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Qualitative Research
and Analysing
Qualitative Data

lan Shaw
September 2025

What is Qualitative
Research?

A quick summary



Four kinds of puzzle question

1. How or why did X develop?
(developmental puzzle)

2. How does X work? (a mechanical
puzzle)

3. What can we learn by comparing X with
Y? (a comparative puzzle)

4. What causes X or what influence does
Xhave on Y? (a causal puzzle or
predictive)

What are the
different * There are two dimensions at work.

i H « First, are you dealing with single or
dimensions multiple cases?

of qual‘itative = Second, time - the present, past, or over
research? time into the future.




MARKS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

* I. It often involves immersion in situations of everyday life.

« 2. The researcher’s role is to gain an overview of the whole of the culture and context
under study.

* 3. But this is pursued through inquiry into the particular.

* 4,.The whole and the particular are held in tension. ‘Small facts speak to large
issues’

* 5.The researcher attempts to capture data on the perceptions of local actors “from
the inside”

Marks of Qualitative Research (2)

6. Respondent or member categories are kept to the foreground throughout the
research. This is linked to a strong inductive tradition in qualitative research.

7. qualitative research is characteristically interpretive. ‘A main task is to explicate the

otherwise manage their day-to-day situations’ (Miles and Huberman

8. The researcher is essentially the main instrument in the study, rather than
standardized data collection devices. It is here that the word ‘reflexive’ often occurs

9. Most analysis is done in words



for analysis —and when should | do
it?

2. Doing qualitative analysis?

Qualitative * Notee
H + lwill do this at a basic level. |
An a lySI S : s\év%etic’melssc?uc?tezsdfh::s% if 1 think they

express it better than | can.

TWO * A‘challenge’ is that unlike quantitative

data, we are talking about text and
questions

words, and | can only speak and
illustrate in English. | teach analysis
through examples, but | cannot ask you
to read and analysis text where people
are speaking often in conversational
English.

* ‘Finding a focus is not something we consider as an afterthought,
once we have embarked on our research and already produced

U n l.l ke our data. It is a process initiated in the very moment we first

conceive of a research project. It is more or less explicit in the
q ua ntitative articulation of our research objectives, in the design of the project,
in the kind of data we have decided to collect and what we
d ata, anticipate doing with it (Dey — an old and little known, but
. . excellent and helpful book)
qualitative . o
» Throughout the research we need to think and act in the light of
resea rCh how we expect to make sense of the subsequent data.

doeS not + Jacqueline Wiseman made the point clearly fifty years ago, when
she referred to how the ‘constant interplay of data gathering and

have Whouy analysis is at the heart of qualitative research. It is therefore
difficult to discuss coding, processing, analysis, and writing
Sepa rate without also discussing planning and data gathering... For me,
¢ s with.the possible exception of the early planning stages, all
aspects of the research act are going on almost simultaneously.
stages p fth h going on al imul ly.

(Wiseman, 1974: 317).




Data collection and analysis are interrelated
processes

* This opening principle influences all that follows. E.g. in Grounded
Theory (a very influential approach) ‘analysis is necessary from the
start because it is used to direct the next interview and observations’

* ‘if one does not alternately collect and analyse data, there will be gaps
in the theory, because analysis does direct what one focuses upon
during the interviews and observations’

‘ * ‘Every concept brought into the study or discovered in the research
process is at first considered provisional. Each concept earns its way

\ into the theory by repeatedly being present in interviews, documents,
and observations in one form or another - or by being significantly

Nent’
-

So....

* Even if you have completed
data collection, it will be
important for your analysis to
go back and ask yourself,

* ‘How did my decisions about
what data to collect and how to
collect it influence the
possibilities for analysing it?’




Visual data — Asking
photographs, questions —

Kinds of Data images, fim | interviews
in Qualitative

Telling stories

Rese a rC h Place and — narratives,

space. usually in
interviews

Traces and
Deposits in
Texts and
Documents

Coding

*» ‘coding is the fundamental analytic process used by the researcher’.

