise your findings.  

 

To label your research ‘qualitative’, the number of qualitative data collection methods you 

use need not exceed the number of quantitative methods. For example, your study may use a 

qualitative questionnaire to collect 500 responses that contain only descriptive thematic text 

(i.e. words, sentences) about perceptions of housing affordability, and this might comprise 

95% of your data analysis and discussion. This same study may use two separate quantitative 

data collection methods. One method may collate house price index data and the other 

method is a quantitative interview you conduct with the Governor of the Reserve Bank of 

Australia. If these two quantitative data sets account for 5% of your analysis, this is a 

dominantly qualitative study. It is also reasonable to argue that this is a mixed-methods 

approach, and select post-positivism as your research approach, because this study aims to 

triangulate qualitative and quantitative data (Roberts and Taylor 2002:308–311). 
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Examples of qualitative and quantitative data 

 

Table 8.1 below is a matrix that shows examples of qualitative and quantitative data that is 

evidence from primary and secondary sources. For your study to be a qualitative study, it 

must collect at least one qualitative data set. Qualitative social research that captures data 

using one collection tool and one collection activity do exist, such as studies that analyse 

themes captured from interview data.  

 

Table 8.1 

Examples of data types:  

primary/secondary & qualitative/quantitative 

 
Data type Qualitative data Quantitative data 

 

Primary  

data 

 

1. Interviews that record discussion 

2. Questionnaire surveys 

 

 

1. Quantitative survey data 

2. Statistical data on file that underpins 

your research aim  

 

 

Secondary 

data 

 

1. Text from journal articles that 

discuss findings from prior studies 

2. Policy speeches that provide 

background context to your aim 

 

1. Content analysis data from previous 

studies that counts objects 

2. Statistical data on file that provides 

background context for your project 

 

 

 

Data used for qualitative social research tends to be textual, audio or visual (Henn et al. 2009, 

p.247). You may collect data that already exists such as newspaper articles stored on microfiche, 

and this data may be primary or secondary depending on the research question and how the data 

is used. Alternatively, you may construct primary evidence by engaging with people – an 

example being notes you record when conducting semi-structured interviews with participants.  

 

Table 8.2 below offers examples of existing data and constructed data from textual, audio and 

visual sources, as well as objects. 



157 

 

Table 8.2 
 

Data type: existing and constructed  
 

 
Type of data 

 
Primary and secondary data examples 

 
Textual  - constructed data 
 
 
Textual - existing data 

 
Field notes; interview notes; questionnaire responses 
 
 
newspaper articles; memos; transcripts; email/text 
messages 

 
Audio – constructed data 
 
 
 
Audio – existing data 

 
Audio recordings of  events such as interviews, 

speeches, naturally occurring talk – captured by the 

researcher live  

 

 
Visual – constructed data 
 
 
 

  Visual – existing data 
 

 
Video recording of focus groups and observations 

captured  by the researcher during fieldwork. 

 

Television; cinema; photographs; paintings; sculptures 

 
 Objects – constructed data 
 
  
 
 

Objects – existing data 
 
 

 
An experimental researcher may create an object 
and place it in the public domain and observe to 
count what percentage of pedestrians engage with 
that object e.g. signage. 
 
buildings, landscapes, vehicles, clothing.         
 

 

All objects have a visual component. Object analysis tends to focus more on the size and shape of 

objects relative to their surrounds. Visual analysis is aligned with cultural studies and the focus 

remains on aesthetics and art. An example of a social research project that uses object analysis are 

studies that examine the ways in which people purposefully choose to wear clothing to make 

‘statements’ about their socio-economic status and their career ambitions. 

 

Reading 8.2 
 

Read Van De Mheen et al., (2006), ‘A drug monitoring system: keeping a finger on the pulse by 

triangulation of qualitative and quantitative methods’, Addiction research and theory, 14(5), 

461-473 
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This reading will be used in Activity 8.2 
 

Activity 8.2 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

 
Simultaneous data collection and data analysis 

 

 
Many experienced social researchers choose to engage in data analysis as they collect their data; 

effectively they conduct stages (e) and (f) of the research cycle simultaneously. There are a 

number of reasons why this might be best practice for a particular project. For large-scale 

projects, conducting preliminary data analysis enables the researcher to check that the data does 

not have obvious flaws that are attributable to poorly designed data collection tools. For 

example, if most respondents write comments on their questionnaire such as “these questions 

are difficult to understand” you should consider simplifying the text in this questionnaire and 

obtaining fresh data from an appropriate sample of respondents (Ezzy 2002:61–74)  

 

 

Sampling 
 

 

Sampling refers to the process by which researchers select which persons or objects they will 

use as research subjects. The term sample refers to the items extracted from the population 

being studied. The sample is analysed as a means to draw inferences about patterns that exist in 

the population (Wadsworth 2011:194).  

 

Bryman (2008:168) defines the population as “the universe of units from which the sample is to 

be selected”. It refers to the collective we plan to study. For example, if you wish to measure the 

percentage of adults who currently live in New South Wales who are enrolled in full time study, 

your population has three character traits. Those included in this population must be 

 

• adults, aged 18 years and over, and 
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• currently reside in New South Wales, Australia, and 

• currently enrolled in full-time study. 

 

Some studies investigate a sub-population and compare this to the population. In the example 

above, we could also collect the same data for adult females Australians who are full time 

students who currently reside in New South Wales. For such a study, there is no reason to 

suspect that the sub-population will be representative of the population, and for social research 

projects, the fact that a sub-population is not representative of the population is often a factor 

that is evidence a social problem exists (Bryman 2008:298).  

 

Sampling is a process that is central to the project overall and one that will ultimately affect the 

conclusions the researcher draws after they analyse data and draw inferences. As Blaxter et al. 

(2003, p.82) state,  

 

It is … the case, of course, that the choice of the subjects or objects of your research – people, classes, 
traffic, books etc – assuming that you are not able to study every possible subject or object of relevance 
to your questions, will influence your findings. 

 

As we demonstrate in the sub-sections below, if the patterns in your sample data are not 

representative of what you aimed to collect, then this can skew your analysis. If you are 

unaware this has happened, you may report false findings, which is counterproductive to your 

aim which seeks to solve a social problem.  

 

Quantitative – qualitative data sampling 

 

Sampling is a quantitative process. However, you may use sampling to collect qualitative or 

quantitative data. You may use a sampling process to gather data that you shall use for 

qualitative or quantitative analysis purposes (Bryman 2008:162, 375–376). 

  

An example of a sample data set that contains only quantitative data, are 100 surveys that 

capture the annual earnings and net worth of 100 respondents who are all adults and resident of 

Sydney Australia (the population being studied) and converting both data sets to Australian 

Dollars. If the researcher calculates the average annual income of these 100 respondents, this is 
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a form of quantitative analysis.  

 

An example of a sample data set that contains only qualitative data are 100 questionnaires that 

capture descriptive text you obtain from 100 respondents who are all adults and resident of 

Sydney Australia (the population being studied). The first questions ask respondents to use their 

own words to indicate whether they believe their (a) annual income and (b) net personal worth 

has increased, decreased or remained stable over the past decade (n.b. ‘do not know’ and ‘do 

not wish to advise’ options are also provided). The second question asks respondents to explain 

what they believe are the dominant reasons that explain these two trends. If the researcher’s 

analysis only explores themes from these surveys using textual discussion, this is a form of 

qualitative analysis.  

 

Probability versus non-probability sampling 

 

The different sampling procedures you may choose from are classifiable as probability sampling 

or non-probability sampling. Probability sampling uses statistical theory as a foundation, and 

focuses on comparing characteristics of interest that exist in the sample (e.g. the percentage of 

homeless youth in Australia who are female in 2000) to the same characteristics of interest that 

exist in the population (i.e. the percentage of homeless youth who are female). This focuses 

causes the researcher to refer to their sample as representative or non-representative. There is no 

statistical figure that defines the term ‘representative’. The researcher needs to determine what 

they feel is the maximum amount of variation that may exist between the sample and the 

population in order for them to conclude the sample is representative, and this may vary 

depending on the nature of the study and the data collected. Non-representative samples do not 

seek to compare the characteristics of sample data to the population. For example, a researcher 

may seek to interview the first 20 people (who are customers of Centrelink) who exit a 

Centrelink branch to obtain feedback about how they rate customer service at that branch. This 

approach is random if the researcher seeks to interview the next person who walks out of the 

door after they complete their last interview.  

 

The type of sampling procedure that is best suited to your project depends on the nature of the 

research project and the type of data you seek to access. We explore these approaches in the 
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following passages of discussion (Polit et al. 2001:234–245). 

 

 
Why collect and analyse sample data? 
 
 

Researchers collect and analyse sample data as it is a convenient way to draw inferences and 

extrapolate conclusions about the population of interest. For many projects, it is not feasible to 

collect data from the entire population. Various constraints can make it impossible for you to 

obtain data from all members of the population. Examples of these constraints include: 

 

• resources at your disposal, such as staffing levels and funding 

• the time limit imposed on the project 

• the ease of access to the population. 

 

These limitations require the researcher to use techniques to extract evidence that is 

representative of the broader population, or is representative of a particular pattern you have in 

mind for your project. Your choice of sampling method aims to align your aims with the 

constraints imposed (Bryman 2008:179–182).  

 

Sometimes the sampling method you choose will not give the most accurate result, but this does 

not always mean it is an inferior method. For example, refer to the illustration data below in 

Figure 8.1 which shows average salary by gender for childcare workers in Australia in 2014. 

Sampling method (a) might cause you to report a statistical calculation that is 0.1% lower than 

the actual figure. Method (b) will give you the correct figure. Method (b) might require you to 

spend another year collecting data and will cost you $500, 000 more than method (a).  
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Figure 8.1 

Illustration of a sampling error  

 

 

 

Given that method (a) produces a figure that is extremely close to the actual, most researchers 

would deem data from method (a) to be acceptable, given time and resource constraints.  

 

Researchers need to use their professional judgement to estimate the variance which might 

occur from choosing a more convenient method and to determine the maximum variance that is 

acceptable. The maximum variance they will accept depends on the project. Medical 

researchers may have a zero tolerance for choosing an inferior sampling method, as they work 

in a field that has life-and-death consequences if they use inaccurate data (Bryman 2008:88).  

 

Data sampling in unavoidable for certain projects because you cannot access an entire 

population under any circumstances. For example, imagine you plan to embark on qualitative 

social research to learn what percentage of working Australians believe that racism is a problem 

in the work sector. It is not feasible or possible to survey all Australians included in this 

population. For such as study, you might reasonably define the population to include all persons 

who have worked as paid staff or volunteers in any part of Australia’s work sector for at least 

100 hundred hours over the past year, within Australia’s states and territories.  

 

Such a lofty project would take years (if not decades) to perform, as this population includes 

around 11 million minors and adults combined, and few, if any sponsors have the time, 

resources or will to wait this long. Furthermore, by the time you complete this study, the 

patterns in your data may no longer reflect contemporary attitudes that are dominant in society, 

as these may shift over time, and they may shift rapidly.  
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Even if such a sponsor existed, it is impossible to interview all persons within the population of 

11 million people. It is inevitable that some people would refuse to participate for any number 

of reasons. For example, some members of the population may have a social phobia that inhibits 

their ability to engage with others face-to-face or remotely.  

 

The aims of this research project are well suited to the use of data sampling, because the 

population you aim to study is too large to manage and impossible to access. This procedure – 

data sampling – is the focus our discussions in the next sub-section.  

 

 
Sampling methods 
 
 
Table 8.3 summarises four of the most popular sampling methods used by qualitative social 

researchers to obtain data from the population under study. It also summarises the principle 

advantages and disadvantages each method offers. The benefits and drawbacks associated with 

each method vary depending on the unique details of each research project, as defined by its 

original scope and objective.  
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Table 8.3 
 

Popular sampling methods used by qualitative social researchers 
 

Sampling method Advantages/disadvantages 

Purposive sampling 

 

The selection is not random but is semi-random. 
The researcher designs the sample so that they 
are more likely to attract data with certain 
characteristics than data that was obtained using 
a purely random design. For example, the 
surveyor may wish to interview 10 managers and 
10 line staff from Yahoo, Melbourne for their 
study and they wish to interview 5 women and 
five men from each group. This ensures they 
obtain the perspective of line staff and 
management, as well as issues of concern to 
women and men equally (n.b. assumes no 
transgendered and intersex staff).  The researcher 
may use software to randomly select five female 
managers, five male managers, five male line 
staff and five female line staff. 

 

Advantages: The researcher is able to 
customise their data collection design to ensure 
that the characteristics of interest in the sample 
align closely to the research question and 
objectives. Random sampling cannot achieve 
this. For example, you may wish to telephone 
survey 100 persons who live in Melbourne or 
Sydney. You may use computer software to 
randomly select 100 phone numbers from the 
White Pages, and program this query to select 
40 Melbourne residents and 60 Sydney 
residents, to reflect their comparative 
population sizes.     

 

Disadvantages: as the data is not randomly 
collected, researcher bias or technical errors 
can influence the design. 

 

Random sampling 

 

The data samples are collected randomly. For 
example computer software may select any 100 
persons from the electoral roll who are resident 
in Australia, if you wish to interview enrolled 
voters over the telephone.  

 

Advantages: 

 

If the sample size is large, you should gain data 
samples that are representative of the 
population. 

 

Disadvantages: you may randomly obtain a 
non-representative sample, regardless of 
sample size. 

 

Snowball sampling 

 

Used to gather contact details and personal 
referrals from interviewees who know other 
persons who can assist the researcher; who 
normally are members of the same social group 
or society. This can be a useful technique when 
persons in this group are unwilling to engage 
with researchers as the subject matter is private, 
embarrassing or concerns their unlawful actions. 
They may only agree to do so when a member of 
their group encourages them to assist and/or 
reassures them the researcher is ethical and 
trustworthy. 

 

Advantages: the researcher can obtain contact 
details of other persons who can assist, via 
referral. Without a referral from a member of 
that social group, the researcher would never 
obtain access to the number of persons they 
desire to interview. 

 

Disadvantages: the researcher cannot assume 
they will receive enough referrals to interview 
the desired number of persons. Interviewees 
may only refer persons who they believe will 
likely push a certain agenda when they provide 
answers. 
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Convenience sampling 

 

The researcher obtains sample data that is most 
accessible, i.e. the easiest to collect. 

 

Advantages: usually involves least time, effort 
and cost. 

 

Disadvantages: data is unlikely to be 
statistically representative of the population 
and this can skew analysis. 

 
 

Adapted from (Ezzy 2002: 74–75; Wadsworth 2011:95–98) 

 
 
    Data saturation 
 
 

Researchers sometimes struggle to determine the most appropriate sample size for their research 

project.  Data saturation is a key principle that aids you to plan your desired sample size. It may 

also offer you a guide to help you decide if you have sufficient data to commence your analysis. 

 

Data saturation refers to the point where it is probable that the researcher has collected a data set 

that is statistically representative of the characteristics of the population under study, or it is 

characteristic of a specific pattern the researcher aims to gather that is not representative of the 

population (Ezzy 2002:74). To understand this term, it is useful to think of how the term 

‘saturated’ may refer to clothes that become water soaked when exposed to heavy rain. 

 

Once we have achieved data saturation, collecting new sample data and increasing your sample 

size no longer enables us to identify new dominant themes and other characteristics we need 

analyse as we have a complete set of sample evidence that enables us to pursue our research 

objectives. If we keep adding to our data, we are over saturating. This is not bad practice per se, 

but it may mean you are wasting our time, effort and money on activities that are not enhancing 

your data analysis. Data saturation often becomes visible to the sole researcher who conducts all 

interviews face-to-face. Once they reach data saturation, they start to notice that people they 

interview after this point are reiterating the same dominant themes and peripheral themes and the 

emphasis they place on these topics are consistent with the patterns observed in prior interviews.  

