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Introduction to the Educational Material (Stamatis Poulakidakos- 
Stefania Giannakaki) 
 

Welcome to an extensive and meticulously crafted compendium tailored specifically for 

PhD-level scholars and researchers keen on mastering the art of social research. Within the 

pages of this educational material, we embark on a journey through the labyrinthine land-

scape of social inquiry, offering an exhaustive exploration that equips readers with a formida-

ble foundation for navigating the complexities inherent in scholarly investigations within the 

social sciences. 

Social research stands as a cornerstone of academic inquiry, serving as a conduit through 

which profound insights into human behavior, societal dynamics, and cultural phenomena are 

unearthed. At its essence, social research is not merely a pursuit of knowledge but a profound 

quest to unravel the intricate tapestry of human existence, shedding light on the multifaceted 

interactions, structures, and processes that shape our collective reality. 

As we embark on this scholarly odyssey, our primary aim is to provide aspiring researchers 

with the requisite tools, knowledge, and methodologies essential for conducting rigorous and 

impactful investigations. Whether delving into the realms of sociology, psychology, anthro-

pology, media studies or any other social science discipline, a nuanced understanding of social 

research methodology is indispensable for navigating the myriad challenges and intricacies 

inherent in empirical inquiry. 

Within the expansive domain of social research, myriad approaches, methodologies, and 

paradigms converge, each offering unique insights and perspectives into the social world. 

From quantitative surveys and experimental designs to qualitative ethnography, grounded 

theory and content analysis, researchers are presented with a diverse array of methodological 

tools to probe, analyze, and interpret social phenomena. 

Furthermore, this educational material is designed not merely to acquaint readers with 

theoretical concepts and methodological frameworks but to foster a holistic understanding of 

the research process from conception to dissemination. Through comprehensive discussions 

on research design, data collection techniques, ethical considerations, and analytical ap-

proaches, readers are guided through the entire research continuum, empowering them to 

navigate the complexities of social inquiry with confidence and proficiency. 

Moreover, this guide serves as a testament to the interdisciplinary nature of social re-

search, transcending disciplinary boundaries to embrace a multifaceted approach that draws 

upon insights from diverse fields of study, reflecting the interdisciplinary rationale behind the 

contributors of its various chapters. Whether grappling with complex sociopolitical issues, un-

raveling the intricacies of human cognition, or examining cultural phenomena through a com-

parative lens, researchers are encouraged to adopt an eclectic and integrative approach that 

synthesizes insights from various disciplines. 

Through its meticulous exposition of theoretical concepts, methodological approaches, 

and practical considerations, readers are equipped not only to conduct scholarly investiga-

tions of the highest caliber but to contribute meaningfully to the collective body of knowledge 

in the social sciences. As we embark on this scholarly odyssey together, let us embrace the 

spirit of inquiry, curiosity, and intellectual rigor that defines the essence of social research. 

Last but not least, this educational material -in combination with the constant support of 

the academic staff of the Department of Communication and Digital Media of the University 

of Western Macedonia- will constitute a priceless companion illuminating the path for young 

researchers embarking on their academic research journey. 
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In Chapter 1, we embark on a journey to understand the fundamental principles of social 

research. We explore the significance of social research in advancing knowledge, addressing 

societal issues, and informing policy decisions. Through this chapter, readers will gain insights 

into the various approaches, methods, and paradigms that underpin social research endeav-

ors. 

Chapter 2 delves into the essential components of social research methodology. We dis-

cuss different research strategies, the importance of robust research design, and the intrica-

cies of planning a research project. Furthermore, we explore the art of formulating precise 

research questions and hypotheses, crucial elements that guide the research process and 

shape its outcomes. 

Chapter 3 focuses on the different ways one can implement a literature review, which con-

stitutes the basis for the development of the research plan, and informs the research ques-

tions and hypotheses of any research project. 

Chapter 4 focuses on the symbiotic relationship between theory and research. We delve 

into the significance of literature review in grounding research within existing scholarly dis-

course and shaping theoretical frameworks. Additionally, we provide guidance on effectively 

communicating research findings through scholarly writing. 

Ethical considerations are paramount in social research. In Chapter 5, we examine ethical 

principles and guidelines governing research conduct. From obtaining informed consent to 

ensuring participant confidentiality, this chapter equips researchers with the knowledge and 

tools to navigate ethical dilemmas ethically and responsibly. 

Chapter 6 delves into the realm of quantitative research methods. We explore the princi-

ples of quantitative inquiry, from data collection to statistical analysis. Readers will gain pro-

ficiency in employing quantitative techniques to explore relationships, patterns, and trends 

within social phenomena. 

In Chapter 7, we delve into the various types of quantitative research designs. From cross-

sectional surveys to longitudinal and cohort studies, we explore the strengths, limitations, and 

applications of each approach. Additionally, we discuss experimental and quasi-experimental 

designs, elucidating their utility in causal inference and hypothesis testing. 

Chapter 8 introduces readers to the distinctive characteristics of qualitative research. We 

explore the underlying principles, diverse paradigms, and main steps involved in qualitative 

inquiry. Through this chapter, readers will gain a deeper understanding of the nuanced ap-

proaches to understanding social phenomena qualitatively. 

Chapter 9 delves into the intricacies of participant selection and data collection in qualita-

tive research. We discuss various sampling techniques, data collection methods, and strate-

gies for ensuring data quality and rigor in qualitative inquiry. 

In Chapter 10 we explore the myriad of qualitative research designs available to research-

ers. From case studies to ethnography, we examine the characteristics, applications, and an-

alytical approaches associated with different qualitative research designs. 

Chapter 11 focuses on the diverse approaches to analyzing qualitative data. From thematic 

analysis to grounded theory, we explore the nuances of qualitative data analysis and provide 

practical guidance on conducting rigorous and insightful analyses. 

Chapter 12 examines the types and sources of secondary research data available to re-

searchers. From archived documentary data to statistical databases, we explore the utility of 

secondary data in augmenting primary research endeavors. Additionally, we discuss quantita-

tive and qualitative content analysis as valuable methods for analyzing secondary data. 

In the final chapter (13), we explore the integration of quantitative and qualitative research 

approaches through mixed methods research designs. We discuss the rationale for employing 
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mixed methods, the design considerations, and the practicalities of integrating quantitative 

and qualitative data collection and analysis techniques. 

Throughout this educational material, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the 

theoretical underpinnings, methodological approaches, and practical considerations inherent 

in social research. Whether embarking on a PhD journey or seeking to enhance research pro-

ficiency, this material serves as a valuable resource for navigating the complexities of social 

inquiry and advancing knowledge in the social sciences. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction to Social Research (Stefania Giannakaki & 
Stamatis Poulakidakos) 

 

Learning outcomes 
By the end of this chapter students are expected to:  

• have an awareness of social research and why it is undertaken; 

• understand the benefits of generating knowledge through scientific inquiry as com-

pared with knowledge based on personal experiences; 

• be able to distinguish between basic and applied research; 

• have familiarized themselves with three main categories (or levels) of social research, 

namely exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory; 

• have developed an appreciation of the philosophical underpinnings of social research, 

especially the opposing paradigms of positivism and postmodernism; 

• understand the organic relationship between research and theory, as well as the pro-

cesses of inductive and deductive reasoning; 

• differentiate between quantitative and qualitative research approaches; 

• begin to critically appraise the ideology and ethics of research, and their dynamic 

(changing) nature. 

 
1.1. Introduction 

This chapter is an introduction to empirical research in the social sciences. It starts with 

conceptualising research as a natural process of human learning about the world. It then goes 

on to differentiate this type of everyday life research from the so-called “scientific method” 

which is based on specific standards agreed upon by an international community of research-

ers. The chapter proceeds with explaining the difference between basic and applied research, 

with special reference made to action research. Next, it discusses how social studies may differ 

in the depth (or level) of understanding they seek to attain and distinguishes between explor-

atory, descriptive, and explanatory research. The chapter also analyses the relationship be-

tween research and theory, highlighting Wallace’s circular model of science which includes an 

iterative process of inductive and deductive reasoning. The philosophical foundations of re-

search are then explored, focusing on the paradigmatic stances of positivism and post-

modernism. Finally, the chapter ends with a discussion of quantitative and qualitative re-

search methods, which are defined on the basis of the types of data they generate and use. 

 

1.2. Research and the “scientific” method 
From the moment we are born, we, humans, have an innate drive to discover and 

understand the world in which we live. The desire to learn about, and create knowledge of, 

our world is almost instinctive. But how is such knowledge generated? This is done through 

naturally observing our environment in our everyday lives, generating information (data) 

which we then analyse using our innate cognitive capacities to identify patterns of what 

happens, how it happens, and why it happens. By patterns, we mean “phenomena that occur 

repeatedly in life” (Walter, 2019, p. 8). Such knowledge helps us predict what will (or may 

well) happen under certain circumstances and decide how we should behave to have desired 

outcomes. This systematised - yet natural - process of knowledge generation constitutes what 

is known as “research”, seeking to answer questions of three main types: “what”, “how” and 
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“why”? The first aims to describe “what is” or “what exists”, the second focuses on the way 

something happens, and the third seeks to explain why something happens (looking for the 

causes behind it). This is a process in which people engaged long before sciences (such as 

physics, anthropology, sociology, etc.) were established.  

Let’s take a familiar example (Figure 1.1). We often see babies dropping their food over 

the highchair table, watching it hit the floor with delight (to the dismay of their infuriated 

mother who spent the whole morning preparing their favourite meal…). They often do this to 

discover how different food items or cutlery (of varied shapes, weights, or substances) 

produce different outcomes as they reach the floor. These are spontaneously planned 

experiments that systematically generate data which babies analyse (albeit unconsciously) to 

reach certain conclusions or generalisations, such as “heavy items will be loud when they 

reach the floor”, “glass objects may break on the floor”, or “when my soup falls on the carpet 

my mum starts panicking”.   

 

 
Figure 1.1. Experimenting in daily life 

 

Even though the above example may bring to mind the well-defined and highly structured 

experiments that quantitative researchers conduct, everyday research is often far less 

discernible and more organically embedded in daily activities. Let’s think of what happens 

when we join a new work setting. In the first days or weeks of taking up a new post, we are 

likely to feel hesitant about our actions, spending much time just observing the behaviour of, 

and language used by, our colleagues in an attempt to identify what (unseen) norms guide 

their interactions, what is that they value the most, and what sense (understandings) they 

make of their work. Such observations generate data which help us learn the culture of this 

(new to us) work setting and adapt our behaviour accordingly to become accepted members; 

we may work out how and when to be formal or informal, when to be serious and when not, 

what constitutes humour, the relative status of different people, new technical terms or 

commonly used turns of phrase, etc.1 (Holliday, 2016). This natural exploration of a new 

culture resembles the rather flexible, unstructured, designs of qualitative research in which it 

is often difficult to distinguish the act of “researching” from that of actually “living in” a field 

(as happens, for example, in ethnography).  

Having explained what research is, a reasonable question that may arise at this point is the 

following: if doing research is part of human nature, what is, then, so special about the “scien-

tific” method? In fact, if we were to determine the primary components of the research we 

do in our daily lives, we would (most likely) realise that these make part of the very definition 

of “science”, namely: (a) it is a focused process (it has a purpose), (b) it is empirical (based on 

 
1Yet, much of this cannot be learnt just by watching. It may be necessary to make some initial guesses (hypotheses) 

about appropriate behaviour, try things out, observe the results, and then confirm or reject those hypotheses 

(Holliday, 2016). This corresponds to Wallace’s (1971) “science cycle” of inductive-deductive thinking which is dis-

cussed later.  
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real-world data collected through experience), (c) it involves the analysis of data to make gen-

eralisations, (d) it attempts to explain such generalisations (i.e. builds theory), (e) it is based 

on logical thinking, (f) it is systematic (follows specific steps in a sequence, even though these 

may not be explicit or obvious to us) and (g) it accounts for existing knowledge (e.g. in our 

previous example, the new employee may ask another coworker if s/he thinks it would seem 

“disrespectful” to call their boss by their first name in order to check if his/her own conclusions 

agree with those of others who have worked there for longer) (Adler & Clark, 2015; Punch, 

2005, Black, 2019).  

So, is all research “scientific”? The answer is “yes…and no”. Walter (2019) aptly observes 

that a core defining feature of the scientific method is its agreed character. For our research 

to be considered “scientific”, it must adhere (in all its phases) to specific standards agreed 

upon, and shared by, an international community of established researchers. Acceptance of, 

and adherence to, these standards must be made explicit by the researcher, and this is what 

sets scientific research apart from everyday research or other ways of learning about the 

world (e.g. vicarious experiences, expert advice, introspection, etc.). These standards have 

multiple layers of detail and may differ between disciplines or schools of thought, yet they 

define some universal guidelines:   

• Careful formulation of research aims and questions (Adler & Clark, 2015). 

• Having an explicit structure. What is meant by “structure” is knowing what the different 

parts of the research are, how they connect with each other, and in what sequence. This 

does not imply that everything (e.g. research questions, data collection methods, analysis 

techniques, etc.) must be worked out in advance. Many research projects adopt loose 

designs in which the structure gradually unfolds as the research progresses (as happens in 

ethnography). What is important is that structure becomes explicit at some point between 

the start and the completion of a project (Punch, 2005).  

• Explaining the reasons for our choices: (a) why is our topic worth investigating and (b) why 

we believe that our chosen methods are a good fit for our research questions (a central 

criterion for the validity of research) (Punch, 2005). For example, it would make little sense 

to use self-completion questionnaires to examine toddlers’ experience of a childcare 

programme (they are unlikely to know how to read or write), whereas observing their 

behaviour during the programme would be a more suitable approach. 

• Sceptical re-examination of our own conclusions: the scientific method requires that the 

researcher is always cautious about their findings, actively searching for counterevidence 

against their own claims, and open to the possibility that others may challenge what 

initially appeared as “rock solid conclusions”. A basic assumption is that no statement can 

be proven beyond any doubt; between facts (data) and results always lies “interpretation” 

(Gannon, 2004; Black, 1999). 

• Transparency and replicability: this refers to the clear and open (honest) communication 

of the methods and procedures used to obtain results so that the same research can be 

replicated under identical conditions by other investigators who wish to verify the findings 

(Bakken, 2019). 

• Publication: scientific research is expected to be published in recognised journals after 

being reviewed (assessed) by other scientists in the field. It thus becomes subject to public 

scrutiny, whilst a knowledge base is created which is accessible to future researchers and 

provides a foundation for their projects (Walter, 2019).  
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• Adherence to ethical principles that protect the subjects of research from undue harm and, 

in the case of human participants, ensure that they freely give their informed consent 

before they are included in a study (Walter, 2019).    

• Drawing on a set of “tried and tested” methods for the collection and analysis of data. This 

does not mean that researchers are expected to apply predefined methods precisely, as 

these are described in textbooks, but that they craft their own approach by adjusting those 

methods to the particularities of their study (Jensen & Laurie, 2016). 

• Making the familiar strange: this refers to the process of de-familiarising everyday things 

we know well and take for granted. Putting oneself at a reflexive distance from the object 

of a study is a key feature of the scientific method, as it is difficult to see things clearly from 

within a context or situation. The popular saying "culture is to humans as water is to fish" 

describes how the most essential things in life can be difficult to see and articulate. A fish 

lives its entire life in water, without necessarily seeing it or even realising its existence. 

Researchers must make a conscious effort to adopt the position of a stranger in the 

contexts they choose to study to be able to explore reality with fresh eyes without 

overlooking things they take for granted or (unconsciously) focusing on data that support 

their preconceptions. This reflexive approach is necessary in all types of research, but 

particularly so in qualitative research (esp. in the study of culture) (Holliday, 2016). 

Having explained what is special about the scientific method, it becomes apparent that a 

key feature of this type of research is that it is extensively communicated within a community 

of “experts” who assess and scrutinize it based on agreed criteria to ensure “rigour”. Jensen 

and Laurie (2016, p.30) describe such intracommunity communication as a “collaborative way 

of creating knowledge” that involves “researchers critiquing and building on each other’s 

work”. Members of this community are theoretically of equal status, yet, in practice, hierar-

chies do exist (either visible or hidden) with those accumulating most power promoting cer-

tain types of research – through disproportionate funding or publishing – that (unilaterally) 

serve specific interests. This reflects the political nature of research which is further discussed 

later. 

1.3. What is social research?  
If research is the systematic search for answers to questions we ask about the world, then 

social research is concerned with questions about the social world, that is, about people and 

their behaviour in a social context. This broad category of research includes topics in varied 

fields, such as psychology (which focuses on the individual’s mental characteristics and how 

these affect behaviour), anthropology (which studies human cultures across time and space) 

or economics (that focuses on the way people produce and exchange goods or services) 

(Punch, 2005).   

Researching the social (constructed) world is often more complicated than researching the 

physical world. Social phenomena are not stand-alone events; they are interwoven with hu-

man belief systems and different people may understand these in completely different ways. 

That is why social research does not only aim to identify social patterns (and explain these in 

a supposedly “objective” way) but also seeks to uncover the social meanings embedded in 

these patterns. “Social meanings” refer to the way people make sense of, and understand, 

aspects of their social lives. Such understandings differ between individuals, groups, or cul-

tures, and therefore, social phenomena cannot be truly comprehended if such sense-making 

is not taken into account (Walter, 2019). For example, in the so-called “western” or “western-

ised” world, children working to make a living can be viewed as a factor of inequality (at the 

very least) or even as a form of abuse. On the other hand, in non-western societies, it can be 
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a respected and valued way of contributing to the maintenance of one’s own family or com-

munity. Such contribution is often a source of pride and fulfilment for children in those con-

texts rather than being considered a symptom of oppression as happens in the so-called “lib-

eral” and deeply individualistic societies of the West (Punch, 2004).  

Walter (2019) outlines some further particularities of doing research in the social sphere:  

• Interaction and communication with human participants are key elements of social re-

search. Effective people skills are, therefore, essential for social researchers, such as ease 

in verbal and written communication, active listening skills, and ability to relate to, and 

show genuine interest in, others.   

• Ethical constraints are much more intense in research with humans than in other types of 

inquiry. Such ethical constraints work towards protecting human participants from undue 

harm and include the challenging requirement that informed consent must be gained be-

fore any participant can take part in a study. Despite the absolute and undebatable im-

portance of such a principle, it can clash with method selection, creating issues of validity 

and/or reliability, and may even lead to the cancelation of a research project.  

• Human participants are not always predictable. Although researchers may ask simple and 

straightforward questions, respondents can be dishonest or ambiguous in their answers. 

People are not always prepared to be frank in discussions about their behaviour, attitudes, 

or beliefs. They may over-report “good behavior” and under-report “bad behaviour” so as 

to be liked and accepted by others. It would not be surprising if, in a study of drug use, 

researchers found a discrepancy between participants’ self-reported frequency of smoking 

marijuana and the recorded number of hospitalisations as a result of consuming it. 

• Unlike inanimate objects, people are usually aware that they are being studied. Hence, 

they develop feelings and attitudes about being studied, which can, in turn, influence re-

search outcomes. More than often, results are affected by participants’ interpretations of 

what a study is all about and the value they attach to it. 

 

1.4. Purposes and levels of social research 
We earlier described social research as a systematic process of discovering, and gaining 

deeper understandings of, the social world. It is often conducted out of a sense of curiosity 

about the unknown or due to an inner need for shedding light on one’s personal experiences. 

Research, in this case, has as sole objective the generation of knowledge for knowledge’s sake 

and is known as basic research. Basic research contributes to the creation of new, or the re-

finement of existing, theories that explain social phenomena, that is, how and why people 

behave, interact, or organise themselves in the ways they do (Turner, 1991, as cited in Adler 

& Clark, 2015). Such theories may not be of immediate practical benefit (such as offering so-

lutions to existing problems) yet they form a foundation of knowledge on which future prac-

tical developments can be based (Black, 1999). For example, many businesses of today de-

velop innovative strategies of staff motivation based on Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs which 

is a widely known theoretical model developed decades ago (Northouse, 2016).  

On the other hand, there are studies conducted with action in mind, aiming to produce 

knowledge that is used immediately to inform the practices of individuals, groups, or organi-

sations. As opposed to the idea of inquiry for its own sake, this type of research is triggered 

by a specific practical problem or question and its whole purpose is to lead to action that 

solves this practical problem or answers this practical question. For example, a school may 

decide to conduct a study on the learning preferences of its students in order to inform its 

curriculum planning for the following year. This type of research is known as applied research. 
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Even though applied studies often have a theoretical foundation, their central focus is on en-

hancing a real-world process, outcome or service (e.g. teaching practice or student perfor-

mance) rather than refining a theoretical model or explanation (Punch, 2005; Black, 1999). 

Applied research includes, among others, action and evaluation research (Adler & Clark, 

2015). 

Action research is often treated as synonym for applied research. Yet, it would be more 

accurate to consider it as one type of applied research. What sets action research aside from 

other applied research designs is that (a) it is far more situational in nature (focused on the 

practices of specific individuals or groups in specific contexts), (b) it does not clearly separate 

the researcher from the researched (those who live in the context are often those who con-

duct the study), and (c) it follows a cyclical path that reflects people’s tendency to work to-

wards solutions to their problems in cyclical (iterative) ways. For example, a collaborative 

community project aimed at addressing teen depression in a poor suburban district could be 

classified as action research, whereas a study conducted by university researchers to develop 

a new treatment for teen depression with a wide scope of applications worldwide is applied 

(but not action) research (Jensen & Laurie, 2016; Sarafidou, 2011; Punch, 2005).  

Figure 1.2. presents the four main phases of the action research cycle. To illustrate how it 

works, let’s take an example. Let’s say an archaeological museum wants to better understand 

visitors’ experiences so as to identify changes that can be made to improve these. For this 

reason, a research team is set up (composed of staff members and patrons) to design and 

conduct a series of focus groups with different types of public visitors and to analyse the data 

generated. This is the first “research” element in the action research cycle. The team then 

presents results to other members of staff so that they review, together, what has been 

learned from the study and its implications for practice (this is the “review” element in the 

cycle). The next steps include creating a change plan for improving visitors’ experiences in the 

museum (the “plan” element in the cycle) and trying it out through implementation (the “ac-

tion” element in the cycle). The cycle can start again if the museum wishes to undertake fur-

ther research, with new focus groups, to assess how visitors respond to the changes made, 

review results, and inform new planning for new further action, and so on. As Reinharz (1992, 

as cited in Punch, 2005, p. 138) points out, action researchers “intervene and study in a con-

tinuous series of feedback loops”.  

 

Figure 1.2. Action research cycle (Jensen & Laurie, 2016) 

 

The cycle need not start with research; it can start at any phase. For example, the museum 

may decide to start with action by implementing a new “Augmented Reality” programme 

which is then followed by research evaluating its impact on the quality of visitors’ experiences. 

Alternatively, it can start by reviewing existing knowledge on how museums can stay relevant 

Research 

Review Plan  

Action 
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and attractive in contemporary cities before developing (planning) a new programme for at-

tracting a wider range of ages, which will then be implemented (action), subsequently evalu-

ated (research), and so on.  

Evaluation research is a type of applied research that aims to assess the effectiveness of 

certain actions in specific contexts; it seeks to determine whether (or not) the initial objectives 

or intended outcomes of particular interventions or change initiatives have been achieved, 

how, and why. For example, an evaluation study might assess the effectiveness of a peer ed-

ucation programme implemented in a secondary school to improve students’ writing skills by 

organising them in small ‘alike’ groups in which they help each other produce different types 

of text (Jensen & Laurie, 2016; Adler & Clark, 2015). In fact, evaluation research could also be 

seen as the “research” element in an action research cycle, seeking to appraise a specific “ac-

tion”.     

Social research can also be classified according to the depth (or level) of understanding it 

seeks to attain. Hence, a study may be exploratory, descriptive, and/or explanatory (Walter, 

2019).  

Exploratory research focuses on a relatively under-researched, or completely new, topic so 

that the researcher gains familiarity and develops some initial ideas about it. It relies heavily 

on generating “thick” empirical data of a qualitative nature rather than on structured quanti-

tative measures that presuppose the existence of some theory or conceptual framework. This 

type of research does not offer conclusive answers to research questions but lays the ground-

work for more conclusive research in the future (Adler & Clark, 2015). An example of explor-

atory research could be the study of patients’ experiences of a new treatment through un-

structured interviews and/or participant observations of their daily routines. A research strat-

egy that is typically applied in exploratory studies is grounded theory (discussed in Chapter 9).  

Descriptive research aims to provide a very detailed, and accurate, picture of a particular 

group, event, process, or situation with which the researcher is already familiar. The focus is 

merely on describing what is being studied without seeking to explain it. Descriptive studies 

often rely on the collection of large volumes of quantitative data. A population census is a 

typical example of descriptive research that maps the socioeconomic and cultural profile of a 

particular country by gathering information on every single person living within it, whilst re-

vealing changes over time (Adler & Clark, 2015).  

Explanatory research is not limited to describing what happens but is primarily aimed at 

explaining why it happens (building theory). Many consider this type of research as the only 

one that is truly “scientific”. It is much more powerful than descriptive research; the ability to 

explain is a core defining element of science and what differentiates “observation” from 

“knowledge”. Descriptive studies enjoy lower status within the scientific community than 

studies which aim to explain (Punch, 2005). An example of explanatory research was a series 

of experiments conducted by American professor Stanley Milgram in the 1960s who examined 

why people were ready to obey unreasonable requests from authority figures even if these 

were utterly unjust or cruel (Adler & Clark, 2015). 

In practice, social research does not fall neatly into one category of research or another. It 

usually embodies different purposes and levels of investigation. For example, an exploratory 

study may also be used to describe the social phenomenon under investigation as well as to 

provide tentative explanations of it (Walter, 2019).  
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1.5. Theory and research 
Thus far, we have referred to the concept of “theory” in a rather intuitive way, without 

explicitly defining it. But what exactly is theory? Put simply, theory is the attempt to explain 

an observable event, with the explanation being couched in more abstract terms than those 

used to describe it (Punch, 2005). A good example illustrating the process of theory develop-

ment is presented by Field (2009). Let’s say you have noticed that your cat climbs up and 

stares at the TV when it is showing birds flying about but not when jellyfish are on. Your curi-

ous mind will probably urge you to come up with a plausible explanation of this behavioural 

pattern. You could say that fast-moving birds spark your cat’s prey drive making her jump to 

the screen unlike slow-moving jellyfish that fail to catch her attention. For this explanation to 

acquire the value of a theory it must be phrased more abstractly so that it covers a wider 

range of situations (other than birds, jellyfish, or just your cat). So, you could perhaps say that 

swiftly moving images on TV spark a cat’s hunting instinct - especially if there is an auditory 

component to them such as chirping – and make it cling to the screen.  

The process just described is known as theory generation or inductive reasoning. That is, 

one starts with specific observations and infers a general conclusion from them. In the previ-

ous example, you first observed (generated data about) your pet, you then analysed those 

data to identify a general pattern of behaviour, and after that, you developed an explanation 

of that pattern (a theory explaining initial observations). It is important to highlight that the-

ories are probabilistic in nature which means that they rarely have universal applications; they 

provide explanations only in terms of tendencies in groups rather than predicting accurately 

individual conduct. They are also dynamic in character; they are expected to change and im-

prove, whilst they may be overturned by completely new evidence or perspectives (Black, 

1999).  

But how do we test the “correctness” of a theory once we have generated it? This is a 

process known as theory verification or deductive reasoning in which one starts from a general 

conclusion and applies it to specific cases or situations to see if it applies. So, once a theory 

has been generated, we can make predictions about what is likely to happen under certain 

circumstances according to what the theory maintains. These predictions are called “hypoth-

eses”. To test our hypotheses, we need to collect new empirical data and check whether they 

fit our initial predictions (theory) (Black, 1999).  