* Itinvolves abstraction (‘the practice of dividing the whole into elements that are
distinct from one another and from their original contexts’) and generalizing (‘the
practice of finding what is common or repeated among these elements’). Coding is
motivated by the wish to ‘find objective knowledge in these expressions of
subjectivity’

* ‘Open coding.’ Inductive at this first stage. Open coding is pursued through
questioning and through constant comparison, as a way of ‘fracturing the data’. The
goal is to "open up" the data, uncover new theoretical possibilities, and generate a
rich understanding of the subject from the ground up. This process is an ongoing,
repeated step that helps to discover and develop as many ideas as possible before
moving to more structured analytical stages

* Dey expresses this as ‘Analysis ... involves breaking data down into bits, and then
‘beating’ the bits together. 1



Exercise — ‘Free Exchange’

Please open the text of the example.

Open Coding I will talk through this.

Coding example 2:
Coping with Multiple Sclerosis (MS)

‘I try to set that MS aside, so that it doesn’t become a millstone. But that is difficult. Every
day | start at the same level and every day | make the transfer from bed to chair. | always
was an active person and now | cannot even walk, and | am tired all the time. | have
trouble putting MS aside, because | am confronted with it every time. Sometimes | am
inclined to do nothing at all anymore. | feel rebellious and the dominant feeling about the
whole situation is powerlessness. Yes, it’s a disaster because there is nothing that helps

illness involves many mental problems.



Two important questions

* First, what is an observation?

some other observations? Why put a bit of data into one pile, but
not into another? ‘This is a question which researchers have had
some difficulty in answering, in part because there is no single or
simple answer.’ It is often posed as ‘should | take my initial

‘ theorizing as the way to frame my analysis or do | ‘bracket’ my
earlier ideas and try to ‘hear’ the data?’ (Dey)

\ We are involved in a process of constant comparison

N

-

This raises important issues for analysis

The relationshi . Whether the participants’
. P . The relation of abstract ) p- , -
between ‘member . perspectives’ or
. categories to the data -
categories and . perceptions always count or
. as given. :
researcher categories. can they be mistaken?

Participants speak in varying voices. Dey says ‘some Another tension is between
distinctions may be drawn by the subjects of the research’. starting with a line by line
Holstein and Gubrium (The Active Interview) refer to this as analysis or going for a more

‘indigenous coding.’‘The actor acts; the analyst analyses’ holistic approach, e.g
but ‘the actor may also analvse and the analyst may also thematic v narrative. More on
act’ Dey

this later




Bracketing?

» How should we respond to frequently heard suggestions that we should put aside our own
views when doing analysis? Can we put aside (bracket) preconceptions so that the true
experiences of respondents are reflected in the analysis and reporting of research?

should review our personal experience of the topic of interest. Doing this may have two

apparently ‘opposite’ effects. First, ‘deep and long-lived familiarity with the culture under

study has, potentially, the grave effect of dulling the investigator’s powers of observation and

analysis’, but ‘it also has the advantage of giving the investigator an extraordinarily intimate
‘ acquaintance with the object of study’

+ Butwhen analysing we should be ready to ‘glimpse and systematically reconstruct a view of
the world that bears no relation to our own’, and ‘come to the text with a certain ... wonder,
\ refusing to supply the assumptions and understandings.

N

-

Practical preliminaries:
Fieldnotes, Diaries and Memos

* It may be helpful to think of memos as
essentially private, like diary entries. We
don’t have to justify them to anyone. We
may record our first impressions of the
data...We may put down a mixture of what
seem to us confused ideas. We may ask
creative activity, relatively free from the
demands of logic and the requirements of
corroborating evidence. Memos should be
suggestive; they needn’t be conclusive.
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Everyday rules for transcribing

« As with all decisions about the recording and working with data, we should
avoid treating transcription only as a series of technical judgements.

* Is it possible to transcribe selectively? Almost always | would say ‘No’.
This is because unless you have very clear propositions that you are looking
at, then selective transcription is in effect selective analysis, in which you
are deciding what is important before you have properly looked at the data.
Because you are working with qualitative material such as semi-structured
interviews, this points to the probability that you do not know what will be
relevant and what not.

