Summary of Qualitative Research book by Ian Dey

1.   Introduction

What is qualitative data?
Qualitative data deal with meanings, meanings are mediated through language and action (Dey, 1993, p.10). Qualitative data is presented as much ‘richer’ and ‘more valid’ than quantitative data. On the other hand, it is often dismissed as ‘too subjective’ because assessments are not made in terms of established standards (Dey, 1993, p.14).

Qualitative research has become a fashionable term to use for any method other than the survey: unstructured interviewing. Data produced from such sources may include fieldnotes, interview transcripts, documents etc. This form of research  rejects the positivist ‘sins’ associated with survey methods of investigation (Dey, 1993, p.14).
 
Classification
The interpretation and explanation of the data requires the development of a conceptual framework through which the actions or events that the research is investigating can be rendered intelligible (Dey, 1993, p.39).

The data starts as a seamless sequence, from which the researcher must cut out all the bits of the task. The researcher starts by cutting them out in ways which correspond to the separate facets of the social reality under investigation, but also allowing for the bits to be put together again to produce an overall picture.

Before the bits can be fitted together into the task, the researcher must assess its characteristics and assign it to some category or anther. The categories used are organised tools that allow the researcher to sort out the heap of bits according to relevant characteristics. Gradually the pieces of data come together to make complete categories. The categories which are initially organised lead on towards a new classification in terms of which the researcher finally describes the picture (Dey, 1993, p.40).

Without classifying the data, the researcher has no way of knowing what it is they are analysing. Nor can they make meaningful comparisons between different bits of data. Therefore, classifying the data is an integral part of the analysis (Dey, 1993, p.40).

Categorisation is a process of funnelling the data into relevant categories for analysis  (Dey, 1993, p.42). Although, categories may have to be sensitive to capture all the subtleties of the data (Dey, 1993, p.42).

The researcher may also define the boundaries between the categories more precisely, identifying clearer guidelines for allocating data to one category to another. Additional data may oblige the researcher to make further refinements to the categories (Dey, 1993, p.44).

Classification is a conceptual process, which involves two things. Firstly assigning the bits of data to categories or classes which bring the bits together again, if in a novel way. Thus all the bits that ‘belong’ to a particular category are brought together and in the process, the researcher begins to discriminate more clearly between the criteria for allocating data to one category or another. Then some categories may be subdivided, and others subsumed under more abstract categories. The boundaries between these categories may be defined more precisely. Logic may require the addition of new categories, not present in the data, to produce a more comprehensive classification (Dey, 1993, p.45).

The analysis of the data will be guided by the research objectives, which can only be achieved through analysing the data, therefore, this is an interactive process, in which the research objectives are in turn guided by conceptual clarification achieved through classifying the data (Dey, 1993, p.46).

Graphic forms of representation can provide an appropriate set of tools for constructing classification schema, such as those depicting logical relations of hierarchy and subordination between concepts (Dey, 1993, p.46).

Making Connections
Classification lays the foundation for identifying substantive connections (Dey, 1993, p.47).  Once the data is classified, the researcher can examine regularities, variations and singularities in the data. The researcher needs to identify patterns in the data, so that by studying such correlation’s between different categories the researcher can build up a picture of the data which is both clearer and more complex than the initial impressions. Therefore, by identifying such patterns the researcher can find a fresh perspective on the data (Dey, 1993, p.47). By examining the associations between different variables, the researcher can begin to identify connections between them (Dey, 1993, p.47).

Counting Qualitative accounts
Once data has been categorised it can be counted, and data which can be enumerated can be analysed statistically, if only at a simple level. This provides one means of identifying or confirming regularities and variations within the data (Dey, 1993, p.48). Through this kind of analysis, the researcher can interrogate the data (Richards and Richards, 1991) and explore the connections between the categories.

However, the search for regularities has to be considered as a way of assisting rather than substituting for the analysis of connections between events (Dey, 1993, p.49).