Let’s expand on Field’s (2009) hypothetical example of “cats watching TV”. One logical pre-

diction (hypothesis) deduced from our proposed theory might be that if a given film is played 

in the homes of a randomly selected sample of cats, the majority will start watching atten-

tively once fast-moving images appear on the screen while they will remain rather apathetic 

during slow motion scenes. To test this hypothesis, we can ask cat owners to keep notes of 

their cat’s behaviour during the film by filling in a structured observation schedule. Data gath-

ered in this way may or may not support our initial hypothesis. If most cats behave in the 

predicted way, we can assert that our theory is verified. Yet, if the data contradict our hypoth-

esis, we will inevitably conclude that our theory is “falsified” or “disproven”, or that it needs 

to be modified to become a better fit for the data. 

In practice, research follows a cyclical path of inductive-deductive reasoning as shown in 

Wallace’s (1971) circular model of science depicted in Figure 1.3. 
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Figure 1.3. Wallace’s circular model of science (adapted from Adler & Clark, 2015) 

 

According to this model, a theory produces specific hypotheses which the scientist must 

test by generating empirical data through carefully planned processes (research methods). 

These data are then analysed to check whether they bear out initial predictions, and ulti-

mately, to determine if the theory provides a useful explanation of the phenomenon under 

study or if it requires revision. In either case, the scientist is ready to generate new hypotheses 

for testing and s/he may go through the cycle several times. Our observational study of cat 

behaviour might produce data that shows cats being attracted to fast-moving TV images only 

the first time these appear on the screen and that, once a cat gets used to them, she loses 

interest. This can lead to the modification of our theory so that it accounts for how new a 

given TV showing is for the cat, thus, initiating a new inductive-deductive cycle.   

1.6. The philosophical foundations of social research 
So far, social research and the “scientific method” have been discussed in a relatively un-

problematic way. Yet, there is a crucial aspect of doing “science” that has been blatantly dis-

regarded so far: the researcher’s philosophy of the world and of humans’ relation to it. This 

philosophy manifests itself when one answers two basic questions:   

(a) What is reality?  

(b) How do we know reality?  
The first question is an ontological one; it refers to the nature of being (existence). The 

second one is an epistemological question concerned with the human mind’s relation to real-

ity, i.e. can we know things, and if yes, how do we come to know these things, and what ex-

actly do we know? There are different ontological and epistemological positions in relation to 

the above questions – known as paradigms2- which give rise to diverse approaches (or meth-

odologies) to doing social research. An extensive presentation of these is beyond the scope of 

this book. We will limit our discussion here to two paradigmatic stances that largely shape 

contemporary thinking about the world and how humans relate to, and come to know, it: 

positivism and post-modernism (Holliday 2016; Punch, 2005). 

 
2Punch (2005, p. 27) defines paradigm as “a set of assumptions about the social world, and about what constitute 

proper techniques and topics for inquiry… a view of how science should be done.”  
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Positivism holds that social reality is an objective entity existing independently of human 

perception. It also asserts that this reality is inherently ordered despite its seemingly chaotic 

surface. That is, social phenomena are governed by universal cause-and-effect laws in exactly 

the same way as natural phenomena are. Hence, human behaviour, as well as the behaviour 

of human systems, can be predicted and controlled if these laws are discovered. For positiv-

ists, researchers can decipher these laws through systematic (sense-based) observations of 

their social environment. Care must be taken so that these observations are not distorted by 

the observer’s prejudices but that they represent pure and accurate “facts” about the world 

as it really is (Coyle, 2016; Sarafidou, 2011). Positivism has been criticised for failing to 

acknowledge that no human representation of reality can be truly objective (valid). The social 

“facts” that positivists claim to provide are themselves products of human consciousness; they 

do not exist “out there”, in the objective world. In response to this criticism, an “amended” 

post-positivist philosophy emerged asserting that, whilst researchers need to pursue objectiv-

ity, they must recognise the inevitable influence of human biases. Post-positivism retains the 

idea of an objective reality, external to the researcher, but holds that this reality cannot be 

accurately represented; one can only come to know it through informed guesses or conjec-

tures. Post-positivist researchers aim at achieving intersubjectivity (instead of objectivity) by 

comparing their results to those of others in an attempt to identify points of agreement about 

what this objective reality might be (Holliday, 2016; Adler & Clark, 2015). 

Post-modernism emerged as a reaction to positivism. It straightforwardly rejected the de-

structive illusion that there is an external, objective reality, knowable through the application 

of the supposedly impersonal norms and procedures of “science”. Contrary to this nomothetic 

view, postmodern researchers assert that no meaningful social worlds can be discovered “out 

there” until they have been constructed by people. They maintain that reality cannot be stud-

ied independently of human sense-making, because what we call “reality” is the very product 

of human action, interaction, history, and culture. The meaning people give to their circum-

stances is what explains why they do whatever they do. Hence, postmodern researchers are 

not particularly concerned with identifying cause-and-effect relationships between variables 

in order to explain (or predict) observed phenomena, but they focus on uncovering people’s 

subjective interpretations of these phenomena and the ways in which they actively shape 

these. In other words, humans are considered active makers of their social worlds rather than 

passive pawns governed by universal laws (Holliday, 2016; Punch, 2005).3 

From a post-modernist perspective, it is not just research participants who construct their 

social settings; researchers come to re-construct those settings in the course of their studies. 

They bring to the setting a certain ideology and a given language which bind what they “see” 

and what they “say”. The language researchers use does not just describe (in a transparent 

way) the reality being studied, but it re-creates this reality. Language is a creator of meaning; 

it conditions the data generated in a study by imposing limits on what can be said and how it 

can be said. Furthermore, the social setting is moulded during a study as the researcher inter-

acts, and forms relationships, with participants. So the researcher and the researched co-con-

struct the social setting, which is “doomed” to change every time a study is conducted. This is 

why “reflexivity” in research acquires importance in post-modern thinking; researchers are 

expected to identify in what ways their actions, interactions, and interpretative frameworks 

 
3We could say that, for post-modernists, reality can only be lived (not observed) and one can come to know reality 

only through living. By living reality, one continually acts upon, and transforms, it.  
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influence the settings being studied, their research processes, and their outcomes. Post-mod-

ernist philosophy is closely associated with other paradigms (such as relativism, interpre-

tivism, social constructionism, or feminism) and could be viewed as an overarching term that 

encompasses all the others (Coyle 2016; Holliday, 2016; Punch, 2005). 

Let’s take an example to illustrate how the two paradigms affect the way social research is 

conducted. A positivist researcher who wants to explore the smoking of marijuana by teenage 

boys living in a working class neighbourhood of a big city will probably aim to identify the 

(independent) factors associated with a high probability of an adolescent getting involved in 

this illegal activity by carefully operationalising the variables of interest, developing appropri-

ate instruments to measure these variables, collecting (mainly numerical) data from large rep-

resentative samples of young boys, and statistically analysing these to determine significant 

associations or causal links. The ultimate objective might be to propose policy measures for 

reducing (controlling) this “negative” (unwanted) behaviour. On the other hand, a researcher 

with a post-modernist perspective will probably focus on generating rich (non-numerical) data 

- in the form of talk, text, images, sound, etc. – by immersing herself (or himself) in a given 

working class neighbourhood for an extended period of time so that s/he can uncover the 

meanings that teenage boys attach to the act of smoking marijuana and the non-visible ways 

in which it shapes their lives. Uncovering what “smoking marijuana” means to research par-

ticipants will ultimately explain why they do it. Such a study may not be concerned with put-

ting forward any suggestions for policy and practice to “amend” (control) boys’ behaviour.    

1.7. Quantitative and qualitative research 
From the above discussion, one may infer that quantitative research is always associated 

with positivistic thinking, whereas qualitative research is grounded on a post-modernist phi-

losophy. Such conclusion is neither entirely correct, nor necessarily wrong. Even though it ap-

plies to many cases, quantitative research may also be part of a post-modernist approach to 

doing social science, whereas qualitative research may be applied and interpreted in a posi-

tivistic way (Adler & Clark, 2015).  

Technically speaking, what differentiates quantitative from qualitative research is not so 

much their philosophical underpinnings but the type of data they generate and use. Put 

simply, quantitative methods involve the generation and analysis of data that can be codified 

into numbers and subjected to statistical analysis, whereas qualitative research involves the 

generation of data that are not numerical (e.g. sounds, images, text, etc.) and which are ana-

lysed as such, using  methods other than statistics (Walter, 2019; Jensen & Laurie, 2016; Adler 

& Clark, 2015).   

Furthermore, quantitative research allows the generation of data from large representa-

tive samples of people, giving room for generalisations to be made to entire populations. Com-

mon quantitative methods of data generation include self-completion questionnaires, struc-

tured interviews, or structured observations (see chapter 5.2.). Qualitative research mainly 

aims at gaining deep understandings of people’s experiences in specific contexts, a process 

that requires rich contextual (but not large-scale) data. It focuses on smaller units of people 

to draw the meanings and understandings they attach to social phenomena. Common quali-

tative methods of data generation include unstructured interviews, focus groups, participant 

observations, taking photographs, creating drawings, etc. (discussed in chapter 6.2.) (Walter, 

2019; Jensen & Laurie, 2016)   

As both approaches have strengths and weaknesses, many studies combine these to get 

the best out of each one, leading to what is known as “mixed methods designs” (discussed in 

Chapter 8).   



                                                                                                 

24 

 

 
1.8. Concluding remarks 

This chapter described social research as a natural (almost spontaneous) process of human 

learning about the social world. It showed that the main components of such everyday life 

research – i.e. focus, collection of empirical data, analysis of this data, explanation, logic, a 

systematic approach, and accounting for previous knowledge – coincide with the core defining 

features of the so-called “scientific method”. Yet, for research to be considered “scientific”, it 

must also adhere to a set of additional standards agreed upon, and shared by, an international 

community of established researchers within which certain power relationships and micropol-

itics also exist. Throughout the chapter, it has become apparent that researching the social 

(constructed) world is often more complicated than researching the physical world, because 

social phenomena are interwoven with human belief systems and different people may un-

derstand these in completely different ways. In an attempt to identify different types of social 

research, we referred to basic research, which aims at generating knowledge for knowledge’s 

sake, and to applied research which is conducted with action in mind. The organic relationship 

between research and theory was also examined, highlighting the complementary processes 

of theory generation (inductive reasoning) and theory verification (deductive reasoning). Fur-

thermore, the importance of philosophy in guiding social research was emphasised and two 

opposing paradigms were presented, namely positivism and postmodernism. Positivism as-

serts that social reality is an objective entity existing independently of human perception; 

hence, researchers must depict this reality as accurately as possible through systematic ob-

servations, taking care so that these observations are not distorted by their prejudices. Post-

modernism, on the other hand, rejects the positivistic assumption that there is an external, 

objective reality, maintaining that reality cannot be studied independently of human sense-

making. Finally, the chapter differentiated quantitative from qualitative research, by asserting 

that quantitative methods involve the use of data that can be codified into numbers, whereas 

qualitative research involves the use of non-numerical data.  

1.9. Self-assessment questions/quizzes  
1. What is the “scientific method” and how does it differ from everyday life research? 

Give a practical example. 

2. Choose one journalist’s report that is currently topical on the media. Write down what 

characteristics make it a piece of journalism and what you would need to do differ-

ently if you wanted to research the same topic empirically.  

3. We hear, or read, about many different studies on a daily basis (from newspapers, 

professional bulletins, our bosses, friends, TV programmes, etc.). What are we sup-

posed to believe, and how can we judge if the results are useful?  

4. Explain the difference between basic and applied social research by giving a specific 

example. 

5. Let’s assume you wanted to study the new types of romantic relationships that have 

been developed as a result of the increasing use of the internet and online dating. 

What type of research would that be? Exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory? Justify 

your answer.  

6. In what ways does your intended doctoral research have the postmodern features 

described in this chapter? 

7. Which of the following would be regarded as qualitative data? 

a. Interview transcripts 

b. Social media posts 
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c. Photographs 

d. All of the above 

8. Cyber bullying at work is a growing threat to employee job satisfaction. Researchers 

want to find out why people do this and how they feel about it. The primary purpose 

of such a study is: 

a. Description 

b. Prediction 

c. Exploration 

d. Explanation 

9. Which of the following is a form of research typically conducted by managers and 

other professionals to address issues in their organisations and/or professional prac-

tice? 

a. Action research 

b. Basic research 

c. Professional research 

d. Predictive research 
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Chapter 2- Social research strategies, research design, planning a re-
search project and formulating research questions and research hypoth-
eses (Stamatis Poulakidakos) 
 

Learning outcomes 
Upon completion of the study of this chapter the students will be able to understand the no-
tions of social research strategies and research design, to plan a research project and to for-
mulate research questions and research hypotheses. By comprehending and identifying the 
basic features of the two basic research strategies (qualitative and quantitative) and the basic 
steps of planning and implementing a research project, students will be able to plan their own 
research project and state their research question(s) and hypotheses.  

 

2.1. Research strategies 
As already mentioned, social research is the scientific study of society. It examines attitudes, 
beliefs, trends, stratification, and the rules of society and seeks to provide answers to or even 
solve social problems. Based on existing approaches, social research can be considered the 
systematic process of collecting, analyzing, and interpreting information and data to prove a 
hypothesis or answer a specific question that may help understand a social phenomenon. So-
cial research is applied to a wide range of disciplines, such as sociology, political science, psy-
chology, economics and the media (Bryman, 2012; Armenakis, 2021; Babbie, 2021). 

By the term research strategy, we mean a general orientation to the conduction of social 
research (Bryman, 2012, p.35). In the realm of social research there are two basic strategies 
to follow (and their combination): quantitative research strategy, through the implementa-
tion of quantitative research methods, and qualitative research strategy, through the imple-
mentation of qualitative research methods (Adler & Clark, 2011; Armenakis, 2021, Tsigganou 
et al., 2018; Babbie, 2021).  

Quantitative research is a research strategy that emphasizes quantification in the collec-
tion and analysis of data and that entails a deductive approach to the relationship between 
theory and research, in which the emphasis is placed on the testing of theories; has incorpo-
rated the practices and norms of the natural scientific model and of positivism in particular; 
and embodies a view of social reality as an external, objective reality.  

By contrast, qualitative research is a research strategy that usually emphasizes words ra-
ther than quantification in the collection and analysis of data and that predominantly empha-
sizes an inductive approach to the relationship between theory and research, in which the 
emphasis is placed on the generation of theories. Qualitative research puts an emphasis on 
the ways in which individuals interpret their social world and considers social reality as a con-
stantly shifting emergent property of individuals’ creation (Bryman, 2012, p.36). 

Quantitative and qualitative research represent different research strategies. Each carries 
with it differences in terms of the role of theory, epistemological issues, and ontological con-
cerns. However, the distinction is not an absolute one: studies that have the broad character-
istics of one research strategy may have a characteristic of the other (Bryman, 2012, p.37). In 
addition, one could actually pinpoint several “common” characteristics that permeate both 
strategies: 

• They are both theory-related -literature review is a necessary step for both of them.  
• They require the formulation of research questions and/or research hypotheses. 
• It is necessary to collect data, although with different research tools and methods.  
• After the collection of data, the next step for both strategies is the process and anal-

ysis of the gathered information through different analytical tools.  
• And, of course, in both cases the last steps of the research are the presentation of the 

results and the relevant discussion/conclusions (Tsigganou et al., 2018). 
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As it has become obvious, theory is important to the social researcher because it provides 
a meaningful ground for the research that is being conducted, since it provides a framework 
within which social phenomena can be understood and the research findings can be inter-
preted (Bryman, 2012, p.20; Adler & Clark, 2011; Armenakis, 2021; Babbie, 2021). Deductive 
theory represents the most common view of the nature of the relationship between theory 
and social research. The researcher, on the basis of what is known about in a particular domain 
and of theoretical considerations in relation to that domain, deduces a hypothesis (or hypoth-
eses) that must then be subjected to empirical scrutiny. In order to do that, the researcher 
must “translate” the hypothesis into operational terms. This means that the social scientist 
needs to specify how data can be collected in relation to the concepts that make up the hy-
pothesis. Theory and the hypotheses deduced from it come first and drive the process of gath-
ering data. In the discussion of her/his basic findings (after the research has been conducted) 
the researcher is engaged in a process of induction, as (s)he infers the implications of her or 
his findings for the theory. This deductive approach is usually associated with quantitative 
research (Bryman, 2012, p.24; Babbie, 2021).  

Deductive process appears very linear-one step follows the other in a clear, logical se-
quence (Tsigganou et al., 2018). However, there are many instances where this is not the case: 
a researcher’s view of the theory or literature may change as a result of the analysis of the 
collected data; new theoretical ideas or findings may be published by others before the re-
searcher has generated her/his findings, or, the relevance of a set of data for a theory may 
become apparent after the data have been collected (Bryman, 2012, p.25), especially in ex-
ploratory research (Armenakis, 2021; Babbie, 2021).  

An alternative position is to view theory as something that occurs after the collection and 
analysis of some or all the data associated with a project (Bryman, 2012, p.24), the so-called 
inductive approach. The inductive approach emphasizes moving from more specific kinds of 
statements (usually about observations) to more general ones and is, therefore, a process 
called inductive reasoning. Many social scientists engage in research to develop or build the-
ories about some aspect of social life that has previously been under-researched. Theory that 
is derived from data in this fashion is sometimes called grounded theory (Adler & Clark, 2011, 
p.33). According to the inductive rationale, theory is the outcome of research. In other words, 
the process of induction involves drawing generalizable inferences out of observations (Bry-
man, 2012, p.26; Armenakis, 2021).  

To a large extent, deductive and inductive strategies are possibly better thought of as 
tendencies rather than as a clear-cut distinction (Bryman, 2012:27; Adler & Clark, 2011, p.32). 
It is probably most useful to think of the real interaction between theory and research as in-
volving a perpetual flow of theory building into theory testing, and back again (Adler & Clark, 
2011, p.34). 

Choices of research strategy, design, or method have to serve answering the specific re-
search question(s) under scrutiny. If we are interested in teasing out the relative importance 
of a number of different causes of a social phenomenon, it is quite likely that a quantitative 
strategy will fit our needs. Alternatively, if we are interested in the world views of members 
of a certain social group, a qualitative research strategy that is sensitive to how participants 
interpret their social world may be more appropriate. If a researcher is interested in a topic 
on which no or virtually no research has been done in the past, the quantitative strategy may 
be difficult to employ, because there is little prior literature from which to draw leads. A more 
exploratory stance may be preferable, and, in this connection, qualitative research may serve 
the researcher’s needs better, since it is typically associated with the generation rather than 
the testing of theory and with a relatively unstructured approach to the research process. 
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2.2. Factors influencing the choice of a research strategy 
A factor influencing the choice of the different research strategies and the subsequent im-

plementation of the research method(s) is the values of the researcher. Values reflect either 
the personal beliefs or the feelings of a researcher. According to the Weberian rationale on 
the “neutrality” of the researcher, we would expect that social scientists should be value free 
and “objective” in their research. Such a view is held with less and less frequency among social 
scientists nowadays, since there is a growing recognition that it is not feasible to keep the 
personal values “out of the research”. These values can intrude at any or all stages of social 
research (e.g., choice of research area, formulation of research question, interpretation of 
data, conclusions). It is quite common, for example, for researchers working within a qualita-
tive research strategy, and in particular when they use participant observation or very inten-
sive interviewing, to develop a close affinity with the people whom they study to the extent 
that they find it difficult to disentangle their stance as social scientists from their subjects’ 
perspective (Bryman, 2012). Nowadays, most researchers acknowledge that research cannot 
be value free, but one must ensure that values do not dominate the scientific implementation 
of the research method(s), even though values can serve as motivation for the conduction of 
specific research projects (e.g., in feminist studies/feminist social research) (Bryman, 2012, 
pp.39-40). 

Another dimension influencing the decision on the research strategy to be followed has to 
do with the nature of the topic and of the people being investigated. For example, if the re-
searcher needs to engage with individuals or groups involved in illegal activities, such as gang 
violence or drug dealing, (s)he would preferably use a qualitative strategy where there is an 
opportunity to gain the confidence of the subjects of the investigation or even in some cases 
not reveal their identity as researchers, albeit with ethical dilemmas, as we shall discuss in the 
next chapter of the educational material at hand.  

Research methods are associated with different kinds of research design. The latter repre-
sents a structure that guides the execution of a research method and the analysis of the sub-
sequent data, it actually guides the implementation of the decided strategy (Bryman, 2012, 
p.45). A research method is a technique for collecting and/or analyzing data. It can involve a 
specific research instrument/tool, such as a self-completion questionnaire or an interview 
guide, or participant observation whereby the researcher listens to and watches others, or a 
technique for analyzing the data gathered such as thematic analysis, (critical) discourse anal-
ysis etc. (Bryman, 2012; Babbie, 2021). 

All in all, social research is a coming-together of the ideal and the feasible (Bryman, 2012, 
p.41), and the researcher has to make her/his strategic and on-the-spot decisions in order to 
overcome any obstacles that might encounter in her/his way. On top of that, one should bear 
in mind that there is no “perfect” research strategy or research project. Thus, any researcher 
should be aware and acknowledge the limitations of her/his research.  
 

2.3. Evaluation of social research 
Three of the most prominent criteria for the evaluation of social research are reliability, 

replication, and validity. Reliability is concerned with the question of whether the results of a 
study are repeatable. The term is commonly used in relation to the question of whether the 
measures that are devised for concepts in the social sciences (such as poverty, racial prejudice, 
deskilling, religious orthodoxy) are consistent. Reliability is particularly at issue in connection 
with quantitative research. Ιf, for example, IQ tests were found to fluctuate, so that people’s 
IQ scores were often wildly different when administered on two or more occasions, we would 
be concerned about it as a measure. We would consider it an unreliable measure (Bryman, 
2012, p.46). 

The idea of reliability is very close to replicability (though in social research replication is 
very rare as a practice). There may be a number of different reasons for trying to replicate the 
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findings of a research, such as a feeling that the original results do not match other related 
evidence (counter-intuitive results). In order for replication to take place, a study must be 
replicable, hence the research procedures followed must be documented in great detail (Bry-
man, 2012, p.47). 

A further and in many ways the most important criterion of research is validity. Validity is 
concerned with the integrity of the conclusions that are generated from a piece of research 
and can be divided in three ‘categories”: measurement validity, internal validity, and external 
validity.  

Measurement validity applies primarily to quantitative research and to the search for 
measures of social scientific concepts. Measurement validity is also often referred to as con-
struct validity. Essentially, it is to do with the question of whether a measure that is devised 
of a concept really does reflect the concept that it is supposed to be denoting. Does the IQ 
test really measure variations in intelligence? Measurement validity is related to reliability: if 
a measure of a concept is unreliable, it simply cannot be providing a valid measure of the 
concept in question (Bryman, 2012, p.47). 

Internal validity is concerned with the question of whether a conclusion that incorporates 
a causal relationship between two or more variables is valid. If we suggest that x causes y, can 
we be sure that it is x that is responsible for variation in y and not something else that is 
producing an apparent causal relationship? In discussing issues of causality, it is common to 
refer to the factor that has a causal impact as the independent (control) variable and the effect 
as the dependent (interest) variable. Thus, internal validity raises the question: how confident 
can we be that the independent variable really is at least in part responsible for the variation 
that has been identified in the dependent variable4? (Bryman, 2012, p.47; Armenakis, 2021). 
We will further elaborate on that relationship in the quantitative research section, and more 
specifically when we discuss the statistical tests. 

External validity is concerned with the question of whether the results of a study can be 
generalized beyond the specific research context (Bryman, 2012, p.47; Babbie, 2021).  
 

2.4. Various kinds of research 
Research projects, according to their scopes can be classified in several categories:  

• Exploratory research constitutes groundbreaking research on a relatively unstudied 
topic or in a new under-researched area (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.13) (e.g., researching 
the effects of quarantine due to a pandemic).  

• Descriptive research, a researcher describes groups, activities, situations, or events, 
with a focus on structure, attitudes, or behavior. Researchers who do descriptive stud-
ies typically know something about the topic under study before they collect their 
data, so the intended outcome is a relatively accurate and precise picture. Examples 
of descriptive studies include the kinds of polls done during political election cam-
paigns, which are intended to describe how voters intend to vote (Adler & Clark, 2011, 
p.14). 

• Analytical–Explanatory-Interpretive, research to analyze, explain and interpret 
“cause-effect” relationships that permeate the characteristics of a situation, a subject, 
or a phenomenon (e.g., research on the reasons for using social media) (Armenakis, 
2021). 

 
4 Dependent variable, a variable that a researcher sees as being affected or influenced by another variable (con-
trast with independent variable). Independent variable, a variable that a researcher sees as affecting or influencing 
another variable (contrast with dependent variable) (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.24). 
The fact that two variables are associated with each other doesn’t necessarily mean that change in one variable 
causes change in another variable (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.25). 
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• Basic/fundamental research is designed to add to our fundamental understanding 
and knowledge of the social world regardless of practical or immediate implications 
(Adler & Clark, 2011, p.11; Armenakis, 2021) (e.g., the ideological orientation of Media 
outlets). 

• Applied research is intended to be useful in the immediate future and to suggest ac-
tion or increase effectiveness in some area (Adler & Clark, 2011, pp.11, 382; Armena-
kis, 2021) (e.g., which measures do citizens prefer to implement in terms of tackling 
climate change).   

• Evaluation research is research designed to assess the impacts of programs, policies, 
or legal changes. It often focuses on whether a program or policy has succeeded in 
effecting intended or planned change, and when such successes are found, the pro-
gram or policy explains the change (Adler & Clark, 2011, pp.16, 383). The most com-
mon evaluation research is outcome evaluation, which is also called impact or sum-
mative analysis. This kind of evaluation seeks to estimate the effects of a treatment, 
program, law, or policy and thereby determine its utility. These research projects typ-
ically begin with the question “Does the program accomplish its goals?” or the hy-
pothesis “The program or intervention (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.383) (independent var-
iable) has a positive effect on the program’s objectives or planned outcome (depend-
ent variable).”  

• Cross sectional research is research that is conducted only once at a specific point in 
time (Armenakis, 2021). 

• Longitudinal research is research repeatedly conducted at regular or irregular inter-
vals (e.g., ESS- European Social Survey, EVS- European Values Survey, Eurobarometer) 
(Armenakis, 2021). 

 
 

2.5. A research plan (steps to conduct a research) 
There is a range of possible ways to choose a research project, such as personal scientific 

interest, interest in improving the researcher's knowledge and skills on a specific issue, theory, 
research literature, puzzles/theoretical debates, new developments in society, social prob-
lems, discussions with colleagues, accessibility of data, willingness to collaborate with compe-
tent authorities or research populations, eagerness to resolve issues that may rise in relation 
to the uncertainty of the existence / collection of data (Tsigganou et al., 2018; Bryman, 2012, 
p.88). 

In any case, not all ideas, no matter what has triggered them, are adequate to become 
research projects. Thus, a researcher should try to avoid extremely large “panoptic” subjects, 
common issues that have been already extensively scrutinized, issues for which there is no 
research material or access to the material is extremely difficult or impossible (e.g., research 
that has to do with content that can be found only in archives, very technical and highly spe-
cialized topics for which it is difficult to gather a significant number of participants/units of 
analysis (sample), issues whose course depends on the completion of other research projects 
(especially when our time-frame is short), issues that might violate the codes of ethics and 
ethics of social research (Tsigganou et al., 2018).  

The basic steps towards the implementation of a research include (in most cases) the fol-
lowing: 

• an overview of the theory through the review of the relevant literature,  

• the formulation of research questions and research hypotheses,  

• the data collection,  

• the data analysis and interpretation (seeking to answer the research questions and 
hypotheses)  
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• and the discussion including the limitations of the research and new research ideas 
(Tsigganou et al., 2018). 