* Should the transcription be word for word? There are different levels of
transcription. Parts of the interview that are clearly opening preambles or
closing ‘signing off’ remarks can be left out, but that is about all. You need
to decide what your transcription conventions will be.

* |ssues for transcribers —verbal features
such as hesitations, pauses, false starts
etc; and non-lexical expressions —ums

More about and gaahs. Capturing punctuation is

difficult. The digital sound record is itself

transcribing selective.

The move from speech to text also
changes the relationship of discourse to
the speaker. Asking what a text means is
not the same as asking what the speaker
meant. The ‘said’ now comes to matter
more than what the author meant to say.

The move to text also changes the
audience — not the person/s to whom the
speaker addressed but anyone who can
read it.
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Il Interpreting and Knowing

* ‘No text has a single correct interpretation’

+ ‘(t)he question is whether social scientists can ever justifiably claim to understand
actors’ interests better than those actors do themselves’

+ | take an anti-relativist position — one can have conflicting theories but this does not
necessarily mean conflicting truths. If this question interests you, | have discussed it
fully in my Social Work Science 2016)

* This is connected to the question is what differences/disagreements should or can be
regarded as differences of judgement and what should or can be seen as matters of
taste. The distinction rests in seeing matters of judgement as ‘discussable’ such that
evidence and argument can be brought to bear.

AN EXAMPLE

* | may say that paintings by
Zhang Dagian (58 KT, 1899-
1983) - ‘Mount Lu’ or ‘Lotuses in
Five Colours’ (the next slide), for
instance - are beautiful

22



JUDGEMENT AND
TASTE

* In saying so, | am saying
something about me but also
something about the painting. |
do not have to insist there are
universal aesthetic standards to
judge paintings, but still ‘Il mean it
to be understood that there is
something about the painting
that is the occasion of my saying
so and ought to cause you to
respond as | respond’ (Shapin)

Analysing Answers and Stories

Themes
Narratives

13



Rushing to
themes

* Beware the danger of rushing
to themes and forgetting the
context. Analysis is often
approached with the
assumption that we know the
themes because we have the
data collection instrument.

» So/ caution against assuming
you know what your themes
will be.

My advice

¥ as an initial step forget the instrument and what you thought would be the themes and look at
the data. Otherwise one is drawn into the very misleading assumption that - in a way rather

contained within the instrument text.
|
Start by selecting an interview that you think had much to tell you, but which held
some puzzles for you, and perhaps went against what you anticipated.

Do this when you have a block of at least three hours uninterrupted time and when
you know from experience you are at your best mentally.

Decide whether you will do this on screen or on hard copy. If you are doing it on hard copy you should
format in addition by setting a wide right hand margin [or left hand margin if you are left-handed]. | do this

on screen, but do what you feel most comfortable with.
27
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M| advice - (continued)

+ Then work through the transcript in concentrated fashion marking it up.
« | find | make different kind of ‘marks’:

« | highlight passages that | find either interesting or puzzling, but where | am not sure
what is being said. | may colour code to denote different ‘puzzles’

* | mark what seem to be key words, phrases - by ‘key’ | usually will not be sure at this
stage why | think they are ‘key.” (¢f on Memos).

* |In ‘Word’ | use the ‘Comment’ function in two very different ways. 1. to mark what seem
to be key for the speaker. ‘First order categories/concepts/facts’ At this stage | try my
utmost not to ‘translate’ these into researcher concepts or social worker concepts. 2.
Observations, thoughts, reminders, links. | usually do these in jtalics. | want to retain a
distinction between data and its interpretation based on intentionality.

28

Next step —and why

* Then | move to working on a contrary ‘case’
that I think will not easily fit with my
tentative analytic ideas.

* There are two principles at stake here:

* First, | am forcing myself to examine the
unexpected, the puzzling, and the
incongruous. To look for what does not
seem to make sense and ask how this
could have made sense to a reasonable
person. Whatever you do, DO NOT explain
these away.

» Second, | make myself try to falsify, rather
than search for expanding confirmatory
notions. VERY IMPORTANT




*You could go back to
the exercise on Free
exchange to try
doing this

Narrative

Analysing stories - Narrative
Analysis

30
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Narrative —what is told and how it is told

* We can think of narrative as either resource, where the text is read for what it
tells us about the subject matter of the story, and as topic, where the story
tells us about the processes through which a life is constructed.

