Using Qualitative Methods to
Study Commonalities

Introduction

In some respects, qualitative research does not seem as scientific as other kinds
of social research. Usually when we think of social science, we think of sweep-
ing statements like, “People with more education tend to get better jobs,” and
“Poor countries tend to have more social conflict and political instability than
rich countries.” These statements offer “big picture” views that say nothing
about individual cases. In these big-picture views, a single statistic or percent-
age can summarize a vast amount of information about countless cases.

But a lot may be missed in the big picture. Often, researchers do not want
these broad views of social phenomena because they believe that a proper
understanding can be achieved only through in-depth examination of specific
cases. Indeed, qualitative researchers often initiate research with a conviction
that big-picture representations seriously misrepresent or fail to represent
important social phenomena. Consider the researcher who wants to under-
stand how individuals make sense of their own and others’ gender identities.
A big-picture view might show that most people view gender identities as sta-
ble and intrinsic. But does the big-picture view say very much about individ-
uals at the boundaries of gender, such as “gender benders”? What’s the best
way to study and understand the gender identities of gender benders—
individuals who consciously challenge the traditional social norms associated
with gender identities and gender roles by behaving in ways that transgress
these boundaries (e.g., dressing in a manner inconsistent with their gender)?
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A lot can be learned simply by talking to a group of gender benders. As
discussed in Chapter 1, Leila Rupp and Verta Taylor (2003) went to Cabaret
801 in Key West to study the complex lives of a subset of gender benders,
drag queen entertainers. In order to truly encompass gender identity issues
and other factors affecting the lives of the drag queens, the researchers
wanted to gain an in-depth understanding of the performers, their impact on
their audience members, and their ideas about gender identity. How did they
get started in drag performances? How long have they been involved in the
show, and how often do they perform? What is involved in getting ready to
perform? What types of gender identity issues do they face, and how do they
personally describe their own gender identity? How do they think audience
members feel about gender identity before and after seeing a show? In what
ways, if any, do they think drag queens fit into the frequently interrelated
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender rights movements?

Using evidence from intensive interviews, Rupp and Taylor (2003) built
an image of one category of gender benders—drag queen entertainers—by
crafting a composite image of the performers. This composite image was
then fleshed out further by studying the audience members and others
involved in various ways. Along with their interviews (with 12 drag queens,
the cabaret owner, the manager, two boyfriends, and two mothers), the
researchers made audio recordings of 50 drag performances and conducted
focus groups to gather audience interpretations. The key was to obtain as
much in-depth knowledge as possible and look for common patterns among
drag queens and their social worlds.

Sometimes the emphasis of the qualitative approach on in-depth knowl-
edge means the researcher examines only a single case (for example, the life
history of a single individual or the history of a single organization). Knowing
as much as possible about one case is not easy because every case, potentially
at least, offers information that is infinite in its detail. Much of this informa-
tion is not useful because it is redundant or irrelevant, given the researcher’s
questions and purposes. In the qualitative approach, researchers must deter-
mine which information is useful in the course of the investigation, and they
become more selective as additional knowledge about each case is gained. In
the course of learning more about the research subject, the investigator sharp-
ens his or her understanding of the case by refining and elaborating images of
the research subject and relating these to analytic frames (see Chapter 3).
These emerging images serve to structure inquiry further by marking some
data collection paths as promising and others as dead ends.

Qualitative research often involves the clarification of the researcher’s
image of the research subject on the one hand, as well as the concepts that
frame the investigation on the other. Images are built up from cases, some-
times by looking for similarities among several examples of the phenomenon
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that seem to be in the same general category. These images, in turn, can be
related to concepts. A concept is a general idea that may apply to many spe-
cific instances. Concepts offer abstract summaries of the properties shared
by the members of a category of social phenomena. They are the key com-
ponents of analytic frames, which in turn are derived from ideas—current
theoretical thinking about social life (see Chapter 3).

Let’s revisit an example from Chapter 2: “Interactional vandalism” is a
concept developed by Duneier and Molotch (1999) to describe a violation of
conversational norms by an individual in a less powerful social position
toward an individual in a more powerful one. The “street men”—sidewalk
vendors, scavengers, and panhandlers—in their study persist in clearly
unwelcome discussions with female passersby by breaching conversational
expectations. An example of interactional vandalism is when a vendor,
ignoring linguistic cues that a conversation is wrapping up, continues to ask
questions of a female passerby. This study involved a mutual clarification of
the category “street men” and the concept of “interactional vandalism.” The
researchers clarified the image of these men’s lives on the street (an empiri-
cal category) as they clarified the concept of interactional vandalism. Their
analysis makes it clear that this negative type of interaction is but one part
of these men’s complex relationships with people in the neighborhood and
their customers. A relatively small number of these men were responsible for
the instances of interactional vandalism, which were regarded as problem-
atic by the other men. The concept, interactional vandalism, summarizes a
lot of the interaction from the perspectives of both the passersby and the
street men. It recognizes that the individual who is initiating an unwelcome
conversation or otherwise breaching conversational norms is, in fact, doing
more than behaving rudely. He is demonstrating his ability to upset the
social order, create tension, or simply create a distraction to help pass the
time. In addition, it captures the way in which this type of troubled interac-
tion can be perceived as threatening by the receiver. This process of clarification
is ongoing and culminates in the representation of the research that the investi-
gator offers at the conclusion of the study. The newly refined concepts—those
that were elaborated in the course of the study—are featured in the repre-
sentation of the results of qualitative research.

The Goals of Qualitative Research

Because of its emphases on in-depth knowledge and on the refinement and elab-
oration of images and concepts, qualitative research is especially appropriate for
several of the central goals of social research. These include giving voice, inter-
preting culturally or historically significant phenomena, and advancing theory.
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Giving Voice

There are many groups in society, called marginalized groups by social
scientists, that are outside of society’s mainstream. Often, these groups lack
voice in society. Their views are rarely heard by mainstream audiences
because they are rarely published or carried by the media. In fact, their lives
are often misrepresented—if represented at all.