 

2.6. Research questions-Research hypotheses 
Usually, researchers begin their research with a research question, or a question about 

one or more topics that can be answered through research (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.2). Whereas 
research projects that have explanatory or evaluation purposes typically begin with one or 
more hypotheses, most exploratory and some descriptive projects start with research ques-
tions (Adler & Clark, 2011:73). Research questions should be clear, in the sense of being intel-
ligible. Research questions are similar to hypotheses, except that a hypothesis presents an 
expectation about the way two or more variables are related, but a research question does 
not. Both research questions and hypotheses can be “cutting edge” and explore new areas of 
study, can seek to fill gaps in existing knowledge, or can involve rechecking things that we 
already have evidence of (Tsigganou et al., 2018).  

Several steps are needed to turn a research question into a researchable question, a ques-
tion that is feasible to answer through research. The first step is to narrow down the broad 
area of interest into something that’s manageable. You can’t study everything connected to 
cell phones, for example, but you could study the effect of these phones on family relation-
ships. You can’t study all age groups, but you could study a few. You might not be able to study 
people in many communities, but you could study one or two. You might not be able to study 
dozens of behaviors and attitudes and how they change over time, but you could study some 
current attitudes and behaviors. While there are many research questions that could be 
asked, one possible researchable question is: In the community in which I live, how does cell 
phone use affect parent-child relationships; more specifically, how does the use of cell phones 
affect parents’ and adolescents’ attempts to maintain and resist parental authority? (Adler & 
Clark, 2011, p.88) The research questions we choose should be related to one another. If they 
are not, our research will probably lack focus and we may not make as clear a contribution to 
understanding as would be the case if research questions were connected (Bryman, 2012, 
p.90). 

In brief terms, research questions: 
• Should be researchable—that is, they should allow you to do research in relation to them. 
This means that they should not be formulated in terms that are so abstract that they cannot 
be converted into researchable terms. 
• Should have some connection(s) with established theory and research. This means that 
there should be a literature on which you can draw to help illuminate how your research ques-
tions should be approached. Even if you find a topic that has been scarcely addressed by social 
scientists, it is unlikely that there will be no relevant literature (for example, on related or 
parallel topics). 
• Should be linked to each other. Unrelated research questions are unlikely to be acceptable, 
since you should be developing an argument in your dissertation. You could not very readily 
construct a single argument in relation to unrelated research questions. 
• Should be able to make an original contribution -however small- to the topic. 
• Should be neither too broad (so that you would need a massive research project to study 
them), nor too narrow (so that you cannot make a reasonably significant contribution to 
your area of study) (Bryman, 2012, p.90; Tsigganou et al., 2018). 

On their behalf, research hypotheses aim to interpret the relationship between theory (as 
described/presented in the essay) and research findings. Research hypotheses describe the 
questions, making judgments about their answer (according to the theory). Consequently, the 
results of a research are intended to verify or not the assessments made by research hypoth-
eses. Rejecting a research hypothesis does not necessarily mean that it is wrong or that the 
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implementation of the research is wrong. It may mean that a theoretical approach does not 
(fully) apply/correspond to the case of our research (Tsigganou et al., 2018). 

Research hypothesis assessment starts with a theory or a claim about a specific population 
parameter. In order to examine if the claim will be confirmed by the research results, we state 
a pair of research hypotheses: 

• The null/working hypothesis (H0) usually represents the existing situation as de-
scribed in our theory. This assumption is true to the point that we have sufficient ev-
idence to reach the opposite conclusion. Whenever a null working hypothesis is spec-
ified, an alternative hypothesis is also specified and must be true if the null is false 
(the two hypotheses are mutually exclusive).  

• The alternative hypothesis (H1/HA) is the opposite of null hypothesis and covers all 
other cases not covered by zero (Tsigganou et al., 2018). Thus, the pair of research 
hypotheses is “exhaustive” in the sense that either the H0 or H1/HA will be true and 
there is no other (third) option. 

It is not necessary to describe both hypotheses (null and alternative) in the context of a re-
search text. 

Let’s assume that we want to conduct research on the TV viewing habits of Greek people. 

According to our theory “the average TV viewing time in Europe for 2017 was 2 hours and 56 

minutes”. Having this information as a reference point, we could formulate our null and alter-

native hypotheses as follows:  

(H0): Based on the data available for television viewing in Europe, we expect the average view-

ing time in Greece to be 2 hours and 56 minutes (so μ = 2 hours and 56 minutes). 

(H1/HA): Average view time isn’t 2 hours and 56 minutes (so μ ≠ 2 hours 56 minutes). 
 

2.7. Conclusion 
The choice of research strategy(ies) and the subsequent research method(s) to be imple-

mented are the first steps towards the implementation of a research project. On top of that, 
the researcher should be able to formulate adequate research questions that actually “drive” 
the whole research procedure, and research hypotheses (if needed) that operationalize the 
theoretical background -needed in both qualitative and quantitative research- and provide 
the basic directions/parameters of study to the research project. 

Choices of research strategy, design, or method have to serve answering the specific re-
search question(s) under scrutiny. If we are interested in teasing out the relative importance 
of a number of different causes of a social phenomenon, it is quite likely that a quantitative 
strategy will fit our needs. Alternatively, if we are interested in the world views of members 
of a certain social group, a qualitative research strategy that is sensitive to how participants 
interpret their social world may be more appropriate. 
 

2.8. Exercise 
You are interested in finding out which teaching methods are more “attractive” to university 

students. How would you formulate your main research question? What research strategy 

would you follow to answer your main research question? Which are the basic steps you 

would implement towards the completion of your research project? 

2.9. Self-assessment questions/quizzes 
1. What is the difference between a research strategy and a research method? 
2. Name some of the similarities and differences between the qualitative and quantita-

tive research strategies.  
3. Which are the two basic characteristics of the H0 and H1/HA? 
4. In which ways as the working hypotheses related to theory? 
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5. Which are the different categories of validity? 
6. Which are the main aims of exploratory and descriptive research? 
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Chapter 3: Learning Literature Review (Georgios Lappas) 
 

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this chapter, students will be able to:  

1. Understand the significance of the literature review in research. 

2. Identify the stages involved in conducting a literature review. 

3. Assess various sources of literature and determine their relevance. 

4. Formulate research questions and hypotheses based on existing literature. 

5. Critically evaluate and synthesize sources to reveal knowledge gaps and inconsistencies. 

3.1. Introduction to the Chapter 
Literature review is a crucial element in the process of conducting research. According to 

Denney and Tewksburry (2012), literature reviews are essential for several reasons. First, they 

require the author to thoroughly research the chosen topic, thereby improving both their un-

derstanding and the quality of their writing by highlighting what has already been studied. 

Secondly, they demonstrate the author's in-depth knowledge of the subject, which adds cred-

ibility and strengthens the argument. In addition, by analysing previous research, literature 

reviews help to identify gaps or weaknesses, which may justify the need for further investiga-

tion and refine the research focus. A literature review involves the systematic identification, 

evaluation and synthesis of previous work in order to understand what has already been ex-

plored in a particular area, the knowledge gaps that exist and the relevant frameworks that 

can shape a new research agenda. As the number of articles has increased dramatically in 

recent years, the need for a structured approach to reviewing the existing literature has be-

come an essential process. The production of a comprehensive and insightful literature review 

is crucial as it not only provides the basis for students' own research, but also demonstrates 

their ability to synthesise and critically analyse the work of others (Chigbu et. al. 2023; Kucan 

2011).  Chigbu et. al (2023), argue that there is no conventional way of conducting a literature 

review, as the research questions may influence the methodology or approach, and this is 

where knowledge of some notable approaches to literature review is essential for doctoral 

students. Knowledge of the different types of literature reviews allows for the selection of the 

most appropriate approach to achieve specific goals (Snyder, 2019). This chapter aims to pro-

vide a guide on how to navigate this process. 

3.2 Real-World Examples 
Consider the following example (Denney and Tewksburry, 2012):  In a study examining 

whether alcohol abuse contributes to the likelihood of committing violent crimes, it would be 

important to first provide an overview of substance abuse in general (not limited to alcohol) 

and its potential impact on various types of crime. The literature review should begin by ad-

dressing the broader topic of substance abuse and its relationship to crime in general. Then, 

it would narrow down to the different forms of substance abuse, such as prescription drug 

misuse and alcohol abuse. Following this, the review should explore the effects of substance 

abuse on various types of crime, including petty theft, property crimes, and violent crimes. 

Lastly, the focus would shift to alcohol abuse specifically, examining its psychological and be-

havioral effects, and how these factors directly relate to violent crime. Overall, the literature 

review moves from a broad perspective to a more focused examination, guiding the discussion 

toward the specific research question the author aims to address. 
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3.3 Stages of a Literature Review 

3.3.1. Formulating a Research Question 
The first step in conducting a literature review is formulating a clear and concise research 

question. The research question serves as the guiding framework for the review and must be 

specific, researchable, and original contributing to the existing body of knowledge. This ques-

tion may be formulated based on prior research, observation, experience or theoretical 

knowledge.  According to Snyder (2023) the contribution of a research depends on the ques-

tion covered and the researcher must always do a thorough job knowing their research tradi-

tion, the discipline, and the state of knowledge on the research question they want to inves-

tigate. This should then guide the rest of the design and the conduct of the review, the choice 

of method for analysis, and the presentation and discussion of the findings. Furthermore, 

Snyder (2023) considers for the researchers to ask the following questions before designing a 

literature review: 

1. Why and for whom would this review be useful? Is this review needed? 

2. What other review articles (if any) are published on this topic? How does my review 

article extend the knowledge generated by these already published reviews? 

3. What constitutes a theoretical/managerial contribution to my field? 

4. What is the nature of my topic? Mature/immature? Narrow/broad?  

5. What will be the actual outcomes of this research? 

 

3.3.2. Searching for Sources 
After formulating the research question, the next step is locating relevant literature 

sources. Berg (2009) listed the potential type of sources and their relative value in the order 

of: 

1.  Scholarly empirical articles, dissertations, and books. 

2.  Scholarly, nonempirical articles and essays. 

3.  Textbooks, encyclopedias, and dictionaries. 

4.  Trade journal articles. 

5.  Certain nationally and internationally recognized “good” newsmagazines. 

The most reliable sources are those that have undergone rigorous peer review by other 

scholars before publication. These include academic journal articles, conference proceedings, 

and academic book chapters (excluding textbooks) with editorial oversight. While textbooks 

can provide foundational information, they are generally less suitable for citation in literature 

reviews since they lack a scholarly review process, though they may reference significant or 

classic studies. Additional sources can include government publications (grey literature), as 

well as newspaper and magazine articles. These types of alternative sources - newspapers, 

magazine articles, encyclopedia mentions - should be used sparingly (Denney and Tewksburry, 

2012) and when no other information can be found, as over-reliance on these sources may 

signal to readers that either the research topic lacks sufficient depth or the literature review 

is poorly constructed. It is important to strike a balance and prioritise academic journal articles 

whenever possible. 

Targeted search of reliable and widely known sources is the key to success. There are sev-

eral sources of scientific articles. Some of them are the following: 

• ScienceDirect: There are articles published in more than 2,500 scientific journals. 

Some of them are paid but most of the articles are offered for free.  

• Google Scholar 
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• Microsoft Academic Research: Over 200 million publications offered. The modern en-

vironment of this particular search engine informs the user about the 'top authors' 

and 'top journals' in the field he chooses.  

• PubMed: It is essential for medical school students.  

• Directory of open access books  

• Periodicals Archive online  

• Doaj  

• JSTOR 

• OpenArchives.gr 

Academic databases such as ScienceDirect, Google Scholar, and JSTOR are valuable re-

sources. During this stage, students must be critical in their choice of sources, ensuring that 

they are scholarly and peer-reviewed. Accessing a broad range of primary, secondary, and 

tertiary sources is essential for a comprehensive review (Snyder, 2019). The bibliographic 

search should be structured to avoid overwhelming amounts of data while ensuring relevant 

sources are included. 

 

3.3.3. Identifying Keywords 
The identification of appropriate keywords is a critical step in effectively searching for 

sources. Keywords must align with the research question and represent the core themes of 

the study. Combining keywords using Boolean operators (AND, OR) can help refine searches, 

making them more targeted and reducing irrelevant results. For instance, in a study on 'social 

media influence on political participation,' keywords might include 'social media,' 'political 

engagement,' 'participation,' and 'voter behavior.' 

 

3.3.4. Evaluating the Literature 
Once the literature has been collected, the next phase involves critically evaluating each 

source. The evaluation will help the researcher to identify and refine his research questions 

and objectives, highlight research gaps that are missed in the research that has been done so 

far, formulate suggestions for further research and help avoid repetition of work that have 

already been implemented. A critical literature review enables students to identify gaps in the 

research, inconsistencies in findings, and areas requiring further exploration. Evaluating liter-

ature entails considering factors like the relevance of the source to the research question, the 

publication date (to ensure the research is current), and the reliability of the methodologies 

used (Palmatier et al., 2017). During this step, students must also document their findings, 

taking note of key arguments, methodologies, and conclusions drawn by other researchers. 

3.3.5. Writing the Review 
After evaluating the collected sources, researcher should organize the information and 

synthesize it into a coherent narrative. A good literature review not only summarizes the ex-

isting research but also offers critical analysis and highlights relationships between different 

studies. In writing, it's crucial to group similar studies together, compare methodologies and 

findings, and identify any contradictions in the literature. Torraco (2005) emphasizes that the 

literature review is not merely a summary but an opportunity to create new insights by inte-

grating various research outcomes. The references of the review must be written in a specific 

format based on instructions from the committee or the respective board of the journal. 

These guidelines may specify the citation style (eg, APA, MLA, Chicago), the formatting of the 

elements (eg, author names, titles, publishers), and the layout of the citations. Regarding or-
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ganization, references may appear alphabetically by the last name of the first author or ac-

cording to the order of appearance in the text of the review. Bibliographic reference manage-

ment software, such as Zotero, Mendeley or EndNote, can be used for better organization. 

These programs allow data to be automatically imported from various sources, with the cor-

rect formatting style.  

3.4 Types of Literature Review 
Literature review can be published as a section of a scientific paper/article or as a concrete 

standalone publication. Literature reviews published as standalone and independent studies 

usually called review papers, where Bem (1995; p. 172) defines that “review papers are critical 

evaluations of prior studies that have already been published”.  

A key aim of a review article is to highlight significant research gaps by examining which 

constructs, theories, and methods have been commonly used across various contexts. Based 

on this analysis, review authors offer guidance for future research, suggesting innovative 

ideas, theories, measures, methods, and research questions. In this way, a review article acts 

as a foundation for future studies. A well-developed literature review article can serve as a 

valuable foundation or perspective for future research, as it thoroughly synthesizes existing 

knowledge, pinpoints research gaps, and proposes promising new directions for further inves-

tigation, particularly in terms of methodology, constructs, theory, and contexts (Paul and Cri-

ado, 2020). Additionally, theoretical models created through these reviews can be utilized by 

both researchers and practitioners as frameworks or guides in their studies, whether using 

quantitative or qualitative methods, or in practical applications. 

A detailed summary of literature review types, focus, and their applicable disciplines is 

provided in Chigbu et. al (2023). Among them the Narrative/traditional literature review, sys-

tematic literature review, the scoping review, the bibliometric review and meta-analysis re-

views are more common in use by researchers and described below: 

Narrative/traditional literature review: The narrative literature review, often referred to as 

a traditional literature review, focuses on producing a critical, comprehensive analysis of the 

current state-of-the-art (or science) on a given topic/subject and it is an everyday part of sci-

entific writing because it is essential when establishing a theoretical framework or focusing 

on contexts (Boyd and Solarino, 2016).  

Systematic Literature Review (SLR): Systematic Literature Reviews (SLRs) are reviews carried 

out in a systematic way using an adopted or adapted procedure or protocol to guide data 

curation and analysis, thus enabling transparent disclosure and replicability (Lim et al. 2022; 

Kraus et al. 2021; Siddaway et al 2019). Systematic literature reviews (SLRs) use an inductive 

reasoning approach, where specific criteria are set and applied to compile a collection of 

scholarly works for analysis. This process allows researchers to present a comprehensive over-

view of the current state of a field and suggest future research directions for a domain, theory, 

or method. These criteria are typically outlined in SLR procedure guides (Kraus et. al 2022; 

Paul and Criado 2020; Snyder 2019) and protocols, e.g., PRISMA (Page et al, 2021) and can be 

adapted with appropriate justifications. A summarised list of criteria to be considered in a SLR 

approach is provided by Kraus et. al 2022 and listed below: 

• Search database A search database (such as "Scopus" or "Web of Science") can be 

selected based on valid reasoning, such as these being the largest scientific databases 

offering access to scholarly articles and bibliographic data (Pranckutė 2021). To mini-

mize biased results caused by the limitations of a single database, researchers may 

consider using two or more databases (Dabić et al. 2021). 
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• Search keywords may be developed by reading scholarly documents and subse-

quently brainstorming with experts.  

• Boolean operators used in developing the string of search keywords (e.g., “engage-

ment” AND “customer” OR “consumer” OR “business”).  

• Search period (e.g., from 2000 to 2020 or up to the most recent full year, such as 2021) 

can be determined based on the specific scope of the study, whether it focuses on 

contemporary developments or traces historical trends. 

• Search field (e.g., “article title, abstract, keywords”) can be defined based on assuming 

that the focus is in the article title, abstract, and/or keywords. 

• Subject area (e.g., “business, management, and accounting”) can be defined based on 

justified principles. 

• Publication stage (e.g., “final”) can be defined based on justified grounds  

• Document type (e.g., “article” and/or “review”), which reflects the type of scien-

tific/practical contributions. 

• Source type (e.g., “journal”) can be defined based on justified reasons. 

• Language (e.g., “English”) can be determined based on justified limitations. 

• Quality filtering (e.g., Scopus Q1 and Q2) can be defined  

• Document relevance (i.e., its alignment with the review's focus) can be determined 

through informed judgment. For instance, in a review centered on customer engage-

ment, articles that briefly mention the topic without thoroughly exploring it would be 

excluded.  

• Others: screening process should start by removing duplicate results from other data-

bases, followed by abstract screening to eliminate irrelevant studies, and conclude 

with full-text screening of the remaining documents. 

• Others: Exclusion-inclusion criteria for abstracts and articles is essential when deter-

mining if the articles address the research topic. This process may result in the re-

moval of a significant portion of the initially identified articles. 

Scoping literature review: Scoping review is similar to systematic literature review. The dif-

ference is that there are no restrictions on the materials resourced. Researchers may conduct 

scoping reviews instead of systematic reviews where the purpose of the review is to identify 

knowledge gaps, scope a body of literature, clarify concepts or to investigate research con-

duct. Although conducted for different purposes compared to systematic reviews, scoping re-

views still require rigorous and transparent methods in their conduct to ensure that the results 

are trustworthy (Munn et. al, 2018). Clear guidance regarding the definition of scoping re-

views, how to conduct scoping reviews and the steps involved in the scoping review process 

are described by Colquhoun et. al (2014) and Peters et. al (2015), whereas Munn et. al (2018) 

provide a practical guidance for researchers on when to perform a systematic review or a 

scoping review, supported with some key examples. 

Bibliometric review: This approach systematically evaluates the literature on a specific sub-

ject, topic, or research field by quantitatively assessing indicators like authorship, citations, 

journals, countries, publication years, and methodologies. The goal is to determine the scope 

of existing research, identify gaps, and suggest a future research agenda is a scientific ap-

proach to literature review. A bibliometric review is a scientific method that quantitatively 

analyzes bibliographic data to uncover trends in previous studies on a specific subject, topic, 

or discipline (Merigo et. al, 2017). The Scopus and Web of Science databases are essential 

tools for conducting bibliometric analyses across various disciplines, helping to identify trends 
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in the development and application of knowledge on specific subjects and research fields 

(Munn et al 2018). 

Meta-analysis literature review: A meta-analysis literature review involves examining the 

findings from selected scholarly publications and analyzing them using standardized statistical 

methods (Coughlan et al 2007; Field and Gillet, 2010). 

3.5 Activities 

Activity 1: Conducting a Literature Search 
Using an academic database such as Google Scholar or ScienceDirect, search for literature 

related to your research interests. Identify at least five peer-reviewed articles on your topic, 

and critically evaluate their relevance to your research question. Present a summary of your 

findings, focusing on the methodologies used and the gaps you have identified. 

Activity 2: Identifying Keywords 
Formulate a research question on a topic of your choice and identify at least five keywords 

that you would use to search for relevant literature. Reflect on the appropriateness of your 

keywords and whether they accurately capture the scope of your research question. 

3.6 Concluding Remarks 
A literature review is an essential element in doctoral research as it helps to frame the 

research question and contributes to knowledge development in a specific field. By systemat-

ically reviewing and synthesizing existing literature, researchers can identify gaps, contribute 

to ongoing debates, and establish a foundation for their own research. This chapter provided 

an in-depth guide to the stages involved in conducting a literature review and offered practical 

exercises to enhance students' understanding of the process. 

The conclusion at the end of the literature review should act as a clear and concise transi-

tion from summarising the key findings and methods of previous research to the significance 

and/or novelty and/or impact and/or contribution of the author's research and findings. It 

should strike a balance between highlighting important findings and showing the need for 

further research or new methods. Any gaps or weaknesses in previous studies will be explicitly 

stated, setting the stage for the new research focus that the researcher will present in the rest 

of the article/thesis or in his research implementation plans. 

 

3.7 Self-Assessment Questions 
1. What is the primary purpose of a literature review in doctoral research? 

2. How can identifying gaps in the literature contribute to your research? 

3. Why is the formulation of a clear research question crucial in conducting a literature re-

view? 

4. What criteria should be used to evaluate the quality of a literature source? 

5. How do conduct a systematic literature review? 

3.8 Glossary 
1. Literature Review: A systematic examination and synthesis of previous research related to 

a specific research question. 

2. Research Question: A clear, focused question that guides the scope of the literature review. 

3. Keywords: Terms used to search for relevant literature in academic databases. 

4. Systematic Review: A structured approach to identifying and analyzing relevant studies on 

a specific topic. 
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Chapter 4 - Theory and research: Literature review- Writing up social re-
search (Anastasia Giannakopoulou) 
 

This chapter examines various methods of documenting social research to offer fundamental 

concepts for structuring our own written work, particularly if tasked with producing a disser-

tation. 

Learning outcomes 
By the end of this chapter, students will be able to understand the importance of writing, 

particularly effective writing, in social research; identify how quantitative, qualitative, and 

mixed methods research are written, with examples; recognize the expectations and conven-

tions of writing for academic audiences by identifying the elements of a research report and 

the various formats in which research might be written. 

4.1. Introduction  
Regardless of the size of a research project, it’s easy to forget that writing it up is a critical 

part of the process. Writing not only presents our findings but is also vital for persuading our 

audience of the research’s validity and significance. If findings of studies are not appropriately 

presented, all the various approaches mentioned in the previous sections will serve nothing. 

This means that proficient English, or whatever is the usual language one uses, is a minimum 

requirement for a good social report. When we use extremely complicated terms and con-

structions, communication is hampered (Babbie, 2021). 

Scientific reports have several purposes. According to Bryman (2016), first, our report must 

clearly convey a specific set of data and ideas, providing enough detail for others to evaluate 

it thoroughly. We should view our report as a contribution to the collective body of scientific 

knowledge. While maintaining humility, we must also recognize that our research adds to the 

broader understanding of social behavior. Lastly, our report should inspire and guide future 

investigations. 

Bryman (2016) emphasizes on the following points:  

On time 

With the important tasks of gathering and analyzing one's data, writing is often overlooked 

and undervalued. While writing up one’s findings cannot occur until after the data have been 

analyzed, it is advisable to begin writing much earlier. Getting a head start on writing can help 

the researcher clearly organize the research questions, set the literature in context, and avoid 

the common mistake of underestimating how long it takes to make revisions to the work. 

Procrastination is one of the factors that lead to writing at the last minute, which is not ideal. 

It is very crucial for success to write carefully and early since a full presentation of the results 

and conclusions of the research is needed to give credit to the study. 

Persuasion 

Researchers need to persuade readers that their conclusions are believable, important, 

and plausible. It is not sufficient to present findings and fail to convince the audience of their 

importance. Writing up research involves more than reporting findings and conclusions; rele-

vant literature needs to be integrated, the research process has to be accounted for, and the 

analysis has to be described.  

Language 

There should be no discriminatory, sexist, or disablist language in researcher’s writing.  

Feedback 
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Seek as much feedback on your writing as possible, particularly from your supervisor - 

make sure to give him/her enough time to comment thoughtfully. You may also want to ask 

peers, but your supervisor's feedback will likely be the richest. 

 

4.2. Key Dissertation Components 
Title Page 

This page includes your institutional requirements as it may also contain the dissertation 

title, the name of the author, the degree, and the date of submission. 

Acknowledgements 

These are credits for individuals who may have guided or assisted you in your work-for 

example, gatekeepers, colleagues who may have commented on the work, or your supervisor 

for guidance and advice. 

List of Contents 

A standard list of your dissertation's chapters and sections. 

Abstract 

A summary of the whole dissertation, including your questions, methodology, results and 

conclusion.  

Introduction 

Tell the reader what this is about and why it matters. State your theoretical position, your 

research questions and give a clear direction for your study. Try not to make general state-

ments at the outset but give a robust definite direction to your reader. 

Literature Review 

A review of the literature and relevant theories, related to your research question or topic. 

A research question may often be developed within this section, along with locating and po-

sitioning your study within the broader academic landscape. 

Research Methods 

This provides the details of the design of your research, the methods of sample selection, 

data collection, and analytical techniques. You are expected to justify the choices you made 

as well as the minor and/or major problems which occurred in the process of conducting the 

research. 

Results 

This chapter contains the key results of your findings. Keep in mind: 

• Only report findings relevant to your research questions-even if this means omitting other 

results-so that the clarity of argument is maintained. 

• Graphs, Tables and Analyses: Just relate important features of tables, graphs or analyses 

to your research questions. Do not summarize but give the key message on behalf of data. 

• Always comment on graphs, tables or transcripts since their importance needs to be ex-

plained rather than leaving the reader to second guess it. 

• Quantitative results shall be diversified and represented in different formats: figures, ta-

bles, coupled with the most appropriate method of analysis. 

• Avoid irrelevant information; in qualitative studies, this is necessary if one wants to main-

tain focus. Try not to use descriptions that are too complicated; bear in mind your research 

questions and informing literature.  

• In theses, structure result chapters with clear signposting, linking research questions to the 

content of the chapter, and provide conclusions that connect to subsequent chapters. 

Discussion 
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Consider how the results answer your research questions. Comment on whether a hypoth-

esis was proved or disproved; if not, give some speculation as to why and what it could mean. 

Conclusion 

Key considerations for writing an effective conclusion: 

• Conclusion is not a summary; however a brief recapitulation of your argument and findings 

in light of your research questions may bring out their significance. 

• Clearly state what your findings imply for your research questions. 

• Highlight how your findings might affect theories related to your research area. 

• Acknowledge the limitations of your research, but without overestimating. 

• Suggest areas for further research that emerge from your findings. 

• Avoid making claims that are speculative beyond data or that introduce new ideas not dis-

cussed previously. 

Appendices 

Material to go in appendices includes, for example: your observation schedule, coding 

frame, questionnaire, letters/correspondence sent to sample members, or to gatekeepers 

where organisational collaboration was necessary. 

References 

List all sources cited in the text here. 

 

4.3. Writing up Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods Research 
Based on Bryman (2016), this section examines research articles in quantitative, qualita-

tive, and mixed methods to identify helpful writing features. A common question is whether 

researchers in these strategies use different writing approaches. While it is often assumed 

that qualitative and quantitative researchers write differently, one notable difference is that 

quantitative researchers tend to provide more detailed accounts of research design, methods, 

and analysis in journal articles compared to their qualitative counterparts, who typically offer 

more thorough explanations in books. Wolcott (1990) also observed this tendency, noting that 

qualitative researchers often fail to provide sufficient detail about data collection procedures, 

leading to credibility issues. However, aside from this point, the similarities in writing between 

quantitative and qualitative articles are often more significant than the differences. In addi-

tion to comparing quantitative and qualitative writing, this section will explore how mixed 

methods research can be effectively written and discuss emerging guidelines for this ap-

proach. While the examination of mixed methods research writing takes a slightly different 

approach, the discussion highlights key practices for clear and credible presentation across 

different research strategies. 