 

Grounded theory and sampling 

 

Social researchers normally focus more of their time obtaining data and analysing data that 
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concerns issues and power structures that are most prominent, insofar as these factors are the 

core drivers of the social problem of interest. However, sometimes the social researcher does not 

have access to data that informs them of the composition of the population under study. 

 

A grounded theory approach to sampling is favoured for such studies for two principle reasons. 

The first reason is because social researchers often seek to remain open-minded about what 

themes and social forces are dominant. Second, if they are engaging in original research, it is 

possible that no data exists which measures/ranks the themes or power structures of interest 

within the population they aim to study.  

 

A grounded theory approach to sampling requires the researcher to engage in systematic theory 

building after they collect their first data set/s (Bryman 2008:416). The term ‘theoretical 

sampling’ refers a sampling approach where the researcher gauges the composition of the 

population in real-time. This analysis occurs incrementally and cumulatively, as they collect each 

data set. The term ‘theoretical saturation’ refers to point where the researcher concludes that 

data saturation occurs. This happens in real-time, as the researcher has no preconceived ideas 

about what data set comprises a representative sample of the population (Bryman 2000:700).  

 

Sample size 

 

The sample size you require is impacted by a number of factors, such as the resources available 

and the aims of your research project. If you plan to use a probability sampling procedure, you must 

ensure that you are conversant with the probability theory and the formulae you plan to use. 

Probability is a branch of statistics, and statistics is an applied field of mathematics. You may appoint 

a professional statistician to assist you if necessary. Those who review your research are likely to 

question whether your sample size is appropriate to pursue your aims, given the size of the population.  

 

Statisticians claim that random samples of around 30 and above will be representative of the 

characteristics of the population in the majority of cases. This is a rule-of-thumb guide only. 

You may need to defend your sample size using probability theory to support your case (Cohen 

et al. 2007:102). 

 



167 

 

Working with larger populations generally requires you to collect a larger sample size. A 

sample size of 30 might be acceptable for a population of 200 using random sampling. A 

random sample size of 30 persons is unlikely to be acceptable if your population includes all 

living persons as there is much human diversity, and this small sample would unlikely be 

representative of the global population for most studies. Large samples are not synonymous 

with representativeness. The methodological rationale used to obtain the sample data is more 

important than the size of the sample. 

 

Reading 8.3 
 

Read Chikritzhsi, T. & Brady, M (2006), ‘Fact or fiction? A critique of the National 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 2002’, Drug and alcohol review, 25(3), 

pp. 277-287. 

 

This reading will be used in Activity 8.3. 
 

 

Activity 8.3 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

 

Pilot testing 

 
Data collection and analysis problems, such as the one described at the conclusion of the 

previous paragraph (survey ambiguity) may be avoided when collecting data on a large scale, if 

you pilot test the first final draft version of each data collection method, in cases where this is 

possible.  When designing your data collection instruments, you may feel positive that the tools 

you construct are well planned and the sequence of their components is logical. It is prudent 

check that you achieve this. You should thoroughly vet your own work before using these 

data collection tools from your desktop or when working in the field. 

 

It is best practice to pilot test your instruments before using them in the field or from your 

desktop. It is easier and a more efficient use of time and resources to modify a data collection 

instrument if you discover any problems prior to conducting full-scale activities involving all 
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your subjects. Furthermore, we should never assume our subjects, who are often volunteers, will 

be willing or able to engage with us a second time if it transpires that we have failed to obtain 

the correct data at the first meeting (Roberts and Taylor 2002: 143, 216, 258–260, 262).  

 

You may pilot test your instruments with one or more of the following: 

 

• Members of your project team – your colleagues 

• Members of your profession whom you mutually collaborate with from time-to-time 

• A small number of subjects from your population of interest 

• Other lay persons with a good general knowledge e.g. friends, family members 

 

If possible, it is advisable to receive feedback from a few people from all four groups in the list     

above as each participant may offer a different perspective and this range of feedback can 

enable you to enhance your design. Those from the population are normally the most important 

group to sample. If this group struggles to engage with the data collection instrument, it is 

unlikely you will collect data that enables you to achieve your objective. Your team members 

(if you are not working alone) and colleagues can offer professional advice about technical 

matters. Family and friends can offer a layperson’s perspective, and you should not 

underestimate their potential contribution. If they have little knowledge of your field and 

project, they can advise whether written and oral questions and instructions are simple, easy to 

understand and only use complex terms and professional jargon where this is essential. 

 

 

   Pilot testing – guided questions 
 

 

You should inform those who complete a test run of your data collection instruments that this is 

a pilot test and that you need their honest and detailed feedback so that you can improve, where 

necessary, the collection tool. First, have them complete the survey/interview or whatever 

sample method you use in its entirety. Then, once they have completed it, ask them for their 

feedback and suggestions.  
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The points below are suggestions about the types of questions that are common to data 

collection tools we look at in this chapter, such as the interview.  

 

• Layout: 
 

o Was the survey/questionnaire/other printed material visually attractive? 
 

o Was it easy to read? 
 

O Did it speak to the respondents in a courteous and respectful way? 
 

o   Was it clear where you had to begin and when you had ended? 
 

 

• Sequence: 

 

o Did questions flow logically from one to the next? 
 

o Was the order of questions confusing or jarring? 
 

o Did the questions progress from less confronting general queries, through to 

progressively more intimate or detailed issues, or did it start out with quite 

confronting queries first up? How did respondents feel about the order? 

 

• Content: 

 

o Did the questions asked make sense with reference to the briefing? 
 

o Were any of the questions confusing? 
 

o Did you feel anything that you were asked was inappropriate or irrelevant? 

Why do you draw this conclusion? 
 

 

• Administration: 

 

o How did you feel about the way in which the research was conducted? 
 

o Do you have any suggestions regarding how the researcher could approach 

respondents, administer the research questions, or otherwise interact with 

participants? 
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Summary 
 

 

Your data collection tools collectively comprise a significant component of your grand 

methodological design, and collecting and analysing data potentially equates to the majority of 

time and resource usage for most research projects. It is therefore essential that you invest the 

optimum amount of time required to ensure that you select the most appropriate tools to gather and 

review your evidence.  

 

Pilot testing is a useful way to obtain feedback from independent parties about whether your 

data collection tools are easy to understand for a lay audience, and do not make the participants 

feel uncomfortable or that their contribution is undervalued. Furthermore, you need to check 

that the pilot data is working as intended – i.e. it collects the data required to achieve your 

objective. This process can save you time, money and effort, as it is easier to amend flawed data 

collection tools prior to engaging in mass collection of data in the field or from your desktop.  

 

Data sampling is another way you can save time, money and effort, as this approach enables 

you to draw inferences from a large population, without needing to obtain all or most pieces of 

data that comprise that population. Sampling refers to the process by which researchers select 

who or what items they will use as research subjects. This process is central to the project 

overall and it will ultimately affect the results.  

 

Researchers need to consider carefully the nature of the data they require and determine the best 

sources to approach to obtain that data. Researchers also need to consider how long it will take 

them to access some types of data and to factor in whether the lead-time required deems the use 

of such data unrealistic given the time constraints of their project. Finally, they should establish 

contingency plans in the event that obstacles may arise during the data collection process. 
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171 

 

Chikritzhsi, T. & Brady, M (2006), ‘Fact or fiction? A critique of the National Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Social Survey 2002’, Drug and alcohol review, 25(3), 277-287 

 

 

Cohen, L et al. (2007), Research methods in education (6th edition), Routledge, England. 
http://knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/sites/knowledgeportal.pakteachers.org/files/resour
ces/RESEARCH%20METHOD%20COHEN%20ok.pdf  Accessed 14 December 2014. 
n.b. this is a comprehensive 638 page research methods text. 

 
 

Ezzy, D (2002), Qualitative analysis: practice and innovation, Allen and Unwin, Sydney 
Australia. 

 

Henn, M., et al.  (2009), A critical introduction to social research, 2nd ed, Sage, Los Angeles 

 
Roberts, K and Taylor, B (2002), Nursing research processes: An Australian perspective, 
Thomson Learning, Melbourne Australia. 
 
Van De Mheen, H., et al. (2006), ‘A drug monitoring system: Keeping a finger on the pulse 
by triangulation of qualitative’, Addiction research and theory, 14(5), pp. 461-473. 

 

   Wadsworth, Y (2011), Do it yourself social research, Allen and Unwin, Sydney Australia. 
 

Online resources 
 

 

Miles, M et al. (2013), Qualitative data analysis: A methods sourcebook (3
rd

 edition), Sage, 
California USA, Chapter 11, pp. 275–322. 
http://researchtalk.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Miles-Huberman-Saldana-Drawing-and-
Verifying-Conclusions.pdf  Accessed 5 January 2015. 
 

 

Spiggle, S (1994), ‘Analysis and interpretation of qualitative data in consumer research’, 
Journal of consumer research, Vol. 21, December 1994, pp. 491–503.  
https://noppa.aalto.fi/noppa/kurssi/23e88001/harjoitustyot/23E88001_spiggle_1994.pdf 
Accessed 5 January 2015. 

 

 

 

Now that you have completed this section, visit the learning portal to participate in the latest 

discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check questions. 
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Section 9: Data management 
 

 
Section overview 

 
 

In chapter 8, we listed textual records, audio records, visual records and objects as the most 

common types of evidence the qualitative researcher gathers to analyse data. This section builds on 

this discussion and explores data management issues you need to address to ensure you 

administer your data in a way that makes it easy for you to save, backup, retrieve and analyse 

your primary and secondary data. Developing a data management plan before you collect data 

is best practice, and we examine the issues you need to consider when you prepare this schedule.  

 
 

This chapter contains five major topics of discussion. The first part provides an overview of the 

data management process. This term refers to a model that contains four components, which are 

capture data, store data, backup data and retrieve data. The next four sections of discussion 

explore data management issues that relate to these four components in the order shown above.  

 

The first topic of discussion explores how the type of data you collect influences your data 

management plan. Most qualitative researchers analyse text, audio or visual (e.g. art) evidence, 

or other types of objects (e.g. architecture). In the next section, we explore various ways you can 

secure your evidence in a safe environment that protects data loss occurring from theft, 

accidents and natural depletion. We next investigate different options you may use to create 

multiple backups of your data. We show examples of how you can backup text, audio material, 

visual evidence and other objects. Finally, we investigate systems you can use to retrieve your 

data in an efficient manner. This minimises time wastage and costs associated with this process. 

 
 

Learning outcomes 
 

 

On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
 

• identify the components of the data management process 

 

• explain the factors that affect data management 
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• describe some of the software options available to management digital data 

 

• understand why data backup is a critical activity that should occur at various stages 
throughout the research cycle 

 
• be able to list ways to back up audio data, visual data, textual data and physical objects 

 

• develop your own plan for data management. 
 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 
The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 1 are: 

 
 

    Set text Page range of references in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 65–66; Chapter Five. 

2. Wadsworth (2011) p. 42 
 

 

 

Data management overview 
 

 

In chapter 8, we listed textual records, audio records, visual records and objects as the most 

common types of evidence the qualitative social researcher gathers to analyse data. We need to 

capture, store and maintain our data in the most efficient way. This enables us to retrieve our 

data as required with minimum delay, which in turn maximises the productivity of our research.  

 

The data management process refers to the systematic plans the lead researcher puts in place to 

protect data and maximise the efficient use of data (Australian National University 2010:5). 

Figure 9.1 below summarises the essence of the data management process.  
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Figure 9.1 

 
A simplified representation of the data management process 

 

 

 

 (Adapted from Australian National University 2010, p.5) 

 

 

As shown in Figure 9.1 above, the management of data may involve up to four distinct 

activities, dependent on the scope and complexity of your research project. These are: 

 

1. Capturing data (see Table 9.1) 
 

2. Storing and protecting data in a safe and secure environment 
 

3. Using systems to create backup copies of data (see Table 9.1) 
 

4. Retrieving data. 

 

We explore each of these four issues, in the order above, commencing in the next sub-section of 

this chapter.  

 
Personal approaches to data management  
 

Bryman (2004, p.399) states that: 

 

One of the main difficulties with qualitative research is that it very rapidly generates a large, 
cumbersome database because of its reliance on prose in the form of such media as field 
notes, interview transcripts, or documents. 
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Our personal work habits may influence the ways we manage our data and this is of 

consequence, because of the point Bryman makes above; dealing with large amounts of data 

offers more opportunity for major problem to occur. Some researchers thrive on collecting data 

from people as they enjoy social interaction and are averse to engaging in ‘lonely’ tasks such as 

desktop research. Those with this personality type need to ensure they do not fail to create and 

maintain data management systems, because this task is a desktop function that may be less 

appealing than work that involves social interaction.  

 

While it may be acceptable to manage your day-to-day documents and readings in a somewhat 

unsystematic approach, when handling larger amounts of data, it is critical to develop a more 

methodical manner. If you are generally averse to working with computer technologies and 

applications, you need to find an alternative manual backup system or improve your skills and 

confidence in this area (Alavi and Leidner 1999). 

 

Nature of your project 

 

The underlying theme of this chapter is that the unique objective and scope of your research is 

the dominant factor that determines your data management needs. When designing your data 

management system you need to consider multiple factors, such as the properties of the data 

types that you will capture (Alavi and Leidner 1999:NP). 

 

 

Capturing data 
 
 

Data the qualitative researcher may seek to gather includes materials such as: 

 

• music recordings captured on portable cassette format  
 
• events captured on Digital Video Disc (DVD) as audio-visual data 
 
• field notes that record statements made during face-to-face interviews  

 

• hardcopies of technical reports sent by postal mail by overseas institutions  

 

• objects such as photographs, personal diaries and foreign currency (Polit et al. 2001:261–   
297) 
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The aims of the project determine the type of data you will gather and it is not possible to 

explore every scenario. For example, engaging in historical policy analysis normally requires 

you to analyse paper records such as Hansard. Some records you need to examine may only exist 

as paper documents held at the National Australian Archives. Sometimes this institution will not 

upload certain declassified records as digital online records, nor will they send them to you in 

photocopy format if the archive manager does not consider the public release of this archive to 

be a priority based on staff workloads. In such cases, you have no option but to visit the National 

Australian Archives in Canberra as fieldwork and take notes and/or photocopy these records. 

 

Strategies to manage different data types 
 

 

The data collection methods that you incorporate into you methodological and the tools you use 

to analyse this data are the core drivers that determine which strategies you need to adopt to 

manage your evidence. For example, you may use the survey to collect text data and use various 

content analysis techniques to analyse this evidence. The nature of these methods requires you to 

capture and manager your records on paper and/or in digital format, such as a word text 

document (Marshall & Rossman 2006, p.155).  

 

Copying some data types, such as copyright publications, movies and music might be illegal 

under Australian copyright laws. The onus is on you to seek advice and be up-to-date about 

relevant laws. If your evidence is an open-access journal article or one that you purchased – you 

may normally print a copy of the digital online version and use this as your backup copy. In 

some instances, an author/publisher may delete a journal article from all public spaces and so 

you cannot assume the original version will always be available.  

 

There are too many combinations of data collection and data analysis tools to examine what data 

management strategies are most appropriate for each set. Quality scholarly materials that explore 

this issue are available via open-access online sources. An example is a journal article authored 

by Michael Earl (2001) titled “Knowledge Management Systems: Towards a Taxonomy”, and 

this reading is cited in the references section of this chapter. The nature of your methodological 

design will guide you to determine what scholarly sources you need to read and these needs 

may vary between projects, as determined primarily by your unique objective and scope.  
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Comparing and contrasting two content analysis techniques is a useful way to illustrate the point 

that you will adopt different strategies to manage different data collection–data analysis sets. 

Table 9.1 below summarises two sub-approaches to content analysis – ‘thematic analysis’ and 

‘narrative analysis’.  

