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Learning Objectives
Readers will be able to do the following:

1. Identify various forms of qualitative research.

2. Explain the focus of grounded theory, phenomenology, and eth-

3. Compare and contrast methods of da
t

with grounded theory, phenomenology, and ethnographic studies.

ed with the forms of qualita-
tive inquiry.

E Beyond the Basics

believe Schram (2006) said it best with
observing, asking, and examining what ot

ta collection and analysis used

V€ Inquiry are quite interest:ing_, We
the following quote: “[w]ays of looking—
hers have done—are notably similar across
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many qualitative research traditions. Ways of seeing—encompassing underlying intent,
guiding concerns, focus, and perspective—are not so similar” (p. 94).

As we explore the common forms of qualitative research, keep in mind that no one
way of examining the social world of others is most correct (Holloway, 2005). Indeed,
there is a great deal to consider when choosing an approach. The form of qualitative
research that you choose depends not only on the purpose of your study and research
questions, but also on your philosophical stance and personality (Holloway, 2005). This
chapter, therefore, introduces various forms of qualitative research, including grounded
theory, ethnography, and phenomenology. It discusses the focus, method, and product
of each form, and also lists examples of research purposes and questions for each. The
chapter concludes with a small section on forms that are less common, including quali-
tative case studies, action research, and narrative inquiry.

Grounded Theory

Grounded theory is an approach to qualitative research that originated in the Chicago
School of Sociology between the 1920s and 1950s (Kendall, 1999). Two American soci-
ology researchers, Glaser and Strauss, are credited with bringing direct attention to this
method of inquiry. In the 1960s, they created a very systematic way to analyze qualita-
tive data and generate theory (Bluff, 2005).

The initial process for developing grounded theory was termed the constant comparison
method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). It is composed of the following distinct stages:

. ldentifying and comparing information or incidents
. Developing categories and constructing subcategories
. Delimiting the theory

4. Explaining the theory

These stages, although still used in many qualitative studies today, have been refined.
In fact, grounded theory has evolved considerably since the 1960s, largely due to the work
of Glaser and Strauss (Hallberg, 2006). However, many authors still refer to grounded
theory as the constant comparative method. An article by Mensch and Ennis (2002),
for example, utilizes this earlier approach, while the article by Pitney (2002) references
a more contemporary method (see appendix A). Regardless of their differences, the
research focus is the same in both examples.

Good question! A theory is a set of statements,
hypotheses, or propositions that explain a par-
ticular phenomenon or process (Ary, Cheser
heory and NOW  Jacobs, & Razavieh, 2002). Theories come in
many forms. Those that are more formal are
associated with a label or a researcher’s name.
iw? For example, Bandura’s social learning theory
is often referred to as Social Learning Theory.
Less-formal theories are displayed as simple

statements or hypotheses.

‘Whatisat
® will | know oné when | see
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Focus

Grounded theory seeks 1o explain what is occurring in a social context and aims to
develop a theory (Annells, 1996). Therefore, it focuses on social processes. The example
of the study by Pitney and Ehlers (2004) focuses on process by examining the way in
which athletic training students are mentored. Moreover, the stud

to conduct research during undergraduate kinesiology Programs?” or “How do exercise

physiologists formulate their perceptions of obesity?” A rigorous form of inquiry must
be used to generate a theory.

Methods

Grounded theory uses many forms of data, but participant interviews are most common.

Alternate but very viable methods are the use of documents (Pandit, 1 996) and observa-
tions as primary data sources.

The steps for data analysis are very prescriptive and the stages of analysis are clearly
identifiable (Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In grounded theory, the researchers
concentrate first on coding the available data as they are collected. Coding is the process
of identifying and labeling pieces of information, concepts, or experiences that pertain
to the research questions. The first stage of this procedure is called open coding (Strauss
& Corbin, 1990). Open coding involves Creating and organizing categories, and is similar

is an important aspect of this process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). As the name suggests,

researchers continuously compare data codes for similar information in order to create
distinct categories.

Are there consequences when an event occurs? If so, what are they?
Are there contingences that occur only when another event unfolds?
* When one situation changes, does another change occur?

* Under what conditions do experiences and processes occur?

By asking these questions, researchers identify the relationships between the emergent
categories. This process of coding helps researchers conceptualize and explain what is
happening with the study’s participants.