Techniques that help uncover subtle aspects and features of these groups
can go a long way toward helping researchers construct better representations
of their experiences. By emphasizing close, in-depth empirical study, the qual-
itative approach is well suited for the difficult task of representing groups out-
side the mainstream. Shiori Ui (1991) was interested in studying women in a
Cambodian immigrant community in the United States—a classic example of
a marginalized social group. During her initial conversations with
Cambodian community leaders in the San Francisco Bay Area, she was told
that women did not hold any significant leadership roles. This is consistent
with the conventional viewpoint that ethnic enclaves preserve traditional cus-
toms and family-member roles. However, once Ui began her in-depth study
of another Cambodian community, she found that women were frequently
taking on leadership roles in the community as well as within their house-
holds. Ui discovered that many factors (lack of jobs for men, women’s par-
ticipation in the informal economy, increased likelihood of learning English,
and the socioeconomic background of the Cambodian immigrant commu-
nity) contributed to the atypical presence of these Cambodian women in lead-
ership roles. Thus, a great deal was learned about this Cambodian
community on the whole, and about the more subtle ways in which leader-
ship opportunities are enabled and constrained by structural factors.

Interpreting Culturally or
Historically Significant Phenomena

How we think about an important event or historic episode affects how
we understand ourselves as a society or as a nation. For example, in the mid-
to late 1800s, the United States was involved in a series of territorial strug-
gles with Mexico. These struggles can be interpreted as part of the inevitable
westward expansion of European Americans across a vast, sparsely popu-
lated continent. Or perhaps they can be seen as part of a pattern of unjust
bullying of a generally peaceful neighbor. As the United States has been gain-
ing an ever-larger Hispanic population over the past few decades, a revision
of our understanding of these earlier territorial struggles may help us adjust
our view of the diverse collection of people who make up American society.
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Methods that help us see things in new ways facilitate this goal of inter-
preting and reinterpreting significant historical events. Of course, if the evi-
dence does not strongly support a new image, or offers better support to
existing images, then new ways of understanding past events will not gain
wide acceptance. The important point is that the qualitative approach man-
dates close attention to historical detail in the effort to construct new under-
standings of culturally or historically significant phenomena.

Advancing Theory

There are many ways to advance theory. New information about a broad
pattern that holds across many cases (for example, a strong correlation; see
Chapter 7) can stimulate new theoretical thinking. However, in-depth
knowledge—the kind that comes from case studies—provides especially rich
raw material for advancing theoretical ideas. When a lot is known about a
case, it is easier to see how the different parts or aspects of the case fit
together—how they relate.

For instance, it is difficult to know if or how the structure of a nun’s daily
routines of prayer, work, and community life help her maintain her deep
religious commitments without collecting detailed observations of the lives
of nuns. This in-depth knowledge is useful for elaborating concepts such as
“commitment” and for direct examination of the connections among
the phenomena that the researcher believes illustrate and elaborate the
concept—for example, the daily routines of those with strong commitments.

The value of qualitative research for advancing theory also follows
directly from practical aspects of this type of research. It is impossible to
decide which bits of evidence about a case are relevant without clarifying the
concepts and ideas that frame the investigation. The initial goal of knowing
as much as possible about a case eventually gives way to an attempt to iden-
tify the features of the case that seem most significant to the researcher and
his or her questions. This shift requires an elaboration and refinement of the
concepts that prompted the study in the first place or the development of
new concepts. Researchers cannot forever remain open to all the informa-
tion that their cases offer. If they do, they are quickly overwhelmed by a
mass of indecipherable and sometimes contradictory evidence.

Finally, qualitative research also advances theory in its emphasis on the
commonalities that exist across cases. In some studies, cases may be selected
that at first glance may seem very different. Identifying commonalities across
diverse cases requires that the investigator look at them in a different way
and perhaps discover new things about them. For example, David Shulman’s
study From Hire to Liar (2007) focuses not only on the deceptive practices
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of private investigators but also on the informal deceptions playing out
among employees across 30 different organizations. Despite significant dif-
ferences in the nature of the work across these venues, Shulman draws par-
allels in the ways deception is routinely used as a tool for the successful
completion (or appearance of completion) of day-to-day work. By looking
for similarities in unexpected places, social researchers develop new insights
that advance theoretical thinking.

The Process of Qualitative Research

Qualitative research is often less structured than other kinds of social
research. The investigator initiates a study with a certain degree of open-
ness to the research subject and what may be learned from it. Qualitative
researchers rarely test theories. Instead, they usually seek to use one or
more cases or categories of cases to develop ideas. The qualitative researcher
starts out by selecting relevant research sites and cases, then identifies
“sensitizing concepts,” clarifies major concepts and empirical categories in
the course of the investigation, and may end the project by elaborating one
or more analytic frames.

Selecting Sites and Cases

Qualitative research is strongly shaped by the choice of research subjects
and sites. When the goal of the research is to give voice, a specific group is
chosen for study. When the goal is to assess historical or cultural signifi-
cance, a specific set of events or other slice of social life is selected. When the
goal is to advance theory, a case may be chosen because it is unusual in some
way and thus presents a special opportunity for the elaboration of new ideas.