Graphic representation is an especially appropriate method for qualitative analysis (cf. Miles and Huberman, 1984), for it provides an effective way of coping with complex interactions, indicating the key concepts employed and their inter-relation. Pictures provide a powerful tool for capturing or conveying meaning (Dey, 1993, p.50).

Steps involved in Analysing Qualitative Data
The various aspects of analysing qualitative data can be presented sequentially, as though analysis proceeds straight through the various facets of description and classification to connecting concepts and producing an overall account (Dey, 1993, p.53).
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Creating Categories
The researcher can put all the bits of data which seem similar or related into separate piles, and then compare the bits of each pile. The researcher can then compare observations within each pile or sub-pile, looking for interesting similarities or differences within the data. The researcher can also make comparisons between the different piles or sub-piles, again looking for patterns or variations in the data (Dey, 1993, p.95).

The process of categorisation is often referred to as ‘labelling’ data and categories are sometimes referred to as ‘labels’. But where the researcher is ‘labelling’ in order to group data, it may be less confusing to use the term ‘categorisation’ for this process of making and applying distinctions within the data (Dey, 1993, p.96).

Resources for generating categories (Dey, 1993, p.100):

· Inferences from the data
· Initial or emergent research questions
· Substantive and theoretical issues
· Imagination, intuition and previous knowledge


The length of a category list will depend in part on the range of issues and the breadth of data being analysed. However, the researcher can also add categories by developing a  more refined category set (Dey, 1993, p.105).

There are advantages in leaving the task of refining categories until later. One is that all the data for a category can be brought together and examined as a whole before deciding upon any refinements. This may be useful in identifying the weight attached to particular issues and establishing the connections between them. A detailed inspection of the data may suggest a rather different way of refining the analysis (Dey, 1993, p.106).



Assigning Categories
What does categorising the data involve? At a practical level, it involves the transfer of bits of data from one context (the original data) to another (the data assigned to the category). The researcher should aim for some consistency in the size of the bits he categorises, especially if he wants to assess later the weight of evidence supporting his analysis by considering the number of bits he has assigned to a category (Dey, 1993, p.115). 

When the researcher breaks the data up too finely he many lose important contextual information about the data. This problem is less severe with the computer, which retrieves the entire context. However, having chosen a particular path the researcher ought to follow it as consistently as he can right through the analysis of the data (Dey, 1993, p.118).

Assigning categories will involve going through the data case by case in a systematic way, and deciding whether and how bits of data should be categorised. This requires considerable concentration, in order to ensure that all the appropriate categories for all the data have been considered (Dey, 1993, p.119).


Splitting and Splicing
After creating and assigning categories to the data, the next step is to consider ways of refining or focusing the analysis. To achieve this the researcher needs to shift attention from the ‘original’ data itself to the data which is reconceptualised, i.e. reorganised around some category. Therefore, the researcher can organise and analyse the data in terms of the categories which he developed. This shift in focus has been described as a ‘recontextualisation’ of the data (Tesch, 1990), as it can now be viewed in the context of the categories created rather than in its original context (Dey, 1993, p.129).

To avoid misunderstanding or misinterpretation when abstracting data from its original context. It is recommended that the researcher also hold information about the case to which it belongs, the original context from which it comes and so on. As this information will be vital to the interpretation of the data (Dey, 1993, p.130).

In abstracting databits there is a significant information loss. Although, by way of compensation the researcher gains the opportunity to think about the data in a new way. For it will now be possible to make comparisons between all the different databits which were assigned to a particular category. The researcher can compare the databits assigned to one category with those assigned to another. On this basis, the researcher can further clarify his categories and contribute to developing the conceptual framework through which he can apprehend his data. The process is likely to involve two main tasks, which Dey (1993, p.131) has called ‘splitting’ and ‘splicing’ categories. Splitting refers to the task of refining categories by subcategorising data. Splicing refers to combining categories to provide a more integrated conceptualisation.


Splitting categories
Categorising involves subdividing the data as well as assigning categories (Dey, 1993, p.131).