Table 9.1 

Contrasting data management strategies – content analysis 

Data collection method (a): 

One-on-one interview conducted face-to-face 

Data collection method (b): 

Content collection (storyteller’s online speech) 

 

Content analysis method (a); thematic analysis 

 

An interview conducted one-on-one in a face-to-

face setting. The researcher types a transcription of 

the interview using an audio recording headset. For 

such data types, the researcher also codes themes 

contained in this transcript for the purposes of 

counting themes to use thematic analysis as an 

approach to content analysis. The codes and count 

from this transcript are entered into a spreadsheet, 

and the researcher uses the filter function to 

manager and sort data by thematic code. 

 

Compare this data management technique 

(collection method (a); analysis method (a)) the 

column on the right.   

This approach collects a storyteller’s speech from 

a website and uses narrative analysis to explore 

this evidence. Narrative analysis is appropriate 

because this storyteller offers a grand narrative. 

 

 

Content analysis method (b): narrative analysis 

 

1  The act of storytelling in dialogue constitutes the 

autobiographical self, that is, how the speaker 

wants to be known in the interaction – this is the 

first dimension. The autobiographical narrative 

reflects a pre-existing self, and this is the second 

dimension.  

 

 

Riessman (2008, p.29) argues, “the first dimension 

requires a transcription that includes the 

interactional context” between the speaker and 

their audience at the time of recording. This is in 

contrast to the second transcription that “privileges 

the narrator’s speech”. The focus is on analysing 

extended discussion in this speech, as a narrative 

unfolds via long discursive passages. The 

researcher is more likely to save working notes 

that are extended text notes, written in sentence 

and paragraph form. A word document may suffice 

as the data management tool. 

 

 Adapted from Riessman (2008, p.29). 
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    Literature as ‘data’  
 

When designing and administering the data management process, you should consider your 

theoretical literature (e.g. research methods texts, conceptual theory) as a form of data, even 

though this is not evidence. Many of the principles and issues we explore in this section relate to 

your literary material. For example, should you lose copies of your literature, in some cases 

either type of material can only be replaced by engaging in activities that are time consuming and 

costly. For example, consider the case of rare books that are only available if you visit a rare 

book collection in another state that does not allow loans or digitise this material online. You 

may only capture this data via a fieldwork trip. You would need to repeat this exercise if you lost 

copies of the working notes made during your first fieldtrip.    

 

Storing, protecting and retrieving data 

 
Losses or damage to your data and other important items is normally attributable to one of the 

following incidents. Data may be: 

 

• stolen if your security system is inadequate 

• temporary lost or permanently misplaced 

• deleted or disposed of by error or as a result of computer system failure 

• partially distorted, e.g. ink on paper may smear (Alavi and Leidner 1999:NP) 

 
Confidentiality is an important factor in determining the best way to store data. Data storage 

must be secure and accessibility must be restricted. The most common data storage systems are 

portable and permanent computer hard drives for data you store in formats such as digital 

records and other file types such as rich text word documents and electronic mail 

communications. You may limit access to your personal computers and software applications 

using a password known only by you and other authorised persons (Polit et al. 2001:82–83). 

 

Using computer database software such as Microsoft Access is a popular way to manage 

comprehensive records that contain similar themes and data types. Student records and patient 

records are an example, as both types use a common template that contains identical information 

within one piece of data (i.e. one record). You can use this software to store, sort, filter, print and 
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retrieve information such as a person’s name, age, occupation, date of birth and address.  

 

Filing cabinets are a popular way to store physical data, such as confidential surveys completed 

by hand on paper. In the case of the database student/patient records example referred to above, 

you may backup these datasets by printing them on paper and store them in a filing cabinet. 

You should use a filing cabinet that is lockable, as this offers an additional layer of security 

beyond the locks on the entrances to your building and individual work offices.  

 

You need to design your strategy for managing your data before you engage in fieldwork or 

deskwork to collect it. Wadsworth (2011:42) urges researchers to backup all important documents 

that are not necessarily data and which are difficult to replace. These include loose-leaf 

documents such as minutes of meetings and contracts as well as other items such as logbooks and 

diaries. Ezzy (2002:65–66) suggests that professional meetings should be recorded where possible 

as this offers an additional source of reference beyond meeting agendas and minutes which may 

be lost, destroyed or omit important points that you may need to refer to in the future.  

 

Maintaining data 

 

Longitudinal studies that occur over a number of years or decades are an example of rare case 

where the qualitative social researcher may need to preserve or restore data (Bryman 2008:49– 

52). For example, consider the case where data exists as audio-visual testimonies captured on 

beta cassette. You should transfer this evidence to another source, such as digital DVD at the 

first opportunity. As time passes, it can become increasingly difficult to find equipment, such as 

beta video players, that allow you to view the full original version of this testimony. You should 

not assume your device will always work or that a local technician will have the knowledge to 

repair it. Sometimes a device may be available but you cannot afford to buy the equipment 

because it is a rare item, an antique. Referring to notes about these videos is an inferior 

secondary source, as they are not the original format.  

 

Data backups 
 
 
Sometimes you cannot recover lost, stolen or distorted data under any circumstances. In such 
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cases, you may need to abandon your research project as you have currently defined it, because 

this data is essential to pursue your aims. This possibility highlights the urgency of planning your 

data management early (Alavi and Leidner 1999:NP).  

 
Stolen data 

 

Stolen data usually happens because of a security lapse although no security system can guarantee 

a breach will never occur. Failure to install passwords on your computer hardware or software 

allows opportunistic thieves to steal data. It is also essential you use security systems and locks to 

restrict access to your premises, your office and your filing cabinets.  

 

Misplaced data 

 

There is no guarantee you can recover misplaced data even if you later recall where this material 

was last in your possession. For example, if you realise you left one of your folders in an internet 

cafe, you cannot expect it will be there if you ask the management to check their lost property. In 

the case of digital data, such as text documents, sometimes the researcher cannot recall where they 

last saved it. This can occur if you save data randomly onto a large organisational network that 

stores thousands of folders. If you routinely save your work to a personal portable hard drive, it is 

faster to use file locate software such as Windows ‘Search’. These searches may take a long time 

to run and leave you in a situation where you have missing data, as opposed to lost data, although 

lost productivity on a smaller scale may occur. 

 

Backup options by data type 

 

Table 9.2 below lists one example of each of the four types of evidence that have been the focus of 

the past three chapters. This table provides two examples of how the researcher may choose to 

back up their data for the four main data types. 
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Table 9.2 

Examples of data backup 

 
Data type Evidence  Backup method one Backup method two 

Textual  Journal article in acrobat format 

(non copyright) 

Save a spare copy on a 

digital DVD  

Print on paper and store in 

a filing cabinet 

Audio Music recording (non copyright) 

Cassette tape dated 1970 

Convert to digital 

DVD format 

Convert to digital MP3 

format 

Visual Beta video tape dated 1980 

(non copyright) 

Convert to digital 

DVD format 

Capture and store using 

media player software e.g. 

Chicony Web Camera  

Objects Indigenous boomerang 

on loan from the clan owners 

Capture as 

photographs on paper 

and store in a cabinet 

Capture and store using 

media visual recording 

e.g. Chicony Web Camera 

 
 
Duplicate backups 

 

Where possible, you should backup your data twice as your first backup source might also be lost 

or contaminated. The backup copy should be saved in such a way that the same disaster or event 

will not automatically erase the original copy, and the first and second backup copies. If you save 

your original data file and your multiple backup data files on your portable notebook, you will lose 

all three data sets if your laptop is permanently lost, stolen, destroyed or infected with a virus. 

Emailing a copy of the second backup file is a better case of data management. 

 

You need to consider your backup options based on information such as the resources at your 

disposal, the nature of your data, and other factors such as the time, cost and technical skills 

required to use each method. Furthermore, you need to determine what method preserves the data 

in its pure (original) form. If this is not possible, it might be feasible to create an imperfect copy of 

the original data that you can still analyse for the purposes of pursuing your research aim (Alavi 

and Leidner 1999:NP).  

   

A backup spreadsheet that is a carbon copy of the original file is an example of a data type that is a 

‘mirror image’ of the original evidence. If you download data into a spreadsheet, you should 
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always keep an unaltered copy of the original download in a separate sheet within the original 

spreadsheet and lock this worksheet. You should work with data in a separate worksheet, because 

you may delete rows or cells in error. You may use the locked worksheet to reinstate original data. 

 

Sometimes it is not possible to capture or backup data in a format that allows you to see all 

properties of the evidence. For example, consider archive records held at the National Australian 

Archives. This agency will only allow you to photocopy or photograph a document. In the vast 

majority of cases, this poses no problem to the researcher, whose only concern is the content on the 

paper. Certain documents sent to members of the public may have been written on high quality 

paper. This observation might be of consequence to your analysis if most documents issued by the 

same author use standard office paper. If the researcher detects these differences when inspecting 

the archive in person, they should pencil notes on their photocopy record and backup these notes.  

 

It is rare that you can create carbon copy backups of data that exists as physical objects. Antique 

furniture is an example of an item that can be recreated in simulated form, but it will differ from 

the original, which is made of older materials. An origami object made out of basic office paper is 

an example of an object can be recreated in paper form and will bear strong similar properties to 

the original if you can find similar paper and match the original design. In most cases, the best 

option available to create backup copies of objects is to capture a close-up video recording and/or 

photographic images from multiple angles.  

Activity 9.2 
 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 

     

 Retrieving your data for reference and analytical purposes 
 

Some research projects collect a range of different types of evidence (e.g. objects and text 

documents) and they may collect hundreds or thousands of pieces of evidence to support one 

study. For projects that use large amount of data, it is best practice to use an information system 

to record your data inventory. Furthermore, you need to plan and establish a physical storage 

system to minimise the chance that any of your data is lost, misplaced, destroyed or takes too 

long to find when you need to retrieve it. 
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Cataloguing 

 

Cataloguing is a useful way of managing large data sets, because you may classify your 

evidence by keeping a database record of distinguishing features. Examples include making a 

note of the ‘contributors’ who collaborate to produce a piece of work and the ‘themes’ which 

the material explicitly seeks to communicate to its audience.  

 

Table 9.3 below shows a hypothetical extract of three data sources among a collection of 500 

pieces of evidence gathered for one study. Imagine you wanted to write a section in one 

chapter of your research report that looked at the ways that Western musicians and music 

groups address the issue of global warming during the current decade, i.e. from 2010 and 

beyond. If you catalogue your data set using a database such as Microsoft Access, you can use 

search terms to locate which pieces of your set of 500 are relevant to a particular need, rather 

than constantly inspecting each piece of evidence.  

 

As shown in Table 9.3 below, three records from the collection of 500 contain material where 

Western musicians address the social issue of global warming.  

 

Table 9.3 

Using catalogues to perform data searches 

 
No-audio documentary   (data 1) Journal article (data two) DVD music recording (data 3) 

Personal contributors: 

 

Barack Obama (Politician), 

Bono/U2 (Musician),  

 

Themes:  

 

Violence, war, oppression, poverty, 

education, global warming 

 

Date created: 2014 

Personal contributors: 

 

Tim Flannery (Academic), 

Tracy Chapman (Musician) 

 

Themes:  

 

Global warming, poverty, 

war, financial crisis 

 

Date created: 2012 

Personal contributors: 

 

Cate Blanchett (Actor/Actress), 

Sting (Musician) 

 

Themes:  

 

Gender, patriarchy, anarchy 

global warming  

 

Date created: 2013 
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Mind-mapping 

 

Mind-mapping is another process that can assist you to organise your data management 

around your objectives, in order to maximise your efficiency and research productivity (Alavi 

and Leidner 1999:NP). This concept encourages you to use visual tools such as chart 

diagrams, to draw connections between your evidence, scholarly theory and your individual 

objectives. This is a fluid process; you may create multiple drafts until you feel like you are 

able to make a clear connection between these fundamental principles that shape your 

methodological design. Once this map is finalised, you can place this in a prominent place 

near your work area/s and refer to this during the research cycle as a data management tool. 

 

Mind-mapping allows you to generate your thinking around key words. It could also be used 

for generating a process for the research. Figure 9.2 captures this process diagrammatically.  

 

Figure 9.2 
 

Mind-mapping a diagrammatic representation 
 

 
 
Source: Nova Mind Software Mapping 2011 
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As shown in the above diagram, the three main benefits you may realise from this process are 

“improved (researcher) productivity”, improved “clarity of thinking” among the research 

staff, and improving your ability to cope with “managing information overload”. If you are 

clear about how your data collection and data analysis processes enable to you achieve your 

research objective, and you maintain this focus, you are more likely to engage as an efficient 

and productive researcher at all times during the research cycle.  

Activity 9.3 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

 

Retrieving electronic data  

 

Software applications that allow you to capture, save, view and retrieve electronic data continue 

to evolve at a rapid pace. This is due to the influx of new and improved electronic files and 

storage systems. Qualitative social researchers often use commercial software applications such 

as SPSS and NVivo to code and record data sets, especially when their data sets are medium to 

large in size. These applications may be used for quantitative data storage and analysis if the 

social researcher chooses to do so. Scanners may be used to capture data and working notes 

such as field notes and two backup copies may be created, by saving one to a hard drive and the 

other copy being sent form the scanner to an email account, and referring to these systems to 

retrieve the data as required (Ezzy 2002:131; Cohen et al. 2007:488–489; Wadsworth 

2011:195).  

 

Table 9.4 summarises the core functions of SPSS, NVivo and EndNote. Endnote is the most 

popular package used to manage scholarly literature. This table lists Code-A text for 

illustration purposes, to reinforce the point that niche/specialist software applications exists. 
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Table 9.4 

Summary of popular data management software 

 
Application Attributes and core uses 

 

SPSS 

& 

NVivo 

 

Facilitates qualitative data analysis by code and theme. The researcher codes data and 

creates themes and data categories to perform queries such as identifying records with 

the same theme. Both packages are favoured by qualitative social researchers to analyse 

text content, such as oral content from interviews that is transcribed into a written 

record. These applications may also be used to perform the same functions for 

quantitative data although. SPSS is primarily intended for quantitative analysis, but 

may be used for qualitative research projects to code thematic data. 

 

 

Code-A text  

 

Useful for analysing qualitative and quantitative text in dialogues – input can be occur 

using sound or audio data. 

 

 

Endnote 

 

“EndNote is the industry standard software tool for publishing and managing 

bibliographies, citations and references on the Windows and Macintosh desktop.” 

(Thomson Reuters 2015:NP) 

 

  (Adapted from Ezzy 2002: Chapter five; Cohen et al. 2007:2, 86, 481, 488, 500).  

 

Code-A text offers specialist functions to analyse specific types of dialogue such as speeches, 

conversations and live plays. You may also use SPSS and NVivo to analyse dialogue, though 

you need to create your own codes and fields to analyse different types of dialogue.  

 

EndNote is primarily a bibliography management tool that enables you to keep a record of the 

details of the conceptual literature you use such as those published in journal articles. Most 

research reports publish information about their in their bibliography as these materials share 

core similarities to scholarly reference materials. For example, policy reports invariably have an 

author, publisher, date, title and location of publisher. You therefore may use EndNote as a 

database management tool for such data.  
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You can also enter the basic details of the references to develop search or key words using 

EndNote. Capturing this information is useful if you want to locate all literature in your 

collection on a specific sub-section for your research. You may also record the abstract for 

journal articles. Endnote also includes a notes section and you can use this to record notes on the 

article or to embed an electronic summary of the article (Wadsworth 2011:106–109). 

 

 

EndNote automatically generates the reference list and in-text referencing. This timesaving 

feature can maximise your research productivity especially during the writing phase. You must 

keep your word document and EndNote open at the same time. There is a special icon for using 

Endnote in Microsoft Word. If you use your mouse to click this option, you can do a complete 

search of your EndNote library, insert the reference in-text. EndNote automatically adds this to 

your reference list in whatever reference style you set.  