 

4.3.1. Writing up Quantitative Research 
In both qualitative and quantitative research, the articles maintain a similar structural 

form. They start with an abstract that briefly outlines the importance of the research, the main 

research question, and state the conclusions in about 200 words. Quantitative articles, there-

fore, proceed with the introduction containing attention getters, statement of the reason for 

the research, research questions or hypothesis, and sets used in methods and data collection. 

Then, the results are brought in relation to the hypotheses and, finally, implications for the 

theoretical framework. Quantitative research explicitly details the steps for data collection, 

measurement, and sampling, and all parts of each are labeled for clear identification. 

A typical quantitative article includes the following sections: 



                                                                                                 

46 

 

• Introduction: The topic and its importance are identified within the first couple of sen-

tences. It places the article within the greater context of the literature, describing the con-

tribution of the article. 

• Theory: Description of theories relevant to the subject. The article may also go ahead and 

state the hypotheses that have been tested. 

• Data: Sampling procedure, including sample size, data collection, and response rate. If sec-

ondary data are used, then how they were collected and applied to the research. 

• Measurement: Explains how the key concepts are measured, for instance, how social cap-

ital is measured by survey questions.  

• Methods and Models: Explains the relationships between key variables and how the data 

are analyzed.  

• Results: Lengthy discussion of results and if hypotheses are supported.  

• Conclusion: Discussion of broader implications of the findings relating back to the intro-

duction and theory, suggesting additional research. 

• Bibliography: Should be accurate, use a recognized style (ASA, APA, etc.), and include ac-

cess dates for online references. 

In general, quantitative articles present the purpose of the research, research questions, 

data, results, and conclusions in that order. Sometimes sections like Data, Measurement, and 

Methods are combined, and at other times the Results section is followed by a Discussion 

section before Conclusions. 

 

4.3.2. Writing up Qualitative Research 
A qualitative research article is similarly structured to a quantitative article in many re-

spects. The author should engage the reader early on, followed by the research rationale, the 

research questions, the research design and methods, the findings and concepts, and finally 

an interpretation regarding the theoretical contribution of the study within the greater con-

text of existing knowledge. The research questions in qualitative research are also generally 

broader than in quantitative studies. In qualitative research, less attention is given to elabo-

rations of the research design or methods. 

The main elements of a qualitative article include: 

• Introduction: The first few sentences clarify exactly what the article focuses on and tries to 

create interest on behalf of the reader in the study at hand. 

• Literature Review or Background: A review of relevant theories and previous research on 

the topic. 

• Design and Methods: Gives the rationale for a qualitative methodology, describes the re-

search procedure, participant sampling, setting, and the analytical procedures used, in-

cluding thematic analysis. 

• Findings: Presents results and what they mean and why they are important. 

• Discussion: The findings are related to the research questions and theory presented. Often 

findings will be divided into different sections; suggestions might be made as to how initial 

concepts were modified or if new theory was developed. 

• Conclusions: This section links back to the introduction and literature review, discussing 

implications for the field, discipline or public policy.  

• Bibliography: Same as in quantitative articles. 

In a nutshell, qualitative articles have broader and more open-ended research questions, 

have less detail in the methods section, and often expand or refine initial concepts in the dis-

cussion. This reflects the inductive nature of qualitative research where theories and concepts 

evolve through the study. 



                                                                                                 

47 

 

 

4.3.3 Writing up mixed methods research 
As mixed methods research is relatively new, conventions in writing mixed methods arti-

cles are not well established; it is very difficult to determine how an exemplary mixed methods 

journal article should look. A clear research problem or question will usually begin the articles, 

then model once from quantitative and qualitative research writing conventions. Two criteria 

for high-quality mixed-method articles, according to Creswell and Tashakkori (2007), are (1) 

that both the quantitative and qualitative components of the work need to be well developed 

and competently executed and (2) the two strands of the research need to be integrated ra-

ther than presented separately. This integration should help provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of the research problem. They further add a third criterion—that the article 

should also contribute to the literature of mixed methods—which probably sounds like a lot 

to most researchers. 

The first is that the mixed-methods study should meet minimum requirements of both 

quantitative and qualitative research in stipulating clear specification of research questions, 

sampling strategy, data collection, and data analysis approaches for each component. The 

second criterion highlights the significance of connecting both datasets for maximum utility 

to be derived from the study. According to Creswell and Tashakkori (2007), the attempt is to 

combine the conclusions of the two strands in order to provide a more complete explanation 

of the research problem or phenomenon. To this effect, integration could be easily realized if 

the researcher made it clearer why the inclusion of both approaches was used. Creswell and 

Plano Clark (2011) also add on the structure of the mixed methods journal articles in which 

the integrated findings are clearly presented. 

Introduction: In the Introduction, the statement of the problem or issue studied should be 

given. It should contain a literature review concerning the study in hand and describe gaps 

discovered in earlier research. This may be discussed by the fact that most of the earlier stud-

ies had either adopted a quantitative or qualitative approach and how a mixed-methods 

method is advantageous. The research questions shall also be introduced. 

Methods: In the Methods section, the rationale for using a mixed methods design should 

be provided, including identification of the design type. Further, describe the collection tech-

niques and methods of data analysis that are to be used, discussing how the quality of the 

data will be assessed. 

Results: The results section may combine quantitative and qualitative results, or there may 

be two consecutive reports; in this case, the two results sections should be discussed together. 

Conclusion: The Conclusion Section summarises and interprets the findings, and emphasis 

is on added value from the integration of both quantitative and qualitative data Emphasis 

must be put on the mixed-method approach employed and how it adds up to a better expla-

nation of the research problem. So, the mixed methods approach of the study is reaffirmed in 

the Conclusion section, highlighting its goal of offering a thorough understanding of the sub-

ject. The research's primary contribution is then emphasized, with special attention to its ap-

plicability in light of the current situation. The study's limitation is then addressed, but the 

attention is soon drawn back to the findings' extensive detail and depth. Thereafter, prospec-

tive directions of inquiries for further research are mentioned. The section concludes with a 

key takeaway. 

 

4.4. Academic Writing 
It is crucial to understand that academic writing is a specific type of technical writing with 

its own set of rules when you get to the point of writing up your research. Even though this 
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chapter has addressed many of these standards, it's crucial to familiarize yourself with the 

wider conventions of academic discourse in addition to adhering to your university's rules. 

Clarity and precision are required in academic writing because readers frequently take offense 

at ambiguity or the exclusion of necessary details. 

Consider reading a range of scholarly publications to comprehend these conventions in 

practice in order to produce high-quality work. Keep an eye out for the way literature reviews 

are presented and connected to research questions, the way arguments are built and sus-

tained throughout the text, and the kind of content that works best when it comes to present-

ing findings, discussions, and conclusions. Keeping an eye on these components can give you 

important tips for producing quality academic writing. 

Keep in mind that the core purpose of writing is to persuade. Your objective is to persuade 

readers of the value, importance, and contribution your work provides to the field. Writing 

for this purpose implies capturing and retaining the reader's interest. Writing that engages 

the reader goes beyond simply providing facts; it also tells an appealing story about the goal 

and conclusions of your study. 

Students frequently make the mistake of writing too quickly. Writing quickly increases the 

likelihood that the development and upkeep of a cogent argument as well as writing style will 

receive inadequate attention. No matter how important your findings are, such mistakes 

might lessen the effect of your study. 

It's also critical to understand that academic writing conventions are independent of meth-

odological differences. Following these guidelines will make your work trustworthy and acces-

sible to a broad scholarly audience, regardless of whether your research is mixed methods, 

quantitative, or qualitative. By keeping your presentation consistent, readers are less likely to 

become confused from your contributions by uncommon presentation. 

Finally, remember that research requires a sustained commitment. Select a subject that 

you are truly interested in whenever at all possible. Getting involved with a topic you are en-

thusiastic about improves the quality of your writing and adds enjoyment to the research pro-

cess. Readers will be able to see your excitement, which will increase the persuasiveness and 

appeal of your writing. 

In short, it is imperative to approach the writing step with meticulous organization and 

attention to detail. You put yourself in the best possible position to write a well-written dis-

sertation or research paper by becoming familiar with academic standards, giving yourself 

plenty of time for writing and revisions, and choosing a topic that interests you. This method-

ical technique improves your capacity to make a significant contribution to your profession 

while also fortifying your case. Recall that good research requires effective writing since it 

serves as a medium for disseminating your thoughts, discoveries, and contributions to the 

public. 

 

4.5. Key Remarks 

4.5.1 Why arguments are important 
Writing up their research, students find it very hard to bring the logical flow of their argu-

ment across. The central argument is the backbone that holds your research write-up to-

gether-from the statement of the problem and the literature review to the specification, 

presentation of your research methods followed by discussion and conclusion. Students 

simply write up a list of points without explaining how each of these contributes to the main 

argument they are trying to make. They need to understand their main claim or contribution 

of knowledge and write in a manner that sets out to show and emphasize this claim, which 
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then becomes their argument. This way, the story can outline the applied nature of your re-

search. 

By placing your work within a narrative, you have an arc that then takes the reader through 

the study. In this way, it prevents the digressions to irrelevancies that only subtract from your 

argument and obscure what you were trying to argue in the first place. If you have digressed, 

such asides of this type might dilute an otherwise tight argument or even mask for the reader 

the sheer weight of your research. What would that central argument be, and then you get 

the “so what?” question of relevance. Good insurance against this possible pitfall is to start 

with this question: “What, in fact, is the central point or message that I want my readers to 

walk away with when they finish my work?” If you can't answer that question, you probably 

haven't developed an argument. It will also be a good chance to share your point with others 

and see what they can understand and appreciate from this message. 

Whether it is a dissertation or research work, an argument is always some sort of thread 

throughout the whole work. This thread makes coherent all its components; that is to say, 

beginning with the main claim, each one of them develops and supports. You make the re-

search more persuasive and interesting for the audience by keeping a close focus on the ar-

gument. At the end, a sharply focused argument makes both your writing itself and the great 

value of your contribution stronger. 

 

4.5.2. Why research questions are important 
Research questions are very important throughout the course of research and writing as 

they summarize the focus and direction of the piece. They enable the selection of findings to 

be included or those to be emphasized in maintaining the relevance and coherence of writing. 

The research questions, combined with the underlying theory and literature, allow one to re-

fer to them regularly in organizing work and keeping the thread constant throughout. 

Besides, structuring a thesis or dissertation with specific questions of research allows for 

logical flow of ideas and themes throughout. Further, this allows structuring the chapters in 

addressing each main research question, thereby making sure that the contents are directly 

related to the objectives of the study. This keeps the focus and relevance to the subjects in 

question and inhibits irrelevant material from finding its way into the research document. 

Before writing, it is effective to plan in detail what the major points and ideas to be com-

municated are, considering how findings relate to the research questions. This will ensure that 

the discussion remains on target and that every piece of data will answer the main questions 

of the research. 

Similar questions and responses can be combined, helping to develop thematic chapters 

or parts of the work. These allow the themes that emerge from the data and that are con-

sistent across responses to be combined to present a comprehensive perspective on the topic. 

It is better in terms of giving cohesion to the writing and noticing how different parts of the 

research link together. 

Also, the integration of relevant theoretical debates and frameworks related to the re-

search area is necessary. Theoretical framing of the study forms a basis on which one could 

discuss empirical findings and show how the research contributes to available knowledge. This 

link between theory and data strengthens the overall argument and underlines the im-

portance of the study. 

In short, research questions are crucial in that they guide the selection and emphasis of 

findings, writing in a well-organized framework, and keeping the focus of the study on its real 

aims. They enable researchers to evolve an intelligible argument connecting all parts of the 
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research from the literature review to the conclusions, hence making their work more easily 

understood, persuasive, and influential. 

 

4.5.3 How to cite bibliographic resources 
Proper citation is important not only in your literature review, but in any parts of your 

paper, and so is proper form of the citation itself. The good news is that proper citation is 

quite easy. The not-so-good news is that there are several styles now in wide use. We’ll illus-

trate here some of the most common formats (Babbie, 2021): 

Book Information 

Author: Alan Bryman 

Title: Social Research Methods 

Publisher: Oxford University Press 

Year of Publication: 2016 (5th Edition) 

Citations 

APA Style (American Psychological Association), 7th Edition: 

Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods (5th ed.). Oxford University Press. 

ASA Style (American Sociological Association), 6th Edition: 

Bryman, Alan. 2016. Social Research Methods. 5th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

APSA Style (American Political Science Association), 17th Edition: 

Bryman, Alan. 2016. Social Research Methods. 5th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

MLA Style (Modern Language Association), 9th Edition 

Bryman, Alan. Social Research Methods. 5th ed., Oxford University Press, 2016. 

Article Information 

Author: Mark Gottdiener 

Title: “Disneyland: A Utopian Urban Space” 

Journal name: Urban Life 

Year of publication: 1982 

Volume: 11 

Number: 2 

Pages: 139–162 

Citations 

APA Style (American Psychological Association), 7th Edition: 

Gottdiener, M. (1982). “Disneyland: A Utopian Urban Space”, Urban Life, 11: 139–62 

ASA Style (American Sociological Association), 6th Edition: 

Gottdiener, Mark. 1982. "Disneyland: A Utopian Urban Space." Urban Life 11(2):139–62. 

APSA Style (American Political Science Association), 17th Edition: 

Gottdiener, Mark. 1982. “Disneyland: A Utopian Urban Space.” Urban Life 11 (2): 139–62. 

MLA Style (Modern Language Association), 9th Edition 

Gottdiener, Mark. "Disneyland: A Utopian Urban Space." Urban Life, vol. 11, no. 2, 1982, 

pp. 139-62. 

 

4.5.4 Why proofreading is important 
The clarity and professionalism of your writing can be greatly impacted by language and 

punctuation issues, thus it is imperative that you proofread your dissertation to make sure 

that these faults are absent. Carefully reviewing your work before submitting it helps you 

identify errors that could otherwise damage your research's credibility. Making use of the 

many useful guides and instructions available will help you spot frequent mistakes and raise 

the standard of your work overall.  
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Furthermore, because they are so familiar with the content, even the most careful writers 

are prone to forgetting their own errors. Thus, getting a friend or family member involved in 

the proofreading process can offer another viewpoint. This is because the most cautious 

writer will overlook his own mistakes, having become overly familiar with what he has written. 

Getting your friend or family involved in proofreading can provide fresh eyes as well. They 

may be able to catch oversights, mistakes, and inconsistencies that you do not see, and are 

thus valuable in the cleanliness of your dissertation. The help of this colleague in such regard 

contributes not only to correcting the overlooked mistake but also to the readability and co-

herence of the argument.  

Not proofreading means your ideas can be misunderstood, or their meaning may be mixed 

up, thereby reducing the impact of your research findings. Grammatical and punctuation er-

rors distract readers, which also include examiners, and can give the impression of careless-

ness or lack of attention to detail. By fully proving and editing your dissertation, you indicate 

respect for academic standards and respect for your audience.   

This is, therefore, an important stage that one should not overlook in a dissertation writing 

process. This helps your work to improve in clarity, professionalism, and quality, thus strength-

ening the presentation of your research. 

 

4.5.5 Keypoints 
• Effective writing is arguably just as vital as sound research techniques. In fact, it is most 

likely best viewed as an element of reliable research methodology. 

• Writing up research requires a clear format and an explanation of our research topics. 

• We should examine writing styles to learn that social scientists do more than just report 

findings. 

• We should be aware of the ways in which authors try to convince us of their points of view. 

Writing is intended to persuade and convince.  

• The purpose of writing is to persuade. We all aim to convince our readers that our ideas 

are valid and clearly communicated. The question we must ask is: do we achieve this ef-

fectively? Are we making the strongest argument possible? It is our shared responsibility 

to present our analysis convincingly, and the key is to do so with skill. Therefore, always 

consider the significance of our writing approach when crafting an essay or dissertation. 

 

4.6. Checklist 
• According to Bryman (2016), the following points should be checked before submitting your 

dissertation or theses: 

• Ensure the following when preparing your research project: 

• Clearly specify your research questions to ensure focus and clarity. 

• Make sure to explicitly show how the literature you have reviewed connects to your research 

questions. 

• Ensure your discussion of the literature is critical and well-organized. 

• Clearly outline your research design and methods, including: 

• Why you selected a specific research design. 

• Why you chose a particular research method. 

• How you selected your research participants. 

• Any challenges related to participant cooperation (e.g., response rates). 

• Why you conducted your research in a certain way (e.g., how interview questions align with 

research questions, why observations were made in specific situations, or the rationale for 

the order of questions in a focus group guide). 
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• If your research required organizational access, explain how and on what terms agreement 

was obtained. 

• The steps you took to ensure ethical responsibility in your research. 

• How you analyzed your data. 

• Any difficulties encountered during the implementation of your research approach. 

• Ensure that your data is presented in a way that directly relates to your research questions. 

• Clearly demonstrate in your discussion how the findings connect to your research questions 

and how they illuminate the literature you reviewed. 

• Support your data interpretations with tables, figures, or transcript excerpts where neces-

sary. 

• Properly label all tables and figures with titles and numbers, and refer to them in your dis-

cussion. 

• Make sure your conclusions clearly indicate your research contributions to the literature, 

and explain any limitations of your study. 

• Avoid simply summarizing your findings in the conclusion; instead, ensure they answer your 

research questions clearly. 

• Present your findings and discussion in a way that forms a coherent argument and narrative. 

• Break up your chapters with appropriate subheadings to improve readability. 

• Use inclusive language, avoiding sexist, racist, or disablist terminology. 

• Include all necessary appendices, such as interview schedules, access requests, or commu-

nications with participants. 

• Verify that your reference list includes all sources cited in the text and follows your institu-

tion's required style precisely. 

• Incorporate your supervisor's feedback on your draft chapters. 

• Have others, beyond your supervisor, read your drafts for additional perspectives. 

• Avoid excessive use of jargon to maintain clarity. 

• Use clear signposts throughout your writing to guide the reader on what to expect next and 

why. 

• Ensure you meet all institutional requirements, such as word count, abstract, and table of 

contents, if needed. 

• Avoid over-quoting the literature and properly acknowledge the work of others. It's crucial 

to refrain from plagiarism, which is the practice of using someone else's words or ideas as 

your own. Make sure to cite sources correctly by using quotation marks or another indicator 

to indicate that you are using someone else's words. When you paraphrase someone else's 

words or ideas, you have to give the source's complete bibliographic citation.  

• Ensure your project title aligns with the content. 

• Appropriately acknowledge anyone who assisted you, including your supervisor or others 

involved in your research process. 

 

4.7. Self-assessment questions/quizzes 
 In this part, short self-assessment questions/quizzes will aid in the comprehension of the 

issues presented in the chapter, challenging the readers to check on their understanding ca-

pabilities. 

 

Question 1 

Why is it better to start writing your research sooner rather than later? 

A) So that you can devote more time to collecting and analyzing data. 

B) You must not be surprised by the length of time that revisions and feedback take. 
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C) So that all study results will be complete before writing is begun. 

D) So your supervisor does not have so much work to do. 

 

Question 2 

Which of the following do you need to consider when you are communicating the Results 

section of your thesis?  

A) You are required to include all the data you have gathered, even if that data has no bearing.  

B) You need to show your awareness through the use of big words.  

C) You need to outline the outcomes of research that directly relates to the questions you 

have asked.  

D) For simplicity you must include only numerical data.  

 

Question 3 

What is the purpose of building a solid and coherent argument throughout your research in 

the context of academic writing?  

A) In order to offer an array of general, unrelated findings. 

B) To ensure that readers trust that your work is important and reliable.  

C) This way you can meet your institution's word count requirements.  

D) In order to minimize the need for an extensive literature review. 

 

Question 4 

Which of the following most accurately describes the role of research questions in a disserta-

tion? 

A) They can be added after the data collection has been done and are optional. 

B) To include as much info as possible, they should be wide and open-ended. 

C) They don't have any relation to qualitative research; only quantitative does. 

D) They bring coherence and focus by guiding the selection and emphasis of the findings.  

 

Answers: Question 1: B / Question 2: C / Question 3: B / Question 4: D  
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Chapter 5 - Research ethics (Stamatis Poulakidakos) 
 

Learning outcomes 
Upon completion of the study of this chapter students will be able to understand the key de-
bates regarding ethical issues in social research, as well as the most important ethical issues 
arising when planning and conducting a social research project. In addition, students will com-
prehend political issues that can influence in a significant way the planning and conduction of 
social research. 

5.1. A brief overview of the discussion on ethics 
Research that is likely to harm participants is regarded by most people as unacceptable. 

Harm can entail a number of different aspects: physical harm; harm to participants’ develop-
ment; loss of self-esteem; stress; and ‘inducing subjects to perform reprehensible acts’, (Bry-
man, 2012, p.135; Armenakis, 2021). Therefore, among the most heated and diachronic de-
bates in social research is the one concerning research ethics. Social research takes place in a 
social context. Researchers must bear in mind many ethical and political considerations along-
side scientific ones in designing and executing their research. Often, however, clear-cut an-
swers to thorny ethical and political issues are hard to come by (Babbie, 2021, p.60). Ethical 
principles in research can be -rather loosely- defined as the set of values, standards, and prin-
ciples used to determine appropriate and acceptable conduct at all stages of the research 
process (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.40), as ethical concerns might rise at all different stages of a 
social research project (Bryman, 2012; Adler & Clark, 2011).  

First and foremost among ethical standards is the obligation to protect study participants 
from harm, which means that the physical, emotional, social, financial, legal, and psychologi-
cal well-being of those who participate in a research project must be protected, both during 
the time that the data are collected and after the conclusion of the study. Overall, there should 
not be negative consequences as a result of participating in a study (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.51). 
Even though these principles seem “obvious” in the first place, the sheer volume of con-
trasting opinions that frame this discussion, reveals the complexity of the issue. E.g., writers 
often differ quite widely from each other over ethical issues and questions. In other words, 
they differ over what is and is not ethically acceptable (Bryman, 2012). 

This debate is -among others- revolving around the question if there is a set of universally 
applicable ethical principles or if it’s better to take a case-by-case approach and consider each 
project’s specific circumstances when deciding what is, and what is not, ethical. To that end, 
the researcher should bear in mind that unforeseen circumstances and unintended conse-
quences can take place at every stage of research -from planning to publication- and can cre-
ate ethical problems (Adler & Clark, 2011). In addition, given that social research is not con-
ducted outside society, but within it, social norms and ethical principles that differ between 
the various societies influence the planning and conduction of any research projects. Thus, 
researchers should be well aware of the various restrictions, since ignoring these parameters 
could seriously undermine or even cancel a research project. 

Historically, the discussion around ethics did not become a concern of social science or-
ganizations as a whole until the middle of the twentieth century (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.40). 
In addition, the main arguments in the debates do not seem to move forward a great deal. 
One thing that has changed is that ethical issues are nowadays more central to discussions 
about research than ever before. This may be due to a greater sensitivity to ethical issues, but 
it is also to do with a greater concern among representatives of universities, research funding 
bodies, and professional associations to exhibit good ethical credentials, to the point that this 
increased focus on ethical issues has obtained on several occasions the characteristics of a 
‘moral panic’ (Van den Hoonaard 2001). 
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The debates on ethical issues on social research are usually related to specific research 
methods (e.g., disguised/covert observation and the use of deception in experiments) (Ar-
menakis, 2021). The problem with the association of ethics with certain methods is that it 
implies that ethical concerns only or even primarily reside in some methods but not others, 
but this is not the case. For example, conducting questionnaire or overt observation research 
with children will raise a lot of ethical issues that may not be the case when the research is on 
adults (Bryman, 2012, p.131), as in the case of a study of the sexuality of children (Babbie, 
2021, p.71). 

There are different approaches in terms of how ethical principles in social research should 
be established and implemented in order to avoid any kind of ethical transgression. To begin 
with, there is the “deterministic” strand of “universalism”. As its name implies, universalists 
stand for specific ethical rules that should never be broken. On a significantly different path 
one can find the relativists of “situation ethics”, who argue that moral transgressions should 
be considered on a case-by-case basis, especially under the rationale that the end justifies the 
means. Some writers argue that, unless there is some breaking of ethical rules, we would 
never know about certain social phenomena. Fielding (1982) argues for this position in rela-
tion to his research on the National Front, an extreme right-wing organization that was be-
coming politically influential in the 1970s. Without some kind of covert observation, this im-
portant movement and its appeal would not have been studied (Bryman, 2012).  

Several authors argue that ethical transgression is pervasive to almost all kinds of research. 
This occurs whenever participants are not given absolutely all the details on a piece of re-
search, or when there is variation in the amount of knowledge about research. This selective 
information giveaway aims predominantly at provoking people’s honest opinions/attitudes 
during research. 

Quite similar to the universalists vs. situationalists debate, is the one between deontolog-
ical and consequentialist ethics. Deontological ethics considers certain acts as wrong (or good) 
in and of themselves (e.g., covert observation independent from the research aim). Conse-
quentialist ethics looks at the consequences of an act for guidance as to whether it is right or 
wrong (e.g. see covert research conducted in extremist communities/parties) (Bryman, 2012, 
p.134). 

 

5.2. Ethical aspects 

5.2.1. Anonymity/Confidentiality 
Anonymity is when it is impossible for anyone, including the researcher, to connect specific 

data to any particular member of the sample (this is the case in quantitative surveys) (Babbie, 
2021, p.67). To collect data anonymously, data must be collected without names, personal 
identification numbers, or information that could identify subjects. If it is not possible or prac-
tical to collect data anonymously (as is the case usually in qualitative research methods), re-
search ethics dictate keeping them confidential. Confidentiality, or privacy, is not revealing 
publicly the identity of any given person that has participated in the research (Babbie, 2021, 
p.67). Thus, keeping the information of study participants, including their identities, disclosed 
from any other parties, (e.g., parents, teachers, school administrators, and any other individ-
ual or institution) (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.57). Identifying respondents by code numbers or 
pseudonyms are useful ways to keep identities and data separate. When results are made 
public, confidentiality can be achieved by not using real names or by grouping all the data 
together and reporting summary statistics for the whole sample. In addition, researchers can 
change identifiers like specific occupations or industries and names of cities, counties, states, 
and organizations when presenting study results (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.58). The issue of con-
fidentiality raises particular difficulties for many forms of qualitative research. The use of 
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pseudonyms is a common recourse but may not eliminate entirely the possibility of identifi-
cation (Bryman, 2012, p.136), especially at the stage of the elaboration of the gathered qual-
itative data.  

The need for confidentiality can present dilemmas for researchers. Sometimes during the 
course of research, observing others or interviewing study participants, the researcher finds 
out about illegal behavior (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.62). Westmarland (2001) has discussed the 
dilemmas she faced when observing violence by the police towards people being held in cus-
tody. She argues that, while a certain level of violence might be deemed acceptable, in part 
to protect the officers themselves and the public, there is an issue of at what point it is no 
longer acceptable and the researcher needs to inform on those involved. The problem for the 
ethnographer stems from the fact that revealing excessive violence may result in a loss of the 
researcher’s credibility among officers, premature termination of the investigation, or inabil-
ity to gain access in the future (Bryman, 2012, p.136). 

Another aspect of confidentiality and the management of it are the obligations on people 
and organizations who hold personal data on others. E.g., in the UK, the Data Protection Act 
(1998) points out that anyone who processes personal information must comply with specific 
principles, which make sure that personal information is fairly and lawfully processed, pro-
cessed for limited purposes, adequate, relevant, and not excessive, accurate and up to date, 
not kept for longer than is necessary, processed in line with the participants’ rights, secure 
and not transferred to other countries without adequate protection. The second area covered 
by the Act provides individuals with important rights, including the right to find out what per-
sonal information is held on computer and most paper records (Bryman, 2012, p.137). These 
aspects on confidentiality remind us of the scandal of Cambridge Analytica, that collected -in 
early 2010s- personal data belonging to millions of Facebook users without their consent, pre-
dominantly to be used for political marketing/advertising. 