With subcategorising, there is no longer a need to subdivide the data in quite the same way. Subcategorising can be done using the existing databits without further subdivisions within the databits. The categories can be split up into a number of subcategories which can then be assigned databits which already belong to that category. The process of splitting up a category into a subcategory is not just conceptual. It involves assigning the various databits to appropriate subcategories, and is therefore grounded in the analysis of these databits (Dey, 1993, p.131).

Subcategorising will depend in part, on how far at this point the researcher can identify some central concerns around which the analysis will revolve. Therefore, subcategorising may focus on those themes and issues which are emerging as the most significant for the analysis (Dey, 1993, p.132).

There are always going to be some distinctions which, not irrelevant conceptually, are too marginal in terms of the databits to justify subcategorisation. Although, if on the other hand there were far more databits then it might be useful to assign the databits to subcategories, where the data can be examined in a new context (Dey, 1993, p.133).

The distinctions used are sometimes suggested by the data, but they are not drawn in the data. Therefore, empirical grounding should not be taken to mean slavish obligation to reproduce only those distinctions which are meaningful to actors as well as analysts (Dey, 1993, p.136).

Bliss et al (1983) argue that the more subcategories the researcher uses the more refined or ‘delicate’ the analysis will be. Although, since no two databits are identical there are always going to be differences between one databit and another. There is virtually no limit, therefore, to the subcategories the researcher could create for analysing the data. However, the researcher need only note those differences which are conceptually relevant and practically useful from the point of view of further analysis (Dey, 1993, p.137). Subcategorising can allow the researcher to see differences which would otherwise remain buried or blurred; but too many distinctions can lead to unnecessary fragmentation and loss of focus (Miles and Huberman, 1984, p.222).

Splicing  categories
Splitting categories results in a search for greater resolution and detail splicing categories results in a search for greater integration and scope. Dey (1993, p.139) argues that the  fewer and more powerful the categories, the more intelligible and coherent the analysis.

The researcher should not want to include every strand in the analysis. But instead concentrate his efforts on the central categories emerging from the preliminary analysis. Deciding on what is central requires paying heed to both the conceptual and empirical relevance of the categories employed so far. Conceptual relevance can be established in terms of the main interests and objectives that emerge from the preliminary analysis of the data. By this stage the researchers ideas may be taking shape  and he may be able to identify the main directions in which he wants the analysis to go. The data provides the anvil upon which the researcher can shape and sharpen his ideas. Some categories may apply to the data much more effectively than others. Those which become central are likely to encompass most of the data, while those which become marginal may be weakly represented in the data (Dey, 1993, p.139).

Once the main strands of the analysis have been selected, the researcher can begin to interweave them. Here the shift is from making comparisons within categories to making comparisons between them (Dey, 1993, p.140).

The comparisons can be made by firstly considering whether or not the distinctions between these categories are worth making. The researcher needs to determine whether the discrimination between databits in the categories been effective in a way which contributes to the analysis both conceptually and empirically (Dey, 1993, p.142). 

When the researcher reviews his categories in the light of retrievals, he should be looking for confrontation with the data rather than confirmation of his categories (Dey, 1993, p.147). The researcher cannot consider the question ‘where should this category go?’ without also considering the question ‘why should it go there?’ (Dey, 1993, p.148).

In splicing categories, the researcher clarifies relationships between categories, but the researcher has not reduced the overall number of strands in his analyse. For splicing is not just a question of bringing categories together. The researcher must also consider the relevance and boundaries of the categories themselves. The researcher must first identify clearly the separate strands, if he hopes to weave them together effectively in his analysis (Dey, 1993, p.150).

Linking data
Things which are connected through interaction need not be similar, and vice versa (Sayer, 1992, p.88). As there may be two distinct categories, however there may be a substantive connection between their behaviour, despite the formal differences between them (Dey, 1993, p.152). e.g. customer loyalty and employee loyalty.