Sometimes, however, cases are chosen not because they are special or
unusual or significant in some way, but because they are typical or undistin-
guished. A researcher interested in U.S. migrant communities in general, for
example, might select a neighborhood that is typical or average, not one with
the highest or lowest proportion of migrants (see, for example, Levitt’s 2001
study, The Transnational Villagers). To select a neighborhood at either
extreme might limit the value of the study for drawing conclusions about
migrant communities in general. In short, because qualitative researchers often
work with a small number of cases, they are sometimes very concerned about
establishing the representativeness of the cases they study (see Chapter 1; see
also Small 2009 for a detailed discussion of case selection issues in qualitative
research).
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In-depth knowledge is sometimes achieved through the study of a single
case. Often, however, it is best achieved by studying several instances of the
same thing because different aspects may be more visible in different cases.
Consider Monica McDermott’s research, published in her book, Working-
Class White (2006). By working as a convenience store clerk, she was able
to observe racial interactions so as to develop a detailed representation of
black and white race relations. (The ethics of this type of “undercover”
ethnography are worth debating. See the discussion of informed consent in
Chapter 4.) Much can be learned from studying interactions at a single con-
venience store in a given city. In fact, it is only through in-depth study such
as McDermott’s that working-class views regarding racial identity and
stereotypes could be so thoroughly documented. However, McDermott
deepened her research by selecting two convenience store locations, one in
Boston, the other in Atlanta. Both stores were located in working-class white
neighborhoods adjacent to working-class black neighborhoods. By compar-
ing her observations and experiences in the two stores, McDermott was able
to explore the ways in which white racial identity is contingent on location.

When qualitative researchers collect data on many instances of the phe-
nomena under study, they focus on what the different instances have in com-
mon. Examining multiple instances of the same thing (for example,
observing street men and passersby) makes it possible to deepen and enrich
a representation (for example, a representation of interactional vandalism).
A study of environmental activists might focus on the life experiences they
share. A study of racist organizations might focus on their recruitment
efforts. A study of immigrant neighborhoods might focus on the different
ways immigrants establish and use interpersonal networks to facilitate their
adjustment to new surroundings.

When many instances of the same thing are studied, researchers may keep
adding instances until the investigation reaches a point of saturation. At
that point, the researcher stops learning new things about the case, and
recently collected evidence appears repetitious or redundant in light of pre-
viously collected evidence. It is impossible to tell beforehand how many
instances the researcher will have to examine before the point of saturation
is reached. In general, if the researcher learns as much as possible about the
research subject, he or she will be a good judge of when this point has been
reached.

Of course, if the cases selected for study are not sufficiently representative
of the category the qualitative researcher hopes to address, then the point of
saturation may be reached prematurely. For example, a study that seeks to
represent the work of taxi drivers in New York City may reach saturation (no
new things are being learned) after the researcher interviews 10 taxi drivers
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who are recent immigrants from Haiti. However, these 10 Haitian taxi dri-
vers are probably not representative of all New York taxi drivers. The
researcher should seek out taxi drivers with different backgrounds.

Even when qualitative researchers study many instances of the same thing
(as when 50 small-town mayors are interviewed, for example), they often
describe the case as singular (“the case of a small-town mayor”) because the
focus is on commonalities—aspects that the instances share. By contrast, a
quantitative researcher (see Chapter 7) interested in systematic differences
(say, the covariation between time in office and use of non-standard policies
among these same mayors) would emphasize the fact that the research sum-
marizes information on many cases (50 mayors). Statements about patterns
of covariation (for example, “mayors serving more than two terms are more
likely to adopt non-standard policies”) are more likely to be accepted if they
are based on as many cases as possible.

This distinction is subtle but very important. The qualitative researcher
who interviews 50 small-town mayors seeks to construct a full portrait of
“the small-town mayor” and the degree to which such mayors act in novel
ways. It may be that the images that emerged changed very little, if at all,
after the tenth mayor was interviewed, and not much was learned from the
remaining 40 mayors. The difference between 10 and 50 is not important;
what matters is the soundness of the portrayal of this case (the small-town
mayor). If a study is done properly and is based on a sufficient number of
interviews, it can be used for comparison with other cases (for example,
comparing small-town mayors with the mayors of suburban villages). The
important point is that even though many examples of the same thing may
be examined, research that emphasizes similarities seeks to construct a sin-
gle, composite portrait of the case.

Use of Sensitizing Concepts

It is impossible to initiate a qualitative study without some understanding
of why the subject is worth studying and what concepts might be used to
guide the investigation. These concepts are often drawn from half-formed,
tentative analytic frames, which typically reflect current theoretical ideas.
The analytic frames are fluid. These initial, sensitizing concepts get the
research started, but they do not straightjacket the research. The researcher
expects, at a minimum, that these initial concepts will be significantly altered
or even discarded in the course of the research.

For example, a researcher studying hospital patients may bring “social
class” as a sensitizing concept to the research and expect to find that patients
from families with more income receive better care. However, the concept of
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social class, as expressed in family income, might prove to be too limiting as
a frame for the research and be supplanted by an emphasis on some other
aspect of family social status, such as occupational prestige of the adults in
the household. Sometimes concepts that seem important or useful early in
the study prove to be dead ends, and they are discarded and replaced by new
concepts drawn from different frames. Armed with these new concepts, the
researcher may decide that some of the evidence that earlier seemed irrele-
vant now needs to be reexamined.

For example, John Walton (1991, 1992) studied the conflict over water
rights in Owens Valley, California, a struggle that pitted local residents
against water-hungry Los Angeles in the 1930s. The battle over water
rights dragged on for decades and generated so much mass protest and col-
lective violence that it became known as “California’s dirty little civil
war.” At first, Walton tried to use concepts that centered on social class
and class conflict to understand this struggle. These were his initial, sensi-
tizing concepts. However, he found that these concepts did not help him
make sense of the evidence that he collected, nor did they direct him down
data collection paths that advanced the study. Eventually he came to
understand the struggle more in terms of collective responses, anchored in
local conditions, to changing governmental structures, especially the grow-
ing influence and power of the federal government. These new concepts
directed him to important historical evidence that he might have over-
looked otherwise.