19




Qualitative Research in Physical Activity and the Health Professions

The selective coding process is the last phase of analysis. In selective coding, research-
ers identify a core category to which all other categories are related, They develop a set
of explanatory concepts when they describe the relationship between other categories

the central category. Thus, the theory emerges ( Pitney & Parker, 2002). The creation

and
of theory requires a great deal of thought, logic, and creativity from the researchers as
they fully examine relationships in the data.

The theory must be based, or grounded, in data obtained during the investigation.
Although information from previous studies may inform the process, researchers must

rely on data from interviews and observations to develop a theoretical explanation of
the process which they studied.

Many researchers choose 1o portray their theories as 3 model. Models or diagrams can

: e agrounded- No! If you follow a specific method, you
' May | GOY:/E‘::; witgho ut should hold true to its tenets. You have not
® theory s

at finished a grounded-theory study until you
developing a theory have formulated a theory based on the data
the end? you collected.

Purpose and Questions

Here is an example of a purpose statement that would direct You toward a grounded-
theory study: “The purpose of this...investigation is to understand the process by
which clinical decision making is learned by athletic training students” (Pitney &
Parker, 2002, p. S171). A subsequent research question might be: “In what way do
interactions with coaches influence the clinical decision making of athleti

students?” (Pitney & Parker, 2002, p. S171). Appendix A contains an example of a
grounded-theory study.
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to truly gain an insider’s berspective by learnin
the “...social world of people.” (Sharkey & Larson, 2005, p. 169).

therefore, must pe adept at negotiation_

Most ethnographers place more emphasis on observation as a method for collecting
qualitative data. Although it is important to learn about participants’ beliefs and values
by interviewing them, ethnographers want to observe these qualities in a natura] setting, -
The forms of observations discussed in chapter 4 are relevant to ethnographic studies.
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f
' researcher hears, sees, experiences, and thinks in the course of collecting and reflecting The ph
on the data in a qualitative study” (p. 119). this che
The structure of field notes varies from researcher to researcher, but all must record
the following two components: Focu:
1. A description of what has occurred The foc
; 2. What this event means for the broader research purpose worlds.
b a specif
_ Of all the many forms of qualitative research, ethnography is perhaps the least struc- tha}: sey
< i tured. The quality of being both systematic and flexible is exemplified by ethnography phenon
& because researchers explore a culture which they do not know. Ethnography has been The t
i described as “...an unstructured approach to research where the researcher needs to be ing, or ¢
i ‘ explorative and flexible to ‘follow the data,” making decisions throughout the research tha't i i
" process about what, where, and when data will be collected” (Sharkey & Larson, 2005, and per:
i p. 169). As personal relationships are discovered and social interactions unfold, the o
i researchers may need more time to understand important facets of the findings. Al éan
£
3 phenom
A hat long- ) ) of an in
| 1&# \undergtaﬂdil onod- You must remain culturally entrenched until ' investig:
4 e term fieldworkis 'ElE to You have gained the insight necessary to : abilities
& . but is it poss! thoroughly explain and describe the culture. ¢
¥ wear oul Ny Wé\cgme In this case, time is measured in understand- t* Meth
the research sites ing rather than in hours. i Thie
e | includin
i kg
'- Products g method.
E g ) ‘ also expl
s f Every form of research has an outcome. In ethnography, the outcome presented in an o the mett
55 article is a rich description of a specific culture and the social dynamics that occur. The l'
:;: written presentation of an ethnography is largely in narrative form. As a reader, you % 1. B
i should expect rich explanations of the culture or subculture that include information i 2. C
-' related to the physical environment, interpersonal relationships, hierarchy, rituals, 3. A
~ norms, and values of a group. . 4 Tr
=. .i: -
i Purpose and Questions & 8
3 Here is a brief example of a purpose statement that would lead a researcher toward an Bracke
ki ethnographic study: “The purpose of this...investigation is to gain insight and under- j Bracketir
i standing about the culture of learning as it relates to developing clinical decision making : and prec
i skills” (Pitney & Parker, 2002, p. S171). A subsequent research question might be, “What P Research
! F ‘ are the norms and values that guide decision making in this particular clinical culture?” ) including
(Pitney & Parker, 2002, p. S171). Appendix B contains an example of an ethnography. . as susper
I o reflection
! .
this type
Phenomenology - complexi
| 5 We sug
Phenomenology is both a research method and philosophy. The philosophical base draws ;6 is closely
from the pioneering works of Merleau-Ponty, Husserl, and Heidegger (Todres, 2005). E At the ve
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is closely linked to the thought process
At the very least, if You identify your biases ahead of time You will recognize them if

Understanding Forms of Qualitative Research

The philosophical tenets are well beyond the scope of this text, but the final section of
this chapter Tecommends additional sources

of experiences until aJ]

that is left is what really matters most, which helps describe a participant’s life, world,

and perception of a phenomenon.