Linking data is akin to categorising because for the sake of clarity and consistency the researcher needs to create a list of links which he can assign to the links he observes between bits of data. Like the category set, the link list ought to be conceptually and empirically ‘grounded’ - conceptually in the ideas and objectives which informs the research, empirically in the observations of the interrelationships within the data. Links can be derived from the initial questions and interests of the research, and / or by inferring them from the data (Dey, 1993, p.155). 

The links observed between different bits of data establish connections between the categories the researcher assigned to that data (Dey, 1993, p.167).
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Figure 2 Linking data and connecting categories.

the researcher can assign numbers to the data eliminating the detail and reducing the data to numbers, allowing the key points to emerge with greater clarity (Dey, 1993, p.198).
Table 1 The number of assignations of each category by case
	Case
	Category 1
	Category 2
	Category 3

	a
	5
	5
	4

	b
	2
	2
	1

	c
	0
	2
	1


 
This method can help the research to identify patterns within the data (Dey, 1993, p.199).

On the other hand, the researcher is faced with a matrix whose meaning has been reduced to whether or not a category has been assigned to the data. The interpretations of this information depends entirely upon the decisions the researcher has made in creating the categories and assigning them to the data. Therefore, the researcher may be wary of drawing conclusions on the basis of such limited information. Any inferences the researcher draws about regularities and variations in the data must reflect the confidence the researcher can place in the initial conceptualisations. The matrix can be useful, but the researcher may need to return to the original data as often as possible, for confirmation of patterns apparent within the data or to re-examine and modify the earlier judgements (Dey, 1993, p.199).

By reducing the number of values, the researcher not only summarises the data but also renders it more intelligible, by translating numbers into meaningful values (Dey, 1993, p.199).

There may be a problem with this method, if one category has been subcategorised into three subcategories, they cannot be analysed separately from the root category. Therefore, researchers should avoid such composites and analyse variables in terms of a single dimension (Dey, 1993, p.201).

The virtue of reducing values and variables is that the researcher can increase the focus of his analysis. Additionally the emerging image may also clarify the relationship between different elements in the picture / matrix (Dey, 1993, p.201).

The researcher can use frequencies and crosstabulations of variables to identify patterns holding in the data. Although the researcher must be aware that firstly, there may not be enough data to merit any inferences. Secondly, any evidence of any possible relationship in the data is at best suggestive rather than conclusive. The researcher still needs to return to the data to examine evidence in detail (Dey, 1993, p.202).

Each cell of the matrix results from a complex process of decision making. This process includes the creation of memos and categories, the demarcation of databits and their assignment to categories, the splitting and splicing of categories, and the translation of categories into variables together with any subsequent recoding (Dey, 1993, p.202).

Mapping
Making maps is a useful way of making sense of data. Because maps deal with the relationship between one point and another, they are particularly useful in analysing the connections between the categories, the researcher has used in his analysis (Dey, 1993, p.203).

Mapping requires two things, first, there is a need to some way represent the ‘points’ of the analysis. Secondly, there is a need to some way represent the relations between the points (Dey, 1993, p.203).
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Figure 4   Map of complex relationships between four variables


By mapping the researcher can express in a few symbols what would otherwise take many words (Dey, 1993, p.204).

Mapping categories (Dey, 1993, p.209):

· Shapes and patterns can represent different types of category
· Size can represent differences in empirical scope of categories
· Alignment can be used to compare differences in empirical scope
· Differences in scope need only be represented for the most refined categories


The strength of a causal relationship can be represented by different widths in the length of the arrows e.g.


	etc.....


The direction of the arrowhead indicates the direction of the relationship. Alternatively if the relationship is in both directions, the map can be amended to take account of the reciprocal relationship (Dey, 1993, p.212).

e.g.
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In this diagram the results of category C also influence the behaviour of category B
In identifying causal connections, the researcher must take account of whether relationships are ‘positive’ or ‘negative’. This information can be incorporated into the by placing a plus or minus sign above the arrow (Dey, 1993, p.214). 
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