Clarifying Concepts and Categories

Qualitative research clarifies concepts (the key components of analytic
frames) and empirical categories (which group similar instances of social
phenomena) in a reciprocal manner. These two activities, categorizing and
conceptualizing, go hand-in-hand because concepts define categories and the
members of a category exemplify or illustrate the concepts that unite them
into a category.

Generally, the members of a category are expected to be relatively homo-
geneous with respect to the concepts they exemplify. For example, since
Duneier and Molotch (1999) found that only some street men engage in
interactional vandalism, it would be wrong to use the concept to character-
ize all street men. Suppose they found that only those men who grew up out-
side of the neighborhood engaged in interactional vandalism. It might be
possible to trace this to a difference in the level of belonging (or feeling of
legitimacy) felt by the individual. The lack of fit between the concept “inter-
actional vandalism” and the broad category “all street men” in this event
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would enrich the study, making it possible to narrow the relevant category
to a subset of street men—those who grew up elsewhere—and showing a
direct connection to a sense of social belonging.

This example shows the importance of examining the members of a cat-
egory to make sure that they all display the concepts they are thought to
exemplify. Researchers develop concepts from the images that emerge from
the categories of phenomena they examine. They then test the limits of the
concepts they develop by closely examining the members of relevant cate-
gories. In the example just presented, the concept of interactional vandalism
emerged from images of some street men constructed by the investigators.
Additional examination of all street men—to see if they all engage in inter-
actional vandalism—establishes the limits of the relevant category.

Consider a second example of the interaction of categories and concepts:
Howard Becker’s (1953) classic study of becoming a marijuana user. Becker
studied several marijuana users and found that each went through a process
of learning to become a user—of learning how to enjoy marijuana. This led
him to speculate that all marijuana users (the category) go through a social
process of learning (the concept) to enjoy marijuana. He elaborated the key
steps in the process of becoming a user by interviewing more than 50 users
in the Chicago area in the early 1950s. He found that most of them went
through the same process of learning how to enjoy marijuana.

However, Becker (1953) did encounter a few users who did not go
through this process of learning how to use marijuana, and, although they
were users, they said that they did not enjoy the drug. Becker described them
as people who used marijuana for the sake of appearance—in order to
appear to be a certain kind of person or to “fit in” with the people around
them. Did this invalidate the idea that all users go through the same learn-
ing process? Becker solved the problem by narrowing the relevant category.
He argued that the social process of learning how to enjoy marijuana applied
only to those who used marijuana for pleasure, a category that embraced
most, but not all, users. This narrowing made it possible for him to establish
a closer correspondence between category (those who use marijuana for
pleasure) and concept (the social process of learning how to use marijuana).

These examples show that the core issue in the clarification and elabora-
tion of categories and concepts is the assessment of the degree to which the
members of a category exemplify the relevant concept. Are the same ele-
ments present in each instance in more or less the same way? When encoun-
tering contradictory evidence (for example, street men who do not engage
in interactional vandalism or marijuana users who did not go through
the social process of learning how to enjoy marijuana), researchers have
two choices: They can discard the concept they were developing and try
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to develop new ones—concepts that do a better job of uniting the members
of the category—or they can narrow the category of phenomena relevant to
their concept and try to achieve a better fit.

Elaborating Analytic Frames

Because categories and concepts are clarified in the course of qualitative
research, the researcher may not be certain what the research subject is a
“case of” until all the evidence is collected and studied. Deciding that the
research subject is a case of something and then representing it that way is
often the very last phase of qualitative research.

The open character of qualitative research can be seen clearly in the role
played by analytic frames in this strategy. In some research strategies (for
example, quantitative research; see Chapter 7), the main purpose of the ana-
lytic frame is to express the theory to be tested in terms of the relevant cases
and variables. In qualitative research, by contrast, there is often only a ten-
tative, vaguely formulated analytic frame at the outset because it is devel-
oped in the course of the research.

As more is learned about the cases and as categories and concepts are
clarified, the researcher can address basic questions: What is this case a case
of? What are its relevant features? What makes the chosen research subject
or site valuable, interesting, or significant? As qualitative researchers elab-
orate analytic frames, they also deepen their understanding of their cases.
For example, to describe some behavior of male street vendors as “cases of
interactional vandalism™ suggests that there are other instances of interac-
tional vandalism in other situations, such as interactions between telemar-
keters and people just sitting down to dinner or between sales representatives
and customers. The interactional vandalism frame developed in the study of
male street vendors and female passersby may be applied to these and other
social settings.

Not all qualitative researchers develop analytic frames. Sometimes they
leave this task to other researchers studying related cases. The development
of analytic frames is challenging because it requires the extension of the con-
cepts elaborated in one case to other cases. Many qualitative researchers are
content to report detailed treatments of the cases they study and leave their
analytic frames implicit and unstated. They feel that their cases speak well
enough for themselves.

This unwillingness to generalize is found in all types of qualitative
research, from observations of small groups to historical interpretations of
the international system. For this reason, qualitative researchers are often
accused of being “merely descriptive” and not “scientific” in their research.
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As should be clear by now, however, the process of representing research
subjects, with or without generalization, is heavily dependent on the inter-
action between concepts and images, regardless of whether this interaction
is made explicit by researchers when they represent their subjects. Without
concepts, it is impossible to select evidence, arrange facts, or make sense of
the infinite amount of information that can be gleaned from a single case.
Like other forms of social research, qualitative research culminates in theo-
retically structured representations of social life—representations that reflect
the regimen of social research.