 

5.2.2. Informed consent 
The issue of informed consent is in many respects the area within social research ethics 

that is most hotly debated. The discussion tends to focus on what is called disguised or covert 
observation. Such observation can involve covert participant observation, or simple or con-
trived observation (observation conducted in controlled settings, e.g., laboratory), in which 
the researcher’s true identity is unknown. The principle means that (prospective) research 
participants should be given as much information as might be needed to make an informed 
decision about whether or not they wish to participate in a study. In other words, informed 
consent is a principle according to which subjects base their voluntary participation in re-
search projects on a full understanding of the possible risks involved (Babbie, 2021, p.65). 
Covert observation transgresses that principle because participants are not given the oppor-
tunity to refuse to cooperate (Bryman, 2012, p.138). 

It is extremely difficult to present (prospective) participants with absolutely all the infor-
mation that might be required for them to make an informed decision about their involve-
ment in a research project. In fact, relatively minor transgressions probably pervade social 
research on several occasions, such as deliberately underestimating the amount of time that 
an interview is likely to take so that people are not put off being interviewed, and not giving 
absolutely all the details about one’s research for fear of contaminating people’s answers to 
questions. Second, in ethnographic research, the researcher is likely to come into contact with 
a wide spectrum of people and ensuring that absolutely everyone has the opportunity for 
informed consent is not practicable, because it would be extremely disruptive in everyday 
contexts. Ideally, where informed consent has not been obtained prior to the research it 
should be obtained post-hoc (Bryman, 2012, p.139), this can be achieved through the debrief-
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ing of the participants, i.e. interviewing subjects to learn about their experience of participa-
tion in the project and to inform them of any unrevealed purpose. This is especially important 
if there’s a possibility that they have been damaged by that participation (Babbie, 2021, p.70). 

Increasingly, researchers prefer to obtain the consent of research participants by getting 
them to sign informed consent forms. The advantage of such forms is that they give respond-
ents the opportunity to be informed of the nature of the research and the implications of their 
participation. Further, the researcher has a signed record of consent if any concerns are raised 
by participants or ethics committees. The chief possible problem is that the requirement to 
sign the form may prompt rather than alleviate concerns on the part of prospective partici-
pants, so that they end up declining to be involved. Also, the direction of qualitative studies 
can be somewhat less predictable than with quantitative ones, so it is difficult to be specific 
within forms about some issues (Bryman, 2012, p.139) (e.g., in a semi-structured interview 
one cannot inform the interviewee in advance about the exact thematics that will be dis-
cussed, since the evolution of such an interview is rather dynamic and depends heavily on the 
answers provided by the interviewee). 

 

5.2.3. The right to privacy 
Social research, moreover, often requires that people reveal personal information about 

themselves—information that may be unknown to their friends and associates (Babbie, 
2021:63). The right to privacy is very much linked to the notion of informed consent, because, 
to the degree that informed consent is given on the basis of a detailed understanding of what 
the research participant’s involvement is likely to entail, (s)he in a sense acknowledges that 
the right to privacy has been surrendered for that limited domain (Bryman, 2012, p.142). For 
example, when people agree to be interviewed, they may refuse to answer certain questions 
on whatever grounds they feel are justified. Examples might be questions about income, reli-
gious beliefs, or sexual activities. Covert methods are usually deemed to be violations of the 
privacy principle on the grounds that participants are not being given the opportunity to re-
fuse invasions of their privacy (Bryman, 2012, pp.142-143). 
 

5.2.4. Deception 
Deception occurs when researchers represent their work as something other than what it 

is. The experiment by Milgram involved deception, since participants are led to believe they 
are administering real electric shocks. Deception in various degrees is probably quite wide-
spread in such research, because researchers often want to limit participants’ understanding 
of what the research is about so that they respond more naturally to the experimental treat-
ment. One of the chief problems with the discussion of this aspect of ethics is that deception 
is, as some writers observe, widespread in social research, since it is rarely feasible or desira-
ble to provide participants with a totally complete account of what your research is about 
(Bryman, 2012, p.143). Especially, qualitative research is frequently very open-ended, and, as 
a result, research questions are either loose or not specified, so that it is doubtful whether 
ethnographers in particular are able to inform others accurately about the nature of their re-
search (Bryman, 2012, p.148). 

In observing groups or organizations who meet in private settings, it is ethical to ask for 
permission from those you’ll be observing. If, however, those being observed are likely to 
change their behavior if they know about the observation, then you will need to make a 
choice. In a study of a Canadian neo-National Socialist organization that had a history of racism 
and using violence, Lauder (2003) first tried collecting information by interviewing people us-
ing informed consent. But many group members refused to sign informed consent forms and 
his formal interviews produced little useful information about the anti-Semitic and religious 
character of the organization’s ideology. Rather than abandoning the project, Lauder decided 
to change tactics. Using deception, he moved from an overt to a covert role by pretending to 
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have converted to the group’s worldview and then by talking to members informally. He col-
lected a great deal of information covertly and protected confidentiality when using the data. 
Lauder feels that he balanced the needs of society against the needs of individuals and con-
cluded that he was morally obligated to conduct the study (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.65). 

 

5.2.5. Ethical issues in the digital space 
The Internet has also thrown up new dimensions of ethical decision-making for social re-

searchers. For example, it is very tempting to use newsgroups, chatrooms, listservs, email dis-
cussion groups, and so on for examining interaction or a focus of interest. When participants 
have not given their consent to having their postings used in this way, it could be argued that 
the principle of informed consent has been violated. However, it could also be claimed that, 
in some cases, such postings are in the public domain (e.g. on twitter), so that seeking consent 
is unnecessary.  

Whether electronic communications are public or private is a matter of debate (Adler & 
Clark, 2011). Pace and Livingston (2005, p.39) argue that electronic communications should 
be used for research only if the information is publicly archived and readily available, no pass-
word is required to access the information, the material is not sensitive in nature, and no 
stated site policy prohibits the use of the material. If these conditions do not pertain, informed 
consent needs to be obtained and should be obtained without disrupting ongoing online ac-
tivity. These guidelines, though, are not without problems. What is or is not sensitive is likely 
to be highly debatable, so treating it as a principle is not that straightforward (Bryman, 2012, 
p.149).  

 

5.2.6. Conscious partiality 
For some writers on social research, a “conscious partiality” is celebrated. Particularly 

among feminist researchers, to do research on women in a value-neutral way would be unde-
sirable (apart from being difficult to achieve), because it would be incompatible with the val-
ues of feminism. Instead, many feminist researchers advocate a stance that extols the virtues 
of a commitment to women and exposing the conditions of their disadvantage in a male-dom-
inated society. Much of such research has been concerned to change the situation of women, 
as well as to heighten our understanding of the disadvantages from which they suffer. Social 
researchers are sometimes put in the position where they take sides. This is precisely what 
many feminist researchers do when they focus on women’s disadvantages in the family, the 
workplace, and elsewhere, and on the possibilities for improving their position (Bryman, 2012, 
p.150). 

 

5.2.7. Ethical (and political) issues related to funding (bodies) 
Much social research is funded by organizations such as firms and government depart-

ments. Such organizations frequently have a vested interest in the outcomes of the research. 
The very fact that some research is funded, while other is not, suggests that political issues 
may be involved, in that we might anticipate that such organizations will seek to invest in 
studies that will be useful to them and that will be supportive of their operations and world 
views. When social researchers participate in such projects, they are participating in a political 
arena because they are having to tailor their research concerns and even research questions 
to a body that defines or at least influences those research concerns and research questions. 
Bodies like government departments are going to be influenced by notions of relevance to 
their work and by their understanding of ministers’ concerns. In addition, many agencies re-
strict what researchers are able to write about their findings by seeing drafts of all proposed 
publications (Bryman, 2012, p.150). 
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Gaining access is also a political process. Access is usually mediated by gatekeepers, who 
are concerned about the researcher’s motives: what the organization can gain from the inves-
tigation, what it will lose by participating in the research in terms of staff time and other costs, 
and potential risks to its image. Often, gatekeepers will seek to influence how the investigation 
takes place, what kinds of questions can be asked, who can and who cannot be the focus of 
study, the amount of time to be spent with each research participant, the interpretation of 
findings, and the form of any report to the organization itself. The police, for example, are 
usually concerned about how they are going to be represented in publications in case they are 
portrayed unfavorably. Firms are also invariably concerned about issues of how they are going 
to be represented. Consequently, gaining access is almost always a matter of negotiation, and 
as such inevitably turns into a political process. The results of this negotiation are often re-
ferred to as ‘the research bargain’ (Bryman, 2012, p.151). 

Once in the organization, researchers often find that getting on in organizations is a pro-
cess of constant negotiation of what is and is not permissible. In other words, there may be 
several layers of gatekeepers in any research project, so that issues of access become an on-
going feature of research. For example, for their research on cargo vessels, Sampson and 
Thomas (2003) sought initial access through ship-owning/managing companies only to find 
out that the key gatekeepers were the captains, who varied in the degree of willingness to 
accommodate the researchers’ investigative and other needs (Bryman, 2012, p.151). 

 

5.3. Honest reporting, avoidance of plagiarism 
In addition to their ethical obligations to subjects, researchers have ethical obligations to 

their colleagues in the scientific community. These obligations concern the analysis of data 
and the way the results are reported (Babbie, 2021, p.71). A central ethical principle is honest 
reporting, which is the responsibility to produce accurate data, report honestly, acknowledge 
the limitations of the research, and disseminate it in both professional and community forums 
(Adler & Clark, 2011, p.60; Babbie, 2021). Negative findings, for example, should be reported 
if they are related to the analysis. There is an unfortunate myth in scientific reporting that only 
discoveries of strong, causal relationships among variables are worth reporting. In science, 
however, it’s often as important to know that two variables are not related as to know that 
they are (Babbie, 2021, p.71). In addition, researchers should bear in mind that the avoidance 
of plagiarism -presenting other people’s work as our own- goes part and parcel with honest 
reporting, and the originality of any research project should be justified beyond any doubt. 

 

5.4. The role of research committees 
Most higher education organizations have established ethics committees that issue guide-

lines about ethical research practice. These guidelines are often based on or influenced by the 
codes developed by professional associations. Sometimes a researcher needs to submit 
her/his proposed research to an ethics committee of the university or college (s)he belongs 
to. The basic aims of these committees are, on one hand, to protect the researchers and the 
institutions, in terms of preserving their positive reputation and publicity, and, on the other 
hand, to protect the participants in the research project against any physical or psychological 
harm that can be caused due to their participation in the research.  

One of the main approaches used by ethics committees is to ask researchers to indicate 
whether their research entails certain procedures or activities, such as disguised observation, 
so that effectively they self-declare whether they are likely to engage in ethically dubious 
practices. This process usually entails completing a form to show that you have considered 
potential ethical issues that might arise from your study. This form is likely to ask questions 
such as ‘Will there be any potential harm, discomfort, physical or psychological risks for re-
search participants?’ and the researcher needs to answer ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. If there is a possibility 
that you may engage in such a practice, the proposed research is then ‘flagged’ for full scrutiny 
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by the ethics committee. In such an instance, the researcher is required to provide a full ac-
count of the research and the rationale for using the ethically dubious practice(s). This can 
slow down research a great deal and can of course result in the committee refusing to allow 
it to proceed.  

In recent years, research ethics committees have become quite controversial, since they 
are sometimes seen as having gone too far in terms of their role of protecting institutions (Van 
Den Hoonard 2001). In addition, there is a concern that, once the researcher has jumped over 
the bureaucratic hurdle of the ethics committee, (s)he may feel that the ethical issues have 
been covered. This is clearly not the case, as ethical issues can arise at all stages of the research 
process (Bryman, 2012, p.135), even at the production and presentation of the results, where 
the obligation of the researcher is to produce accurate results stemming from the scientific 
implementation of the research project. 
 

5.5. Conclusion 
Although social scientific research does not usually place subjects in situations that jeop-

ardize their health and well-being, most social research involves some risk. Discomfort, anxi-
ety, reduced self-esteem, and revelation of intimate secrets are all possible costs to subjects 
who become involved in a research project. The ethics of human subject research require that 
investigators calculate the risk–benefit equation and seek to balance the risks of a subject’s 
involvement in the research against the possible benefits of a study for the individual and for 
the larger society (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.67). Each researcher must think about the conse-
quences of doing a given study as opposed to not doing the study and must consider all op-
tions and methods to find a research strategy that balances being ethical and being practical 
with the likelihood of obtaining good quality data. In doing research, each of us must recognize 
that we are balancing the rights of study participants against our desire for research conclu-
sions in which we have confidence and that we can share with the public (Adler & Clark, 2011, 
p.68). 
 

5.6. Summing Up Ethical Principles 
• Protect research participants from harm. 

• Get informed consent. 

• Be sure that study participants have not been pressured into volunteering. 

• Collect data anonymously or keep data confidential. 

• Submit the research proposal to a review board. 

• Provide accurate research findings. 

• Consider responsibilities to research participants, colleagues, and the general 

• public at all stages of research including after project’s completion and publication. 

• Maximize benefits and minimize risks (Adler & Clark, 2011, p.68). 
 

5.7. Exercise 
You have to create an informed consent document about a research project that includes 

semi-structured interviews with the Department of Communication and Digital Media gradu-

ates regarding their overall experience of their studies at the Department. The thematics to 

be discussed will include potentially unpleasant experiences as well. How would you inform 

them properly through the document? 

5.8. Self-assessment questions/quizzes 
1. Which is the main difference between “universalists” and “situationalists” in terms of 

the implementation of ethical principals in social research? 
2. How can funding bodies interfere with/undermine the integrity and quality of social 

research? 
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3. Which online documents/posts can a researcher include in her/his research according 
to research ethics, without the need to have the informed consent of their crea-
tors/uploaders? 

4. In which occasions could a research project benefit from conscious partiality? 
5. How are anonymity and confidentiality of participants in a research project pro-

tected? 
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Chapter 6 – Quantitative Research and Analysis (Amalia Triantafyllifou) 
 

Learning outcomes 
Upon completion of the study of this chapter students will be able to understand key dimen-

sions of quantitative social research and analysis (the cases in which we implement quantita-

tive research, the different stages/phases of its implementation, and the ways in which the 

researcher can elaborate her/his data in order to produce results).  

 

6.1. Introduction to Quantitative Research 
Quantitative studies aim mainly at measuring (or manipulating through experimental de-

signs) a set of predefined variables in order to answer the research questions and to test the 

research hypotheses that have been derived from the relevant literature (Creswell and Cre-

swell, 2017). According to Creswell (1994) quantitative research tries to explain social phe-

nomena by collecting data in numerical form that are analyzed via statistical methods. As Bry-

man and Cramer (2012, p. 35) note quantitative research is, “a research strategy that empha-

sises quantification in the collection and analysis of data…”. Thus, the unique feature of quan-

titative research is the collection of numerical data and the measurement of a phenomenon 

using variables as well as the use of statistics. As Babbie (2010) notes, it is important for quan-

titative research to develop instruments that include questions which can be answered nu-

merically. 

Regarding the use of numerical data, there are certain types of data or questions that can 

be answered in a numerical form. For example, how many hours do you use social media dur-

ing the day? However, not all questions/a are represented in a quantifiable way. Thus, re-

searchers need to convert phenomena in quantitative data so they can be analyzed statisti-

cally. One example is research on attitudes. Attitudes are not numerical data but can be 

treated as such by developing a research instrument (e.g., questionnaire) that will ask re-

spondents to rate their attitudes on a scale ranging from 1: strongly disagree to 5: strongly 

disagree. Thus, attitudes have been measured and represent quantitative data that can be 

analyzed statistically.  

According to Rahman (2017) the main advantages of quantitative research are the ability 

of researcher to generalize results to a whole population or sub-population if the sample is 

quite large and is selected in random way.  Moreover, quantitative research utilizes a deduc-

tive process that focuses on objectivity. It adopts structured and formal procedures for the 

development of measurement instruments and data collection. In addition, the researcher is 

independent from the phenomenon that is examined, and quite often his/her point of view is 

external. In addition, most quantitative methods follow well defined and structured theoreti-

cal frameworks, models, and try to test sets of pre-defined hypotheses (e.g., Queiros, Faria, 

and Almeida, 2017).  

However, the main weaknesses of quantitative research lie in the inability to get a deeper 

understanding of the phenomena examined as well as the temporal nature of the data col-

lected. More specifically, quantitative research such as an attitude survey is regarded as a 

snapshot of the current situation as it measures people’s attitudes at a specific time.  

 

 6.2. Descriptive and Causal Studies 
Quantitative research could take two main forms: (a) descriptive or (b) causal research. 

According to Zikmund (2003) descriptive research tries to portray the characteristics of a pop-
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ulation, their attitudes, opinions, behaviors (e.g., demographic characteristics of voters, prod-

uct preferences of consumers) based on a population’s sample. Descriptive research answers 

mainly the who, what, when, where, and how questions. For example, a researcher might be 

interested in learning about the characteristics of a group of consumers in terms of their de-

mographic characteristics, attitudes towards the product, buying frequency, personality traits, 

etc. Another objective of a descriptive study is to shed light on the association that might exist 

between two variables and helps the researcher decide which variables might be included in 

a causal study.  

In causal studies, the researcher tests whether two variables are related. In other words, 

it tries to identify cause and effect relationships among variables and explores whether a 

change in one variable can cause a change in or predict another variable. For example, a re-

searcher might be interested in testing whether an increase in advertising expenditures can 

cause or predict an increase in product sales. In causal studies, the researcher tests a set of 

hypotheses through the use of statistical tests.  

 

6.3. Research Design and Methods 
In general, researchers should take into account the following steps for a successful research 
design: 

1. Identification of the problem, formulation of research questions/objectives 
2. Selecting of the type of research (e.g., descriptive or causal) 
3. Development of the conceptual framework/model (optional) 
4. Detecting of the appropriate information that is needed for addressing the research 

questions. 
5. Identifying of the appropriate measurement methods regarding the information 

needed.  
6. Deciding on the data collection method. 
7. Choosing the population, the sample size, and the sampling technique to be used.  
8. Determining the methods for analyzing the data.  

Moreover, successful research designs have clearly defined research problems and objec-
tives while they take into consideration the time as well as the financial resources required.  
There are three main types of quantitative research design: (a) survey design, (b) observa-

tions, and (c) experiments.  

A survey is related to a description of trends, attitudes, and opinions of respondents. It is 

defined as “a systematic method for gathering information from a sample of entities for the 

purpose of constructing quantitative descriptors of the attributes of a larger population of 

which entities are members” (Groves et al., 2011, p 2). The use of the term systematic differ-

entiates survey from other methods of collecting information. Through surveys the researcher 

gathers information from a sample of respondents via a structured questionnaire that in-

cludes a set of pre-defined questions. Most of the time, surveys involve the collection of in-

formation by asking questions. This is done mainly either by interviewers who ask questions 

and collect answers or through self-administered questionnaires that are answered by re-

spondents themselves. Important issues that need to be addressed when designing a survey 

are the sampling techniques, the design of the questionnaire, the data collection method, and 

the data analysis techniques.  

Observational research examines respondents’ behaviors and actions without interaction 

on behalf of the researcher. Observational research is generally systematic and controlled in 

terms of the process followed. In other words, the research decides on what, when, where, 

and how to observe as well as the environment that the observation will take place. Moreover, 

the way that observational data are going to be measured and analyzed is another controlled 
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element by the researcher. An example of quantitative observational research is related to 

consumer behavior where researchers could examine the shopping habits and patterns of 

shoppers in stores.  

An experiment is another way to collect quantitative data by manipulating variables and 

controlling others. More specifically, in an experiment the researcher changes one or more 

independent variable and tries to decipher the effects on the dependent variable(s). Experi-

ments are often used in consumer behavior, advertising, crisis communication, public rela-

tions, etc. In the communication field, researchers develop certain experimental conditions 

through scenarios that participants receive while controlling for all other factors that might 

affect the outcome. Then, participants answer a set of questions that represent the depend-

ent variables to be examined.  

6.4. Survey Errors  
Researchers conducting surveys often face certain types of errors that in most occasions 

are associated either with chance variation (random error) or with systematic error. Chance 

variation is the difference between the values of the sample and the values of the population. 

However, if the sample size increases then the chance variation tends to decrease. Systematic 

error, on the other hand, usually is related to issues associated with research design and re-

sults from (a) sample design errors, and (b) measurement errors.  

Sample design errors occur due to problems in the design of the sample such as errors in 

the sampling frame (list of population) that is used to extract the sample, the poor definition 

of the population, and issues about the selection of the sample from the population. Meas-

urement errors result from differences that arise between the information that needed to be 

extracted and the information that was obtained by the respondents. Measurement errors 

are related to lack of a clear definition of the research problem, mistakes of the interviewer, 

problems associated with the research instruments (e.g., questionnaire), errors due to the 

analyzing methods of the data, and nonresponse as well as response bias. Nonresponse bias 

occurs when elements of the sample are not included in the final survey. Thus, nonresponse 

bias is the difference that might exist between individuals that responded to the survey and 

individuals that did not respond to the call to participate. In addition, response bias deals with 

errors on how people answer questions. This type of bias stems from “deliberate falsification” 

when people intentionally don’t give their true answers out of embarrassment or need to 

conceal information. Response bias can also arise from unintentional misrepresentation on 

behalf of the respondent who gives an inaccurate response due to misinterpretation of the 

question.  

 

6.5. Questionnaire Design 
A questionnaire is a set of questions that is administered to respondents to collect their 

answers in a standardized way so as the data to be consistent and well organized for statistical 

analysis. A questionnaire is an inexpensive way to collect primary data in a short amount of 

time. Questionnaires also enable participants to respond in an honest way as it can ensure 

anonymity and protect the privacy of respondents. As Roopa and Rani (2012, p.  273) “a ques-

tionnaire is the backbone of any survey and the success of it lies in the designing of a ques-

tionnaire”.  

To design a questionnaire the researchers should make decisions about the following: 

• Information required 

• Content of questions 

• Format of questions 
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• Wording of questions 

• Questionnaire pre-testing and revision 

6.6. Information Required and Content of the Question 
The first step for a well-designed questionnaire is to understand the research problem as 

well as the research objectives. Moreover, the researcher needs to examine secondary data, 

previous similar research studies, the results from prior qualitative research so as to formulate 

the questions for addressing the research objective. At this stage, the researcher needs to 

have a deep knowledge of the target respondents, their characteristics, ability as well as will-

ingness to answer the questions. In addition, the mode of data collection is also an important 

factor that should be taken into consideration when designing the questionnaire. There is a 

difference between the type of questions that are required for personal interviews, tele-

phonic, self-administered, and online surveys. The researcher should first create a list of the 

concepts and variables that will be examined. After defining the variables, then the specific 

questions and items that will measure the variables should be developed.  This could be done 

by looking at how other researchers have measured the variables. For example, if the ques-

tionnaire is about consumer behavior and measures offline word-of-mouth communication of 

consumers, a literature review will help the researcher understand how others have treated 

the concept of word-of-mouth communication and identify relevant items and questions to 

include in the questionnaire. The researcher could also use a scale (set of items/questions that 

measure a variable) that has been validated in a previous study such as the Carroll and Ahu-

via’s (2006) scale in word-of-mouth communication that includes four items such as: I have 

recommended this product to lots of people; I talk up this product to my friends; I try to spread 

good-word about this product; I give this product tons of positive word-of-mouth advertising.  

6.7. Format of the questionnaire 
The next step in the design of the questionnaire is choosing the format of the questions. 

There are two broad types of question format: (a) open-ended questions, and (b) close-ended 

questions. Open-ended questions enable participants to answer in their own words without 

fixed responses and give the respondent the freedom to express his opinion. For example, an 

open-ended question for a researcher examining leadership in public relations could be: What 

leadership style is perceived as the best or most appropriate for public relations? (Aldoory and 

Toth, 2004). Open-ended questions help the researcher to trigger the memory of the respond-

ents when they need to recall previous experiences. Moreover, open-ended questions are 

suitable when the researcher cannot be sure about all the answers required. However, this 

type of questions is difficult in coding and could lead to low response rate as they require 

greater effort on behalf of the respondent.  

6.7.1. Close-Ended Questions 
On the contrary close-ended questions are those that have a pre-defined set of responses 

from which the respondent can choose. They are mainly used when there is a specific list of 

answer options, and the possible alternative answers are known by the researcher. Close-

ended questions may lead to higher response rates and give a certain level of control over the 

data which are consistent and can be more easily coded and analyzed. Nonetheless, this type 

of questions may not include all the possible alternatives, thus, the respondent’s opinion 

might not be included in the answers. When designing close-ended questions two important 

issues need to be addressed that are related to the number of options that will be given to 
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respondents as well as the order-position of the options. Close-ended questions could take 

the following forms: 

• Dichotomous questions 

• Multiple choice questions 

• Checklist 

• Rank-order questions 

• Rating scale questions 

• Constant sum questions 

• Paired comparisons 

 

6.7.2. Dichotomous Questions 
In this type of question, the respondent can choose only from two possible answers. Such 

questions are suitable for filtering the respondents and testing their appropriateness to be 

included in the sample. For example, a survey about smoking could use a dichotomous ques-

tion at the beginning of the questionnaire such as: Do you smoke: Yes/No. This question could 

help identify respondents that can proceed to complete the questionnaire or need to be ex-

cluded from the survey. It should be noted that dichotomous questions should be used with 

care when measuring attitudes and opinions in the form of “Agree/Disagree” as they do not 

cover the full range of responses as attitudes might vary in strength. The position of the an-

swers does not indicate any form of order.  

6.7.3. Multiple Choice Questions  
These questions are appropriate when the research knows most of the possible answers 

and respondents are asked to indicate or select the only one option that best describes their 

opinion. The available options should be exhaustive so that the respondent gives one answer. 

Moreover, the options/answers represent mainly categorical values.  Below are several exam-

ples of this type of questions: 

Which of the following channel is considered the most effective in reaching out stakehold-

ers in your organization? (Please choose only one option) (European Communication Monitor, 

2023).  

• Social media and social networks 

• Online communication via websites, emails, intranets 

• Face to face communication  

• Press and media relations with online newspapers/magazines 

• Mobile communication 

• Press and media relations with TV/Radio stations 

• Press and media relations with print newspapers/magazines 

In your organization public relations are practiced by: 

• An internal department of public relations/corporate communications 

• A group of employees under the supervision of the marketing department 

• An external public relations agency 

 

6.7.4. Checklist 
This type of question enables respondents to choose more than one answer. The alterna-

tive options should be placed in a random order while the researcher could include the 
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“other” option at the end so as the respondent to report an answer that has not been in-

cluded: 

 

Which of the following brands did you buy during the last month? (You can choose more than 

one option) 

 

• Brand A 

• Brand B 

• Brand C 

• Brand D 

• Other…....... (please specify) 

6.7.5. Rank-order questions 
 

In rank-order questions respondents are asked to compare the different options and rank 

each of them based on their preferences: 

Please rank from 1: not important to 5: very important the following factors based on the im-

portance you assign when purchasing in a store:  

Product variety   ___ 

Prices    ___ 

Store layout   ___ 

Atmospherics  ___ 

Location   ___ 

 

6.7.6. Rating scale questions 
A rating scale asks participants to select one response from options that are positioned in 

a hierarchical order. Each response could be labeled or only the two endpoints are labeled 

(Friedman and Amoo, 1999). Rating scales are often used to measure attitudes and they can 

take many forms. 

6.7.6.1. Likert scale 
The most common rating scale used is the “Likert” scale. This question often takes the 

form of a statement and respondents rate the extent to which they agree or disagree with 

the statement.  