 

Reading 9.1 
 

For further details about endnote, see the webpage at this address: 

http://www.endnote.com/eninfo.asp (Thomson Reuters 2015). 

 

 

Reading 9.2 
 

 

This reading compares ‘EndNote’ to another software application that performs similar tasks 

called ‘Reference Manager’. This reading provides useful information about the citation formats 

used by both software applications. It also provides helpful information about problems you 

may encounter using both products. Furthermore, it shows how you may need to make some 

manual changes to text formats so that your text appears in a way that suits your presentation 

needs.   

 

Brahmi, A and Gall, C (2006), ‘EndNote® and Reference Manager® citation formats compared 
to “instructions to authors” in top medical journals, Medical references services quarterly,  vol. 
25, no. 2, pp.49–57. 
 

https://scholarworks.iupui.edu/bitstream/handle/1805/661/MRSQ%202006.pdf?sequence=1 
 

 



189 

 

Recovering or recreating data 

 

Some types of data are retrievable, but only in an inferior format. In some circumstances, you 

may never know for sure if using this substitute data undermines the quality of your research 

conclusions. Consider the case of audio-visual film data you obtain via participation action 

research. You cannot recover a viewing of the original event if the sole recording is lost and there 

is no backup. You can reconvene the activity, but the data will never be the same as the original 

for various reasons. For example, some participants might be bored by the repetition and engage 

half-heartedly. Other participants may modify their behaviour in anticipation of how others 

responded last time and some may not have the time or desire to participate a second time.  

 

In extreme cases, you may not be able to reconvene an activity. For example, consider the 

Participatory Action Research event above and imagine you collected this data at an international 

conference where guests attend from overseas and this footage is central to your research 

question. It is rarely feasible to arrange such a conference because of the costs and the need to 

align other person’s professional schedules. In some cases, failure to back up your data can cause 

you to terminate your project if you lose a core set of evidence (Alavi and Leidner 1999:NP).  

 

Activity 9.4 
 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 

 
 

Summary 
 

 

The types of data most relevant to qualitative social research are textual, audio, visual and 

physical material. You need to plan your data management needs and strategies before you 

collect data. Data management involves multiple stages and activities that are dependent on the 

nature of your research question and the types of data you need to gather and analyse to realise 

your objectives. These activities include capturing data, organising data, storing data, securing 

data, backing up data and maintaining bibliographies and electronic copies of literature. 
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You may use software applications such as SPSS and NVivo to code, store and analyse 

qualitative data and quantitative data in order to improve the productivity of your research. You 

may use EndNote for bibliographic management of scholarly sources and for capturing and 

querying data sources that have common classifiable features such as a creator’s name. 

 

Creating two sets of independent backups are critical to all stages of the research process. In 

some cases, the loss of data that is not backed up can cause you to abandon your research 

project if this data is central to your analysis and it is not possible to obtain a  replacement set of 

the original or recreate a satisfactory though imperfect copy.  
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Now that you have completed this section, visit the learning portal to participate in the latest 

discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check questions 
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Section 10 
 

 
Integrating qualitative social research  

 

theory with professional practice 
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Section 10:   

 
 
Section overview 

 
 

 

This section begins by identifying the reasons why we need to integrate the latest developments 

published by researchers in your field into your professional practice. It explores some of the 

changes in society that make this knowledge imperative for the professional who wishes to 

remain up-to-date about the latest developments in their field.  

 

 

This chapter is structured into four further main parts. We explore the reasons why a gap exists 

between new discoveries made by social researchers, and discuss the reasons that explain why 

many professionals may not integrate best practices in their day-to-day work duties. This topic 

connects with the notion of ‘evidence based research’ that is favoured by many working 

professionals as it has a closer connection to activities that occur in their work duties, whereas 

traditional scholarly research tends to be conducted from an outsider’s perspective. Finally, we 

examine the ways practitioners can use comparative analysis to place their research analysis 

into a broader context. We explore research that occurs at the domestic level and the global 

level. This discussion provides a theoretical framework that assists you to choose a suitable 

comparative within nation study and a between nation study. 

 

Learning outcomes 
 

 

On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
 

 

• explain the need for the integration of research theory and professional practice 

 

• identify why the gap between theory and practice continues to persist 

 

• explore two models of professional development stages 

 

• analyse the role of reflection in professional development 

 

• describe evidence-based practice 

 

• investigate translational research. 
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Prescribed textbook reading 

 

The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 1 are: 

 

    Set text Page range of references in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 160–161. 

2. Wadsworth (2011) p. 179 
 

 

 

Integrating research and practice 
 

 
We need to integrate the latest developments that quality social researchers in our field 

discover, and build this into our daily professional practices as a matter of routine. The creation 

of new knowledge enables us to refine and redefine ‘best practice’. At all times, we should 

strive to offer our patients/clients the high standards of professionalism expected of our 

employer, accrediting bodies and other stakeholders such as regulatory authorities.  

 

In the context of healthcare service delivery, ‘best practice’ refers to medical interventions that 

offers patients that maximises their health and wellbeing. Those who provide healthcare 

services may need to work within certain constraints, such as the ability of their client and/or 

employers capacity to afford the most effective treatments. Best practices might also be a local 

construct; what is best practice in the West might not be best practice in poorer countries that 

have limited healthcare budgets (Grol and Grimshaw 2003). 

 

Reasons for keeping up to date 

 

Keeping up-to-date with best practices and using these on the frontline of service delivery may 

be a mandatory requirement to maintain your professional registration for healthcare 

professionals such as psychotherapists and social workers. In the workforce, this notion of 

keeping abreast of best practices and changes to industry guidelines (e.g. as a mandatory 

requirement to maintain your registration as a psychotherapist) refers to the term ‘professional 

development’. Many employers offer their staff paid leave to engage in professional 

development activities and actively encourage their staff to do so. It is widely accepted that 
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this policy maximises staff competency and productivity. 

 

Of course, not all developments that relate the social world are relevant to your practice; some 

outcomes have strong influence over our field and others are peripheral. You need to use your 

judgement to guide you. Acting in a way that is lawful, ethical and conforms to industry 

guidelines at all times are key indicators that guide you (Grol and Grimshaw 2003). 

 

The are other compelling reasons why you need to be able to integrate new knowledge that arises 

from ground-breaking research into your professional practice. Frost (2010, pp.22-23) lists these 

reasons to include: 

 

1. The rapid pace of social change makes lifelong learning essential for professionals. 

This leads to the notion of ‘professionalism’ being generally regarded as a process of 

continuous change and reflection. 

 

2. Increasing globalisation means that human services professionals are confronted with 

increasing diversity that arises from the transmigration of people and the cultures and 

values they bring with them from their homeland. This diversity challenges our ideas of 

competence concerning skills, values, knowledge, and their use in practice. 

 

3. Information handling is a major challenge to professionals due to the ever-growing 

volume of information; this increases the pace of response expected, and reduces the 

amount of time you have to follow these up. 

 

4. Disjuncture can occur between the professional and organisational values, boundaries 

and direction if those on the frontline are not up-to-date with the latest developments in 

their field. 

 

 

It is important to remember that human services professionals “enact practice with their whole 

person” (Boud 2010, p.29). Our applied practice therefore does not sit outside of ourselves. It 

results from our internal and external worlds meeting in a unique way for each of us. 

 

 

The trends and practices that occur in applied professional research constantly shift and a 

number of factors external to your field can drive these changes. These include changes in 

attitudes/expectations among the community and changes to funding priorities that occur among 
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those sources (e.g. universities, Australian Government) that dominate sponsorship of research 

projects in your field.  These shifts impose additional demands on the researcher who takes their 

professionalism seriously. Your clients, employers, industry body and the broader community 

expect you to abreast of new developments that occur in your field, by engaging in professional 

developments activities such as attending conferences and training courses.  

 

The competent career professional needs to engage with theory from their discipline. Reading 

journal articles and other official communiqués published by your industry body is a popular 

way that professionals can be proactive and remain up-to-date with the latest trends in their field, 

including changes to best practice in particular. It is imperative that the career professional has a 

deep understanding of the message and arguments put forward in these communications. You 

need to be able to explain to your clients, employers and colleagues what new knowledge (or 

policy) exists and how this affects your daily practice and why you must adapt your practice to 

incorporate these changes (Grol and Grimshaw 2003).  

 

Research professionals do not engage in social inquiry for the sake of it, or because it can offer 

abstract analysis that is intriguing, but has no ‘real-life’ application. They aim to contribute to 

new knowledge about the social world so that working professionals may exercise their agency 

and use their research to improve the health and wellbeing of individuals, groups, communities 

and society. This mutuality between the professional researcher and people with local 

knowledge is an important aspect of research. The movement towards a ‘with the other’ stance 

requires us as researchers to acknowledge our own voice in research (Etherington 2004). 

 

Theory and research practice ‘gap’ 
 

 
According to a study of human resource practitioners conducted by Sanders et al. (2008), 

organisations fail to adopt new practices which research shows is best practice for two reasons:   

 

1. they are not aware the research exists, or 

 

2. they choose to disregard best practices put forward by other’s research.  
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These authors question if this so-called research-practice ‘gap’ exists primarily because these 

professionals choose to ignore this knowledge.  

 

This disconnection between evolving theory and those who engage in professional practice is of 

concern to those who regulate healthcare professions and the work sector generally, as the pace 

of change in most fields is rarely slow. New theory and prescribed practices normally have a 

shelf life of less than a decade. For this reason alone, it is important that healthcare 

professionals remain committed to developing their knowledge base through reading about the 

findings of studies that translate closely to the assignments, clients and case mix that constitute 

their practice (Grol and Grimshaw 2003). 

 

Explaining the research-practice gap 

 

Fong and Pomeroy (2011) suggest that social workers experience a similar knowledge gap. 

They suggest that “although research is important, it seldom exerts much influence on the daily 

choices of social work practitioners” (Fong & Pomeroy 2011, p.5). One of the reasons this gap 

exists in this field relates the value placed on practice wisdom. This is a pragmatic approach to 

practice that focuses on applying what has worked best in the past, as opposed to adopting new 

recommendations put forward by researchers in the publications they disseminate. Those who 

work in the care industry tend to place more faith in their own anecdotal experiences, and those 

of their colleagues and they place little faith in researchers and the studies they publish, if they 

have no direct relationship with their own workplace and their clients (Fong & Pomeroy, 2011). 

 

 

Murray (2009) and Hirschkorn and Geelan (2008) identify multiple reasons why practitioners 

question the reliability of the research method and data acquisition of research publications that 

advocate new forms of best practice. One problem concerns the use of complex statistical 

analyses. These often require advanced training in statistics in order to make sense of the 

analysis and how this data can assist practitioners. Quantitative methods appear less relevant to 

the practitioner who works with individuals who they do not see as a number. Furthermore, 

these professionals instinctively question how the practices that relate to other people’s clients 

will automatically improve the health and wellbeing of their clients.  
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Another cause of this knowledge–practice gap is the failure to define key terms and concepts 

used in research report. This makes the content research publications ambiguous or 

indecipherable which in turn causes professionals to ignore the findings of such research. The 

reality of busy workloads and limited time are a pragmatic factor that provide another partial 

explanation of why a gap exists between best practices and the way professionals administer 

patient care (Grol and Grimshaw 2003).  

 

While Murray (2009) has focused her comments towards counsellors, her findings apply to 

many occupational groups. She suggests that practitioners tend to develop a core belief that 

research findings are rarely relevant to the peculiar circumstances of their professional practice. 

There is also an attachment to their private theories and beliefs. It is their natural instinct to 

protect these rather than enter into the realm of the unknown by accepting that research 

published by others can offer benefits to their applied practice (Wadsworth 2011:163). 

 

Grounded theory 

 

These tendencies among working professionals to favour anecdotal evidence over independent 

scholarly research is a dominant reason that explains why inductive theory building is popular 

among social scientists (Polit et al. 2011:217). Furthermore, it also partially explains why the 

use of a grounded theory framework is popular inclusion in the methodological design of 

social research, and qualitative social research in particular (Polit et al. 2001:211–212).  

 

In contrast to research which seeks to test hypothesis (especially quantitative research), 

Grounded Theory generates theory from the data which is collected and observed, within a 

narrowly defined social setting that are “grounded in reality” (Polit et al. 2001:216). This 

connection to the ‘real world’ of professional practice explains the popularity in healthcare 

professions – an area where scientific inquiry has long been dominant. Professional full time 

researchers and frontline medical officers alike are exposed to the same phenomenon and data 

that underpin bioscience inquiry and medical officers are well placed to question the claims 

made by professional bioscience researchers about patient care and best medical practices 

(Polit et al. 2011:217). Indeed the pioneers of grounded theory were registered nurses Glaser 

and Straus, who were also professional researchers (Polit et al. 2001:390–391).    
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Activity 10.1 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 

 

 

Developing your practice 
 

 

A body of literature examines the ways that we can develop our practice by remaining up-to-date 

of the latest discoveries. Dreyfus and Dreyfus (2005) have developed a framework that shows 

how we may successfully develop our practice and this model is widely applied in the 

professions. Figure 10.1 illustrates this model. 

 

Figure 10.1 

Dreyfus and Dreyfus Practice Development Model 

 

 
 

 

Each stage in the Dreyfus and Dreyfus model is characterised by accepting that the way a 

person responds to a particular situation may vary among individuals based on their own 

circumstances. For example, a novice researcher tends to adhere more to rules and regulations 

while the expert researcher is more likely to bypass regulations and guidelines if they think their 

professional expertise justifies this act. This broader vision brings aligns with the day-to-day 
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realities of behaviour that takes place in professional practice. This model recognises that 

working professionals may find creative ways to depart from professional standards. The 

guidelines of policy documents often use general language that tries to work in a ‘catchall’ 

manner. Whether a policy is relevant to a particular situation therefore may be open to 

interpretation depending on the facts of each case. 

 

 

No two working professionals have identical skills and experience, and so workers normally need 

different types of support and training to engage in their professional development. Katz (2011) 

suggests different levels of professional development starting with the ‘survival stage’ then the 

‘consolidation stage’ and then the ‘renewal stage’. Each of these three stages has different 

developmental tasks and training needs. As with Dreyfus and Dreyfus (2005), Katz (2011) 

argues that each stage needs to be distinguished in some way from the previous step. 

Essentially, there are different developmental needs at each stage and these require 

distinguishable mechanisms to maximise the quality of the support provided to develop the 

individual’s professional skills. 

 

 

If you think about your stages of development in previous careers (or you current career), you 

may conclude that what you needed at the beginning of your career may have altered over the 

years. Your core needs and career objectives might have changed as you gained more 

experience, achieved promotion, undertook wider responsibilities and engage with a wide 

variety of case mixes that reflect changes among groups and societies that occur over time. 

Support and encouragement may be more important early in your career as you seek 

reassurance from your peers that you can succeed in the professional field you have. Those 

who accrue significant work experience in their field are more likely to contribute to industry 

trade journals and present a paper at conferences, as they speak with the authority of a 

‘seasoned’ professional. Research publications and conferences coordinated by those who work 

in your field can provide you with the knowledge that can enhance your practice. 

 

The role of reflection in professional development 
 

In the context of professional development, ‘reflection’ refers to the process where the 

professional looks inward, and seeks to evaluate the state of their career. There is no one process 
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or set of issues every professional must self-assess; it largely depends on their own unique history 

and present circumstances. Fook (2010, p.50) describes the role of reflection in professional 

development as a process that enables one “to understand the social dimensions and political 

functions of experience and meaning making, and the ability to apply this understanding in 

working in social contexts.” Furthermore, she argues it is desirable for working professionals 

think critically and self-assess their personal experiences in the workforce as this provides a 

framework that facilitates growth and development of their career, skills and personal attributes.  

 

Career professionals should critically assess their own performance against the following criteria   

 

• are they using their strengths to their full potential, and if not, why not? 

• have they adequately attempted to improve their professional weaknesses over time? 

