Qualitative Data Gathering: A Summary
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· Overview

· When we use the phrase qualitative research and evaluation data in our field, we generally mean raw, descriptive information about:

· programs/products and the people who participate in/use them or are affected by them.

· programs/products and the people who develop or use them. 

· Three data gathering strategies typically characterize qualitative methodology: in-depth, open-ended interviews; direct observation; and written documents (including program records, personal diaries, logs, etc.).

· Data from interviews, observations and document reviews are organized into major themes, categories, and case examples. The most common strategy for analyzing qualitative data is constant-comparison, but there are many other techniques from which to choose.

· There are a variety of ways to report the results of qualitative research/evaluation; common among them is the sense of story – which includes: attention to detail, descriptive vocabulary, direct quotes from those observed or interviewed, and thematic organization.

· Qualitative methods permit the evaluator to study selected issues, cases, or events in depth and detail. Data collection is not constrained by predetermined categories of analysis, allowing for a level of depth and detail that quantitative strategies can't provide.

· Quantitative approaches allow for large-scale measurement of ideas, beliefs, and attitudes. But generally, the set of questions is limited—facilitating comparison and statistical aggregation of the data. This allows for development of a generalizable set of findings. By contrast, qualitative methods typically produce a wealth of detailed data about a defined number of people and cases—data that need not fit into predetermined response choices that characterize most surveys, questionnaires, or tests.

· A mix of qualitative and quantitative data gathering enriches evaluation; the open-ended comments provide a way to elaborate and contextualize statistical "facts."

· Themes in qualitative methods

· Naturalistic inquiry

Qualitative designs are naturalistic to the extent that the evaluator does not attempt to manipulate the program or its participants for purposes of the evaluation.

Naturalistic inquiry is particularly useful for studying variations in program implementation because what happens in a program often varies over time as participants and conditions change. As important, programs or products implemented in many different locations will manifest important differences. Naturalistic inquiry is well suited to the researcher interested in focusing on unanticipated or unintended outcomes since the researcher is not locked into examination of predetermined variables.

The decision to use naturalistic inquiry—or any other approach for that matter—is a design issue. Design questions are, of course, separate from any issues a researcher faces in terms of what kind of data to collect (qualitative, quantitative) and how to collect it (interviews, surveys, observations).

· Inductive inquiry

Qualitative methods are particularly well-suited to exploration, discovery and inductive logic. An evaluation approach is inductive to the extent that the evaluator attempts to make sense of the situation without imposing pre-existing expectations on the setting. Inductive designs begin with specific observations and build toward general patterns. 

How does this approach differ from the traditional hypothetical-deductive approach of experimental research? 

Deductive reasoning leads researchers to measure relative attainment of predetermined, clear and specific goals. Inductive reasoning leads researchers to focus more on program or product impacts and effects. On a practical level, however, most evaluators follow a scheme in which deductive and inductive reasoning are combined.

· Fieldwork

Fieldwork is the central activity of qualitative data gathering. To be in the field means to have direct, personal contact with people in their own environments. It is the researcher's desire to contextualize program or product implementation that allows him/her to capture important "results" (effects, outcomes) that standardized measures cannot.

· The holistic view 

Most qualitative evaluators strive to understand programs and situations as a whole; there is an ongoing search for totality -- "the unifying nature of particular settings." A holistic stance assumes that understanding of a program or product depends on awareness of its political and social contexts. A holistic outlook allows the evaluator to be attentive to nuance, setting, and idiosyncrasies.

·  When to use qualitative methods

· Process studies (which are aimed at understanding the internal dynamics of program operations). A process focus implies emphasizing how a product or outcome is produced (rather than the product or outcome itself).

· Assessing individualized outcomes (how well a program or product meets individual needs).

· Implementation (learning how and the extent to which a product or program was actually operationalized/implemented).

· Describing diversity across sites where a program or product is "used."

· Quality issues (relative quality; quality assurance)

· Legislative monitoring
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Advantages of qualitative data analysis:

· Greater awareness of the perspectives of program participants (or product users) 

· Capability for understanding dynamic developments in a program (process) as it evolves

· Awareness of time and history

· Sensitivity to the influence of context

· Ability to “enter the program scene” without contrived preconceptions … a more fluid approach to finding out “what’s happening”

· Alertness to unanticipated and unplanned events

Weiss reports on the work of Miles and Huberman
 who note several types of sampling methods that may be appropriate:

· Opportunistic sampling

Taking advantage of opportunities that open up.