Using Qualitative Methods

There are many textbooks on qualitative methods, and they describe such
methods in a variety of ways (see, for example, Denzin 2006; Denzin and
Lincoln 2005; Emerson 2001; Luker 2008; Rossman and Rallis 2003). In
part, this diversity of views follows from the emphasis on in-depth investi-
gation and the fact that there are many different ways to achieve in-depth
knowledge. In sociology, anthropology, and most other social sciences, qual-
itative methods are often identified with ethnographic study and in-depth
interviewing. Both methods seek to uncover the meaning and significance
of social phenomena or subjects for people in a given research setting.
Ethnographic study emphasizes the immersion of the researcher in the
research setting. It might involve living in an isolated village in some faraway
part of the world. Consider anthropologist Katherine Hoffman’s work, We
Share Walls (2008), which details the impact of migration and politics on
people’s lives in rural Morocco. Ethnographic study might also involve long
periods of observing and talking to people in a local setting, such as Erving
Goffman’s sociological research on the staff and patients of a mental insti-
tution in Washington, D.C., reported in his classic study Asylums (1961).
In-depth interviewing emphasizes the building of relationships and explo-
ration of ideas with the individuals being studied. Rather than observing and
participating in experiences, a researcher conducts interviews to hear how
the people in the research setting make sense of their lives, work, and rela-
tionships. For example, as noted in Chapter 4, Kathleen Blee (2003) inter-
viewed women who were active in racist and anti-Semitic groups. The
women told stories of pivotal moments when their personal convictions
were transformed, and also described ways in which their involvement with
these groups increased incrementally. If Blee had observed or participated in
the events and meetings of these groups, she might have noted the ways in
which events and meetings were organized to reinforce group identity and
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incrementally increase member loyalty, but this approach would not have
yielded the rich biographic details that the members revealed during the
in-depth interviews. The interview setting allowed her, without seeming out
of line, to delve further into ideas with the people in her study, deepening her
understanding of their account of things.

Both techniques are unconstrained by the researcher’s initial expectations
or set of questions and are best for studying social situations at the level of
person-to-person interaction. The organizing principle of this type of
research is the idea that the kind of in-depth knowledge needed for a proper
representation of the research subject must be based on the perspectives of
the people being studied—that their lives and their worlds must be under-
stood “through their eyes.” In short, the emphasis is on immersion and
empirical intimacy (Truzzi 1974).

The goal of this presentation of qualitative methods, however, is to
address procedures that are relevant to all types of qualitative research, not
simply the work of those who seek to represent social life as it appears
through the eyes of participants. Researchers who seek to represent histori-
cally significant events, for example, cannot hope to see these events through
the eyes of the participants if these events occurred in the distant past (the
French Revolution, for example, or slavery in the U.S. South). Still, these his-
torical researchers, like others who use qualitative methods, value and seek
in-depth knowledge about cases, and they attempt to piece together mean-
ingful images from evidence with the help of concepts and analytic frames.

The key features common to all qualitative methods can be seen when
they are contrasted with quantitative methods. Most quantitative data tech-
niques are data condensers—they condense data in order to reveal the big
picture. For example, calculating the percentage of unionized workers who
vote for the Democratic Party condenses information on thousands of indi-
viduals into a single number showing the link between these two attributes
(union membership and party preference). Qualitative methods, by contrast,
are best understood as data enbhancers. When data are enhanced, it is possi-
ble to see key aspects of cases more clearly, depending on how the researcher
searches for “hidden meanings, non-obvious features, multiple interpreta-
tions, implied connotations, unheard voices. While quantitative research is
focused on summary characterizations and statistical explanations, qualita-
tive research offers complex descriptions and tries to explicate webs of
meaning” (ten Have 2004:5).

In many ways, data enhancement is like photographic enhancement.
When a photograph is enhanced, it is possible to see certain aspects of the
photographer’s subject more clearly, depending on how it is done. When
qualitative methods are used to enhance social data, researchers see things
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about their subjects that they might miss otherwise. Data enhancement is the
key to bringing in-depth knowledge to light.

Almost all qualitative research seeks to construct representations based
on in-depth, detailed knowledge of cases, often to correct misrepresentations
or to offer new representations of the research subject. Thus, qualitative
researchers share an interest in procedures that clarify key aspects of
research subjects—procedures that make it possible to see aspects of cases
that might otherwise be missed. While there are many such procedures, two
that are common to most qualitative work are emphasized here: analytic
induction and theoretical sampling. Both techniques are data enhancers.

Analytic Induction

Analytic induction means very different things to different researchers.
Originally, it had a strict meaning and was identified with the search for
“universals” in social life (Cressey 1953; Lindesmith 1947; Robinson 1951;
Turner 1953). Universals are properties that are invariant. For example, if
all upper-middle-class white males over the age of 50 in the United States
voted for the Republican Party, then this would constitute a universal.
However, if even one person in this category voted for some other party, the
pattern would not be universal and thus would not qualify as a finding,
according to a very strict, very narrow application of the method of analytic
induction. Today analytic induction is often used to refer to any systematic
examination of similarities that seeks to develop concepts or ideas.

Rather than seeing analytic induction as a search for universals, and one
that is likely to fail, it is better to see it as a research strategy that directs inves-
tigators to pay close attention to evidence that challenges or disconfirms
whatever images they are developing from their evidence. As researchers
accumulate evidence, they compare incidents or cases that appear to be in the
same general category with each other. These comparisons establish similar-
ities and differences among incidents and thus help to define categories and
concepts. Sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967) have called
this process the constant comparative method. Evidence that challenges or
refutes images the researcher is constructing from evidence provides impor-
tant clues for how to alter concepts or shift categories.

For example, a study in a hospital might examine the care given to dying
patients along the lines of Glaser and Strauss. By comparing cases of this type,
the researcher can identify common features and the major dimensions of
variation among incidents. Based on hours of observing the care of dying
patients, a researcher might find (1) that nurses and other hospital personnel
implicitly evaluate the potential “social loss” represented by each patient—if
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the patient were to die, (2) that a small number of patient characteristics enter
into this evaluation (for example, the age and education of the patient), and
(3) that the quality of patient care depends on the potential social loss inferred
by the hospital personnel.