Please rate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the statement:  

 

The store had a wide variety of products. 

 1.Strongly Disagree 2.Disagree 3.Neither agree/Neither disagree 4.Agree 5.Strongly Agree 
 

An important debate exists between researchers regarding the optimum number of points 

that should be included in the rating scales and whether an even or odd number of responses 

is appropriate.  

According to Krosnick (1991) using midpoint scales helps respondents choose the neutral 

option. However, the midpoint could also lead to less cognitive effort on behalf of the re-

spondents who will choose the neutral point especially in controversial issues. This way the 

quality of the data will be minimized. On the other hand, not including the midpoint will lead 
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respondents take side in one direction either agreeing or disagreeing with the statement, 

known as the strategy of “forced choice” (Wang and Krosnick, 1991). 

Regarding the optimal number of points, most studies indicate that 5-point and 7-point 

Likert scales are the most reliable, and the reliability does not increase for scales with more 

than 7-points. Bouranta, Chitiris, and Paravantis (2009) suggested that 5-point scales can in-

crease the response rate and are more easily understood by participants. Moreover, Weng 

(2004) showed that the reliability of scales does not necessarily increase by increasing the 

number of points and that 7-point scales could be used for respondents with cognitive ability 

close to that of university students.  

6.7.6.2. Semantic Differential scale 
In this scale only the two polars of the scale are labeled by a pair of opposite adjectives or 

phrases that describe the concept (friendly/unfriendly). Usually, semantic differential scales 

are measured using 5 or 7-point scales. Usually, the middle-point of the scale is interpreted as 

a neutral response. Below the product involvement scale of Zaichkowsky (1994) is presented. 

Table 1. Product Involvement Scale by Zaichkowsky (1994) 

Adjective 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Adjective 2 

Important •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Unimportant 

Boring •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Interesting 

Relevant •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Irrelevant 

Exciting •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Unexciting 

Means noth-
ing 

•  •  •  •  •  •  •  
Means a lot 

Unappealing •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Appealing 

Fascinating •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Mundane 

Worthless •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Valuable 

Uninvolving  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Involving 

Not needed •  •  •  •  •  •  •  Needed 

 

6.7.6.3. Stapel scale 
Stapel scale is a modified version of the semantic differential scale. Αn adjective or a phrase is 

placed at the center of the scale. This scale could have 6 or 10 points in numerical values 

ranging from +5 or +3 to -5 or -3. The Stapel scale can measure both the direction as well as 

the intensity of the attitude simultaneously.  

-3 -2 -1 The store is characterized by a variety of products +1 +2 +3 

  

6.7.6.4. Constant sum questions 
The constant sum scales ask the respondent to distribute a certain number of points (usually 

100 points) to two or more attributes based on the importance they assign to them. Quite 

often respondents find it difficult to assign the fixed sum of points to the attributes so as the 

total adds to 100. 

Please allocate 100 points to the following criteria based on the importance you assign to each 

of them when making a purchasing decision about a product. 

Quality                 ____ 

Quantity  ____  
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Price   ____ 

Utility   ____ 

Packaging  ____ 

_________________________ 

Sum   100 

 

6.7.7. Paired Comparisons  
This type of question requires participants to choose one option from a set of two criteria. 

Thus, a series of pairs is presented to respondents from which they choose their most pre-

ferred option. Paired comparisons questions are easier for respondents to answer, and they 

also eliminate the order bias of responses. However, this type of question might produce a 

high number of pairs that need to be compared by participants. Below is an example of paired 

comparison scales: 

Which of the following platforms would you prefer (Please circle one platform from each pair): 

Facebook or Instagram 

Instagram or TikTok 

TikTok or Facebook 

YouTube or Instagram 

YouTube or TikTok 

YouTube or Facebook 

 

6.8. Wording  
Question wording is an important element of a well-designed questionnaire. Researchers 

need to avoid jargons, abbreviations, and acronyms and the use of technical terms with which 

the respondents are unfamiliar with. Moreover, the use of ambiguous terms should also be 

avoided. For example, the word “frequently” might be interpreted in a number of ways by 

respondents. “Double-barreled” questions should also not be utilized as they can confuse the 

respondent. These questions include in a statement two attributes that the participant must 

answer. For example, do you find the personnel of the store polite and helpful? These ques-

tions should be avoided as respondents might find the personnel polite but not helpful, thus 

their response will not reflect their true evaluations. The questions should not misguide and 

bias the respondent. For example, questions like “Do you buy lower-quality products such as 

Brand A?” obviously mislead the participant and should be avoided. In addition, researchers 

need to consider the ability of respondents to recall past events. Participants could not easily 

answer questions such as “How many times have you eaten popcorn during the last six 

months” that require him to remember specific details for a long period of time.  

6.9. Sequence of Questions 
The next step in the design process of the questionnaire is deciding the order of the ques-

tions. The first section of the questionnaire should include screening questions that help iden-

tify the respondents that can take part in the survey. Next, easy-to-answer questions should 

be inserted that will intrigue the respondent to complete the questionnaire followed by more 

difficult and complicated questions that require more effort from the respondent. At the end 

of the questionnaire classifying and demographic questions can be used. Sensitive questions 

should be placed near the end of the questionnaire and before the demographic questions. 



                                                                                                 

71 

 

6.10. Pretesting 
Before collecting the data, a critical step is the pretesting of the questionnaire. Pretesting 

is about replicating the survey to a small number of respondents (usually 30 respondents) that 

share similar characteristics with the final sample. These respondents are asked to complete 

the questionnaire and then discuss with the researcher the problems that they faced such as 

questions that could not understand, unfamiliar terminology, offensive and sensitive ques-

tions etc. This feedback will help the researcher make the necessary changes to the question-

naire.  

6.11. Data Collection Methods 
There are several modes of data collection when administering a survey. Research can 

choose to conduct an in-person interview, a telephone survey, self-administered question-

naires, and an online survey. Each method has its own advantages and disadvantages.  

In-person interviews require personal interaction between the interviewer and the re-

spondent. Usually, the interviewer reads the questions to the respondent and records his/her 

answers. In-person interviews can be conducted in several settings (public areas, malls, etc.) 

and for a plethora of subjects. However, they are associated with disadvantages such as the 

high cost per respondent, the geographical limitations, the time pressure, and the interviewer 

bias who is present at the interview and may influence the way the respondent answers the 

questions (Oishi, 2003). Telephone surveys are a less expensive way to collect data compared 

to in-person interviews and can produce a high-quality sample. In the past, researchers uti-

lized the phone book, but nowadays the random-digit dialing is the most popular way of con-

ducting telephone surveys. The disadvantages of telephone surveys are the length of the ques-

tionnaire that might prevent the respondent from completing the survey as well as the inabil-

ity to show the participant visual content. Using a self-administered questionnaire respond-

ents complete the survey themselves and do not have any interaction with the interviewer. 

Thus, they cannot clarify any question or get explanations by the researcher. However, the 

absence of the interviewer can be viewed as an advantage as it eliminate the bias associated 

with his/her presence. Paper-and-pencil surveys with self-administered questionnaires are 

usually conducted in malls, hotels, airplanes, stores etc. Online surveys on the other hand, 

have become quite popular as they provide high response rates in a small amount of time and 

reduced costs. They also enable the anonymity of the respondent and are not geographically 

restricted. Online surveys can be conducted through emails, social media platforms by posting 

the link of the survey, websites, etc. However, the main disadvantage of online surveys is as-

sociated with the representativeness of the sample as respondents that do not have access to 

the Internet cannot participate in the survey. According to Evans and Mathur (2005) online 

surveys can raise several privacy concerns as well as confuse respondents due to the absence 

of the interviewer.  

 

6.12. Sampling Process 
Sampling is the process of collecting information from a group (sample) of a pre-defined 

population. The first step in the sampling process is defining the population. Population is the 

“entire group of people about whom the researcher needs to obtain information” (McDaniels 

and Gates, 2004). This step involves the specification of the characteristics of the population 

in terms of geographic, demographic, and other attributes. The next step is to identify the 

sampling frame (if possible). The sampling frame is the list of the members or elements of the 

population from which the researcher will draw the sample. But it is difficult to find a complete 

and accurate sampling frame due to several reasons. For example, if the population of interest 
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is Greek doctors, then the members that have subscribed to the Greek Medical Association 

could be a sampling frame. This frame, however, could be incomplete or inaccurate as several 

members could have passed away or others might have changed their address. It should be 

noted also that the existence of the sampling frame is a factor that affects the sampling 

method that will be chosen. If a sampling frame exists, then probabilistic sampling methods 

are the most suitable and could produce representative samples. Then, the researcher has to 

select the sampling method. The method to be chosen depends on the objectives of the study, 

the resources, the population, the time limitations as well as the sampling frame. There are 

two broad sampling methods:  

• Probability sampling 

• Non-probability sampling  

 

In probability sampling every element of the population has the same known non-zero 

probability of being included in the sample and the likelihood of extracting a representative 

sample is increased. Probability samples also allow the researcher to estimate the sampling 

error which is the difference between a sample value and a population value. The smaller the 

sampling error the more representative the sample is to the population. 

The most common probability method is simple random sampling in which a sample is 

selected in a random way via the sampling frame. To extract the sample randomly a random 

number generator can be used. Another method is systematic sampling. In systematic sam-

pling, the sample is selected based on a specific interval that is calculated by dividing the num-

ber of elements/units of the population by the sample size. Then the researcher selects a ran-

dom number from the sampling frame (list) and using the interval selects the next ele-

ment/unit. For example, from a population of 4000 a researcher wants to extract a sample of 

100 elements. Using the systematic sampling, the interval will be (4000/100=40) 40. Then, 

from the list a random number is chosen (e.g., 5). After selecting the 5th element, the re-

searcher will then choose the 45th element. Stratified sampling is another probability sam-

pling method in which the entire population is divided into subgroups (called strata) with com-

mon characteristics. The population can be stratified based on characteristics such as age, 

gender, province of residence, etc). The strata need to be mutually exclusive. Then, for each 

stratum random sampling or another sampling method could be applied to derive the sample. 

For example, in a national survey about elections, each municipality could represent a stra-

tum.   

Efficiency in data collection as well as representation of all groups of interest are main 

advantages of the stratified sampling method. Cluster sampling is used when it is difficult to 

examine all the subgroups (strata) of the population. In this case, the population is divided 

into subgroups or clusters and then random sampling is conducted to select a number of clus-

ters and then all members of the selected clusters are included in the sample.  

On the contrary, non-probability sampling methods do not require a sampling frame and 

the elements that will comprise the sample are selected in a non-random way based that is 

based on the convenience of the researcher. Non-probability sampling methods are less ex-

pensive compared to probability. However, the sampling error cannot be calculated so the 

representativeness of the sample cannot be assessed. 

Convenience sampling is the most popular non-probability method in which the elements 

of the sample are selected accidentally and based on their availability. In this method, mem-

bers of the sample are recruited in convenient locations such as shopping malls, streets, 

events, etc. Purposive sampling is another method that allows the researcher to judge 
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whether the population units are qualified for the sample. Thus, the researcher looks for spe-

cific cases when recruiting the members of the sample. For example, a researcher that wants 

to examine Christmas gifts shoppers will recruit people with shopping bags at a street. Snow-

balling method is a network-based sampling process in which the researcher recruits the 

“seeds” (the first units of the sample) that will then forward the survey to other units. More-

over, quota sampling helps the research divide the population into a number of subgroups of 

units that share common characteristics. These subgroups are mutually exclusive. Then, the 

researcher proceeds to a non-random selection of the units from each subgroup. Other non-

probability sampling methods are volunteer sampling, expert selection, tele-voting, and self-

selection in web-surveys (Vehovar, Toepoel, and Steinmetz, 2016).  

After choosing the sampling method, the next step is deciding about the sample size. In 

non-probability sampling the sample size is determined based on the available resources while 

in probability sampling the size is decided on factors such as the levels of acceptable sampling 

error, the levels of confidence as well as the population size.  

 

6.13. Data Analysis 
After collecting the data, the next step is to codify the responses of the participants based 

on predefined levels of measurement and replace them with numerical values to be entered 

into the statistical program for data analysis (e.g., SPSS) and turn them into variables. There 

are four basic levels of measurement: nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio.   

• Nominal variables have one or more categories which do not represent an intrinsic 

order or rank. Examples of nominal variables are gender, marital status, political pref-

erences.  

• Ordinal variables have values that are ordered. For example, age groups such as 0-

18, 19-25, 26-35, 36-45, 46+ 

• Interval variables are similar to ordinal variables but the intervals between the neigh-

boring points of the scale are equal.  

• Ratio variables have a true zero value and represent the actual amount of the variable 

(e.g., weight, height) 

Depending on the type of variable researchers can choose the type of statistical analysis 

that is more appropriate. Data analysis can be performed through descriptive statistics as well 

as inferential statistics.  

Descriptive statistics summarize the characteristics of the sample as well as present them 

in graphs. For nominal and ordinal variables, descriptive statistics can take the form of fre-

quencies and percentages and the most suitable graphs are pie charts as well as bar charts.  

For interval as well as ratio variables, central tendency and dispersion measures can be 

calculated such as mean scores, median, mode, variance, and standard deviation while histo-

grams are the most suitable graphs for presenting these types of variables.  

Inferential statistics aim at making inferences for the larger population based on the values 

that are derived from the sample. Inferential statistics can take the form of hypothesis testing 

as well as regression analysis.  

Hypothesis testing involves five steps. First the hypothesis should be stated. A hypothesis 

is an assumption (in the form of statements) about a relationship between two or more vari-

ables that is going to be confirmed or rejected through statistical tests. Hypotheses take two 

forms: the null hypothesis (H0) that test the non-existence of a relationship and the alterna-
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tive hypothesis (H1) that test the existence of the relationship under examination. For exam-

ple, if a researcher wants to test the relationship between age and purchasing intention then 

the two hypotheses will be stated as follows: 

 

H0: There is no relationship between age and purchasing intention. 

H1: There is a relationship between age and purchasing intention.  

 

The next step is the selection of the appropriate statistical test. This decision is usually 

based on the types of variables.  

• Chi-square test: This test is appropriate for examining the relationship between two 

nominal variables.  

• Kendall’s tau-b correlation coefficient can be used to test the correlation between two 

ordinal variables. 

• Pearson’s R correlation coefficient is suitable for testing relationships between two 

intervals as well as two ratio variables.  

• One sample t-test examines whether the mean score of an interval or a ratio variable 

differs from a test value.  

• Independent samples t-test is used when there is a dichotomous variable and an in-

terval or ratio variable, and the researcher wants to examine whether two groups that 

are derived from the dichotomous variable differ in their mean scores of the ratio 

variable.  

• Analysis of variance is used for a nominal or ordinal variable with more than three 

categories and an interval or ratio variable. In this case the researcher examines the 

differences in the mean scores of interval or ratio variables across three or more 

groups. 

• Linear regression is used to predict an interval or ratio variable based on one or more 

independent variables.  

After executing the appropriate test, then the statistical value of the test (sig 2-tailed) is 

compared to a predefined significance level (a) which is equivalent to 0.05 or 0.01. If the test 

value is greater than the significance level, then H1 is rejected. On the contrary, when the test 

value is lower than the significance level then the H0 is rejected, and the researcher can con-

firm that there is a significant relationship between the two variables.  

6.14. Reliability and Validity  
Often researchers measure a concept through more than two questions – items. For ex-

ample, customer satisfaction can be measured using the Oliver’s (1980) scale that is com-

prised of the following three items: 

• I am satisfied with my decision to experience this activity.  

• I think that I did the right thing by deciding to experience this activity. 

• My choice to experience this activity was a wise one. 

Then summative scales can be created (adding the scores of the three items) and used in 

subsequent data analysis. However, these summative scales or constructs need to be tested 

for their reliability and validity.  

Reliability is the degree of the consistency of a scale and the ability to produce similar re-

sults for different samples. A common measure of reliability is the internal consistency relia-

bility which can be measured through the Cronbach’ alpha value. A scale is considered relia-

ble with Cronbach’s alpha value greater than 0.70.  
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Validity is the degree to which the scale measures what it is supposed to measure. Most of 

the times researchers assess the construct validity of a scale. Construct validity is related to 

the extent that the measurement scale is connected to the underlying theory. Two measures 

are utilized for measuring construct validity: (a) convergent validity and (b) discriminant valid-

ity. Convergent validity is the degree of correlation among the construct and the items that 

measure the construct and is calculated with measures such as the average variance extracted 

(greater than 0.50) as well as the composite reliability (greater than 0.70). On the other hand, 

discriminant validity tests the degree to which the construct is different from other unrelated 

constructs that are included in the study. Discriminant validity compares the average variance 

extracted of the construct with the square of correlations between the constructs. If the av-

erage variance extracted of the construct is greater than the square of correlation between 

the construct of interest and the unrelated construct, then the construct shows adequate dis-

criminant validity.  

 

6.15. Exercise 
Suggest a research project and plan the basic steps for implementing it (research questions, 

questionnaire design, sampling, and expected results. 

6.16. Self-assessment questions/quizzes 
1. Which is the main scope and the basic limitations of quantitative research? 

2. Which are the two wide categories of questions that can be included in a questionnaire? 

3. Which are the two wide methods of sampling? 

4. Which are the basic categories of variables? 
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Chapter 7 - Types of Quantitative Research: Cross-Sectional Surveys, 
Longitudinal and Cohort Studies, Experimental and Quasi-Experimental 
Designs (Alexandros Kleftodimos & Michalis Vrigkas) 
 

Learning outcomes 
Upon completion of the study of this chapter students will be able to understand key param-

eters of the cross-sectional survey, the longitudinal and cohort studies and experimental and 

quasi-experimental designs.  

 
7.1. Introduction 

Quantitative research is a methodological approach used to systematically collect and an-

alyze numerical data to understand and explain various phenomena (Bloomfield & Fisher, 

2019) (Rutberg & Bouikidis, 2018). It focuses on measuring variables, examining their relation-

ships, and making objective conclusions based on statistical analysis. This type of research is 

commonly employed in the fields of social sciences, psychology, economics, education, and 

natural sciences. Within the domain of quantitative research, various methodologies exist, 

each tailored to specific research objectives and data collection requirements. The key aspects 

of quantitative research contain the following: 

• Objective and Measurable: Quantitative research focuses on obtaining objective and 

measurable data. It aims to quantify phenomena, variables, and relationships using 

numerical values and statistical techniques. This allows for precise analysis and com-

parisons (Caputi, 2001). 

• Hypothesis Testing: Quantitative research often starts with formulating hypotheses 

or research questions that can be tested through data collection and statistical anal-

ysis. Hypotheses provide a framework to investigate relationships between variables 

and make predictions about the outcomes (Lehmann, 1992). 

• Structured Data Collection: Quantitative research involves the use of structured data 

collection methods, such as surveys, questionnaires, experiments, or observational 

studies. These methods ensure consistency across participants or observations, allow-

ing for reliable and comparable data (Körner et al., 1998).  

• Statistical Analysis: Quantitative research employs statistical analysis techniques to 

analyze data and draw conclusions. Descriptive statistics summarize and describe the 

data, while inferential statistics help determine the significance of relationships or dif-

ferences between variables (Dixon & Massey Jr., 1951). 

• Large Sample Size: Quantitative research often utilizes large sample sizes to increase 

the statistical power and generalizability of findings. By collecting data from a repre-

sentative sample, researchers can make inferences about the larger population 

(Kaplan et al., 2014). 

• Objectivity and Replicability: Quantitative research aims for objectivity by minimizing 

bias and subjectivity in data collection and analysis. It emphasizes replicability, ensur-

ing that the research process can be replicated by other researchers to validate the 

findings (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2015). 

• Generalizability: Quantitative research strives to generalize findings beyond the spe-

cific sample studied. Through proper sampling techniques and statistical analysis, re-

searchers can make claims about the broader population from which the sample was 

drawn (Brennan, 1992). 
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• Reliability and Validity: Quantitative research focuses on ensuring the reliability and 

validity of measurements and instruments used to collect data. Reliability refers to 

the consistency of measurements, while validity refers to the accuracy and relevance 

of measurements in capturing the intended constructs (Roberts & Priest, 2006). 

• Quantitative Data Visualization: Quantitative research often involves visualizing data 

through graphs, charts, and tables to aid in data interpretation and communication of 

findings. Visual representations can provide insights into patterns, trends, and com-

parisons within the data (Friendly, 2008). 

This chapter aims to explore four prominent types of quantitative research designs: (a) 

cross-sectional surveys, (b) longitudinal and cohort studies, (c) experimental designs, and (d) 

quasi-experimental designs. 

 

7.2. Cross-Sectional Surveys 
Cross-sectional surveys are widely employed to gather data at a single point in time to 

examine the relationship between variables or capture the prevailing characteristics of a pop-

ulation (Kesmodel, 2018). This research design utilizes questionnaires or interviews to collect 

data from a representative sample of participants. The primary purpose of cross-sectional sur-

veys is to gather information about the characteristics, attitudes, behaviors, or opinions of a 

population or specific subgroups within it. The data collected is analyzed using statistical tech-

niques to identify patterns, associations, and trends. 

Cross-sectional surveys provide a valuable method to obtain a snapshot of a population's 

characteristics or behaviors at a specific point in time. By gathering data from a representative 

sample, researchers can gain insights into various aspects of a population and inform decision-

making, policy development, or further research. 

Advantages: 

• Efficient and cost-effective data collection. 

• Provides a snapshot of a population at a specific time. 

• Allows for the examination of relationships between variables. 

• Suitable for generating hypotheses and exploring potential correlations. 

Limitations: 

• Susceptible to response bias and recall errors. 

• May not capture temporal changes or long-term trends. 

 

7.3. Longitudinal and Cohort Studies 
Longitudinal and cohort studies involve the collection of data from the same individuals or 

groups over an extended period (Caruana et al., 2015). These designs allow researchers to 

examine changes, developments, and relationships within a population over time. Longitudi-

nal studies follow participants, while cohort studies focus on specific groups defined by a 

shared characteristic (e.g., birth year, exposure to a particular event). Data collection can oc-

cur through surveys, interviews, observations, or even medical tests. 

More specifically, Longitudinal and cohort studies allow researchers to observe trends, 

identify causal relationships, and explore the effects of time on various variables.  

 

7.3.1. Longitudinal Studies 
Longitudinal studies involve the collection of data from the same individuals or groups re-

peatedly over an extended period. These studies focus on tracking changes within individuals 
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over time and examining the impact of time on variables of interest. Longitudinal studies can 

be prospective (forward in time) or retrospective (backward in time). 

Prospective Longitudinal Study: Researchers select a sample and collect data from partici-

pants at multiple time points in the future. Data is collected and analyzed over an extended 

period to observe changes, trends, or patterns. 

Retrospective Longitudinal Study: Researchers collect data from the past by examining exist-

ing records or asking participants to recall information about their past experiences. This type 

of study investigates how past events or conditions affect outcomes in the present. 

 

7.3.2. Cohort Studies  
Cohort studies involve studying a group of individuals who share a common characteristic 

or experience and following them over time (Grimes & Schulz, 2002). The cohort can be de-

fined by age, occupation, exposure to a specific factor, or any other relevant characteristic. 

Cohort studies focus on examining the relationship between the exposure or characteristic 

and subsequent outcomes. 

Prospective Cohort Study: Researchers select a group of individuals without a particular 

outcome of interest and follow them over time. They assess exposure to certain factors or 

interventions and track the development of outcomes. 

Retrospective Cohort Study: Researchers select a group of individuals with a particular out-

come and look back at their past to determine the exposure or characteristic that may have 

contributed to the outcome. 

Longitudinal and cohort studies are commonly used in various fields, including epidemiol-

ogy, psychology, sociology, education, and healthcare. They are particularly useful for study-

ing long-term effects, developmental processes, risk factors, disease progression, social 

trends, and the impact of interventions or policies over time. These study designs offer valu-

able insights into how individuals or groups change and develop over time and provide evi-

dence for causal relationships and temporal dynamics. However, they require careful plan-

ning, long-term commitment, and thorough data management to ensure the validity and reli-

ability of the findings. 

Advantages: 

• Enables the study of changes and developments over time. 

• Can establish temporal sequences and causal relationships. 

• Allows for the exploration of individual variations. 

• Facilitates the assessment of long-term outcomes. 

Limitations: 

• Time-consuming. 

• Participants may alter their behaviors due to study awareness. 

• Potential for bias due to selective attrition or cohort effects. 

 

7.4. Experimental Designs 
Experimental design is a research approach that allows researchers to systematically in-

vestigate cause-and-effect relationships between variables (Bell, 2009). It involves the manip-

ulation of independent variables to observe their impact on dependent variables while con-

trolling for other factors. The primary goal of experimental design is to establish causal rela-

tionships by ensuring that any observed differences or effects can be attributed to the manip-

ulated variables. Experimental designs offer a high level of control, precision, and rigor in re-
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search, making them well-suited for hypothesis testing and making causal inferences. By care-

fully designing and implementing experiments, researchers can gain insights into the effects 

of interventions, treatments, or variables on the outcomes of interest. 

Advantages: 

• Allows for the establishment of cause-and-effect relationships. 

• Provides control over the research environment. 

• Enables replication and generalization of findings. 

Limitations: 

• May lack external validity due to controlled settings. 

• Ethical considerations may limit the range of manipulations. 

• Practical constraints, such as cost and time, can be substantial. 

 

7.5. Quasi-Experimental Designs 
Quasi-experimental designs share similarities with experimental designs but lack random 

assignment to groups (Campbell & Stanley, 2015). Instead, researchers use naturally occurring 

groups or pre-existing conditions to form comparison groups. Quasi-experiments are em-

ployed when ethical or practical constraints prevent random assignment. Data collection 

methods and analysis techniques mirror those used in experimental designs. Although they 

do not offer the same level of control as true experimental designs, quasi-experimental de-

signs can still provide valuable insights and evidence of causal relationships. Some key fea-

tures and types of quasi-experimental designs are related to the following: 

Non-Equivalent Control Group Design: In this design, participants are assigned to different 

groups based on pre-existing characteristics or conditions. One group receives the treatment 

or intervention, while the other group serves as a comparison or control group. Although the 

groups are not formed through random assignment, researchers attempt to select groups that 

are similar in relevant characteristics to reduce bias. 

Time Series Design: In a time series design, multiple measurements of the dependent var-

iable are taken before and after the implementation of an intervention or treatment. This 

design allows researchers to examine trends or changes in the dependent variable over time 

and assess the impact of the intervention. It is particularly useful when random assignment is 

not feasible or ethical. 

Nonequivalent Dependent Variables Design: This design involves comparing groups that 

have not been formed through random assignment but have similar characteristics. The focus 

is on examining the effects of the independent variable on different dependent variables. For 

example, in an educational setting, the same intervention could be applied to different sub-

jects (e.g., math and science) to evaluate its impact on each subject separately. 

Interrupted Time Series Design: Interrupted time series design involves collecting data on 

the dependent variable over a continuous period, both before and after an intervention or 

treatment. The design allows researchers to examine the effects of the intervention by com-

paring the pre-intervention and post-intervention trends in the dependent variable. 

Quasi-experimental designs are commonly used in situations where random assignment is 

not possible due to ethical or practical constraints. While they may have limitations in estab-

lishing strong causal relationships, they can still provide valuable insights and evidence regard-

ing the impact of interventions or treatments. Researchers should carefully consider the 

design's strengths, limitations, and potential sources of bias when conducting quasi-experi-

mental studies. 

Advantages: 
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• Allows for the study of variables that cannot be randomly assigned. 

• Facilitates research in real-world settings. 

• Offers a balance between experimental control and external validity. 

Limitations: 

• Limited control over confounding variables. 

• Generalization of findings may be limited. 

• Subject to bias and potential alternative explanations. 

Quantitative research offers a systematic approach to exploring phenomena, relationships, 

and causality. Cross-sectional surveys provide snapshots of populations, while longitudinal 

and cohort studies capture changes over time. Experimental designs establish cause-and-ef-

fect relationships, while quasi-experimental designs address practical and ethical constraints. 

