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INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Who is this guide for?

This guide is designed to provide a general overview of the concepts, methods and tools
commonly used in qualitative research, and to illustrate how these may be used for
programme development. It is an introductory guide for programme managers, project
directors, researchers and others who need to make decisions concerning when and how to
conduct research for programme development purposes, it can be used as a resource in
training workshops for such people and will also serve as a useful reference for field
researchers. It is pot however, a "how-to” training manual for field researchers. It is hoped
that this guide will help to both demystify and encourage the effective use of qualitative
research for the development of appropniate and effective health programmes.

Chapter 1 gives an overview of qualitative research and its potential uses. Chapter 2
provides descriptions of the most common data collection methods used in qualitative
research, with discussions of their strengths and weaknesses. Chapters 3 through 5 discuss
issues of sampling, study design and report-writing in qualitative research. Chapter 6 gives
examples of several qualitative research designs used by health programmes to address their
specific needs and interests. Appendices list resources which can be consulted for more
detailed, "how-to", training materials for field researchers,
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What is qualitative research?

The qualitative research tradition has long been associated with academic disciplines
such as cultural anthropology, sociology, psychology and sociolinguistics. Qualitative
research is increasingly used in a number of applied professions, as well, including education,
nursing and public health. Despite its widespread use, discussion continues as to what
constitutes qualitative research, and how it differs from quantitative research.

Some would argue that the difference is primarily methodological; that 1s, that
qualitative and quantitative research traditions each have a set of data collection tools that are
used to investigate social phenomena. While there does exist a set of data collection methods
which are typically used by qualitative researchers (described in Chapter 2), this definition
is not entirely appropriate since it implies, incorrectly, that qualitative methods are incapable
of yielding quantitative results. More fundamental to the definition of qualitative research are
the following characteristics:

» Qualitative research is characterized by an approach which seeks to describe and analyze
the culture’ and behaviour of humans and their groups from the point of view of those
being studied. Indeed, the most fundamental characteristic of qualitative research is "the
€Xpress commitment to view events, action, norms, values, etc, from the perspective of the
people who are being studied."

» Qualitative research places an emphasis on providing a comprehensive or "holistic”
understanding of the social settings in which research is conducted. Social life is viewed
as involving interlocking series of events, which need to be fully described in order to
reflect the reality of everyday life.

+ Qualitative research relies on a research strategy which is flexible and iterative. This
approach allows the discovery of unexpectedly important topics which may not have been
visible had the researcher been limited to a pre-defined set of questions or data collection
methods. In qualitative research, some initial choices are made concerning research
questions and data collection methods, but these may be modified as new information is
collected (see Figure 1). This contrasts with a rigidly followed experimental design where
all procedures must be specified before the beginning of data collection and followed in
an unalterable course (See Figure 2).

! See Glossary in Appendix 1 for a definition of culture.

? Bryman, A. (1992). Quantity and Quality in Social Research. London: Routledge, p.

61,
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‘Figure 2: The logical structure of the quantitative research process’

Aims/objectives
Research questions

Y

Study design and sampling

Y

Data collection

Y

Data analysis

Y

Use of results for
programme development

* Fig. 2 adapted from Bryman,A. (1992). Quantity and Quality in Social Research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, p.20.
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Qualitative vs. survey research

A quantitative, survey research approach is one in which a pre-determined series of
questions are asked in the exact same way to every respondent. This approach has long
dominated social investigations for national planning and programme evaluation in developing
countries. Surveys which attempt to measure social opinions and behaviours are often
referred to as Knowledge, Attitude and Practices (KAP) surveys. Survey research is attractive
because it allows statistical inference from relatively small samples to large populations;
relationships between variables can be assessed and measured; surveys are fairly easy to
design and quick to implement; and results from standardized surveys can be compared across
time periods or regions.

However, KAP surveys have been associated with a number of problems, and
should be used cautiously, Particularly important are what are referred to as non-sampling
errors. Some of the most common of these include the misreporting of answers because:
respondents have problems remembering certain information; because they misunderstand the
question; or because the topic is too sensitive. Sometimes respondents may knowingly lie
because they fear a negative consequence of a truthful reply, or because they want to give the
answer they presume the interviewer wishes to hear.

Perhaps the most serious problems with KAP surveys are those associated with the
cultural re-interpretation of survey questions by respondents, and problems of contextual
bias associated with the survey.

Cultaral re-interpretation happens when questions are not meaningful to respondents in
the way intended by the researcher, A question may evoke special meanings and associations
in respondents which are totally unintended and unknown by the researcher. In such cases,
respondents’ answers are really answers to a different question (see example on page 6).