• do they need to undertake further education and training in any areas to reach minimum 

competency standards in all areas relevant to their licence/accreditation? 

• do they enjoy working in the industry and how passionate do they feel towards their role 

• how do their clients, colleagues and customers rate their passion and professionalism?  

• are they self-motivated and do they deliver beyond the minimum standards required? 

• have they set realistic short, medium and long-term goals to develop their career in a way 

that aligns with their planned life course (Moss 1997; Davis et al. 2006)? 

 

The reflection stage is important as this can assist us to locate possibilities, empower our 

professional practice and offer better advice to our clients. Baird (2005, p.175) discusses the 

experience of confusion and helplessness experienced by many professionals who work in the 

care industry. Sometimes we may feel we do not fully comprehend the causes and symptoms of 

the problems our clients bring to our consultations and we therefore question whether we have 

the skills required to help them maximise their health and wellbeing. Objective and rational 

self-evaluation is necessary to help us to make the right decisions that maximise the potential of 

our clients and elevate our confidence and self-esteem on par with the positive attributes we 

bring to our work. Rather than dwell on emotions and negative thoughts, we should actively 

seek out information that helps us to assess our abilities and qualifications. For example, you 

should routinely seek feedback from your clients (if self-employed) or line managers about your 
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work performance and carefully scrutinise annual reviews should these be available to you.  

Many advocates of reflection in professional development suggest this process connects our 

external and internal worlds. For example, something occurs in our workplace (external) and we 

reflect on the event in order to make sense of it (internal). Sometimes things do not make sense 

so our internal world stays in a state of dissonance or disquiet. Sometimes things make sense in 

the moment (called ‘reflection-in-action’) and sometimes they make sense after the event 

(‘reflection-on-action’). Therefore, reflection is not always the same experience nor is it always 

done in the same timeframe. Frost (2010, p.23) argues that “true critical reflection cannot occur 

in a social vacuum” as this could lead to a professional who is “separate from the constraints of 

the reality in which they practice”. 

 

 

Rather than seeing reflection as something we do in a particular manner every time, Cressy and 

Boud (2006 cited in Boud 2010, pp.32-33) suggest that reflection is a fluid, developmental, 

generative, open, unpredictable, dynamic process that changes over time. They suggest it needs 

to be contextualised within work as it connects learning and work. It also features a collective 

approach that connects stakeholders, as opposed to being a process that engages with multiple 

stakeholders on an individual basis. This description is a different image to the reflective 

practitioner who engages in isolated reflection that seems more akin to meditation than the 

group activity as described by Cressy and Boud. 

 

 

Boud (2010, p.29) argues that professionals “enact practice with their whole person”. This 

statement refers to the expectations widely held by others, e.g. your clients, managers, financial 

sponsors, that you should engage wholeheartedly, i.e. with full passion and vigour in your 

chosen profession. Invariably those who have this attitude and practice it at work maximise 

their performance; the alternative can sometimes be apathy and a loss of focus on detail. If you 

accept Boud’s position, then it is also reasonable to accept that all aspects of the professional 

needs to be proactive and act in a way that ensures they have the ability to identify areas of 

knowledge, skills, values and beliefs where they are competent. These exist alongside areas 

where we are not competent, possibly due to our inexperience. The transition from novice 

trainee to professional competency requires us to be alert to what we know and do not know, 

what we can and cannot enact, and how these impact on the people with whom we work. 
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Reflection in action 
 

 

Reflection in action occurs where the practitioner seeks to learn new knowledge while actively 

engaging with an organisation, its people and others contexts (e.g. specific locations) relevant to 

the area of study. This approach to self-reflection is akin to a specific form of action learning, 

such as the case studies and illustration examples we explored in chapter two.  

 

Michelsen (nd) states that “when someone reflects in action, he becomes a researcher in the 

practice context. He is not dependent on the categories of established theory and technique, but 

constructs a new theory of the unique case”. 

 

An interesting way of observing the process of reflection in action is offered by Fook (2010, 

pp.43-46). She used a range of qualitative interview techniques to learn how Malay masters 

students rated their teaching and learning environment, and the focus was on any issues that 

related to their assessments. Most higher education institutions rely on the end of course student 

survey to obtain this data. Fook obtained this data using reflection in action as her approach, and 

used a range of qualitative data collection methods including surveys, interviews, in class 

observation and documentary analysis methods during the current term. Her contribution to the 

field is her early intervention that occurs while a student cohort is still enrolled in the same 

course and extracting data from each assessment shortly after they have been submitted. By 

obtaining early feedback from students about assessments completed during the current term, 

teachers are able to reflect on this and improve their teaching practices in real time. For example, 

they can provide clarification about forthcoming assessments that might contain the same issues 

that confused students in the first assessment (Fook and Sidhu 2010).  

 

 

Reflection on action 
 

 

Reflection on action occurs where the professional considers issues that concern their 

occupational status, behaviour and events that relate to their work. This process involves a 

critical and constructive assessment of events that relate to the past. This is in contrast to 

reflection in action, where the professional foresees a specific event occurring. Although the 
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exact nature of this future incident cannot be known in advance, this observation that occurs in 

real-time is never truly spontaneous as the researcher has prepared for this event in advance.  

Activity 10.2 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 

 

 

Research and evidence-based practice 

 

 

A large volume of scholarly literature has been published that discusses the importance of 

research and the ways evidence-based practice research can enhance the outcomes of studies 

that aim to contribute to new knowledge, particularly within the professions. The following 

points summarise the core features and objectives of evidence based practice research. 

Collectively, these four factors underpin the important contribution to the field of applied 

research and professional practice which evidence based practice offers.  

 

1. This approach refers to professional protocols and procedures that are developed in light of 

extensive research and evidence extracted from applied professional settings such as 

healthcare clinics. The strength of evidence-based practice, therefore, lies in its ‘proven’ 

effectiveness in real world settings as opposed to settings artificially constructed for the 

purposes of conducting academic research. This approach draws on the sound principles of 

established scientific methods, without losing contact with real life professional settings.  

 

2. This type of research is widely accessible as it is relevant and applicable to everyday 

practice issues. This is important to researchers wanting to ensure that their research is 

meaningful and useful to the people it most affects, and that its findings can be 

incorporated and implemented into real life situations. 

 

3. Evidence-based practice that has been carefully monitored and assessed to ensure    

effectiveness often goes on to form the foundations of ‘best practice’ models in a variety of 

industries, ranging from the social services and the care professions, through to teaching 

and even technological industries. 

 

4. This type of research provides a context and parameters within which to identify 

professional practices that has consistently been proven to be effective, and to assess the 

ways these practices can be improved. Empirical evidence has consistently shown that 

those who publish these studies help bridge the gap between research and practice (Polit et 
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al. 2001:430–454). 

 

 
Despite the good intentions of evidence-based research, it is evident that it does not 

automatically close the research-practice gap, but it may reduce this gap to some degree, 

depending on the receptiveness of those individuals who read the researcher’s publications. 

Although the findings are based on data collected from the frontline operations from those who 

work in that field, those who read the research findings via scholarly publications have not been 

exposed to the study. This degree of separation explains why many professionals may feel 

divorced from the specifics of the project which are normally presented in summary form (Grol 

and Wensing 2004; Hirschkorn and Geelan 2008). 

 

Reading 10.1 
 

Read Hirschkorn, M and Geelan, D (2008). ‘Bridging the research-practice gap: Research 

translation and/or research transformation’, The Alberta Journal of Educational Research, 

54(1), 1-13. This will be used on Activity 10.3. 
 

Activity 10.3 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 
 

 

Industry versus academic research 

 
Virtually all qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods research conducted at higher education 

institutions in Australia and other Western nations explain how their research approach shapes 

the way they analyse data to build new theories (Martin et al. 2014:10–23, 394–413). In 

contrast to research published by scholars within academia, social research conducted by 

government agencies, corporations, and most not-for-profit organisations rarely advise their 

readers that their methodological design adopts any research approach as a framework to 

conceptualise their data analysis. This difference between the academic and non-academic 

institutions is persistent and purposeful. You should not dismiss this observation as interesting 

trivia that has little application to your professional practice (Ezzy 2002:160–161; Martin et al. 
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2014:19).  

 
To illustrate the points made in the two paragraphs above, consider the widely known fact that 

not-for-profit agencies such as the Salvation Army routinely publish mixed methods research 

that seek to inform policy makers, donors and other parties of inequalities that persist in our 

society. Such research cites data to quantify social problems. Examples of these include: 

• Higher homeless rates among social groups such as youth and Indigenous Australians 

• The number of Australians living below the ‘poverty line’ 

• The number of Australians suffering mortgage stress 

• Trends in suicide and attempted-suicides among those on long-term welfare 

• Trends in the number of persons who file for personal bankruptcy 

 
These five social indicators above all have a link to issues that concern socio-economic status, 

economic justice and the unequal distribution of income within Australia’s society. Marxist 

analysis could provide a partial or sole framework to analyse any of these issues. However, in 

practice, it is exceptionally rare for research publications published by social services 

organisations to state that an emancipatory qualitative research approach such as Marxism and 

feminism, is a component of their methodological design. Emancipatory research includes all 

studies that seek to reduce major inequalities between groups. The underlying aim is promote 

policies that dismantle institutional power structures that oppress women, minorities and other 

groups who are marginalised (Ezzy 2002:20).   

 
The dominant factor that explains this difference between academic and industry social research 

publications is explained by the issue of political agenda setting, that we discussed briefly at the 

conclusion of chapter four. Social justice organizations do not wish their research to be associated 

with ideological bias, as it is counterproductive to their objectives (Martin et al. 2014:10–23, 394–

413). 

 
In certain circumstances, the absence of a theoretical research approach in industry reports occurs, 

partially because of the following factors; 

• The researcher coordinating the project does not have research methods training and is not 
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conversant with the theoretical framework that underpins their study; 

 

• The agencies wish to make their research accessible to a wider audience. Over theorising 

issues that are widely accepted to be social problems by policy makers and the community 

is unhelpful as it alienates users of this report, as we cannot assume that most of these 

people have studied social research theory; 

 

• Many professional practitioners regard current theoretical knowledge as ill-suited to the 

reality of the ‘real-world’. Some healthcare practitioners are openly hostile towards 

professional academic researchers and regard research approaches as belonging to the 

‘ivory tower’ world of academia, a domain dominated by elites who are divorced from the 

day-to-day realities faced by social workers who work with clients face-to-face. 

 
Another partial factor that explains why emancipatory research approaches are rarely cited in 

industry reports is the fact that positivism (mathematical research approaches) has traditionally 

dominated the agenda of institutions, whose core focus often centres on issues that are statistical 

and numerical. These include numbers such as budget, profit targets and rate of return on 

investment. Traditionally, it has been generally accepted that the nature and degree of social 

problems can be shown by using basic mathematical functions such as counting and using per 

capita numbers to compare the magnitude of different data sets (Polit et al. 2001:12–13, 16).   

 

If you are an employee of an organisation and you conduct research on behalf of this 

organisation, it is probable that you will not have the authority to decide whether you may adopt 

a research approach and inform your audience of its role within your methodological design. 

However, it is important you are aware of this gap between academic and industry practices and 

that you understand the reasons why this gap persists. This knowledge should assist you to 

produce research that is acceptable to those whom you are managerially accountable. 

Furthermore, it may aid you to appeal to the widest audience possible; especially those persons 

you hope may act on the recommendations put forward in your research findings.  
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Comparative studies     
 

 

 

Experienced qualitative researchers who engage in research projects that advocate social policy 

reform often include some form of comparative data analysis. The logic and rationale that 

underpins comparative social policy studies is sound and few scholars challenge the merits of 

such research. Comparative studies enable researchers and those who read their publications to 

place the character and gravity of a social problem into a wider perspective (Wadsworth 

2011:179). Virtually all social research projects that explore one or more social problems limit 

their analysis to a time and place. Those that do not impose this bound, examine universal social 

problems that exist throughout the course of recorded history, although such studies are rare.  

 
Domestic comparative research 

 

Domestic comparative research may compare and/or contrast a social phenomenon within the 

nation. Such research might serve to highlight why some social problems are worse when two 

or more shires are compared or two or more of the states/territories are compared (Wadsworth 

2011:179). 

 

Table 10.1 illustrates domestic comparative research between cities. This table shows how there 

is a gender gap between the average wage of women and men who work in childcare in 

Melbourne of $1, 000 per annum. Social policy makers agree that this is evidence a social 

problem may exist, as gender wage parity is a policy of the City of Melbourne Local Council.  

 

Table 10.1 

Average salary p.a. in childcare: City of Melbourne by gender (2014) 

 
Average wage Melbourne men Average wage Melbourne women 

$55, 000 per annum $54, 000 per annum 

Gender gap pay disparity $1, 000 per annum in favour of men 

                          (fictitious data used for illustration purposes) 

For the purposes of social policy analysis, data shown in Table 10.1 provides no comparative 

context. It is possible that this gendered wage gap is not a major concern for policy makers, 

because they are aware of the historical and comparative context. For example, consider two 
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hypothetical facts that might explain why addressing this wage gap is not a policy priority: 

 

• This gap might be the narrowest on record, and the gap has been reducing by $500 per 

annum since 2000 and pay parity is therefore forecast to occur in 2017; 

 

• As shown in Table 10.2 below, the gender pay gap is lowest in Melbourne when 

compared to Australia’s capital cities and the nation-wide average gap of $3, 500.  

 

Table 10.2 

 
Average salary p.a. in childcare: Australia’s capital cities by gender (2014) 

 

Capital city Average wage p.a. 

Men 

Average wage p.a. 

Women 

Gender pay gap 

Melbourne $55, 000 $54, 000 $1, 000 (lowest) 

Sydney $60,000 $55, 000 $5, 000 

Adelaide $52, 000 $50, 000 $2, 000 

Hobart $53, 000 $50, 000 $3, 000 

Perth $57, 000 $51, 000 $6, 000 (highest) 

Brisbane $58, 000 $56, 000  $2, 000 

Canberra $59, 000 $54, 000 $5, 000 

Darwin $54, 000 $50, 000 $4, 000 

Nation wide 

average 

 
$56, 000 

 

 
$52, 500 

 
$3, 500 

              (fictitious data used for illustration purposes) 

 

Most research theorists concur that it can often be difficult to find two or more case studies that 

are a very close fit for the sake of comparing the gravity and root causes of social problems. 

This is because no two social formations are ever the same, and it is rare to find any two 

collectives that are near identical (Hantrais and Mangen 1996).  

The example above that compares the gender gap by states potentially contains numerous 

problems that undermine comparison. For example, this data is only a snap shot of one year. It 

is likely that a one off event occurred in 2014 in at least one state that skews (i.e. distorts) the 
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yearly average for that city when compared to the average salaries by gender for the past 

decade. For example, imagine that in 2014, the Perth Shire Council recruited 400 entry-level 

childcare workers offshore due to a domestic skills shortage. This shire was unable to attract 

more than 5% male applicants, despite administering a gender-neutral campaign and this 

reduced the average wage for female workers in that industry considerably for that year.  

 

Cross-national research 

 

Cross-national comparative research offers similar benefits to domestic comparative research. 

The major advantage of this type of analysis is that it places the nature and gravity of social 

problems that persist in Australia (or another nation) in a regional and/or global context. In most 

cases, this type of analysis may be more complex than within nation comparative studies. 

Differences in the social, cultural, political and economic spheres of society tend to be larger 

between nations than within nations. These differences may offer many benefits if your 

comparative study seeks to focus on the differences, although this is a simplistic view that 

requires further elaboration (Hantrais and Mangen 1996).   

 

Studies that focus on contrasting differences between nations tend to select two or more nations 

that share fundamental similarities such as the same dominant religion, parliamentary power 

structures, economic infrastructure and official languages. These strong founding 

commonalities serve to highlight the reasons that cause differences to exist in the social 

structures and political economies of those nations you compare. Given that these nations share 

similar heritages, divergence of social phenomena within these nations must be explained by 

one or more set of factors that become evident to the researcher, as they gather evidence to 

understand why differences have evolved over time.  