Each research design possesses its strengths and limitations, and researchers must carefully 

select the appropriate approach based on their research objectives, available resources, and 

ethical considerations. By utilizing these diverse quantitative research designs effectively, re-

searchers can deepen our understanding of various phenomena, inform evidence-based de-

cision-making, and contribute to advancements in knowledge across disciplines. 

7.6. A Comprehensive Guide to Conducting Experimental Research 
Experimental research is a systematic approach employed by scientists to uncover the in-

tricacies of the natural and social world (Okoli & Schabram, 2010). It involves the deliberate 

manipulation of variables, careful measurement of outcomes, and rigorous analysis of data. 

This essay aims to provide a comprehensive guide on how to perform experimental research, 

highlighting key steps, considerations, and best practices to ensure the validity and reliability 

of findings. By understanding and implementing these principles, researchers can enhance the 

quality of their investigations and contribute to the advancement of knowledge in their re-

spective fields. 

Conducting experimental research involves a systematic approach to investigating a scien-

tific hypothesis or research question. Whether you are a student or a professional researcher, 

this comprehensive guide will provide you with the fundamental steps to conduct experi-

mental research successfully. 

 

7.6.1. Define Your Research Question 
The first step in conducting experimental research is to formulate a clear and concise re-

search question (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013) (White, 2017). This question should be focused, 

specific, and address a gap in existing knowledge. It is crucial to ensure that the question is 

answerable through experimental methods, as not all research questions are suitable for ex-

perimentation. Consider the potential impact and significance of the research question and 

its relevance to the field of study. 

Clearly articulate your research question or hypothesis. A research question should be spe-

cific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound (SMART) (Hughes et al., 2021). Ensure 

that your question is focused and addresses a gap in existing knowledge. 

Defining a research question is a crucial step in the experimental research process. A re-

search question specifies the focus of your study and guides your investigation. Here are some 

key points to consider when defining your research question: 

Specificity: The research question should be clear, specific, and well-defined. It should ad-

dress a specific aspect or problem within your field of study. Avoid vague or overly broad 

questions that are difficult to answer. 
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Example: What is the effect of caffeine consumption on cognitive performance in college 

students? 

Relevance: Ensure that your research question is relevant and meaningful within the con-

text of your field. Consider how your study can contribute to existing knowledge or fill a gap 

in literature. 

Example: How does the use of virtual reality technology impact the rehabilitation out-

comes of stroke patients? 

Feasibility: Assess the feasibility of your research question in terms of resources, time con-

straints, and available data. Make sure that the research question can be realistically an-

swered with the available resources. 

Example: What is the prevalence of burnout among healthcare professionals in a specific 

hospital setting? 

Measurability: Your research question should be measurable and allow for the collection 

of empirical data. Clearly define the variables and outcomes you intend to measure. 

Example: What is the relationship between hours of sleep and academic performance 

among high school students? 

Significance: Consider the significance of your research question. Reflect on its potential 

impact, both academically and practically. Think about how your findings could contribute to 

theory, policy, or practice. 

Example: How does exposure to violent video games affect aggressive behavior in children, 

and what are the implications for parental guidance? 

Remember, a well-defined research question serves as a foundation for your study. It sets 

the direction, scope, and purpose of your research, helping you stay focused and on track 

throughout the experimental process. 

 

7.6.2. Review Existing Literature 
Reviewing existing literature is a crucial step in conducting experimental research. It helps 

you understand the current state of knowledge in your field, identify gaps or controversies, 

and inform your research design and hypotheses. Identify relevant theories, methodologies, 

and previous studies related to your research question. This step will help you refine your 

research question, establish the significance of your study, and identify potential variables and 

measurement tools. 

7.6.3. Develop a Research Design 
Choose an appropriate research design that aligns with your research question. Common 

designs include pre-experimental, true experimental, quasi-experimental, and factorial de-

signs. Consider factors such as feasibility, ethical considerations, and the type of causal rela-

tionship you want to establish between variables. It involves planning the overall structure 

and methodology of your study to address your research question and test your hypotheses 

(Wahyuni, 2012). 

Pre-Experimental Design: Pre-experimental designs are the simplest and least rigorous 

types of experimental designs. They lack some of the key features necessary for establishing 

strong causal relationships. These designs are often used when conducting exploratory re-

search or in situations where it is not feasible or ethical to implement more rigorous designs. 

One-Shot Case Study: In this design, a single group is exposed to a treatment or intervention, 

and the outcome is measured. For example, assessing the impact of a one-time workshop on 

participants' knowledge levels. 
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One-Group Pretest-Posttest Design: In this design, a single group is measured before and 

after an intervention or treatment. It allows for comparison of the pre- and post-intervention 

measurements within the same group. For example, measuring participants' anxiety levels 

before and after a relaxation training session. 

True Experimental Design: True experimental designs provide a higher level of control and 

rigor, allowing for stronger causal inferences. These designs involve the random assignment 

of participants to different groups and the manipulation of independent variables. 

Randomized Control Trial (RCT): In an RCT, participants are randomly assigned to either a 

control group or one or more treatment groups. The treatment groups receive different levels 

or types of interventions, while the control group does not receive any intervention. This de-

sign allows for a comparison of the treatment effects between groups. 

Quasi-Experimental Design: Quasi-experimental designs share some similarities with true 

experimental designs but lack random assignment. They are used when random assignment 

is not feasible or ethical. While they provide less control, they still allow for the examination 

of cause-effect relationships. 

Non-equivalent Control Group Design: In this design, two or more groups are compared, 

but they are not formed through random assignment. One group receives the intervention or 

treatment, while the other group does not. The researcher then compares the outcomes be-

tween the groups. 

Time Series Design: This design involves measuring the same dependent variable multiple 

times before and after an intervention or treatment. It allows for the examination of trends 

or changes over time and provides some indication of whether the intervention had an im-

pact. 

Factorial Design: Factorial designs involve the manipulation of multiple independent vari-

ables simultaneously to examine their individual and combined effects on the dependent var-

iable. They provide insights into the main effects of each independent variable and their in-

teractions. 

2 x 2 Factorial Design: This design has two independent variables, each with two levels 

(e.g., presence/absence, high/low). It allows for the examination of the main effects of each 

independent variable and their interaction. 

n x m Factorial Design: This design can involve more than two independent variables, each 

with multiple levels. It enables the investigation of more complex relationships and interac-

tions among variables. 

Each experimental design has its own strengths and limitations. Researchers should care-

fully consider the research question, available resources, ethical considerations, and feasibility 

when selecting the most appropriate design for their study. 

Remember, a well-developed research design provides a framework for the successful im-

plementation of your experimental study. It ensures that you have a systematic plan in place 

to gather reliable and valid data that can effectively address your research question and test 

your hypotheses. 

 

7.6.4. Identify and Handle Variables  
Identifying and controlling variables is vital to ensure the validity of experimental results. 

The independent variable is the variable manipulated by the researcher, while the dependent 

variable represents the outcome that is measured. Operationalize these variables by clearly 

defining how they will be measured or manipulated. It is essential to control extraneous vari-

ables - factors that may influence the dependent variable but are not the focus of the study - 
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by using randomization, counterbalancing, and statistical techniques. Additionally, research-

ers should ensure that confounding variables are minimized or eliminated to accurately at-

tribute the effects observed to the independent variable (Sharma et al., 1981). 

 

7.6.5. Formulate Hypotheses 
Based on your research question and knowledge from the literature review, formulate 

testable hypotheses. Hypotheses state the expected relationships between variables. A null 

hypothesis assumes no relationship, while an alternative hypothesis predicts a relationship 

(Dawes, 2011). 

Below is an example of formulating hypotheses related to the use of virtual reality: 

Research Question: How does the use of virtual reality technology impact individuals' spatial 

navigation abilities? 

Directional Hypothesis: 

H1: Participants who undergo virtual reality training will exhibit significantly improved spatial 

navigation abilities compared to those who do not receive virtual reality training. 

Explanation: This hypothesis predicts that virtual reality training will have a positive impact on 

participants' spatial navigation abilities, leading to improved performance compared to those 

who do not undergo virtual reality training. 

Non-Directional Hypothesis: 

H1: There is a significant relationship between the use of virtual reality technology and spatial 

navigation abilities. 

Explanation: This hypothesis suggests that there is a relationship between the use of virtual 

reality technology and spatial navigation abilities without specifying the direction of the rela-

tionship. It allows for the possibility of both positive and negative effects. 

Null Hypothesis: 

H0: There is no significant difference in spatial navigation abilities between individuals who 

undergo virtual reality training and those who do not. 

Explanation: The null hypothesis assumes that there is no relationship or effect of virtual re-

ality training on spatial navigation abilities. It implies that any observed differences are due to 

chance or factors unrelated to virtual reality training. 

These hypotheses provide a foundation for investigating the impact of virtual reality tech-

nology on spatial navigation abilities. Researchers can collect data and conduct statistical anal-

yses to determine whether virtual reality training has a significant effect on participants' spa-

tial navigation skills. 

 

7.6.6. Select Participants and Sampling 
Careful selection and recruitment of participants is crucial for the generalizability and va-

lidity of experimental research.  Researchers must define the target population and employ 

appropriate sampling techniques to ensure a representative sample. Determine the target 

population and select a suitable sampling method to recruit participants. Common sampling 

techniques include random sampling, stratified sampling, and convenience sampling. Ensure 

that your sample size is appropriate for your research design and statistical analyses (Taher-

doost, 2016). 

Ethical considerations, such as informed consent, confidentiality, and protection of partic-

ipants' well-being, must be addressed throughout the research process. Institutional review 

boards or ethical committees often oversee the ethical aspects of the research and provide 

guidance on participant recruitment and informed consent procedures. 
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7.6.7. Design Experimental Materials 
Once the research question is established, designing an appropriate experiment becomes 

imperative. The experimental design outlines the structure and procedures of the study, in-

cluding the selection and manipulation of variables, the selection of participants or samples, 

and the allocation of experimental conditions. Researchers must carefully consider the type 

of experimental design that best suits their research question, such as between-subjects, 

within-subjects, or factorial designs. Develop or select the materials needed for your experi-

ment, such as surveys, questionnaires, stimuli, or apparatus. Ensure that they are valid and 

reliable, and pilot test them if necessary (McLean, 2019). 

7.6.8. Implement the Experimental Procedure 
Executing the experiment requires meticulous attention to detail and consistent imple-

mentation of procedures. Researchers should follow a standardized protocol, ensuring that 

the independent variable is manipulated as intended and that data collection procedures are 

consistent across all participants and conditions. Maintaining a controlled environment, min-

imizing distractions, and documenting any unforeseen events or deviations from the original 

plan are essential to maintaining the integrity of the study (Leaf et al., 2020). 

When implementing experimental procedures, it's essential to establish a well-defined 

protocol and follow specific data collection procedures while maintaining a controlled envi-

ronment. Minimizing distractions and documenting any unforeseen events are also crucial.  

Protocol Development: 

Develop a detailed protocol outlining step-by-step instructions for the experimental pro-

cedures. Include specific guidelines for each stage of the experiment, such as participant in-

structions, equipment setup, and data collection techniques. 

Clearly define the manipulations of independent variables and the measurements of de-

pendent variables. 

Ensure that the protocol is clear, concise, and replicable, allowing for consistent implemen-

tation of the experiment. 

Data Collection Procedures: 

Specify the procedures for collecting data from participants. This may involve administer-

ing surveys, conducting interviews, performing observations, or using specialized equipment. 

Standardize the data collection procedures to minimize variability and ensure consistency 

across participants. 

Clearly define the timing and frequency of data collection points (e.g., pre-test, post-test). 

Controlled Environment: 

Create a controlled environment to minimize external influences on the experiment. Con-

trol factors such as lighting, temperature, noise, or distractions that could potentially affect 

participant responses or performance. 

Designate a dedicated space for the experiment, ensuring it is free from unrelated stimuli 

or disturbances. 

If necessary, use dividers or partitions to separate participants and minimize interactions 

between them. 

Minimizing Distractions: 

Instruct participants on how to minimize distractions during the experiment. For example, 

ask them to turn off mobile devices or avoid engaging in unrelated conversations. 

Implement measures to reduce external distractions, such as ensuring a quiet environment or 

providing noise-canceling headphones. 
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Communicate with participants to address any concerns or distractions that may arise dur-

ing the experiment promptly. 

Documenting Unforeseen Events: 

Maintain thorough documentation of any unforeseen events or deviations from the 

planned protocol. This includes unexpected participant behavior, technical issues, or external 

interruptions. 

Record any changes or adaptations made to the experimental procedures during the study. 

Note the impact of these events on the data collection process and consider their potential 

influence on the results during data analysis. 

By developing a clear protocol, following well-defined data collection procedures, main-

taining a controlled environment, minimizing distractions, and documenting unforeseen 

events, you can enhance the reliability and validity of your experimental procedures. These 

practices help ensure consistency, accuracy, and the ability to analyze and interpret the col-

lected data effectively. 

 

7.7. Collect and Analyze Data 
Data collection involves systematically recording of observations and measurements, ad-

ministering surveys, conducting observations, or using other appropriate methods. Research-

ers should employ reliable and valid measurement tools, taking care to minimize measure-

ment error. After data collection, statistical analysis techniques appropriate for the research 

design and data type should be employed. Descriptive statistics, such as means, standard de-

viations, and frequencies, help summarize the data, while inferential statistics, such as t-tests 

or analysis of variance (ANOVA), correlation, regression, and multivariate analyses, allow for 

the testing of hypotheses and drawing conclusions from the data. Consider using statistical 

software for accurate and efficient analysis (Friedman, 2011). 

 

7.8. Interpret Results 
Interpreting the results requires a thorough understanding of statistical analysis and the 

context of the research question. Researchers should critically evaluate the findings, consid-

ering any limitations or potential biases that may have influenced the results. When reporting 

the results, clarity and transparency are paramount. Detailed descriptions of the methodol-

ogy, results, and statistical analyses should be included, along with graphical representations 

and tables to aid comprehension. It is also important to discuss the implications of your find-

ings in the context of existing literature, theoretical frameworks, and practical applications. 

Researchers must also acknowledge any potential sources of error or limitations, which con-

tribute to the overall credibility of the study. 

 

7.9. Draw Conclusions 
Experimental research is a powerful tool for exploring causal relationships and uncovering 

new insights in various fields. By adhering to the key steps outlined in this essay, researchers 

can maximize the validity, reliability, and generalizability of their findings. From formulating a 

research question to interpreting and reporting results, each stage of the experimental re-

search process demands meticulous attention and thoughtful decision-making. By upholding 

rigorous standards and embracing the principles of scientific inquiry, researchers contribute 

to the advancement of knowledge and foster innovation in their respective fields. Based on 

your analysis and interpretation, draw valid conclusions about your research question. Discuss 

the limitations of your study, potential confounding variables, and areas for further research. 
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7.10. Communicate Findings 
Prepare a research report or manuscript to communicate your findings. Follow the guide-

lines of your target publication or institution. Include sections such as an abstract, introduc-

tion, methods, results, discussion, and references. 

Structure your report with sections such as an abstract, introduction, methods, results, 

discussion, and references. 

Clearly present your research question, hypotheses, methodology, data analysis, and main 

findings in a logical and organized manner. 

Use appropriate headings, subheadings, tables, figures, and citations to enhance readabil-

ity and understanding. 

 

7.11. Reflect and Refine 
Reflect on your research process, identify strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improve-

ment. Incorporate feedback from peers, mentors, or reviewers to refine your research ap-

proach and enhance the quality of your future studies. 

Remember, experimental research is a dynamic process that requires careful planning, rig-

orous execution, and critical thinking. Stay organized, adhere to ethical guidelines, and main-

tain open-mindedness throughout your research journey. 

 

7.12. Exercise 
Based on the presentation of the different stages of an experimental design, plan and go 

through the basic steps for the implementation of an experimental research. 

 

7.13. Self-assessment questions/quizzes 
1. Which are the similarities and differences between experimental and quasi-experimental 

designs? Under which circumstances does a researcher choose a quasi-experimental instead 

of an experimental design? 

2.  Which are the advantages of a longitudinal study? 

3. Which are the advantages of a cohort study? 

4. Which are the basic steps to conducting an experimental research? 
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Chapter 8 – The nature of qualitative research: main steps, theory and 
research, diverse paradigms (Stefania Giannakaki) 
 

Learning outcomes 
By the end of this chapter students are expected to:  

• appreciate the pluralistic nature of qualitative research and understand the 
differences between philosophical paradigms, such as critical theory, feminism, the 
indigenous paradigm, interpretivism, and social constructionism; 

• be able to identify the core (recurrent) features that most qualitative studies share, 
despite their diversity; 

• acknowledge the importance of reflexivity in qualitative research, which involves 
examining researcher assumptions and values, and how these can influence the 
research process and outcome; 

• have an overview of the main steps that need to be followed in designing a qualitative 
study; 

• be aware of, and able to use, appropriate evaluative criteria for assessing the quality 
of a qualitative research project.  

 

8.1. Introduction 
In Chapter 1, qualitative research was defined as research that uses non-numerical data. 

However, this is a rather limited definition of qualitative research as it neglects important 

other features that profoundly differentiate qualitative research from traditional quantitative 

approaches both at ontological and epistemological level. The present chapter provides an 

overview of the nature of qualitative research. It first discusses the enormous diversity that 

characterises qualitative research in terms of its philosophical underpinnings, the types of 

data used, and the methods of analysis applied. It then identifies important common features 

that cut across this diversity, such as the naturalistic character of qualitative studies, the re-

searcher’s personal engagement with the field, the “thickness” of the data generated, the 

focus on meaning, and its participatory character. A separate section is devoted on discussing 

reflexivity, that is, openly acknowledging the researcher’s position in relation to the phenom-

enon under investigation and recognising its influence on the process and outcomes of a 

study. Moreover, the chapter outlines the main steps that need to be followed in designing a 

qualitative research project and discusses appropriate evaluative criteria for judging its quality 

that suit its flexible and interpretative character.  Finally, the chapter ends with a discussion 

of the main weaknesses for which qualitative research has been criticised.  

 

8.2. Pluralism in qualitative research 
Unlike quantitative research, which has a rather unidimensional (mainly positivistic) phi-

losophy and avails of a relatively uncontested (unified) set of “tried-and-tested” methods, a 

dominant feature of qualitative research is its enormous variety and loose framing. This means 

that there are no universally agreed ways, or blueprints, of how qualitative studies should be 

conducted. Answers to questions such as when or how to engage with existing knowledge, 

what interviewing style to adopt, which analysis approach to use, how to identify a “theme” 

from the data, how to tell if an interpretation is “good” (and so on) are not straightforward 

and can create controversy in academic circles. Qualitative researchers are, therefore, faced 

with significant uncertainties and decision dilemmas (Holliday, 2016; Lyons, 2016; Punch, 

2005).  
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This diversity is threefold; it concerns the paradigm positions of different qualitative stud-

ies, the types of data they rely on, and the ways these data are analysed (Punch, 2005). Even 

though most qualitative research is influenced by post-modernist thinking (see Chapter 1) and 

shares the assumption that what we call “reality” cannot be studied independently of human 

sense-making, there are finer paradigmatic distinctions within it. Common alternative para-

digms (which may or may not be subsumed under the umbrella of postmodernism) include, 

but are not limited to, critical theory, feminism, the indigenous paradigm, interpretivism, and 

social constructionism (Walter, 2019; Coyle, 2016b; Lyons, 2016). 

Critical theory challenges established forms of knowledge that are falsely viewed as “ob-

jective” or scientifically “true”, because, in reality, they incorporate unarticulated biases that 

serve the interests of powerful elites, creating varied forms of oppression and exploitation in 

society. For example, what is taught in schools is closely associated with the culture of stu-

dents from dominant social groups which is bestowed greater value compared with the inher-

ited knowledges and experiences of students from less privileged backgrounds (e.g. racial/eth-

nic minorities, lower socioeconomic classes, etc.). In this way, schools perpetually disem-

power the most vulnerable. Critical theorists proclaim that social research has traditionally 

functioned in this way; its knowledge claims have been largely based on the experiences of 

sovereign social groups, whilst the experiences of socially afflicted communities have been 

omitted or distorted. Research which adopts a critical theory perspective is emancipatory in 

character. It invites traditionally silenced groups (who may have unconsciously accepted their 

oppression as “natural” or “normal”) to provide authentic accounts of their experiences, help-

ing them understand their social situation and take transformative action towards creating a 

more just society (Iosifidis, 2019; Ryoo and McLaren, 2010; Bourdieu, 1990; Freire, 1970).  

Closely associated with critical theory are the feminist and indigenous paradigms. Femi-

nism critiques the male-centric approach to the study of the social world, which contributes 

to the subordination and oppression of women (Walter, 2019; Punch, 2005). The indigenous 

paradigm challenges Western ways of thinking about, and studying, the social world that neg-

atively affect indigenous communities (e.g. American Indian, Native Hawaiian or Aboriginal 

communities). The distorting effect of the western worldview on indigenous people is glar-

ingly evidenced in the following extract from a Cherokee scholar (Awiakta, 1997, as cited in 

Walker, 2014, pp. 160-161):  

 

I was centered and happy in my heritage until I went to college and began West-

ern education in earnest. Everywhere I turned I found a “squared world,” a society 

so compartmentalized that life, including my own, had no room to move around, 

to breathe… I struggled against the Square World, but I unwittingly internalized 

it… One quiet line marked the beginning of my healing: “No more will I follow any 

rule that splits my soul.”…[No more] would I depart from the traditional teaching 

of my elders: “All of creation is one family, sacred.” 

 
Interpretivism suggests that there is no single shared reality, but instead, multiple realities 

which correspond to the subjective ways people understand and experience the world (Sarafi-

dou, 2011). For example, using swear words may be perceived as “misbehaviour” by middle-

class teachers in a sub-urban high school of Greece, whereas for teenage boys, who are in-

volved in this behaviour, it could just signify their transition from childhood to masculine 

adulthood. Unlike critical theory or the feminist/indigenous paradigms, interpretivism does 

not focus on “correcting” the power imbalances that make certain (hegemonic) versions of 
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“reality” predominate and dictate social order. Hence, interpretivist research is not neces-

sarily emancipatory in character and has a rather weak political/ethical lens (Gemma, 2018).  

Social constructionism goes further than just exploring how people perceive the social world 

to identify how people actually construct this world through the use of language. It does not 

view language as merely a means of gaining access to (or describing) people’s subjective real-

ities, but as a tool of actively constructing these realities by selecting from a range of linguistic 

resources (e.g. words, phrases, cliches etc.) that are available to them (Iosifidis, 2019; Coyle, 

2016b).  

As regards the types of data used in qualitative research, these are greatly varied, including 

texts, photos, drawings, videos, audio, and even smells or tastes. These may come from mul-

tiple sources, such as interview transcripts, conversation recordings, observational notes, per-

sonal diaries, minutes of meetings, TV programmes, ceremonies, performances, and other 

artistic (or non-artistic) creations.  In fact, some qualitative researchers see literally everything 

as “data”. As opposed to quantitative data (which have predefined, highly standardised, cat-

egories/codes) qualitative data tend to be highly unstructured, allowing participants describe 

their emotions, thoughts, and experiences in their own ways (using their own terms, mean-

ings, and understandings) instead of imposing upon them the researcher’s prefigured ideas. 

This does not mean that qualitative research is completely free from bias, but that researchers 

postpone their interpretations, and structuring, of the data until the analysis stage of a study. 

There is usually very little structure before data are collected which allows the emergence of 

structure when data are being analysed (Punch, 2005).  

Paradigm and data diversity has given rise to many different methods of data analysis that 

can be flexibly applied either in combination or as stand-alone approaches, depending on the 

research questions one seeks to answer. These different methods are not meant to be slav-

ishly applied as “recipes” for producing the right outcome, but researchers should use them 

resourcefully. Qualitative researchers view data analysis as a much more creative process 

compared with quantitative researchers who are preoccupied with correctly applying given 

(approved) techniques (Lyons, 2016). In chapter 6.4., we will discuss some of these different 

data analysis methods, including thematic analysis, grounded theory analysis, discourse anal-

ysis, narrative analysis, and visual analysis.  

 

8.3. Common features of qualitative studies 
 Despite their great variety, qualitative studies share important (recurrent) features, some 

of which must have become evident from the above analysis. These include: (Aspers & Corte, 

2019; Iosifidis, 2019; Isari & Pourkos, 2015; Punch, 2005) 

• Unfolding structure. In qualitative studies, research questions, design, data, and 
methods of analysis are not neatly prespecified in advance; they develop (unfold) as 
the research work progresses. Hence, a researcher might start a study which, in the 
initial stages, appears like action research, but which gradually takes the shape of an 
ethnographic study as the empirical work proceeds. This evolvement is based on a 
process of iteration, that is, moving back and forth between different phases of a 
study resulting in continual adjustments by the researcher.  

• Naturalistic character. Qualitative researchers prefer to study people and events in 
their natural (real world) settings, without artificially constructing situations or 
interfering with certain variables for research purposes.  

• Researcher’s personal engagement with the field. Qualitative research involves 
direct close contact with participants, as well as prolonged exposure to, and 
connection with, a certain “field” or life situation. As Aspers and Corte (2019, p. 148) 
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note (referring to Emerson, 1988), qualitative research involves the “resocialization 
of the researcher through intense immersion in others’ social worlds”. Even if a study 
is limited to using only secondary data sources (such as texts, visual material, etc.), 
researchers will still immerse themselves in the texts or other material being analysed. 

• Depth. Due to the researcher’s close proximity to given aspects of participants’ social 
lives, a qualitative study often generates rich (detailed) data – known as “thick 
descriptions” – that enable him/her to develop a holistic understanding of the 
phenomenon under study: its context, deeper roots, evolution, internal structure and 
processes, outcomes, implicit features, etc. 

• Focus on meaning. Qualitative researchers aim to develop empathetic 
understandings of how participants subjectively perceive and experience certain 
things, events, actions, or situations. In other words, they seek to capture the “lived 
experiences” and “insider meanings” of local actors in a context. To achieve this, they 
focus on the use of language which is considered to be a central meaning-making 
medium in human communities. Social meanings may also be collective, that is, 
shared by members of a given group or community, whilst being different from those 
of other groups or communities. Such collective understandings compose what is 
known as “culture”, which constitutes a significant focal point of qualitative research. 

• Participatory character. Participants in qualitative research are not treated as 
“subjects” from whom researchers merely “extract” useful information, but as active 
co-creators of the entire study. In some studies, such as those adopting a participatory 
research design (discussed in Chapter 9), participants are invited to play a central role 
in, and assume responsibility for, formulating the research questions, collecting the 
data, analysing these, and taking action in collaboration with the researcher.   

• Use of data in their original form. Whilst quantitative research converts all data into 
numbers and summarises them using statistical aggregates to provide an overall 
picture of trends and properties that apply to an entire population, qualitative 
researchers often use selected segments of raw data in their original (authentic) form 
throughout the study, even when reporting or disseminating research findings.  

• Theory generation. Qualitative research is often seen as primarily inductive in 
character, contributing to the development of theories (explanations of phenomena) 
based on rich data generated in the field. This type of research is particularly useful 
for exploring a completely unknown domain (in which there are no preexisting 
theories) or when one wants to re-examine something familiar in a completely new 
light.   

• Powerful convincing. As qualitative methods are not fixated but can be creatively 
adapted to meet the requirements of different studies, what becomes important for 
the researcher is to convince their audience about the internal consistency and 
theoretical validity of their study. This is far less straightforward than in quantitative 
research in which validity and reliability are inferred by the degree to which a 
researcher has carefully and unvaryingly applied specific standardised methodological 
procedures. 