Contextual bias refers to factors associated with the interview itself. Survey research
tends to rely on only one context in which to collect information (a formal interview with a
stranger). This approach assumes that people’s behaviour and attitudes are the same from one
context to the next. However, it has been shown that respondents’ answers may vary
depending on contextual factors such as the sex of the interviewer, the presence of other
individuals during the interview, or the sensitivity of the interview topic.

In contrast, qualitative researchers have the opportunity to spend more time in a
community, thereby developing rapport and identifying potential sources of contextual bias.
The flexibility of qualitative research allows the researcher to reduce contextual bias by using
interviewing techniques and creating an interview environment in which respondents feel most
comfortable.
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Example of a survey that failed®

In a study which compared information collected using KAP questionnaire
with that collected through unstructured interviewing, researchers found
serious problems of data validity associated with the KAP questionnaire. For
example, when asked the standard fertility survey question "Have you heard
of abortion?", about 95% answered "no.” However, through cross-checks
using unstructured interviewing, researchers discovered that in fact 100% of
those interviewed had, in fact, "heard of” abortion. However, respondents
had understood the survey question to ask whether they had knowledge of the
techniques of abortion or knowledge of who had had an abortion. Thus,
respondents had responded to a very different question from the one intended.
Unstructured interviews also revealed that many women were embarrassed to
reveal their knowledge of family planning to strangers, especially males, and
in front of relatives or neighbours,

The agencies who conducted the KAP survey recommended continued
spending on the dissemination of knowledge about family planning. Results
from unstructured interviewing, however, suggest that these funds would be
wasted, and would be better spent on providing accessible services or creating
other conditions favourable to the adoption of family planning,

* Stone, L. and Campbell, J.G. (1984). "The use and misuse of surveys in international
development: an experiment from Nepal," Human Organization, vol. 43, no. 1, pp. 27-37.
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What is certain is that different data collection methods produce different kinds of
information. Therefore, before choosing whether to use a quantitative or qualitative research
approach, it is important to decide what inforration is most needed and most useful in a
given situation, and then use those methods that are best suited to producing that information.
Qualitative and quantitative approaches to research are complementary, and where
appropriate should be combined in such a way as to maximize the strengths and
minimize the limitations of each. For example:

qualitative research can facilitate quantitative research by identifying topics which are
appropriate for survey methods;

quantitative research can be used to facilitate qualitative research by generalizing findings
to a large sample, or by identifying groups that warrant in-depth, qualitative study:

qualitative Tesearch can help to interpret relationships between variables discovered in
quantitative research.

There are no strict rules for making decisions about what research approach and
methods to use. For each study, data collection options and strategies will depend on what
kinds of information are needed, who the information is for and how the information is to be
used. Table 1 presents some of the situations in which qualitative and quantitative research
are most appropriate.

Table 1: When qualitative and quantitative (survey) approaches are
most appropriate

WHEN QUALITATIVE APPROACH IS MOST
APPROPRIATE

WHEN SURVEY APPROACH IS MOST
APPROFPRIATE

when the subject matter is unfamiliar

when the subject matter is ¢learly defined and
familiar

for exploratory research, when relevant eoncepts and
variables are unknown or their definitions are unclear

when measurement problems are minor or have been
resolved

for explanatory depth; when you want to relate
particular aspects of behaviour to the wider context

when there is no need to relate findings to the
broader social or cultural setting, or this setting is
already sufficiently understood

when mesning rather than frequencies are sought

when detailed numerical description for a
representative sample is required

when flexibility of approach is needed to allow for
discovery of the unexpected, and in-depth
investigation of particular topics

when repeatability of measurements is important

for smdying selected issues, cases or events in depth
and detail

when generalizability of results and comparison
across populations is desired
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What can qualitative research do for hedlth programmes?
Qualitative research has been used in a wide range of health programmes, including
those dealing with tropical diseases, primary health care, nutrition, family planning, women’s
reproductive health, AIDS, clinical medicine and drug/alcohol abuse. Qualitative research is
especially useful for:
exploring a health problem or issue about which little is known.
identifying local perceptions of health and development priorities.

identifying relevant intervention strategies and target populations.

investigating the feasibility, acceptability and appropriateness of potential new health
programmes.

developing appropriate information, education and communication (IEC) activities and
materials.

identifying problems in on-going interventions, and suggesting appropriate solutions to
those problems.

complementing quantitative data collected in routine monitoring and evaluation studies, by
helping to interpret quantitative results.

designing more valid survey instruments by identifying topics for which survey research
1$ most appropriate, and by identifying relevant questions and their appropriate wording,
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Who should conduct qualitative research?