Bracketing

Collecting data
Analyzing data
Transforming the data

Sharing the story (Lemon & Taylor, 1997; Giorgi, 1985: Colaizzi, 1978)

SR woo

Bracketing

Bracketing means that researchers first attempt to set aside their own beliefs, thoughts,
and preconceived notions about the phenomenon under investigation (Byrne, 2001).
Researchers bracket so that they can learn about the participants’ perceptions without
including their own ideas in the study. Lemon and Taylor (1997) describe this process
as suspending your previous knowledge of a phenomenon by engaging in a deep self-
reflection. As Lancy (1993) suggests, researchers should avoid making assumptions in
this type of study. They must enter the process with an open mind to learn the true
complexities of a phenomenon.

We suggest writing down your thoughts about the phenomenon. The writing process
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they enter the process of data analysis. Take time to search your beliefs and write why
the topic is important to you, what you think you know about it, and what experiences

you have with it.

Data Collection

Interviewing is the most critical and noteworthy method of data collection in phenom-

enology (Wimpenny & Gass, 2000). Researchers collect data from individuals who have

experienced the phenomenon, so they must use very purposeful interview criteria. Once

they have identified participants, they conduct an interview or series of interviews.
When interviewing participants, you must cover two broad aspects that are based on

the works of Moustakas (1994) and summarized by Creswell (2007):

1. How has the participant experienced the phenomenon?
2. What has influenced their perception of and experience with the phenomenon?

Seidman (1991) advocates conducting three 90-minute interviews with participants.
Each interview focuses on a different aspect of the experience:

1. Focused life history
2. Details of the experience
3. Reflection on the meaning

' | am using Seidmans
ﬁ ach 1o interviewingd.  Use any data you have already collected that
appro + able to con-  contributes to an understanding of the past
put | am ﬂ.O rerview with and present aspects of the phenomenon.
duct a third H’ﬂ'/fr3 st Be sure to document your change in proce-
one of the participan~= 4 o

How should | proceeds

Analyze and Transform Data

The analyzing and transforming steps of the phenomenological process are different,
but difficult to separate. The analysis step typically follows a process similar to the one
described in chapter 4. In phenomenology, researchers identify any statements made
by the participants that provide information about the phenomenon. Phenomenolo-
gists next thematize these statements, which are often called meaning units. The goal of
organizing the meaning units and creating themes is to manage information that will
ultimately enable the researcher to describe the phenomenon.

The transforming step attempts to distill the phenomenon down to its essence, or
the meaning of the experience. Researchers first describe the participants’ experiences
based on the emergent themes. Next, they explain how the participants experienced the
phenomenon and what it means to them. To transform the data, researchers capture
the expressions and language that participants use to describe their experiences. In this
process, researchers must ask, “How can I describe what I have learned in a manner
that captures its essence and does justice to the participant’s experience, yet presents
the general meaning of the phenomenon?” (Todres, 2005).
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ite why Share the Story
ALICHICES When entering this final step of the process, researchers must ask and answer this

key question: “From the perspective of the participants, how can this phenomenon

enom- r researchers must take the resulss and descriptions back to the participants for review
10 have £ and approval. This practice is very similar to the brocess of member checking (Colaizzi,
a. Once & 1978).
2WS. B
ased on &

Products

]

’: This form of qualitative research generates a rich and exhaustive description of a given

experience and uncovers unknown aspects of the phenomenon. For example, Good-
1enon?

win and Compton (2004) unveiled a series of paradoxes that occurred in the lives of
. women with disabilities, including “the belief that a high quality of life is dependent
cipants. upon physical wellness and independence and what these young women anticipate for
their futures as they age” (p. 134),