 
Traditionally, social policy studies which seek to compare Australia (as the core focus of study) 

to other nations compare this country to other western nations, such as the so-called 

“CANZUKUS” group. Member of this group are Canada, Australia, New Zealand, United 

Kingdom and the United States (Bondy 2005:4).  

 
The methodological approach adopted for cross-national comparative sociological studies is 
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similar to those tools required for within-nation comparative research. Cross-national and 

within nation analysis studies must negotiate “descriptive”, “evaluative” and “analytical” 

challenges that confront all types of social research. These notably include the need to 

triangulate multiple data sets obtained via multiple data collection methods in order to achieve 

reliability and validity of your data (Hantrais and Mangen 1996: 3–4).  

 

 

 

 

Summary 
 
 

A research-practice gap exists and practitioners do not always adopt the recommendations made 

by scholarly social researchers who discover new knowledge in their field even when there is 

evidence this is best practice. Many professionals favour ‘evidence based research’ as it draws 

on data collected from day-to-day frontline operations in natural settings, whereas traditional 

scholarly research tends to have an external perspective, as the researcher often assumes the role 

of guest observer. A limitation of both research approaches is that most practitioners do not 

have exposure to the study. Therefore, they can never truly know if the parameters of these 

studies translate closely to the specific case mix issues that relate to their own work.  

 

Where possible, experienced practitioners who conduct research should compare and contrast 

the entity they study with another entity. Comparative research enables your audience to 

appreciate the nature and gravity of the social problem your project aims to solve by as it places 

your analysis in a broader context. Comparative studies may focus on entities that are local, 

regional, global, or contain a mix of these four parameters. 

 
 
The internet is often a good source to obtain quality data for the use of comparative studies, and 

this information is easy to obtain at low cost. We analyse the potential advantages and pitfalls of 

relying on the internet to collect data unobtrusively in the next section of this study guide.  
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Now that you have completed this section, please visit the learning portal to participate in 

the latest discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check 

questions.



214 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Section 11 
 
 

Contemporary issues in  
 

qualitative social research 
 

 

  



215 

 

Section 11:  Contemporary issues in qualitative social 
research 

 
 

Section overview 
 
 

This chapter builds on from the previous chapter, which looked at the reasons why some 

research publications influence best practice, whereas some do not, thereby creating the notion 

of the research-practice gap. This chapter contains five major sections, and its core objective 

aims to explore contemporary issues in qualitative social research. Discussion explores research 

conducted by professional scholars as well as practitioners who engage in applied research, and 

we examine how these contemporary developments have implications for researchers and 

professionals who work on the frontline in fields such as healthcare and human resources. 

 
  
The first section examines the debate that challenges the idea that researches may always 

triangulate qualitative and quantitative data. The second section explores the notion of a 

‘paradigm shift’ and explains why positivism and feminism have exerted less influence in 

recent decades, as new knowledge emerges. The third section explores the principle of 

‘translational research’. Discussion shows how this approach to research can close the research-

practice gap and improve outcomes for working professionals and their clients.  

 

The final two sections focus on the content analysis method. The fourth section shows how the 

content analysis method has grown in popularity in recent decades largely because of the way 

that researchers can access large amounts quality data from the internet speedily and at low 

cost. In the last section, we explore 10 sub-approaches to data analysis within the content 

analysis family. This knowledge assists you to choose sub-methods most appropriate to your 

research aims and comprehend research published by others who use these sub-methods.   

 
 

Learning outcomes 
 

 

On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
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• define the term ‘paradigm shift’ and outline an example of where this has occurred 

 
• explain what is meant by the term ‘translational research’ 

 
• understand the historical context behind the proliferation of the Internet, and how this 

development has increased the popularity of the content analysis method 

 
• list an advantage and disadvantage of using content analysis as a sole or dominant 

method to pursue a qualitative social research project  

 
• name and describe the three most popular sub-approaches within the content analysis 

family, and provide an example of data that can be analysed using each sub-method. 
 

 

Prescribed textbook reading 
 

The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 1 are: 
 

    Set text Page range of references in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) pp. 2–5, 82–85 

2. Wadsworth (2011) pp. 101–102 
 

 

 

Advanced social research – an overview 
 

      

The professional career researcher requires an in-depth knowledge of scholarly principles and 

conceptual debates beyond those that we explore in this study guide and it is not possible to 

cover them all in one tri-mester course at undergraduate level. This study guide explores the 

core conceptual theory required to give the novice to intermediate researcher a good grounding 

to enable them to confidently embark on applied research on small- to medium-sized projects; 

either individually or as a member of a team.  

 

Triangulating quantitative and qualitative evidence 

 

One topic that most advanced researchers consider when they build their methodological design 

is whether they personally feel that it is possible to triangulate qualitative data and quantitative 

data. There are three reasons why an awareness of this topic is significant to the practitioner-



217 

 

researcher: 

 

1. Other parties with an interest in your research project may object to you triangulating 

qualitative and quantitative evidence and it is important that you are able to understand 

the theoretical reasons that explain their position, and be able to engage with them to 

determine what approach is acceptable to both parties. 

 

2. Few research methods theorists and practitioners support the principle of triangulating 

qualitative and quantitative data when certain types of descriptive and numerical data 

are triangulated. Knowing that this objection is limited to a narrow set of data 

combinations is consequential, as they may support in principle the idea that 

triangulating qualitative and quantitative data is often a desirable research approach.  

 

3. You may instinctively have strong feelings about whether it is possible to triangulate 

qualitative and quantitative data but not have reflected on the theoretical principles that 

underlie your position. It is important for you to be able to explain your position to 

stakeholders using conceptual theory, should your colleagues question the why your 

personal standpoint on this issue has influenced your methodological design. 

 

Those who believe that it is possible to triangulate qualitative and quantitative data, argue that 

all qualitative issues have a numerical component. For example, imagine that one of your 

friends informally asks you a personal question such as “one a scale of 1 to 10 [i.e. quantitative 

component] how angry [i.e. qualitative theme] are you that you were fired without notice today 

by your company; where 1 is not angry at all and 10 is extremely furious”. Most people 

instinctively understand such questions and will likely have heard and/or asked such questions 

in the past. 

 

Those who reject the idea that you can triangulate qualitative and quantitative data argue this is 

akin to the analogy, and  of adding apples (e.g. qualitative data) and oranges (e.g. quantitative 

data), which is nonsensical. Those who hold this view reject mixed methods research, where 

this approach seeks to triangulate quantitative and qualitative data.   
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A third, and popular position, asserts that it is possible to triangulate qualitative and quantitative 

evidence in limited circumstances. However, it should not be done where there is doubt that two 

sets of evidence line up. For example, if a surveyor asks people whether they approve of the 

performance of the incumbent government, most people would probably chose the ‘Yes’ or 

‘No’ (as opposed to the ‘Undecided’ option).  If the same survey asks respondents to rate their 

government’s overall performance out of 100, we cannot assume that a score of 50 or more 

equates to a “Yes” concerning the ‘approve’ question for triangulation purposes. Many people 

consider evaluation scores of 50% to reflect unsatisfactory performance. Perceptions of what 

minimum score out of 100 reflects a satisfactory performance will vary among individuals. 

 

This debate is introduced here for illustration purposes to make the point that there are many 

deeper questions that underpin research theory, should you wish to study this at an advanced 

level beyond this course. The argument put forward by Jick (1979) that most social scientists 

agree it is possible to triangulate qualitative and quantitative data has remained the dominant 

consensus since 1979. The date of the Jick article, 1979, shows how this debate is not new. 

Qualitative research started to mature during the 1970s and this article was at the forefront of 

early debates on this topic. Jick’s article continues to divide advocates and detractors the notion 

that you can triangulate qualitative and quantitative data (Creswell and Plano-Clark 2006:9). 

 

Heppner et al. (2008:19), authors of a text titled Research Design and Counseling, place the 

onus on practicing counsellors who conduct research to use their own professional judgement to 

decide whether they believe that it is sound practice to triangulate quantitative and qualitative 

data. They argue that the practitioner-researcher should design their research plan according to 

their project’s aims and professional. This advice implicitly supports Jick’s position, as Heppner 

et al. do not express any reservations that triangulating qualitative and quantitative data is poor 

research practice. 

 
          Reading 11.1 

 

 
Jick, T (1979), “Mixing qualitative and quantitative methods: triangulation in action, 
Administrative science quarterly, December 1979, vol. 24, pp. 602–611.  

 
http://faculty.washington.edu/swhiting/pols502/Jick.pdf   Accessed 7 January 2015 
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Contemporary developments 
 
 
Joining professional societies and online discussion groups that relate to your field are a 

useful way to keep abreast of the current debates in your areas of interest. Most of these 

collectives maintain mailing lists, and regularly send out information updates about developments 

that occur in your field.  This includes contributions to new knowledge that arise from recent 

studies, including those in progress that have made discoveries from their interim work. These 

societies generally do not provide a comprehensive literature review but they can provide a 

direction of current debates that unfold in your field and you can draw on this information as a 

foundation to discover further details.  

 

An example of an open-access meeting place is Clive on Learning (Shepherd 2015). This 

website is accessible at  

 

http://clive-shepherd.blogspot.com.au/   (Accessed 7 January 2015) 

 

This website shows you how one person offering their blog allows others to join in and discuss 

their thoughts about developments that occur in their professional field. 

 

 

Paradigm shifts 
 

 

The popularity of research approaches among practitioner researchers and scholarly researchers 

changes over time to at least some extent, and this change may be caused by what is known as 

a ‘paradigm shift’. Martin et al. (2014:882) define paradigm as 

 

The overall model of what counts as legitimate knowledge, what sorts of questions should be asked 
and what sort of methods should be used to answer those questions.  

 

Research approaches such as Marxism, feminism, queer theory, postcolonial theory and post-

positivism are examples of individual paradigms when they are applied by scholars and 

researchers in a way that meets the four criteria contained in the quote above.  

 

Referring to the definition from Martin et al. (2014:882) above, and using feminism as an 
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example to deconstruct this definition, we can assert that feminism 

 

• is an example of a theoretical model scholars use to analyse data 

• offers a theoretical framework to question the legitimacy of social structures that 

favour men and oppress the female gender 

• offers a framework to contribute to legitimate knowledge when it brings issues that 

concern the wellbeing of the female gender to the forefront of discussion 

• advocates the use of research methods that do not make false stereotypical assumptions 

about the way men and women think and act, because this mindset is incompatible 

with popular feminist causes, such as the pursuit of gender equality. 

 

A paradigm shift occurs when there are changes to the popularity and legitimacy of one or 

more paradigms, insofar as these relate to a particular issue. This transpires largely because 

researchers contribute new knowledge, and this may cause research methods theorists to fine-

tune the theoretical framework of a research approach. In more extreme cases, new knowledge 

may cause some scholars to abandon their belief that a theoretical viewpoint can ever offer a 

legitimate lens through which scholars and others may analyse data (Martin et al. 2014:11).  

 

Feminism paradigm shift 

 

Feminist theory is an example of a research approach that retains much support among many 

scholars and professional practitioners, although the character of this support has altered in 

recent decades. This change is partially because of the creation of new theory in the field of 

gender studies. During the 1980s, esteemed gender theorists pioneered a new field of study 

known by names such as ‘men’s studies’ and ‘masculinities theory’. Raewyn Connell (e.g. 

Connell 2005) and Michael Kimmell (e.g. Kimmell 1994) are the dominant theorists in this area. 

This body of work is now comprehensive and mature.  

 

Scholars who research in this area have consistently shown that patriarchy and other male 

dominant gender hierarchies also suppress large numbers of the male population, who likewise 

suffer from violence and discrimination that elite men and other men inflict on women and 

subordinated masculinities (Martin et al. 2014:263–264). This development has caused many 
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feminist scholars to reassess simplistic arguments that existed in the literature since the 1960s. 

This includes the claim that patriarchy is a social system that elevates all men by subordinating 

all women to the male population. Many social scientists regard ‘men’s studies’ as a research 

approach in its own right and they use this paradigm to analyse data in fields such as gender 

studies, education, social policy, social work, sociology and psychotherapy (e.g. Martin et al. 

2014:23, 263–267, 371–372).  

 

Quantitative–qualitative paradigm shift 

 

In recent decades, the major change to research methods theory, from a ‘big picture’ 

perspective, is the gradual decline of positivism. The positivist viewpoint has dominated 

scholarly research since it emerged from the many important discoveries made by scientists 

during the Enlightenment era and beyond. Laws of science, such as Newtown’s first law are 

grounded in the idea that there are universal truths that may be replicated across time and space. 

The gradual decline of the positivist approach means that there is less belief in the notion of an 

independent and universal truth. This mindset aligns with qualitative research approaches which 

are inherently sceptical of social systems that seek to quash human difference and entrust power 

with one social group, such as male elites (Ezzy 2002: 2–5). 

 

Simultaneously, the status and use of qualitative research continues to rise. A dominant reason 

for this trend is that scholars, practitioners and the wider community increasingly recognise the 

reality that each person we work with has their own experience of life and the universal laws of 

bioscience and nature cannot always explain why these differences exist. People attribute their 

own personalised meaning to their life experiences and they therefore have their own unique 

way of seeing the world. This largely explains why many practitioners reject outright claims 

that any social research study possesses generalisability traits that have universal application 

(Martin et al. 2014:19–20) and this partially explains why a gap often exists between the 

workplaces practices and best practice recommendations put forward by scholarly researchers. 

 

 
Translational research 
 

In the context of healthcare provision and healthcare research, translational research has two 
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main dimensions. The first dimension aims to develop processes that seek to ensure that new 

knowledge gained from social and scientific inquiry are used on the frontline by professionals 

who work in this field. This includes the use of new products and the advocacy of changes to 

behaviour practices. The first dimension also seeks to ensure that professionals who willingly 

seek to adopt new best practices are correctly applying these new recommendations. 

 

The second dimension of translational research aims to close the research-practice gap and 

enhance the quality of healthcare services by improving patient access and healthcare systems, 

and aiding clinicians and patients to adopt behaviour that is more positive for the patient’s health 

and wellbeing and for the provider–patient relationship. Furthermore, this approach seeks to 

assist both parties to make more informed decisions by providing information both parties can 

access at the point where the client–health officer engage. This in turn enhances the patient–

clinician relationship as both parties are empowered with the same information (Woolf 

2008:211). 

 

Murray (2009) suggests the research-practice gap may also occur in part due to the 

philosophical/ideological differences between researchers and practitioners. However, there are 

ways we can bridge the divide between research studies and the professions that enable us to 

apply this new knowledge to our specific local situations. Brekke et al. (2007, p.125 cited in 

Fong and Pomeroy 2011, p.6) argue that translations research offers framework that can bridge 

the divide between changes advocated by new research and professionals who do not adopt 

these recommendations. 

 

Translational research allows us, as practitioners, to move with the field and contribute to the 

professional realm. As practitioners who engage in research, we create theory and new 

knowledge that our colleagues can apply on the frontline to enhance the outcomes for their 

clients. In order for your research project to succeed, the design, findings and language you use 

must appeal to your intended audience – practitioners in the field (Woolf 2008).  

 

The management of professional organisations may act in ways that create an institutional 

culture that encourages their staff to incorporate new knowledge that alter best practices and 
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there are a number of ways to do this. For example, they may circulate professional publications 

via internal communications that announce research breakthroughs that promote better work 

practices. Furthermore, they can supplement this announcement with positive comments that 

support the research and promote the benefits of adopting its recommendations. They may also 

mandate that staff must adopt these practices as a matter of policy (Fong and Pomeroy 2011). 

