BS2016:  Qualitative Research Methods

Documents

Academic Journals

These tend to be 
~ refereed and hence subject to quality control





~ long lead time before submission and 






publication

The Internet

~ can be very up-to-date





~ but quality control is zero (anybody can write 




almost anything)

Organisational Records

These can be :

· Memos

· Reports

· Letters

· Publicity Material 

· Annual Reports and accounts

· Staff  Newsletters

· etc. etc.

As with any other historical document it is worth asking...

· Who wrote the document ?

· For whom was it written /intended ?

· When ?

· In what context ?

What do documents say ?

It might be tempting to regard documents just as sources of  information/data useful to build up your case or to provide supporting evidence.

However......

it might be useful for you to develop skills in ‘decoding’ a document.  For example:

· what does the document not say !

· Is there an official gloss on the content ?

· Are there instances of (probably deliberate) vaguenesses or ambiguities?   (e.g. ‘discussions are continuing on the subject of...’)

Diaries

Diaries may be especially commissioned by ethnographic researchers as a way of recording...

· Factual data - 


i.e. a log of events

· Significant incidents

which ‘lay bare’ social relationships, 





crucial dynamics

· Personal interpretations

emotions, perceptions, reflective 






accounts

Content Analysis

Documents may be subjected to content analysis which can take one of the following forms:

a quantitative analysis e.g. of the themes

a qualitative analysis of categories

The stages in content analysis are:

	Choose an appropriate sample
	e.g. of newspapers

	Break text into component units
	Words, sentences, paras.

	Develop relevant categories
	e.g. instances of xenophobia

	Code the units in line with the categories
	e.g. count the number of times in which other countries are mentioned:

favourably

unfavourably

neutrally


Content analysis has been criticised for appearing too trite/simplistic

Content analysis by theme  relies upon a tight coding frame and subsequent analysis probably by computer package (Ethnogragh, Nudist)

Statistical data (including official statistics)

Generally a high degree of reliance could have been placed upon statistical data

Notice the high degree of politicisation  that has occurred with respect to several topics e.g. unemployment statistics, health service statistics, GMO and BSE scandals etc.

Has the policy of recent governments to produce a policy which allows a soundbite statistic to be quoted  (cf. Galbraith’s ‘Revised Sequence’)

Are statistical data then: authoritative, objective, reliable ?

Clear-cut and measurable things (e.g. number of rooms in a house) more likely to be accurate than technical questions (condition of damp-proofing).  So births, marriages and deaths are relatively clear-cut - unemployment, homelessness, illhealth much less so.

Statistics are themselves the result of a series of social processes

(in the case of crime statistics, we would need to note...

how many instances occurred

how many were reported to the police

how many were investigated

how many were prosecuted

how many convictions were obtained etc. etc.)

Suicide statistics are an interesting and notable way in which variations can occur between countries (e.g. there may be a reluctance on those countries in which there is a strong religious ethic concerning suicide to be under-reported e.g. in strongly Catholic countries)
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