If your interests lead you toward a phenomenological mvestigation, we suggest you
take the advice of Lancy (1993) and select a complex phenomenon about which little
is known and critical questions still exist. An example of a complex topic is the experi-
ence of pain, which Dudgeon, Gerrard, Jensen, Rhodes, and Tyler (2002) investigated
in their study titled “Physical Disability and the Experience of Chronic Pain_” Using a
phenomenological method for less complex topics may “capture too much; it is wastetul”

sel that (Lancy, 1993, p. 9). In other words, both the researcher and the research would be better
e past served with a different theoretical approach. Therefore, articulate the phenomenon of
interest to your colleagues or advisors, who can help you ascertain whether the topic is
BRSEL, £ complex enough to warrant such an intense investigation.
proce- 2
No. Although some researchers have stated
that using a specific form of inquiry leads to
a higher level of sophistication and may “...
" convey a level of methodological expertise”
tferent, ' Do | have to 56]60.1’5 0”’ (Creswell, 2007, p. 232), we respectfully
HE e k approach to qualitative disagree. You can have a substantial level of
s made rch? rigor and obtain a great deal of insight and
1enolo- resea understanding wij i ic inter-
g with a basic or generic inter.
goal of { pretive study. Your expertise and the study’s
1wl sophistication will be apparent in how you
plan and execute the studly.
nce, or
riences
eetilic Purpose and Questions
capture
In this Here is a brief example of research questions and purpose statements that would lead a
nanner researcher toward a phenomenological study: “The purpose of this...investigation is to

resents e describe the essence and structure of learning to make clinical decisions as an athletic
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be: “How do athletic training students experience and learn clinical decision making?”
(Pitney & Parker, 2002, p. S171). Appendix C contains an example of a phenomeno-
logical study.

Additional Types of Qualitative Research

This last section focuses on three additional forms of qualitative research. Although
they are less common in literature on physical activity and the health professions, you
may encounter a qualitative case study, action research study, or narrative inquiry. You
should have a basic understanding of each type.

Qualitative Case Studies

Qualitative case studies are intense investigations of a single unit of study, or a bounded
system. Examples include one person, one educational program, one school, a single
class, a nursing ward, a hospital, or a wellness center.

Merriam (1998) states that researchers may select a bounded system because it is the
focus of an identified issue or concern. The bounded system may also be unique in some
way. Qualitative case studies use many forms of data to understand what is happening,
including observations, documents, and interviews. The product is a rich description of
the case and an explanation of how it operates.

Please note that we use the term gualitative case study very purposefully. Some case
studies, especially in medicine, rely on quantitative data like diagnostic tests to paint a
clear picture of what a patient has experienced and how the treatment was effective.
Case studies use many forms of data, not just qualitative information. Therefore, you
must be very clear about the design you have chosen.

A positive aspect of conducting a case study is that you will not need to work with
any participants beyond those involved with the bounded system. In other words, you
only need to collect data as it relates to your case. If you decide to conduct a qualitative
case study of a unique adapted physical education program for students with multiple
sclerosis, you would interview the students, parents, instructors, and administrators.
Your observations would be limited to that single program. You would not need to
observe other programs or conduct interviews with anyone who is not involved with
the case.

A limitation of qualitative case studies is that their findings are rarely transferable.
However, you shouldn't feel too apologetic about this limitation. Qualitative case stud-
ies tend to focus on unique programs, special concerns, and interesting situations. How
they compare to other contexts may be irrelevant; your goal is to vividly describe this
case so others can learn about it. Readers can make their own decisions about how to
use the findings.

Action Research

Action research is a very practical form of inquiry that is designed to produce a spe-
cific outcome, change, or improvement in the very setting in which it is conducted
(Stringer, 2004). It is. systematically conducted by practitioners, such as clinicians
or teachers, to gather information about how procedures are performed (e.g., how
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Understanding Forms of Qualitative Research

teachers teach or how patients are treated) and how context influences outcomes
(Mills, 2007:; Stringer, 2004). Stringer (2004) elucidated the following characteristics
of action research:

*  Change. Practitioners work on changing their behaviors 1o improve their prac-
tice.

*  Reflection. Practitioners reflect on, think about, and theorize about their roles and
functions.

Action research most ctommonly employs qualitative data collection and analysis
because of the depth of understanding that can be obtained about a specific context.
Remember that the focus of action research is changing and Improving practice.

Narrative Inquiry

are very common, many additional forms exist. Some researchers mix these forms to
achieve a unique research purpose.

127