Incidents that challenge either the generality of the evaluation of the social
loss of dying patients or the impact of this evaluation on the care patients
receive would be especially important for refining these ideas. In the next
phase of the research, the investigator might seek out disconfirming evidence
(for example, a patient who is judged to be not much of a “social loss” but
nevertheless receives excellent care) to test out these initial images and see
how they need to be revised or limited. If, for instance, the researcher found
that hospital personnel ignored the social loss represented by accident vic-
tims, then he or she would be forced either to reformulate the image to
accommodate accident victims or else limit its applicability to non-accident
patients.

In effect, the method of analytic induction is used both to construct
images and to seek out contrary evidence because it sees such evidence as the
best raw material for improving initial images. As a data procedure, this
technique is less concerned with how much positive evidence has been accu-
mulated (for example, how many cases corroborate the image the researcher
is developing) and more with the degree to which the image of the research
subject has been refined, sharpened, and elaborated in response to both con-
firming and disconfirming evidence.

Analytic induction facilitates the reciprocal clarification of concepts and
categories, a key feature of qualitative research. When Howard Becker
(1953) narrowed his category from “all marijuana users” to “those who use
marijuana for pleasure,” for example, he used the technique of analytic
induction. Essentially, the technique involves looking for relevant similarities
among the instances of a category, and then linking these to refine an image
(such as the image of how one becomes a marijuana user). If relevant simi-
larities cannot be identified, then either the category is too wide and hetero-
geneous and should be narrowed, or else the researcher needs to take
another look at the evidence and reconceptualize possible similarities.
Negative cases are especially important because they are either excluded
when the relevant category is narrowed or they are the main focus when the
investigator attempts to reconceptualize commonalities and thereby recon-
cile contradictory evidence.

Consider a more detailed example: Jack Katz (1984) studied legal assis-
tance lawyers—those who help low-income people. He found that many of
these lawyers burn out quickly—in less than 2 years—and abandon this kind
of work, often for more lucrative legal careers. Katz wanted to understand
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why by studying those who stayed with legal assistance work despite its
drawbacks. He assembled evidence on the legal assistance lawyers in the
group he studied and checked out several of his initial ideas by comparing
those who had quit before 2 years of service with those who had stayed on
for more than 2 years.

One of the first ideas Katz examined was based on his initial impressions
of these attorneys. He speculated that legal assistance lawyers who were for-
mer political activists did not burn out like the others. A systematic exami-
nation of the evidence on many lawyers provided some support for this
speculation. However, the fit was far from perfect. There were some who
stayed with legal assistance work who were not former political activists,
and there were former political activists who left legal assistance work before
2 years had elapsed.

Katz examined these negative cases closely and found some problems
with his initial formulation. Some former activists left for obvious reasons.
They were offered positions that were clearly a step up career-wise. Some
who were not former activists stayed because they lacked alternatives—they
couldn’t get better jobs as lawyers—or because they had positions in the
organization that they liked (such as administrative positions).

It was clear to Katz that his categories “staying” and “leaving” had to be
refined and that his search for adequate explanatory concepts was far from
over. First, he narrowed the category that interested him most—those who
stayed. However, clearly he was not interested in all stayers. Some stayers,
after all, had interesting work within the legal assistance organization he
studied. Rather, he was interested in people who stayed despite being
involved in frustrating or limiting work. He restricted his focus to this sub-
set of stayers and searched for relevant similarities within this group.

With this shift, he became less interested in all stayers versus all leavers
and more interested in differences between categories of stayers—those who
stayed despite frustrating work versus other types of stayers. In short, the
focus was on how people stayed, and he had straightforward explanations
for many stayers (for example, those with interesting work). As it turned
out, this tighter category—stayers with frustrating work—also proved to be
too broad, and he later narrowed it further to legal assistance lawyers who
were involved in low-status work. After all, some lawyers doing high-status
work, he discovered, were nevertheless frustrated with their work.

The search for explanatory factors became more focused as the main cat-
egory of interest narrowed. After rejecting “activist background” as an expla-
nation for staying, Katz tried to distinguish lawyers who were more oriented
toward using the legal system for reform from those who were less so. He also
looked at the participation of lawyers in social activities that celebrated
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reform work (for example, progressive political groups). This search for
important commonalities among stayers went hand-in-hand with narrowing
the relevant category of stayers from all stayers to those who were involved
in low-status work.

The process of narrowing and refining is depicted in Table 5.1, which
shows the process of analytic induction in tabular form, based on Katz’s
description. The table reports hypothetical information on 30 lawyers to
illustrate the general process he describes, not his specific conclusions. The
first three columns show the narrowing of the category of stayers, from all
stayers (column 1; 18 out of 30 lawyers) to stayers with frustrating work
(column 2; 13 out of 30 lawyers), to stayers involved in work that carried
no status (column 3; 10 out of 30 lawyers). Columns 4 through 6 show the
various ways Katz tried to explain staying—his various images of the
“stayer.” As his focus shifted from column 1 to column 2 and then to col-
umn 3, he became more interested in how and why people stayed and less in
the difference between stayers and the 12 leavers at the bottom of the table.
In other words, he came to view staying as an accomplishment for those
doing low-status work and studied how it was accomplished.

First, he tried to construct an image of staying as a continuation of a com-
mitment to political activism (column 4). As the hypothetical data in Table 5.1
show, this image fails. Of the 18 lawyers who stayed more than 2 years,
only 7 were former activists, and of the 12 who left the organization, 4 were
former activists. Next, Katz studied his negative cases closely (especially non-
activists who stayed) and found that his categorization of stayers versus leavers
was too crude. He reasoned that what really interested him most was people
who stayed despite their involvement in frustrating work. He then tried to find
commonalities among this subset of stayers, looking at their reform orienta-
tions and their participation in a social life supportive of reform work. The fit
was still not close enough. There were some lawyers who did frustrating work,
for example, who were not reform oriented.