Programme managers may need to identify appropriate local researchers to conduct
studies, or may need to identify consultants to train or work with local researchers. How
does one know whether or not a researcher has the proper skills for the job?

As mentioned earlier, qualitative research methods are used in a wide range of
professions. However, a researcher’s academic qualifications are much less important than
his or her past experience actually using qualitative data collection methods in the field. In
some countries, the best field workers are those that have little or no acadernic training--since
some acadernic training programmes tend to emphasize "armchair theorizing” rather than
fieldwork, Sometimes, appropriate researchers can be found through non-govemmental
development agencies, who train and use local fieldworkers for their projects.

If relatively inexperienced field researchers must be hired, it will be especially important
to set aside time to provide them with hands-on training. This will usually involve sending
an experienced consultant to the field for a few days to several weeks.

Ideally, researchers who intend to conduct qualitative field research should also have
experience or traiting in a field relevant to the topic to be studied (ie. a specific health
problem). However, in most countries it is difficult to find individuals with experience in
both a health field and qualitative research. One way around this is to work with multi-
disciplinary teams comprised of, for example, a qualitative researcher and a disease-control
specialist. Together, the programme manager, disease specialist and researchers can define
research questions and review results. The creation of a multi-disciplinary team helps to
identify-and keep the study focused on-relevant issues.

If research is to be conducted fairly rapidly, it is also advised that researchers be
familiar with the language and culture of the area where the study is to be conducted. While
the ideal would be to have researchers who are fluent in the local language, this is not always
possible. In such cases, competent translators must be identified to work with researchers.

Finally, researchers who intend to conduct qualitative field studies should be willing to
live in the study site for the duration of the study. Residence in the field helps to develop
good rapport with community members (thus facilitating other data collection activities), and
allows researchers to take advantage of time outside of formal data collection activities 1o
gain a more general understanding of the social context in which people live.
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THE TOOLBOX

CHAPTER 2: THE TOOLBOX

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the most common data
collection methods used in qualitative research, as well as their particular sirengths and
weaknesses. These include unstructured, semi-structured and structured interviewing
techniques; group interviewing techniques; observational methods; ethnographic decision-tree
modelling; and social network analysis.

Knowing something about the tools that researchers have available to them will help
you to work with researchers in choosing and combining methods in the most appropriate way
for your particular information needs. (Appendix IV contains a summary table of the data
collection methods discussed in this chapter).

We have intentionally provided only a brief description of how the different techniques
are used and the kinds of information they produce. Very little information is provided
concerning data analysis techniques. For detailed, "how-to" instructions, readers are advised
to consult the materials listed in Appendix 111

Unstructured interviews

Unstructured interviewing is the most widely used method of data collection in cultural
anthropology. In this approach to interviewing, the researcher has some idea in mind of the
topics to be covered, and may use some sort of topic list as a remninder, but there is minimal
control over the order in which topics are covered, and over the respondents’ answers. In
unstructured interviewing, neither the specific questions to be asked nor the range or type of
possible answers are pre-defined.

Unstructured interviewing is informal and conversational, and the aim is to get the
informants to "open up,” and to let them express themselves in their own terms. The key to
successful unstructured interviews is learning how to probe effectively--that is, to stimulate
an informant to produce more information without injecting too much of the researcher’s
words, ideas or concepts into the conversation.

Strengths of unstructured interviews:

The main strength of an informal conversational approach to interviewing is that it
allows the interviewer to be responsive to individual differences and situational
characteristics. Unstructured interviews are especially useful in situations where the
researcher has lots of time to interview informants on many separate occasions. This
style of interviewing builds well on observations, and can help to discover relevant

11
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questions and their appropriate wording for semi-structured interviews and
questionnaires. Unstructured interviewing is also useful for building initial rapport with
informants, before conducting more formal interviews, and for talking with people or
in situations where more formal interviews may not be tolerated (for example, in studies
of street culture), Unstructured interviews are also useful for studying sensitive topics
such as sexuality or certain political topics.

Weaknesses of unstructured interviews:

Because there is no set format for conducting conversational interviews, each
interview tends to be unique. This makes it difficult to systematize and analyze
the data. It may take several conversations before obtaining a similar set of
information from each informant.