* Here is a short ‘story’ about how someone decided to seek the help of a
social work agency

* ‘I met a woman up at the laundry and | just was... oh | was desperate! | just

‘ woman started talking to me, a. complete stranger... | poured out my life to
her. You know how you meet someone and you talk to them. She said she’d
been to the FWA and she knew others who had been there too. After telling
me her case, she said they were bound to help me —to give me financial help
—that it was a dot on the cards... And | thought to myself, well, | will go.

ThQVA is a London NGO, The Family Welfare Association
-

W
What do you think about this story?

* Narratives —and Mrs Hunter’s brief story - can be understood as having

i. Aplot. The dynamic tension that holds the story together and moves
italong

ii. Episodes. Autobiographical events central to the story
iii. Themes
iv. Characters

‘ v. Apoint of view from which the story is told.

We do not have time to do this exercise, but | recommend that you look
or narratives in your data and then think how to analyse them as wholes
not in parts

-



Place, Space
and Time

* We do not have time to talk
about how to understand
and make sense of Place,
Space and Time in
qualitative data

* You can read Chapter Ten
in Shaw and Holland (2014)
and Shaw, |. 2010. ‘Places
in time: contextualizing
social work research’in
Shaw, |., Briar-Lawson, K.,
Orme, J., and Ruckdeschel,
R Sage Handbook of Social
Work Research London:
Sage Publications.

Place, Space and
Time

* This would take us to the
important ways in which
qualitative research
comes from the history
of social anthropology
and ethnography

18




Documents

* We should distinguish the meaning of documents at three
levels:

« First, the intended content, or the meaning(s) the author
intended to produce.

» Second, the received content - the meaning constructed
by the audience. In this way texts typically have multiple
meanings.

* Third, there is the meaning constructed by the
researcher. This recognises that the text may have
meanings beyond the intentions. ‘As soon as a
researcher approaches a text to interpret its meaning, he
or she becomes a part of its audience’ (Scott).

Textual analysis- Example

‘textual analysis involves mediation between the

frames of reference of the researcher and those who

produced the text’ (Scott).

For example, a social worker may intend a
community care contract to be a means of
empowering service users. Aline manager may see
the same document as a more or less adequate
protection of agency accountability. A subsequent
reader may interpret it as reinforcing or challenging
conventional gender roles.

» Texts may have meanings beyond their intentions.

19




My interest in archives and documents

* Shaw, |. 2009. ‘Rereading The Jack-Roller: hidden histories in sociology and social work’
Qualitative Inquiry, 15 (7): 1241-1264. Reprinted in Shaw, |., Hardy, M and Marsh, J. Eds. 2016.
Social Work Research. London: Sage Publications. Volume 1.

* Shaw, |. 2015. ‘The archaeology of research practices: a social work case’ Qualitative Inquiry 21
(1): 36-49.

* Shaw, |. 2016. ‘Case work: Re-forming the relationship between sociology and social work’
Qualitative Research 16 (1): 60-77.

* Shaw, |. 2019. ‘The craft of journal practice. Qualitative Social Work. 18 (2): 194-211

* Shaw, |. 2019. “Let us go then, you and I”: Journeying with Ada Eliot Sheffield.” Qualitative Social
Work 18 (1): 116-138

* Shaw, |. F. 2023. Late colonial social work practice. Qualitative Social Work, 22(4), 735-752

* Shaw, |. 2023. ‘Late colonial women in a welfare world.’ Asia Pacific Journal of Social Work and
Development. 33 (2): 114-126
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MARKS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

+ |. Itoften involves immersion in situations of everyday life.

+ 2.The researcher’s role is to gain an overview of the whole of the culture and context
under study.

+ 3. Butthis is pursued through inquiry into the particular.

+ 4.The whole and the particular are held in tension. ‘Small facts speak to large
issues’

Exercise- ‘Free Exchange’

) Please open the text of the example.
Open Coding | il tlktrough i,

+ 5. The researcher attempts to capture data on the perceptions of local actors “from
the inside”
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