Examination of negative cases led to a further narrowing of the category
(to lawyers involved in low-status work) and further refinement of the image
(to participation in a social environment that glorified reform work). These
further refinements resulted in a good fit. The data in the table suggest that
legal assistance lawyers will do low-status work if they participate in a social
environment that glorifies the idea that important social reforms can be
achieved through the legal system.

Columns 3 and 6 correspond perfectly. In fact, most qualitative
researchers are satisfied with less than a perfect fit. There is usually at least
a handful of extraneous evidence that neither fits nor challenges a particular
image. The goal is not perfect fit per se, but a conceptual refinement that
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provides a deeper understanding of the research subject. Basically, the
greater the effort to account for or understand negative cases or contrary evi-
dence, the deeper the understanding of the research subject. The technique
of analytic induction thus facilitates the goal of in-depth knowledge.

Jack Katz (1984) comments that analytic induction is poorly labeled
because it is not a technique of pure induction. Researchers work back and
forth between their ideas and their evidence, trying to achieve what Katz
calls a “double fitting” of explanations and observations (that is, ideas and
evidence). This process of double fitting is best understood as retroduction,
a term (discussed in Chapter 3) that describes the interplay of induction and
deduction in the process of scientific discovery.

Theoretical Sampling

Sometimes qualitative researchers conduct investigations of related phe-
nomena in several different settings. Most often this interest in a broader
investigation follows from a deliberate strategy of theoretical sampling
(Glaser and Strauss 1967) to describe the process of choosing new research
sites or cases to compare with one that has already been studied. For
example, a researcher interested in how environmental activists in the
United States maintain their political commitments might extend the study
to (1) environmental activists in another part of the world (such as China)
or perhaps to (2) another type of activist (such as religious activists in the
United States).

The choice of the comparison group (for example, comparing environ-
mental activists in the United States with either environmental activists in
China or with people in the United States who maintain radical religious
commitments) can vary widely depending on the nature and goals of the
investigation. Different comparisons hold different aspects of cases constant.
Comparing environmental and religious activists in the United States, for
example, holds some things constant such as the impact of national setting,
but allows the nature of the commitment to vary (environmental versus reli-
gious). Comparing environmental activists in the United States with envi-
ronmental activists in China highlights the impact of the factor that varies
most (national setting), but holds the nature of the commitment (environ-
mental) constant.

This process of theoretical sampling occurs not only in the study of social
groups (such as environmental activists) but also in the study of historical
processes and episodes. For example, general questions that arise in a study
of the Woodstock 1999 riot might be addressed by examining other enter-
tainment riots such as those at the 1992 GNR (Guns N’ Roses)-Metallica
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Stadium Tour, the Los Angeles Lakers game in 2000, and in Montreal when
hockey fans rioted following a round 1 playoffs victory by the Montreal
Canadiens over the Boston Bruins. For example, there may be questions
about the role of crowd density in Woodstock that could be answered by
examining the GNR-Metallica case and comparing it to the sports cases.

When a researcher employs a strategy of theoretical sampling, the selec-
tion of additional cases is most often determined by questions and issues
raised in the first case studied. Selection of new cases is not a matter of con-
venience; the researcher’s sampling strategy evolves as his or her under-
standing of the research subject and the concepts it exemplifies matures. The
goal of theoretical sampling is not to capture all possible variations, but to
sample in a way that aids the development of concepts and deepens the
understanding of research subjects.

A researcher studying how hospital personnel evaluate the potential social
loss of dying patients and link the care they give to these evaluations might
believe that this practice is caused by limited resources in the hospital stud-
ied. If the hospital had more resources (for example, more nurses), it might
be able to provide better and more uniform care to all patients, regardless of
their social value. To explore this idea, the researcher might study two addi-
tional hospitals, one with more resources and one with fewer resources than
the first hospital. If the reasoning based on the first hospital is correct, then
the staff of the hospital with more resources should spend less time evaluat-
ing the social loss of dying patients and provide more uniform care, while
the staff of the hospital with less resources should spend more time evaluat-
ing social loss and should adjust their care in more strict accordance with
these evaluations.

This expansion of the study to two new sites is a straightforward imple-
mentation of the idea of theoretical sampling. The selection of the new sites
follows directly from ideas developed in the first site and provides an oppor-
tunity to confirm and deepen the insights developed in that setting. Of
course, if research in these new settings were to contradict expectations
based on research in the first hospital, then the researcher would be com-
pelled to develop a different understanding of how and why hospital per-
sonnel varied their care of dying patients.

This example of theoretical sampling also shows that it is a data trian-
gulation technique (Denzin 2006). Triangulation is a term that originally
described how sailors use stars and simple trigonometry to locate their
position on earth. More generally, triangulation can be understood as a
way of using unrelated pieces of information to get a better fix on some-
thing that is only partially known or understood. In the example just pre-
sented, the researcher used evidence from two other hospitals, one with



132 Constructing Social Research

more resources and one with less, to get a better fix on the first hospital.
By comparing the three hospitals, arrayed along a single continuum of
resources, the researcher could assess the validity and generality of find-
ings from the first hospital.

Theoretical sampling is also a powerful technique for building analytic
frames. For example, journalist Hunter S. Thompson, after spending a year
with the motorcycle gang Hell’s Angels, introduced the concept edgework to
refer to voluntary activities that include a strong element of risk taking
(Thompson 1966, cited in Lyng 2005:19). Sociologist Stephen Lyng (1990)
further elaborated the concept by focusing on people in other walks of life,
such as skydivers, who also seek out dangerous situations. Lyng, along with
other researchers, then applied this concept to still other forms of voluntary
risk taking to further develop it, distinguish it from related concepts, and
explain its causal connections to other concepts. Each study offered evidence
on a different type of edgework. The end product of this collective strategy
of theoretical sampling is a fully developed analytic frame for edgework
(Lyng 2005).