Semi-structured intetviews

Semi-structured interviews are based on the use of an interview guide. This is a
written list of questions or topics that need to be covered during the interview. However, the
exact order and wording of the questions may vary from respondent to respondent, The
interviewer may still follow leads and new topics that arise in the course of the interview, but
the interview guide is a set of clear instructions concerning the main questions to be asked
or topics to be probed. Types of semi-structured interviews using interview guides include
the following:

Depth/focused interviews

Depth interviews, in contrast with more exploratory interviews, intensively investigate
a particular topic. The purpose of a depth, or focused interview is to gain as complete and
detailed an understanding as possible of the topic at hand. Depth interviews involve semi-
structured interview guides, and assume enough prior exploration of the topic to know what
the relevant questions are that relate to the topic to be investigated.

Case studies

The purpose of case studies is to collect comprehensive, systematic, and in-depth
information about particular cases of interest. A case can be a person, an event, an illness
episode, a programme, an organization, a time period, or a community. The case study
attempts to describe the unit in depth and detail, in context, and holistically. Case studies are
especially useful when the researcher needs to understand particular people, problems or
situations in great depth, and when information-rich cases can be found which provide great
insight into the phenomenon in question.

12
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Life histories

Life histories (personal biographies) are usually collected over a series of many, lengthy
interviews (usually both unstructured and semi-structured). Life histories are often collected
and presented in order to relate the abstractions of ethnographic description to the lives of
individuals. Life histories are prone to problems of representativeness, because the people
who are willing to recount their life histories to researchers are often atypical of their
communities, Nonetheless, life histories can be useful for examining general values, points
of cultural interests, and perceptions of social relationships. It is probably best to use life
histories as explanatory and illustrative materials in connection with other kinds of data that
have been collected in a more representative manner.

Strengths of semi-structured interviews:

The use of an interview guide means that the researcher has decided how best to
use the time available for the interview. This is especially appropriate in projects
dealing with people who are used to efficient use of their time and may not be
willing to spend time in open-ended, everyday conversation with the researcher.
Interview guides help to show that you are clear about what you want from the
interview, but are still flexible enough to allow both the researcher and informant
free to follow new leads. Also, because the same core list of questions are asked
of each respondent, the data from these interviews are easier to systermatize.

Weaknesses of semi-structured interviews:
Developing an interview guide requires sufficient time to explore the topic of

interest beforehand in order to know what the relevant question or topics are that
should be covered.
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Structured or systematic interviewing techniques®

Suuctured interviewing involves exposing every informant in a sample to the same
stimuli (ie. asking each informant the exact same question). Survey researchers are most
familiar with the structured questionnaire; this chapter will deal with non-questionnaire,
structured interview techniques used in the field of cognitive anthropology.

The data collection methods discussed in this section produce numerical, quantifiable
data. Nonetheless, these methods are included in the toolbox of qualitative researchers
because their purpose is to help describe and analyze the culture and behaviour of
respondents’ from the respondents’ point of view. Furthermore, their effective use depends
on prior understanding of the study population’s views and perspectives.

The data collection methods presented in this section aim to discover the "cultural
rules" that people carry around in their heads; that is, what people think and know about the
world around them, and how they organize that information. Specifically, these methods aim
to isolate and define cultural domains.” Cultural domains are simply topics or categories
which are meaningful for a particular culture. The concept of a domain is a very general one
and may include almost any coherently defined subject matter. Some common examples of
domaings might include: "types of fruit", "ways to cure a headache”, or "kinds of cars".
Domains consist of a name ("types of fruit") and a list of included items (bananas, apples,
oranges, etc.).

Domains and their included items vary from culture to culture. For example,
"misfortunes caused by breaking sexual taboos" may be a relevant domain among certain
cultural groups in Kenya, but not among white, anglosaxon North Americans. Spradley gives
an example from the Tausug culture in the Philippines to illustrate how domains may be
shared across cultures, but items inciuded in the domain may not.® In Tausug culture, the
domain "fmiends" (kabagayan) includes 8 types of friends: ritual friend, close friend, casual
friend, opponent, personal enemy, follower, ally, and neutral. Although the domain "friend”
exists in many other cultures, the types of friends recognized by other cultures may differ.
For example, North Americans would probably recognize close friend and casual friend as
types of friends, but not opponent or personal enemy. Identifying cultural domains help to
understand the ways that people organize and make sense out of the world around them.

® For detailed instructions on how to collect and analyze data using these systematic
data collection techniques, see Weller, $.C. and Romney K.A. (1988). Systematic data
collection. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

7 See Glossary in Appendix I for a definition of cultural domain.

® Spradley, J.P. Participant Observation. (1980). New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston, p. 88.
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