· Convenience sampling

Going to sites or witnessing events that are easier to get to (or arrange) … and where people are most cooperative.

· Snowball sampling

Starting with one site or event, learning from people there which other sites (or events) might be relevant to the study, and then acting on this information to select other events/sites throughout the life of the project (an approach we used with the USI professional development evaluation).

· Exemplary cases (an approach we've taken over time with the Triton/Patterns evaluations)

Other issues:

· Deciding with whom to speak and who to observe

· Determining time frames for observation and interviewing (how long, how often, what to exclude—holidays periods, for example)

Data types:

· Ethnography: The approach anthropologists use in studying a culture. Ethnography calls for total immersion and immense commitment.

· Participant-observer: Observation of a “scene” by a researcher who takes part in program activities and events. (The duration may be long- or short-term, but definitely CANNOT be hit-and-run).

· Observer only: Nonparticipation on the part of the researchers. He or she has no intention of taking part in program activities or events. Again, observation may be short or long-term (depending on the situation/setting and the type of data desired), but it is not haphazard. 

· Informal interviewing

· Document gathering and review

· Physical evidence 

· Case study: Particularly useful when one needs to understand some particular program or situation in great depth. Cases that are well-selected are information-rich -- in essence major impacts/effects may be gleaned from just a few exemplars of a phenomena. 

Fraenkel and Wallen (see course website for citation)

The authors of this research text speak to five major features of qualitative research:

· The natural setting is the direct source of data, and the researcher is the key instrument

· Qualitative data are collected in the form of words or pictures rather than numbers

· Qualitative researchers are concerned with process as well as product

· Qualitative researchers tend to analyze their data inductively – constructing a picture that takes shape as they collect and examine the parts

· How people make sense of their lives is a major research concern

Take the time needed to carefully review the resources we’ve provided on qualitative research/evaluation. Although qualitative techniques may not strike you as feasible/practical right now, the material itself is very useful and quite readable.

Data gathering strategies

· Focus group from Patton's perspective

The focus group interview is an interview with a small group of people on a specific topic. A group is typically composed of 6 to 8 people who participate in the interview for one-half to two hours.

The focus group interview is indeed an interview. It is not a discussion. It is not a problem-solving session. It is not a decision-making group. 

Typically, participants are a relatively homogeneous group of people who are asked to reflect on the questions that the interviewer poses. Participants get to hear each other’s responses and to make additional comments beyond their own original responses as they hear what other people have to say. [Techniques with which the focus group may be compared are the Delphi or the nominal group.] It is not necessary for the group to reach consensus, nor is it necessary for people to disagree. The objective is to get high-quality data in a social context where people can consider their own views in light of the views of others.
· Case study

Weiss: A case study is a way of organizing data so as to keep the focus on totality. One who conducts case studies tries to consider the interrelationships among people, institutions, events, and beliefs. Rather than breaking them down into separate items for analysis, the researcher seeks to keep all elements of the situation in sight at once. The watchword is holistic.

Yin (1994) defines the case study as empirical inquiry
 that investigates a phenomenon in a natural setting when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are not clear, using multiple sources of evidence. The defining feature is the exploration of complex real-life interactions as a composite whole.

Cohen and Manion
: Unlike the experimenter who manipulates variables to determine their causal significance or the surveyor who asks standardized questions of large, representative samples of individuals, the case study researcher typically observes the characteristics of an individual unit--a child, a class, a school, a community … 

The purpose of such observation is to probe deeply and to analyze intensively the “multifarious phenomena” that constitute the life cycle of the unit with a view to establishing generalizations about the wider population to which that unit belongs.

The case study generally employs both participant and nonparticipant observation. 

Case studies allow variation/individual differences to be fully recognized and characterized. The unit of analysis may be a person, an event, a program, a time period, a classroom, a critical incident, a community – the possibilities are endless. Regardless of the unit of analysis, a case study seeks to describe that unit in depth – in detail – in context – holistically. The more a program or product aims for individualized outcomes, the greater the appropriateness of qualitative case methods.

· Triangulation – VERY critical to understand
Patton: There are several types of triangulation. The four most commonly recognized include: 

Data triangulation – the use of a variety of data sources in a study, for example, interviewing people in different status positions or with different points of view

Investigator triangulation – the use of several different evaluators or social scientists

Theory triangulation – the use of multiple perspectives to interpret a single set of data

Methodological triangulation – the use of multiple methods to study a single problem or program (e.g., interviews, observations, questionnaires, documents).
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� Based on observable evidence
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