Here is another example: Howard Becker (1963) studied a variety of
groups classified as deviant in addition to marijuana users. He joined these
different cases together in a single analytic frame and called all these groups
“outsiders.” His frame emphasized a dual process of social learning (people
learn “deviant” behaviors from others in social settings) and labeling (soci-
ety’s tendency to label some groups deviant furthers their isolation from the
larger society). His work challenged conventional thinking that certain types
of people were at a greater risk of becoming deviant and focused subsequent
research on social processes. In a similar manner, Erving Goffman (1963)
studied a wide variety of stigmatized people, from those with physical defor-
mities to prostitutes. From a consideration of many different types, he devel-
oped a powerful analytic frame for understanding how stigmatized
individuals deal with their discredited identities.

While the strategy of theoretical sampling is an excellent device for gain-
ing a deeper understanding of cases and for advancing theory (one of the
main goals of social research), many qualitative researchers consider the rep-
resentation of even a single case sufficient for their goals. Some consider the
addition of new cases—using the strategy of theoretical sampling—to be a
useless detour from the important task of understanding one case well. They
are content to leave the comparison of cases and the development of broad
analytic frames to researchers more interested in general questions.

While this reluctance to broaden an investigation is common among qual-
itative researchers, the strategy of theoretical sampling offers a powerful
research tool. As Glaser and Strauss (1967) argue, theoretical sampling
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offers the opportunity to construct generalizations and to deepen under-
standing of research subjects at the same time.

The Study of a Single Case

The techniques of analytic induction and theoretical sampling work best
when there are multiple instances of the phenomenon the researcher is study-
ing. The study of the care of dying patients just described, for instance,
involves observing how patients are treated. Each patient provides another
instance to examine. What techniques can researchers use when they study
only a single instance—for example, one person’s life or a single historical
event? While it is true that most data procedures are designed for multiple
instances, the study of a single case is not haphazard and unstructured
(Feagin, Orum, and Sjoberg 1991). In fact, the single-case study is structured
in ways that parallel analytic induction.

For illustration, consider a researcher who seeks to evaluate the historical
significance of the resignation of President Richard Nixon in the middle of his
second term. Suppose the goal of the researcher in this investigation is to try
to interpret this episode as a serious blow to the authority of the U.S. gov-
ernment, at least in the eyes of the American people. Because of what tran-
spired, according to this interpretation, the American people could never
again trust government leaders and officials to tell them the truth.

Of course, there are many different ways to interpret each historical
episode, and each interpretation is anchored in a different analytic frame.
The interpretation just described sees the events surrounding the resignation
of President Nixon in terms of the authority and legitimacy of governments.
What kinds of conditions and events enhance a government’s authority?
What kinds undermine its authority?

In order to evaluate this interpretation, the researcher would have to
assemble facts relevant to the analytic frame (ones that emphasize factors
influencing a government’s authority) and see if they can be assembled into
an image that supports the interpretation just described. Of course, there are
many facts, and not all will necessarily be consistent with the initial inter-
pretation. The key question is this: Among the relevant facts, which are con-
sistent and which are not? Analytic frames play an important part in this
process because they define some facts as relevant and others as irrelevant,
and different frames define different sets of facts as relevant.

In many ways, this evaluation of facts is like analytic induction. In ana-
lytic induction, the goal is to see if all the relevant instances are the same
with respect to some set of causes or characteristic, as in Jack Katz’s (1984)
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research on legal assistance attorneys. In the study of a single case, the prob-
lem is to see if all the relevant facts—those that are relevant in some way to
the suggested frame—agree with or support an interpretation. Thus, the dif-
ferent facts in the study of a single case are like the different instances in ana-
lytic induction.

Often the facts relevant to a particular frame, once assembled, do not pro-
vide strong support for the initial interpretation. As in analytic induction, the
interpretation and the facts are “double fitted.” That is, there is an interplay
between the researcher’s interpretation and the facts, an interaction that
moves either toward some sort of fit or toward a stalemate. As in the study
of many instances (for example, the care of many different patients in a hos-
pital), the interplay between evidence-based images and theoretical ideas
expressed through analytic frames leads to a progressive refinement of both.

It is important to remember that each different interpretation is anchored
in a different frame. Thus, the facts relevant to one frame will not overlap
perfectly with the facts relevant to another. Thus, there can be many differ-
ent ways to frame a single case, and each interpretation may be valid because
of this imperfect overlap. Cases that can be interpreted in a variety of dif-
ferent ways are considered “rich” because they help researchers explore the
interconnection of the ideas expressed through different frames.

Conclusion

Researchers use qualitative methods when they believe that the best way to
construct a proper representation is through in-depth study of phenomena.
Often they address phenomena that they believe have been seriously misrep-
resented, sometimes by social researchers using other approaches, or perhaps
not represented at all. This in-depth investigation often focuses on a primary
case, on the commonalities among separate instances of the same phenome-
non, or on parallel phenomena identified through a deliberate strategy of
theoretical sampling.

Qualitative methods are holistic, meaning that aspects of cases are viewed in
the context of the whole case, and researchers often must triangulate informa-
tion about a number of cases in order to make sense of one case. Qualitative
methods are used to uncover essential features of a case and then illuminate key
relationships among these features. Often a qualitative researcher will argue
that his or her cases exemplify one or more key theoretical processes or cate-
gories. Finally, as qualitative research progresses, there is a reciprocal clarifica-
tion of the underlying character of the phenomena under investigation and the
theoretical concepts that they are believed to exemplify.