 
          Reading 11.2 

 

Read Tashiro and Mortenson (2006), “Translational research. How social psychology can 

improve psychotherapy”, American psychologist, vol. 61, no. 9, pp. 959-966. 

 

This reading provides details of the gap between research and practice and ways to use 

translational research to close it. 

         Activity 11.1 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 
 

 

The internet and the rapid proliferation of content analysis 

 

The number of active websites totals more than one billion. The rapid proliferation of the 

internet in the world of media communications, culture, politics and business has rapidly 

transformed the world or research. Studies published by Weare and Wan-Ying (2000) and 

Chang-Hoan and Hyoung-Koo (2006) are consistent with other global studies that show how 

internet-based content analysis has become the dominant method used by most professionals 

who engage in cross-national research. Recall that content analysis is a method the researcher 

may use to gather and analyse data such as voice recordings (Ezzy 2002:82–85).   

 

Advantages 

 

The ease of access of text records, digital images, audio files, moving images and other web-

based content is a dominant factor that explains the rapid growth in the popularity of the content 

analysis method, and the rapid advancement of specialist sub-methods within this approach 
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such as digital media analysis (Cohen et al. 2007:226–252). The internet allows the desktop 

researcher to obtain access to millions of records, quickly and using relatively little effort. 

Often, this involves no cost other than website access charges charged by the host, and variable 

costs such as usage charges that may vary as the number of megabytes you download increases. 

 

The ever-growing popularity of the content analysis method reflects the reality that cyberspace 

has become the dominant medium where people engage with people who live in locations afar, 

such as those who reside in other provinces and other nations. Many qualitative social research 

projects obtain most or all of their data online, from social network sources such as Facebook 

and other websites. This approach is often appropriate to pursue the unique aim of that project. 

Often the internet is the only source that brings people together at the local, national, regional 

and global levels (Cohen et al. 2007:197). Moreover, in certain circumstances this may be the 

only feasible way for researchers to realise the benefits offered by comparative studies, subject 

to time and resource constraints imposed on them (e.g. Chang-Hoan and Hyoung-Koo 2006).  

 

Disadvantages 

 

One downside to the proliferation of the internet as the dominant source of research data and the 

increased popularity of the content analysis method is that some researchers cite material that 

appears on websites as scholarly authority, when such sources lack the characteristics of 

academic research (as outlined in Chapter Five). In many instances, the creator/author of 

website content is not stated, so it is not possible to gauge whether the author/s possesses 

suitable qualifications and experience pertinent to the topic they discuss in the public domain. 

Many web articles that promote products and professional activities speak with authority as 

though they draw on sound original research, yet they do not provide any details of this research 

and they do not discuss any aspects of its methodological design. 

 

A growing number of research reports published online cite information and internal research 

conducted by corporations and other entities, which clearly align with the organisational 

objectives creators of these research projects pursue. The internet appeals to such organisations 

as they are able to reach mass audiences quickly and cheaply without requiring an independent 

publisher to vet their research and disseminate it as a hard copy publication, as was the normal 
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way to disseminate research globally prior to the proliferation of the internet. Such articles are 

unethical if they clearly lack objectivity, are not subject to independent peer review and they do 

not disclose conflicts of interest (Cohen et al. 2007:490). 

Reading 11.2 
 

Read Whiteman, E (2007), “Just chatting”: research ethics and cyberspace, International 

journal of qualitative methods, vo l .  6, no. 2, pp. 1-8     
 

 

This reading will be used in Activity 11.2. 
 

Activity 11.2 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 
 

 
 
A debate that is emerging among professional research theorists is whether the proliferation of 

the internet and content analysis is de-skilling the new generation of early career researchers 

For example, an ever-growing number of researchers are opting to design research questions 

that only collect and analyse data from online environments and using computer aided software 

to code and analyse data. Such approaches lack the “human touch” (Cohen et al. 2007:489) 

required to gather and analyse data obtained from obtrusive methods such as the survey and 

action research.  Over the next decade or two, it will become more evident whether early career 

researchers, who are mostly members of Generations X and Y, will have developed the skills 

required to engage in sophisticated research projects that must engage obtrusively with others 

and discuss sensitive topics using diplomacy and other interpersonal skills required to achieve 

their objectives.  

 

   Content analysis: unique properties and applications  
     

 

There are a large number of methods researchers use to collect and analyse data beyond those 

we examine in this study guide. In previous chapters we focus on those that qualitative social 

researchers are most likely to use to pursue their research objectives. Given that the content 

analysis method continues to grow in popularity, it is important to explore some of the most 
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popular sub-methods available. This should enable you to interpret the findings that appear in 

those research projects that use these. Furthermore, you may incorporate them into your 

methodological design should you conclude that they are best suited to the aims of your project. 

 
 
Content analysis is a peculiar method as you may use it as a data collection tool and/or as a data 

analysis tool within the same project. It is much more common for researches to refer to content 

analysis as a way to review data, hence the name ‘content analysis’. Where a researcher seeks 

to gather content (i.e. evidence) such as media news stories, it is common for the researcher to 

state they are engaging in content analysis to collect data via fieldwork and/or as desktop 

research. Theoretical texts often refer to ‘content analysis’ as a data collection method and offer 

a separate dedicated section on this topic (e.g. Ezzy:2002:82–85) or chapter (e.g. Cohen et al. 

2007:Chapter 23). 

 
This section explores some of the finer points of content analysis beyond the introductory 

course. Most content analysis data collection and data analysis methods share four 

distinguishing characteristics that are summarised in Table 11.1 below.  In contrast to most 

other popular research methods explored in this study guide, you may use content analysis as a 

data collection method (Bryman 2008:278) or as a data analysis method (Bryman 2008:275– 

276). Research methods such as the survey/questionnaire, interviews and observations are data 

collection methods (Bryman 2008:215–229; 254).    
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Table 11.1 

Four unique properties of the content analysis method 

Property and observation  Discussion and example 

 

Content analysis as a data  

collection method 

 

Social researchers often use content analysis to gather 

documents such as medical files and personnel files as their 

sole or dominant data source. 

 

 

Content analysis as a data  

analysis method 

 

Qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods researchers 

frequently use content analysis techniques such as statistical 

analysis (quantitative) and thematic analysis (qualitative) to 

inspect primary source data collected in the field, such as 

medical records. 

 

 

Content analysis as the sole  

collection and analysis method 

 

Content analysis is one of only a few methods that the 

researcher can use as the sole data collection and data analysis 

method.  

 

Content analysis as a secondary and 

integrated data analysis method 

 

Further to the point above, in most cases those who use other 

research methods such as surveys and interviews to collect data 

invariably use content analysis techniques to analyse data. The 

researcher may not explicitly state they use content analysis as 

a specialist data analysis method. Their discussion centres on 

the collection tool as the researcher takes it for granted all data 

requires analysis. 

 

        (adapted from Ezzy 2002:82–85; Cohen et al. 2007: Chapter 23; Wadsworth 2011:101–102) 

 
During the new millennium, content analysis has also continued to grow in popularity among 

research methods theorists. This is evident from the number of specialist handbooks dedicated 

to the content analysis method. Examples include works by Neuendorf (2002) Krippendorf 

(2004) that explore the many popular sub-approaches that exist within the content analysis 
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method. Furthermore, these handbooks contain dedicated passages and chapters that explore 

specific issues and topics found among popular content sources such as policy documents, 

medical records and policy speeches. This is evident from these sample headings extracted from 

these two works 

 

• “Psychometric Applications of Content Analysis” (Neuendorf 2004:192) 

 

• “Violence in the Media” (Neuendorf 2004:200) 

 

• “Media Surveillance” (Krippendorf 2004:74) 

 

Table 11.2 below, lists different types of content you can extract from web pages. This is far 

from an exhaustive list and cites those currently popular among qualitative social researchers. It 

also provides an example of how practitioner researchers can use these sources to conduct 

desktop research to address social problems. 

 
Table 11.2 

Popular online content sources  

Content source Example of an application for qualitative social research problems 

 

Twitter  

(www.twitter.com) 

 

Analyse tweets of parliamentarians to identify policy developments 

such as changes to healthcare funding priorities and new initiatives.  

 

 

Facebook 

(facebook.com); 

Social network media 

 

Analyse Facebook accounts of a demographic e.g. youth in Australia to 

identify and count themes. For example, issues teenagers list as the 

dominant factors that undermine their emotional health and wellbeing 

(e.g. peer pressure). 

 

 

Open-access social 

 

Analyse discussion boards to detect how common is cyber bullying. 
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network chat sites 

(e.g. www.blendr.com) 

Observe whether others online who witness bullying intervene (defend 

the victim), contribute (attack the victim), ignore the attack or behave in 

another manner. 

 

 

Government websites; 

e.g. Health Minister 

 

Engage in comparative policy analysis to compare funding priorities for 

mental health among Australia’s state/territory governments.  

 

 

Job advert websites  

e.g. www.seek.com.au 

 

Engage in text analysis to determine whether job applications use 

explicit or subtle language to show preference for hiring one gender 

over another, in cases where this is unlawful. 

 

 

 
Facebook remains the most popular social network site with the number of subscribers 

close to the one billion mark. Instagram (www.instagram) continues to grow at a more 

rapid rate. The dominance of Facebook makes this website worthy of a closer investigation; 

see Reading 11.3 and Activity 11.3. 

 

Reading 11.3 

 

Read this open access journal article authored by Debatin et al. (2009); 

 

Debatin et al. (2009), “Facebook and Online Privacy: Attitudes, Behaviors, and Unintended 

Consequences”, Journal of Computer Mediated Communication, Vol. 15, No. 1, pp. 83–108. 

 

This is an open-access journal article available at  

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2009.01494.x/full  Last accessed 5 

January 2015. 

 

This journal article will be used in Activity 11.3 

 

Activity 11.3 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
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Advanced content analysis techniques 

 

As the popularity of content analysis continues to grow, the number of sub-methods within this 

category likewise continues to grow. Furthermore, the theory that underpins the most popular 

and established sub-methods such as thematic analysis and text analysis have also increased as 

applied researches find new ways to use these tools (Cohen et al. 2007: Chapter 23).   

 
Hundreds of different sub-approaches to content analysis exist in the research methods literature 

and publications that document applied research. No student or researcher need know them all. 

For the purposes of this course, it is sufficient to know that a number of specialist sub-methods 

exist so that you can investigate which approach might be best suited to your assessments, 

should you use content analysis. The three most popular sub-methods used by care workers and 

human resources consultants are: 

 
1. Speech analysis, e.g. to analyse interview data 

2. Text analysis, e.g. to analyse questionnaire data 

3. Thematic analysis e.g. to identify dominant issues/events that cause depression. 

The three sub-methods listed above are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Many researchers 

who engage in text analysis, use this technique to understand what message the speaker/writer 

wishes to communicate. Once this is established, they group this meaning into themes; for 

example the following thematic words are associated with depression: ‘sadness’, ‘despair’, 

‘loneliness’, ‘helplessness’, ‘disempowerment’ and ‘suicidal tendencies’. Often the text/words 

used by a writer/speaker do not use formal English words and so the researcher needs to use text 

analysis to identify a theme. For example, if a person interviewed states “My life makes me feel 

like jumping off a cliff” the researchers analyses this text to code this statement as relating to 

the ‘suicidal tendencies’ theme.  

 
Table 11.3 below lists 10 popular sub-methods within the content analysis method family and 

provides a brief description of each. This table provides an introductory point of reference for 

you to seek further details about these sub-methods should any these appeal to you for the 

purposes of completing assessments, engaging in applied research or for some other purpose. 
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Table 11.3 

Popular content analysis sub-methods 

 

 Content analysis 
method 

Brief description 

1. Text analysis Focuses on analysing text, such as words, sentences and paragraphs. 
Seeks to find patterns to determine meaning (Cohen et al. 2007 
:48. 

2. Discourse analysis Analysis centres on the way written and spoken records analyse the 
same topic. The focus is on identifying dominant debates among key 
figures and theorists who may influence public debate and outcomes 
that concern that specific topic (Cohen et al. 2007 
:389). 

3. Speech analysis Focuses on analysing speech to find patterns in order to determine 
meaning. Written speech and naturally occurring spontaneous speech 
may be analysed (Cohen et al. 2007 
:389). 

4. Object/image analysis Focuses on identifying patterns, key features, similarities and 
differences between objects in order to determine meaning (Cohen et al. 
2007:138–148). Cultural analysis is a specific form of object analysis. It 
draws on methods used in cultural studies, such as critical theory and 
aesthetics (Cohen et al. 2007:95). 

5. Conversation analysis Examines themes and messages that appear in naturally occurring 
speech (Krippendorf 2004:67). Used to analyse data where a speaker 
responds to questions and/or comments raised by one or more other 
speakers. This analysis allows the researcher to explore how statements 
made by another speaker shape the answer the respondent provides. 

6. Rhetoric analysis Normally used to analyse text and speech that is likely or known to 
pursue a political agenda, such as social policy reform, or the 
preservation of the status quo, which favours elites (Cohen et al. 
2007:30). Focuses on how the communicator frames their discussion of 
a political topic (Neuendorf 2002:5). 

7. Policy analysis Is used to analyse guidelines and frameworks that concern governance. 
Examples include the analysis of Hansard records and minutes that 
chronicle the development of corporate policy (Cohen et al. 2007:41). 

8. Narrative analysis Analyses text and speech that aims to tell stories and chronicle historical 
events in order to determine the big picture issues the storyteller aims to 
construct in the minds of their audience (Cohen et al. 2007 
:38, 86). 

9. Comparative analysis Compares and contrasts the content of objects as a means to pursue a 
research aim. Comparative linguistics is an example; the researcher may 
compare/contrast the structure and grammar of two or more languages 
(Cohen et al. 2007:139). 

10. Thematic analysis Analyses any form of content to identify dominant themes. Uses 
counting and coding techniques to differentiate themes, count them and 
identify which themes are dominant and which are peripheral (Cohen et 

al. 2007:184, 368). 
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Some professional practitioners who engage in research always include at least one data 

collection method where they are required to engage obtrusively with people and they include 

this into their methodological design as a matter of policy. No research methods textbook 

mandates this is an essential requirement to perform research; some researchers personally feel 

that social research that is divorced from real people lacks the ‘human touch’ and lacks 

legitimacy. You should reflect on this concluding statement and consider where you personally 

stand and whether you agree or disagree, noting that there is no right or wrong answer.  

 
Activity 11.4 

 

Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 
 

 
 

 

Summary 
 

The professional career researcher needs to keep abreast of developments in their field, as many 

principles and practices are contested. As the architect of your research question, you need to 

take ownership of this project, and be able to defend the choices you make among many 

alternative procedures. Research methods theory changes rapidly; theoretical frameworks such 

as feminism may exert less influence as new fields such as men’s studies render some 

knowledge redundant.  

 
The online community offers the professional researcher the opportunity to remain up-to-date 

by joining online chat forums and mailing lists managed by those who work in the same field 

who wish to exchange information and work collaboratively as a research community. The 

increasing popularity of the internet makes it easier and more cost effective for qualitative 

social researchers to engage in comparative analysis. Researchers need to be careful to ensure 

that their research projects do not overly rely on unobtrusive methods such as content extracted 

online and become divorced from real people as a result.  Qualitative social research is 

ultimately about bettering the health and wellbeing of people and the society they create; you 

should bear this in mind when you create methodological designs that centre on static data 

collected from online sources.  
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Our look at the content analysis method is illustrative of the many sub-methods that exist within 

each method. This is akin to the way that Participatory Action Research is a sub-method of 

Action Research, which we explored in Chapter Two.  In the next chapter, we revisit our 

discussion from chapters 1 to 11 and pull together the common threads that run through this 

course. 
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Now that you have completed this section, visit the learning portal to participate in the latest 

discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check questions.
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Section 12:  Revision and course summary 

 
 
Section overview 
 

 
This section summarises chapters 1 to 11 of this study guide, and contains four sections. The 

first part revisits the role of research, and summarises the core challenges and rewards normally 

experienced by those who engage in qualitative social research. The second part overviews the 

research cycle, which is the core principle that threads all chapters in this study guide. The fact 

that this cycle is not linear empowers the researchers. You are normally able to repeat and fine-

tune work done in the past and this presents you with an opportunity to improve your data 

analysis. The third part summarises key terminologies that recur throughout this study guide, 

and offers a point of reference to revisit scholarly texts that discuss these principles. The final 

section offers a template to review your own research as well as research completed by others.  

 

Having completed an advanced course in qualitative research, you have sufficient training to 

review the methodological design of most qualitative social research projects. Furthermore, you 

also have the training required to offer constructive feedback to others who are open to 

suggestions from their peers about how they might improve their skills and produce better 

research in the future. This is a reciprocal process, and as a self-reflexive researcher, you should 

be open to receiving constructive criticism from your peers, as this course arms you with the 

skills to interpret technical advice offered by experienced scholars and practitioner researchers.  

 
 

Learning outcomes 
 

   
On successful completion of this section, you should be able to: 
 
 

• describe all seven steps of the research cycle  
 
• define key research methods terminologies and provide an applied example of each  

 

• evaluate the design and outcomes of your own research 
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• evaluate the design and outcomes of qualitative and mixed-methods research conducted 
by professionals who work in your field 

 
 

Prescribed textbook reading 

 

The page ranges from the prescribed textbooks that apply to Section 12 are: 

 
    Set text Page range of references in this section 
1. Ezzy (2002) This section reviews all chapters from this text. 

2. Wadsworth (2011) This section reviews all chapters from this text. 
 

 

Revisiting the role of research 
 

 

Those who engage in qualitative social research seek to contribute new knowledge to society 

that enables stakeholders to use this information to aid them to solve social problems. These 

interested parties may include working professionals (e.g. psychotherapists), social policy 

makers, corporate leaders, educators, non-government organisations and others with an interest 

in your research. The potential to produce work that improves the health and wellbeing of 

individuals, groups and society may motivate the researcher to tackle obstacles that occur 

during the research cycle in order to achieve their project aims.  

 

While these research goals tend to be at the forefront of our minds when we are developing our 

research proposals, in certain circumstances, some researchers may lose sight of their objectives 

once they enmesh themselves within their projects. The demands of the research project can be 

many, and the processes intense. The number of sub-steps involved in each stage of the research 

cycle may number the dozens and researchers must manage these as sub-projects, often alone 

with limited funds and with a tight timeline imposed on them. The complexity of self-managing 

your own research may be daunting, especially for those new to the world of research.  

 

 

This background provides context that makes us appreciate the importance of planning and 

designing our research proposal as diligently as possible. The same principles apply when 

drafting your methodological design, which is the grand architecture that underpins your 

research project. Any mistakes you make early may flow through your project throughout the 



238 

 

research cycle should you not identify these problems early and not rectify them accordingly.  

 

The research cycle 
 

The concept of the research cycle, as shown below in Figure 12.1, is central to this course 

because the components of this cycle comprise the entirety of your research project. It is useful 

to think of the research cycle as a chain, and each step in the research cycle is a link. If any link 

has a major flaw, this compromises the integrity of the chain, even if the others links are made 

from tungsten and have no flaws. Each step in the research cycle is of equal importance; a 

major flaw in any one of the phases can seriously undermine the quality of your research 

findings. 

 

The research cycle diagram may serve as a road map to remind us that we must maintain high 

standards of professionalism throughout many activities. This consistency is essential if we aim 

to disseminate research that other professionals accept is a legitimate contribution to social 

theory, and to convince others to use this new knowledge to solve social problems.    

 

Figure 12.1  

The research cycle 

 

 

(adapted from Wadsworth 2011:44–62) 

 
The research cycle rarely unfolds as a linear set of activities and this is to your advantage. In 

most instances, you are able to fine-tune work you thought was complete as you discover new 

information. This may not always be feasible because of time and resource constraints imposed.    

 

 

Mastering key terminologies 
 

 

Having completed the bulk of this course, you should appreciate how the research methods 
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literature is rich with its own unique terms. This is not a downside to working in this field, as 

this reality is in fact no different to the way professional fields such as psychotherapy, social 

policy and organisational behaviour use terms and principles specific to that discipline.   

 

It is important to have an adequate knowledge of key terms used in the world of research, as 

these words recur throughout the literature. Texts written for advanced studies may not define 

these terms, as they take it for granted that their readers know what these terms mean. When 

writing up your research and disseminating it to your intended audience, you need to evaluate to 

what degree you wish to use research terminologies such as ‘research paradigm’ and ‘data 

saturation’. This study guide gives examples of how we can use lay terms to appeal to a wider 

audience, using synonyms or descriptions. For example, ‘positivist’ research equates to research 

that uses data to perform mathematical and/or statistical calculations (Martin et al. 2014:15) 

 

Table 12.1 lists key terms that recur throughout this study guide. 

 

This study guide introduces all terms contained in Table 12.1 and defines them in contexts that 

relate to qualitative social research, and provides an example of each that relates to a social 

problem in the field of healthcare of human resources management.  

 

The second column provides a brief description that is an example or provides a brief 

elaboration [flagged as (e)] of the terminology. This third column provides a reference from 

Ezzy (2002), Wadsworth (2011) or Cohen et al. (2007). You should refer these works if you are 

still unsure of the meaning of this word and/or how it may relate to an applied social research 

context. 
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Table 12.1 

Key terminologies that relate to qualitative social research  

 

 Core principle Example or elaboration (e) Sample reference 

 

Data prefix terminologies 

 
1. 

 
Data triangulation 

 
e.g. Within method (type)  

e.g.  Across method (type) 

 

(Cohen 2007 et al.:141–

143) 

2. Data reliability Repeat studies draw the same 

conclusions (e) 

(Ezzy 2002: p. 52) 

3. Data validity Findings apply to the real world (e) (Ezzy 2002: p. 52) 

4. Data generalisibility Data samples and theory derived 

from one study explain social 

patterns and problems that exist in 

the wider population.  

(Cohen et al. 2007:86, 

141–143) 

5. Data transferability Findings from a narrowly defined 

study apply to other settings (e) 

(Ezzy 2002: 52) 

6. Data sampling e.g. Random sampling (type), 

snowball sampling (type) 

(Wadsworth 2011: 61–62;  

5–98) 

7. Data saturation No need to collect new data (e) (Ezzy 2002:74) 

8. Data collection method e.g. Survey (type) (Wadsworth 2011:105) 

9. Data analysis method e.g. Content text analysis (type) (Ezzy 2002:Chapter 3) 

Other terminologies 

10. Methodological design Researcher’s toolkit (e) (Wadsworth 2011:Chapter 5) 

11. Research cycle Figure 1.0, Chapter One (e) (Wadsworth 2011:57–58) 

12. Reflexivity e.g. Eliminate personal bias (Ezzy 2002:52, 56) 

13. Ethics Ethical design considerations 

(e); e.g. obtain informed consent 

in writing from all participants. 

(Ezzy 2002:50–57) 

14. Inductive research Observation shapes theory (e) (Ezzy 2002:10) 

15. Deductive research Theory shapes observation (e) (Ezzy 2002:8) 

16. Critical literature 

review 

e.g. scepticism of arguments put 

forward by other theorists 

(Cohen et al. 2007:26–27) 
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Activity 12.1 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

 
Conducting evaluations – a checklist 
 

Having completed chapters 1 to 11 of this study guide, you have the technical knowledge 

and skills required to self-assess your own research, as well as evaluate the strengths and 

weaknesses of the methodological design constructed by others who engage in qualitative 

social research.  

When reviewing others’ research, the original objectives that the research project seeks to 

achieve is your core point of reference. The project’s aims are determine the 

methodological design. What components comprise this framework is dependent on the 

judgement made by the lead researcher, who chooses among alternative procedures. Your 

role as an assessor, an auditor of research, is to offer an objective review of choices made 

and how the researcher executes each stage of the research cycle. 

 

You should always consciously seek to discover the bounds imposed on the research 

project, as these are an important part of the unique research question. The most common 

limiting bounds imposed on a research project are: 

 

1. Time (e.g. the post Second World War era) 

2. Place (e.g. Australian society) 

3. Social groups (e.g. gender/females: women, girls, female transgendered persons) 

4. Institutions (e.g. private schools c.f. public schools) 

 

Table 12.2 provides a summary of issues to refer to as a checklist to evaluate research that 

has been completed, published and disseminated in the public and/or private domain. This 

table draws on principles covered in Chapters one to eleven of this study guide, inclusive.  
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Table 12.2 

Evaluative criteria – assessing completed research 

 Evaluative criteria Core issue to evaluate 

1. Data triangulation Does the researcher use within and across method 
triangulation and do they do this effectively? 

2. Data reliability Are the conclusions reliable and why do you conclude this? 

3. Data validity Are the conclusions valid and why do you conclude this? 

4. Data generalisibility Are the conclusions able to be generalised and why do you 

conclude this? 

5. Data transferability Do the conclusions transfer to studies that pursue similar 

aims? Why do you draw this conclusion? 

6. Data sampling* 

 

Does the research use an appropriate sampling method and 

an appropriate sample size?  

7. Data saturation* Is data saturation achieved? 

8. Data collection method Is the data collection method (or methods) appropriate to 

pursue the stated objectives? Explain why. 

9. Data analysis method Is the data analysis method (or methods) appropriate to 

pursue the stated objectives? Explain why. 

10. Methodological design Is the methodological design appropriate to pursue the stated 

objectives? Explain why you draw this conclusion. 

11. Research cycle Does the research omit any stage of the research cycle that 

should have been included in order to achieve its objectives? 

12. Reflexivity Does the researcher explicitly address this topic and show 

how s/he adjusts their methodological design to mitigate bias 

and other limitations the researcher brings to their project? 

13. Ethics Does the researcher explicitly address this topic and show 

how they adjust their methodological design to show that it is 

fair, transparent and minimises risk and harm to others? 

14. Inductive research Was the research process inductive and was this an 

appropriate way to pursue its unique objectives? 

15. Deductive research Was the research process deductive and was this an 

appropriate way to pursue its unique objectives? 

16. Critical literature 

review 

Is this section clearly identifiable in the report? Is the 

researcher explicitly or implicitly critical of the literature? 

   *  This criterion is not relevant if all items from the population are analysed. 
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If you are negative towards a choice made by the researcher, you also need to be able to go 

the next step and state the following: 

 

• explicitly identify the topic of concern – state exactly what you are critical of, and 

discuss this in a way that uses conceptual terms and scholarly theory 

• explain why the approach taken was not sound research practice 

• identify to what extent the flaw or flaws in this research undermine your confidence 

in the findings put forward by the researcher 

• offer solutions and alternative courses of action for each problem you identify, and 

use research methods literature to theorise you argument 

• predict what outcomes might transpire if the research project was fine-tuned (or 

commenced from the start) to incorporate your suggested changes (Munhall 

2001:599–611). 

 

An example of a specific criticism and offering a specific alternative procedure is a critique of 

research that uses snowball sampling to interview people about a topic that relates to unlawful 

activity such as intravenous drug use. Convenience sampling might be more useful than 

snowball sampling, because the people you interview are less likely to be connected to a 

network of known associates. When relying on referrals from a prior interviewee, it is more 

likely they will refer you to persons who share their same opinion on the topic, as they may feel 

insecure about you hearing a range of opinions different to their own (Cohen et al. 2007:113–

114, 116).  

 

If you have good reason to believe that the interviewees are part of a tight network, and 

conspired to skew interview data, you might conclude that the research cannot make claims that 

has sought to identify a breadth of opinions (e.g. among intravenous drugs users), as it purports 

to do. Such research might only be of use insofar as it can document the opinions of a network 

of likeminded persons who share similar opinions on a sensitive topic. 

 

Reading 12.2 
 

Read Cohen, D and Crabtree, B (2008), “Evaluative criteria for qualitative research in health 
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care: controversies and recommendations”, Annals of family medicine, 6 (4), pp. 331–339. 

 
This reading will be used in Activity 12.2. 

 
 

Activity 12.2 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity. 

 

 

 

 
Self-evaluations 

 
 
Self-evaluations are a necessary, and often undervalued, aspect of the research process, 

because they provide an opportunity and a context within which researchers can assess their 

experience, identify the lessons learned, and create ways of ensuring that future research 

projects can benefit from these lessons. They are not shown as a part of the research cycle as 

they are voluntary and occur after you disseminate your research. The information you gain 

from this process connects to future research you conduct that may overlap with the project 

you just completed. The information learned during this process aids you to become a self-

reflexive career researcher, and assists you to produce better research in the future (Munhall 

2001:606–609).   

 

You should ensure you allocate yourself sufficient time to reflect on your most recently 

completed research project and invest sufficient effort to ensure that your evaluation is 

meaningful. Similar to the way you manage the preparation of your research proposal and 

your methodological design, you should put careful forethought into planning this process, 

rather than approaching it as an ad-hoc afterthought (Ezzy 2002:161, 164–166; Wadsworth 

2011:163).  

 

The self-reflexive, ethical researcher must evaluate five issues. These are the research 

question, the respondents, the methodological design, findings/discussions and the report 

(Munhall 2001:606–609). 
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• The research question: 

 

o Were the research aims realistic, given the time frame and other 

constraints (e.g. budget) imposed? 

 

o Was the research question too specific, or too broad or well balanced? 
 

o Did the research question take into account other research already undertaken 

in this area and did it explicitly identify the gap in the literature? 

 

 

• The respondents: 

 

o How were respondents/participants selected? 
 

o Was there another way of selecting respondents/participants that would have 

been more effective or appropriate to the specifics of this project’s aims? 

 

o How did respondents experience the research project? Did they have any 

recommendations for improving the research project? 

 

o What opportunities were provided for respondents to give their feedback about 

the research project from their point of view? 

 

 

• The methodological design: 

 

o What rationales were used when selecting methodologies? 
 

o Were the methodologies chosen the most appropriate? If not, why were they 

chosen? To what extent do these undermine the legitimacy of the findings? 

 

o Were any problems encountered with particular research methodologies? 

Could these have been foreseen and/or prevented? 

 

o Are self-reflexive and ethical design considerations built into this design 

and are they adhered to at all times? 

 

 

• The findings and discussions: 

 

o Are there flaws to discussion, such as circular arguments or logical flaws 

e.g. arguments automatically assuming that correlation proves causation?  

 

o Upon reflection, were there some factors that influenced findings and 
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discussions more than others did? Why did this occur and is this 

problematic? 

 

o Was discussion regarding results at all compromised (for example, by time 

constraints or because of pressure brought to bear by others)? 
 

 

• The report: 
 

o With what audience in mind was the report written? 
 

o Could the report have been written, or disseminated, in such a way that it was 

made more accessible to others, especially your intended audience? 

 

o What lessons were learned during the report writing phase and how could 

these be incorporated into future research? 

 

o What factors, if any, compromised the report writing process, and how could 

these have been ameliorated? 
 

 

Activity 12.3 
 

 
Please refer to the Learning Portal for this activity.      

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 
 

This unit has covered many areas related to research. It asked you to consider your underlying 

assumptions about research and its place in your professional practice. Ultimately, to be a 

competent practitioner, you need to be able to identify and respond to gaps that exist in 

knowledge in your field and show how your discoveries can assist others to tackle social 

problems that persist in society. It is important you design and conduct your research in a way 

that is conscious of ethical issues and does not cause harm to any person or the environment.  

The aim of qualitative social research is to improve the health and wellbeing of individuals, 

groups and societies. It is therefore nonsensical and counterproductive for the researcher to 

cause harm to their environment or other living beings as they embark on social research.  
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Now that you have completed this section, visit the learning portal to participate in the latest 

discussion forum and to check your progress by completing the self-check questions. 