• Attention to the political nature of research. Qualitative researchers have 
traditionally recognised that social research is politically uninnocent; it is a “human 
construction, framed and presented within a particular set of discourses (and 
sometimes ideologies) and conducted in a social context with certain sorts of social 
arrangements, involving especially funding, cognitive authority and power.” Social 
studies describe the world using selected concepts and methods that serve particular 
purposes (and interests!) and should never be seen as “neutral academic tools” 
(Punch, 2005, p. 135).   
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• Reflexivity. Qualitative researchers place great importance on openly acknowledging 
their own position in relation to the phenomenon under study, recognising that their 
ideologies, personal understandings, previous experiences, linguistic styles, ways of 
interacting with participants (and so on) greatly affect (and even determine) the 
research process and outcomes. Such recognition takes the form of a “reflexive” 
stance, a key feature of qualitative studies that is further discussed below.   
 

8.4. Reflexivity 
 Reflexivity refers to the critical examination of one’s own assumptions, values, and prac-

tices during a study and considering how these may have influenced the research process and 

outcome. It requires openness and acceptance of the fact that the researcher is not a de-

tached observer of social reality, but an active co-creator of it (Hammond & Wellington, 2021). 

As Johnson & Duberley (2003, p. 1279) put it, having a reflexive stance means that researchers 

engage in “thinking about [their] own thinking”. Yet, being reflexive does not imply that re-

searchers should treat their own influence on a study as a “contaminating factor” which must 

be eliminated. What they should aim for is to increase transparency about which aspects of 

their personal philosophies (or interpretative frameworks) are most likely to have affected 

their research, so that readers can better understand and evaluate it. Such reflexive accounts 

may be incorporated into the methodology section of a research report (Coyle, 2016a).  

It is common for qualitative researchers to keep a reflexive diary (or journal) for the du-

ration of a project. In this diary, they may include a mini biography (e.g. academic back-

ground, family life, upbringing, etc.), record their thoughts and emotions about the topic of 

research (and how these may have impacted on the study), comment on their relationships 

with research participants, make procedural notes about what they did during the project 

and why, identify key decisions made and their rationale, explain how they created meaning 

from the data, and so on. Nadin and Cassell (2006) discuss the use of a reflexive diary in a 

doctoral study which explored the psychological contract in small businesses in the UK. The 

study was qualitative in nature and involved in-depth interviews with employers and employ-

ees from varied firms. Following an interview with an employer, the first author wrote down 

in her reflexive diary the following comments, expressing animosity for how the employer had 

treated her and considering his behaviour as being patronising, racist and sexist: 

 

Aaaaggghhh!!..... Arrogant pig. Who’d work for him???!!! Sexist bigot. Felt really un-

comfortable . . . like a little girl who was being told how it was in the world of the 

small business MAN!!! Liked the sound of his own voice. All his staff had been there 

a long time, all recruited through word of mouth. (Nadin & Cassell, 2006, p. 214) 

 

Later in the article, the author comments: 

 

…this experience highlighted the need to be aware of how my anger and dislike of 

him might impact upon the interpretation of his transcript… …The incident led me to 

reflect on the power dynamics of the interview situation and my role within that. This 

initially led me to question why I did not challenge his views and the implicit collusion 

signalled by remaining both silent and passive. This itself prompted consideration of 

whether indeed I should have challenged his views, (did I have a right to do that?), 

and what I would do if it happened again… Whilst comments regarding my dislike for 

the interviewee in question are not disputed, what is questioned is my naive assump-
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tion that transparency and objectivity are possible…Revisiting the example now, dif-

ferent reflexive interpretations are prompted. This is based on a consideration of the 

question: what function did the interview serve for the interviewee? For example, it 

is possible to regard the whole interview situation as an impression management 

exercise for the interviewee… the views he expressed, which I experienced as racist 

and sexist, could be regarded as extensions of a broader identity (e.g. that of a fair 

but firm businessman who has seen enough to know what people are like, including 

women). Alternatively, his comments could be regarded as reflecting the power dy-

namics of the interview situation in which he arguably occupied a superior position. 

(Nadin & Cassell, 2006, p. 214) 

  

 In the above example, we see how the researcher’s gender, age, and status (i.e. young fe-

male student) stimulated a certain reaction from the interviewee (male employer) which could 

have been very different if an older, more established, male researcher had carried out the 

interview. We also realise that the researcher is making a serious effort to understand her own 

part in co-shaping the situation under study (through the influence she inadvertently exerts on 

the interviewee) and her determination to bring to light alternative interpretations of the phe-

nomenon under study without limiting herself to one single “version” or “view” of reality.  

 

8.5. Main steps in designing qualitative research 
 Embarking upon qualitative research involves considering a number of steps that need to 

be taken (or choices that need to be made), including finding a topic, formulating research 

questions, defining the research setting, selecting participants, and deciding on data genera-

tion methods, all of which produce a given research design. Even though similar steps are 

followed in quantitative studies, what differentiates qualitative research is its flexible and 

emergent character. This means that the topic, the research questions, the setting, and so on, 

are not strictly specified ahead of the actual empirical work but they unfold as the study pro-

gresses whilst remaining open to change (Punch, 2005).  

8.5.1. Finding a research topic 
 Holliday (2016, p. 23) notes that conceiving a good research idea for a qualitative study 

largely depends on “opportunism” or one’s ability to capitalise on “problematic or otherwise 

puzzling social realities that people find around them, whether personal, professional or insti-

tutional”. Hence, doing qualitative research means finding ways to investigate everyday social 

phenomena “in whatever form they present themselves”; grasping whatever opportunities 

exist at a given point in time to transform real life research into the more accountable activity 

characterising formal (academic) research. An oncologist, for example, may want to examine 

the reasons why some patients fully recover from advanced malignancies despite their poor 

prognosis. In this way, she can produce useful knowledge to help cure other patients. She may 

decide to examine the illness trajectories of one or two women who survived following diag-

nosis of a late-stage cancer, particularly focusing on social factors or distinctive personal fea-

tures that played a critical role in their healing. Such real cases encountered in a professional 

context constitute readily accessible research settings. Teachers are another group of profes-

sionals who have access to such ready-made research settings. They can undertake qualitative 

research in collaboration with their students as part of normal school activities, using varied 

methods of data generation, including questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, observations, 

analysis of documents or works of art, to name but a few.  
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 One should be conscious though that over-familiarity with a context can lead to important 

issues being missed or ignored, because much of the dynamics within that context are taken 

for granted. Qualitative researchers ought to make a serious effort to put themselves in the 

shoes of a stranger in the research settings where they naturally find themselves (Holliday, 

2016). A critical friend from outside the setting can prove invaluable here; s/he can provide 

new focus and help those undertaking a study change the lens through which they view a 

familiar phenomenon. Costa and Kallick (1993, p. 50) define a critical friend as “a trusted per-

son who asks provocative questions, provides data to be examined through another lens, and 

offers critiques of a person's work as a friend”. It is someone who takes the time to understand 

the context being studied and the intended outcomes. S/he is “an advocate of the success of 

that work”. 

 

8.5.2. Formulating research questions 
 Once the broader area or topic of research has been chosen, researchers need to deter-

mine what exactly they want to find out within that area. In other words, they need to formu-

late specific research questions. Formulating research questions can prove far more difficult 

than it might initially appear. Researchers’ thinking is usually very open-ended at the outset 

of a study and difficult to reduce to a few precise statements. The good news is that contrary 

to what is expected in quantitative studies, questions in qualitative research need not be too 

precise or narrow; they can remain sufficiently open to allow the emergence of factors that a 

researcher had not thought about when embarking on a study. In some cases, the whole focus 

of a research can change following unforeseen discoveries in its early or middle stages (Hol-

liday, 2016).   

 Isari and Pourkos (2015) provide an indicative list of phrases that can help those new to 

qualitative research formulate appropriate research questions:  

• How do participants understand…? 

• What meanings do participants attach to…?  

• How are participants’ attitudes towards, or emotions about, [a given phenomenon] devel-

oped? How do they evolve over time? 

• What are participants’ representations of…? 

• How do participants experience…? 

• What strategies are used to…and why? 

• How does [a given phenomenon] take place? How does it evolve? 

 To build on our previous example, let’s say that an oncologist wants to examine whether 

being surrounded by close relatives and a loving partner during the difficult stages of cancer 

plays a central role in helping patients fully restore their health. Let’s also assume that the 

same researcher is willing to explore how the meaning patients attach to the concept of “ill-

ness” may profoundly affect the trajectory of the disease. Possible research questions could 

therefore be: 

1. How do participants understand “illness”? What “being ill” means to them? Do such un-

derstandings influence cancer prognosis and in what ways? 

2. Who is caring for the participants? Do they receive support from close relatives and/or a 

loving partner? How do such relationships shape patients’ experiences of cancer?  
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8.5.3. Determining the research setting 
 Another important task is to establish the research setting, that is, where, when, and with 

whom the research will take place. The setting provides a bounded environment in which re-

search questions can be addressed. As Holliday (2016, p. 34) notes, qualitative research 

“[goes] deep into a definable setting in which phenomena can be placed meaningfully within 

a specific social environment. Such an environment can be groups of people, institutions, 

cases, geographical areas, communities, texts, and so on”. A number of criteria must be ap-

plied when selecting a research setting (Holliday, 2016):  

(a) having a sense of boundedness in terms of time, place, culture/experience, etc. 

(boundaries may not be real but operational ones, i.e. constructed for the purposes of the 

research), 

(b) being small and manageable, 

(c) being data-rich, 

(d) providing sufficient variety of data, 

(e) being accessible to the researcher. 

 In our research example, the setting could be defined as “the period of life of two female 

patients from the moment they were diagnosed with late-stage cancer up until their full re-

covery”. This setting is bounded in time, place, and experience and is accessible to the re-

searcher (the two women were her patients). It also allows the generation of rich and varied 

data through interviews with patients themselves, focus groups with relatives, participant ob-

servations of daily routines, and so on. Moreover, the researcher has access to participants’ 

medical records, something that would otherwise be very difficult to get hold of. Finally, the 

setting consists of two cases (women), hence it is considered sufficiently small and managea-

ble.    

 
8.5.4. Selecting participants 
 In qualitative research, the selection of participants is usually purposive. The aim is not to 

generalise to the broader population but to identify cases that are information-rich (i.e. they 

allow an in-depth exploration of the phenomenon under study) (Patton, 2002). Sampling tech-

niques that fall within the broader category of “purposive sampling” include (Isari & Pourkos, 

2015): 

• extreme or deviant cases sampling (unusual, distinctive cases);  

• maximum variation sampling (small samples of heterogeneous cases); 

• homogeneous samples (small samples of homogeneous cases); 

• typical case sampling  (selecting cases considered “typical” or “average” as far as the phe-

nomenon under study is concerned); 

• critical case sampling (based on the logic “if it happens there, it will happen anywhere” or 

“if it does not happen there, it will not happen anywhere”); 

• snowball sampling (initial selection of some participants who then help identify further 

participants through their social networks); 

• criterion sampling (selecting participants based on a very specific criterion, e.g. students 

who live in single-parent families in an educational study); 

• confirming and disconfirming cases (once data have been analysed, a researcher may want 

to identify further cases that could confirm or disconfirm initial findings); 

• theoretical sampling (aimed at producing new ideas by inviting further new cases at sub-

sequent stages of a study; when further new cases do not offer any new conceptual insights, 

the sample has reached its required size); 

• convenience sampling (selecting whoever is readily available). 
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 The number of participants in a study depends on how many people are needed to answer 

the research questions, as well as on the number of resources available to the researcher (Isari 

& Pourkos, 2015). Participant selection in qualitative research is discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 8. 

 

8.5.5. Choosing methods of data generation 
 There are numerous data generation methods that researchers can use in a qualitative 

study, but not all of them are appropriate in all cases. Data needs to be generated (or col-

lected) from the right sources using suitable tools to ensure valid research findings. Mwita 

(2022) conducted a systematic review of literature between 2018 and 2022 on the factors 

researchers consider when choosing their data generation methods. Among other things, the 

following key factors were identified: research goal, scope of the study, research approach, 

sample size, time factor, user-friendliness to the participants, safety of the researcher, need 

for triangulation, and theoretical framework. The pool of data generation methods from 

which researchers can choose those most appropriate for their studies is immense and ever-

expanding. It includes interviews, focus groups, (participant and non-participant) observa-

tions, document analysis, audio and video recordings, photographs, blog content analysis, so-

cial media posts, and so on. The most commonly used are thoroughly discussed in Chapters 8 

and 9. 

 

8.5.6. Emergent research design 
 By the time you have formulated research questions, identified a setting, considered your 

sample, and drafted an initial plan of data generation methods, you will have a pretty good 

idea of the research design that is emerging. The design of a qualitative study may be substan-

tially fluid and changing as the study progresses. Holliday (2016) presents an example of a 

study that sought to explore the subculture (values and behavioural norms) of employees 

working behind the counter in a local McDonalds store. Although the research started as a 

case study of a given local store, it gradually evolved into an ethnographic study with pro-

longed immersion in the field and participant observations being a dominant method of data 

generation. What contributed to this turn of events was the fact that the researcher was ac-

tually an employee in that store. In our earlier example of cancer research, the design could 

be classified as a multimethod case study using extreme cases sampling and a combination of 

data generation methods. 

 

8.6. Evaluative criteria of qualitative research 
 Given the pluralistic, flexible, and interpretative-reflexive character of qualitative research, 

any criteria rooted in the positivistic tradition and used to ensure that findings “objectively” 

reflect “reality” (such as the “disciplined application of prescribed methods”, the “repeatabil-

ity of process and outcomes”, or the “elimination of researcher bias”) are inappropriate for 

evaluating qualitative research. If such criteria were applied, any qualitative study would be 

found deficient (Coyle, 2016a).  

 An alternative way of judging quality and rigour in qualitative research is proposed by Hol-

liday (2016, p. 8) who states that good qualitative research is one that “shows its workings 

every single time”. This means that “the researcher needs to justify every move” offering a 

detailed rationale on a wide range of issues, including the choice of social setting, participant 

selection, data generation methods, time spent in the field, changes in research direction, 

analytical procedures, how certain themes emerged, why they were significant, and so on. 
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The same author compares this process to maths assessment in school: an answer to a math 

problem is not considered valid unless the steps taken to figure it out are clearly explained by 

the pupil. The importance of “showing one’s workings” is the reason why writing up becomes 

so critical in qualitative research; the final text is what sticks all research parts together, cre-

ating a coherent whole that justifies the validity of a study. The notion of “justifying” the va-

lidity of a study is also known as the “trustworthiness” of research (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, as 

cited in Sarafidou, 2011, p. 85). 

 Referring to Yardley’s (2000) evaluative scheme, Coyle (2016a, p. 23-24) provides a more 

traditional list of criteria against which qualitative researchers may evaluate their work. These 

include “sensitivity to context”, “commitment and rigour”, “transparency and coherence”, 

and “impact and importance”. Sensitivity to context means that the research takes account 

of: (a) previous knowledge on the topic, (b) the culture and history of participants (including 

the researcher) and how these affect data, and (c) the specific nature of the relationship be-

tween the researcher and the researched. Commitment implies prolonged engagement with 

the topic and the field, whilst rigour refers to the “completeness” of data generation and anal-

ysis. Transparency involves detailed description of every aspect of the research process, re-

sembling Holliday’s (2016, p. 8) notion of “showing one’s workings every single time”. Coher-

ence relates to the quality of the overall narrative (i.e. the “fit” between research questions, 

paradigms adopted, methods of data generation and analysis, etc.). Impact and importance 

reflect the usefulness of a study in terms of its contribution to theory, professional practice, 

participants’ lives, social policies, or culture in general.  

 To take an example, we may consider a (hypothetical) study seeking to explore adolescent 

smoking and how young minors perceive their experience of smoking, i.e. what smoking 

means to them. Let say that the researcher generated data by conducting individual inter-

views with adolescents who reported that they smoked cigarettes on a regular basis. Sensitiv-

ity to context, in this case, would mean that the researcher related his/her study to previous 

research and theories on adolescent smoking (or adolescent consumption of substances such 

as alcohol or drugs). One would also expect participants to be placed in context through de-

tailed description of their demographic and other background characteristics and considera-

tion of how these may have affected their accounts. The researcher would also be expected 

to describe his/her own socioeconomic profile, reveal whether s/he had smoked whilst in ad-

olescence, and how this experience may have affected the way s/he conducted research or 

interpreted data. What would also need to be reflected upon is the particularities of the re-

searcher-participant relationship, with emphasis on the likely power differentials existing be-

tween an adult researcher and underage participants and how these may have affected re-

search findings.   

It is also worth presenting here Maxwell’s (1992) evaluative criteria which include: (a) “de-

scriptive validity” that refers to the precision with which a researcher describes the data or, 

in other words, the accuracy of reporting events, behaviours, settings, times, and so on, (b) 

“interpretative validity” or “confirmability” which signifies that the researcher’s  interpreta-

tions of the data can be confirmed by participants themselves, and (c) “theoretical validity” 

which suggests that theoretical concepts developed as a result of a study correspond to, or 

“fit”, the empirical data generated.  

Finally, others talk about the “internal consistency” or “dependability” of a qualitative 

study, which is the extent to which the same results can be produced by different researchers 

if they re-analyse a given set of data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, as cited in Sarafidou, 2011), as 

well as the “transferability” of findings which depends on a study providing detailed enough 

descriptions of a context so that results can be transferred to other similar settings (Holloway, 
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1997, as cited in Sarafidou, 2011). This latter criterion corresponds to what is known as “gen-

eralisability of findings” in large-scale quantitative research. 

  

8.7. Critique of qualitative research 
 Qualitative research has often been criticised for having a number of weaknesses (Iosifidis, 

2019; Jensen & Laurie, 2016): 

• It is often based on extremely small samples of participants who hardly represent any 
meaningful segment of a population. Hence, it is hard to know whether their 
characteristics, experiences, perceptions, and so on, apply more broadly to a given society. 

• It is time-consuming and costly. For example, 10 minutes of recorded interviewing can take 
an hour to transcribe and produce more than 10 pages of text. This is often the reason why 
qualitative researchers limit their fieldwork to a small number of  participants, taking the 
risk of missing out key perspectives on the phenomenon under study. 

• “Trustworthiness” or the “ability to justify every single move” largely depends on a 
researcher’s communication/writing skills rather than the true quality (or rigour) of a 
study.  

• As qualitative researchers become intensely involved in their research setting, this is likely 
to influence and bring about significant changes to the setting itself or the phenomenon 
under investigation.  

 Many of the shortcomings outlined above can be overcome by combining qualitative and 

quantitative data within the same research. This is why social researchers increasingly adopt 

mixed methods designs, so that the strengths of quantitative approaches mitigate the weak-

nesses of qualitative approaches and vice versa (Sarafidou, 2011; Creswell, 2003). 
 

8.8. Concluding remarks   
This chapter pointed out the main features of qualitative research. First, it highlighted its 

pluralistic nature placing particular emphasis on the different philosophical paradigms that 

underlie it, including critical theory, feminism, the indigenous paradigm, interpretivism, and 

social constructionism. It then identified a number of common (recurrent) features that most 

qualitative studies share, despite their diversity, namely their unfolding structure, naturalistic 

character, depth, focus on meaning, theory generation, powerful convincing, participatory 

character, the researcher’s personal engagement with the field, the use of data in their origi-

nal form, and reflexivity. What has been emphasized is the importance of adopting a reflexive 

stance when conducting a qualitative study which implies that the researcher must be able to 

examine his/her own assumptions and values and how these influence the research process 

and outcomes. Next, the chapter outlined the main steps that need to be followed in designing 

a qualitative study, namely finding a topic, formulating research questions, determining the 

research setting, selecting participants, and choosing data generation methods, all of which 

produce a given research design. Finally, the chapter pointed to the use of appropriate evalu-

ative criteria when assessing the quality of a qualitative research project which are fundamen-

tally different from those applied in quantitative research. 

 

8.9. Self-assessment questions/quizzes  
1. For the research that you are doing (or thinking about doing) as part of your doctoral 

studies, how does your personal life or professional experience influence your 
research questions and your choice of research setting?  
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2. Considering the different philosophical paradigms presented in section 1.6. (of 
chapter 1) and section 6.1.2. (of the present chapter), where would you position the 
research that you are planning to conduct? Explain your answer.  

3. Using Yardley’s (2000) criteria, evaluate the study reported in Cottingham, M. D. 
(2012). Interaction ritual theory and sports fans: Emotion, symbols, and 
solidarity. Sociology of Sport Journal, 29(2), 168–185. What can you conclude about 
the quality of the study? Does any of the criteria seem more appropriate for this study 
than others? 

4. A qualitative research problem statement: 
a. Specifies the research methods to be utilised 
b. Specifies a research hypothesis 
c. Expresses a relationship between variables 
d. Conveys a sense of emerging design 

5. Which of the following are not true of reflexivity? 
a. It recognises that the researcher is not a neutral observer 
b. It is mainly applied to the analysis of qualitative data 
c. It is part of a post-positivist tradition 
d. A danger of adopting a reflexive stance is that the researcher can become the 

focus of the study 
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Chapter 9 - Participant selection in qualitative research-Collecting qual-
itative data (Domna Michail) 
 

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this chapter students should be able to understand and implement specific 

methods for collecting qualitative data, such as interviewing (informal, unstructured, semi-

structured) and focus groups. In addition, students should be able to follow the different steps 

required in order to implement qualitative methods of collecting data.  

9.1. Introduction 
This chapter presents and describes in detail techniques and methods used to select par-

ticipants as well as the methods for collecting qualitative data and more specifically, unstruc-

tured, semi-structured/in-depth interviews and focus groups. 

The intent of qualitative research is to contribute to in-depth understanding of the issue 

under study. Hence, the research procedures for participant selection, analysis of data, and 

ensuring research severity differ from those for quantitative research. Data collection meth-

ods most commonly used in qualitative research are individual or group interviews (including 

focus groups), observation, and document review. They can be used alone or in combination. 

In this section we will focus on using interviews or focus groups to collect data, and explain 

the principles described for participant (sample) selection, data analysis, and quality assur-

ance across qualitative approaches. 

Participant selection refers to the process of choosing individuals or entities to take part in 

a specific activity, program, study, research, or event. This process involves identifying and 

recruiting suitable candidates who meet certain criteria or qualifications required for the par-

ticular purpose. Criteria for selection can vary widely based on the objectives of the activity 

or study, including factors like age, gender, location, specific skills or expertise, health status, 

socioeconomic background, or other relevant characteristics. The selection process often in-

volves defining eligibility criteria, recruiting potential participants, screening them based on 

the established criteria, obtaining informed consent, and sometimes randomization (in the 

case of randomized controlled trials) to ensure fairness and reduce bias. Ethical considerations 

and adherence to guidelines governing participant selection are also essential to safeguard 

the rights and welfare of the individuals involved. Decisions regarding participant selection 

are based on research questions, theoretical perspectives, and evidence informing the study. 

 

9.2. Important considerations in participant selection 
a) The participants selected must be able to inform important facets and perspectives related 

to the phenomenon being studied. 

b) The sample size in qualitative research, is not generally predetermined. The number of par-

ticipants depends upon the number required to inform fully all important elements of the 

issue being studied and usually the researcher defines it in relation to the point at which no 

new information, new themes, concepts or feedback is being retrieved during the data collec-

tion process. This end point is named “data saturation” (Tsiolis, 2014).  

Important note: finding a potential participant who has experience with the phenomenon/is-

sue/topic under study and is willing to share their thoughts is at the heart of a proposed study. 

The best topic in the world cannot be explored without willing participants. 
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9.3. Steps and strategies in participant selection  

9.3.1. Steps for participant selection  
The steps in participant selection can vary depending on the specific context and purpose 

of the activity or study. However, here is a general outline of the typical steps involved in 

participant selection. 

• Define Selection criteria: Clearly outline the criteria or qualifications that potential 
participants need to meet. Identify and describe the type of participant you need. 
Criteria may include demographic factors (age, gender, and location), specific skills or 
expertise, health conditions, or other relevant characteristics essential for the study. 

• Recruitment Strategy: Develop a plan to attract potential participants. This may 
involve various methods such as advertising through social media, websites, 
community centers, mailing lists, word-of-mouth, or collaboration with organizations 
relevant to the participant pool. 

• Initial Screening: Collect information from interested individuals through applications, 
surveys, or initial interviews to assess whether they meet the predetermined criteria. 
This step helps to narrow down the pool of potential participants. 

• Informed Consent: Provide detailed information about the study or activity to those 
who pass the initial screening. Obtain informed consent from participants, explaining 
the purpose, procedures, risks, benefits, and their rights regarding participation. 

• Final Selection: Review the applicants who have given informed consent and assess if 
they meet all the necessary criteria. This might involve further interviews, 
assessments, or evaluations to ensure they are suitable for the study or activity. 

• Confirmation and Participation: Once selected, confirm the participation of chosen 
individuals and provide them with any additional information, guidelines, or 
instructions they might need before the study or activity begins. 

• Data collection: Carry out the study or activity according to the predefined protocols 
while collecting relevant data or observations from the participants. 

• Follow-up and Closure: After the study or activity is completed, follow up with 
participants as needed. Provide closure by sharing results, thanking them for their 
participation, and addressing any concerns they might have. 

Throughout these steps, it's crucial to adhere to ethical guidelines, respect participant au-

tonomy, maintain confidentiality, and ensure the safety and well-being of the individuals in-

volved in the selection (Tsiolis, 2014). According to Ezzy (2002/2011:63) every social research 

has political dimensions and consequences for the participants. This fact is connected with 

the concern regarding the moral standing during the research process. 

 
9.3.2. Strategies of participant selection  

Participant selection is crucial for obtaining diverse perspectives and rich data. Several 

strategies are used to select participants based on the research objectives, the specific popu-

lation being studied, and the desired depth of information. Some common participant 

sampling strategies in qualitative research include: 

• Purposeful sampling: This involves selecting participants based on specific criteria 
relevant to the research question or objectives. Different types of purposeful 
sampling include: a) Maximum variation sampling when the selected participants 
represent a wide range of characteristics or experiences related to the research topic; 
b) Homogenous sampling when chosen participants share similar characteristics or 
experiences to focus on a specific subgroup; c) snowball sampling when initial 
participants refer other potential participants who meet the study's criteria. This 
method is useful for studying hard-to-reach populations. 
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• Convenience sampling: Participants are selected based on their accessibility and 
availability to the researcher. This method is often used for its ease and practicality 
but may limit the diversity of perspectives. 

• Theoretical sampling: Commonly used in grounded theory studies, this approach 
involves selecting participants based on emerging themes or concepts that develop 
during data analysis. New participants are chosen to further explore these emerging 
ideas, allowing for a more in-depth understanding of the phenomenon. 

• Purposive quota sampling: Researchers establish quotas based on certain 
characteristics (e.g., age, gender, socioeconomic status) and purposefully select 
participants to meet these quotas, ensuring diversity within predefined categories. 

• Criterion sampling: Participants are chosen based on specific predetermined criteria 
relevant to the research question or objectives. 

• Expert sampling: Involves selecting individuals with specialized knowledge or 
expertise related to the research topic. 

• Deviant case sampling: Focuses on selecting participants who deviate from the norm 
or expected patterns within a particular context, providing insights into unique or 
exceptional situations. 

• Extreme or critical case sampling: Involves selecting participants who represent 
extreme or critical cases to gain deeper insights into specific conditions or 
phenomena. 

• Random sampling: Less commonly used in qualitative research due to the emphasis 
on purposeful selection, but in some instances, researchers may employ random 
selection methods to ensure a more statistically representative sample. 

It is essential to carefully consider the strengths and limitations of each sampling strategy 

and choose the most appropriate method based on the research aims, population character-

istics, and available resources. Combining multiple sampling strategies or employing a mixed-

methods approach can also enhance the comprehensiveness and validity of qualitative re-

search findings (Tsiolis, 2014). 

 

9.4. Collecting qualitative data 
Among the necessary skills that the researcher should have developed is interview control. 

At one end is informal interviewing characterized by a total lack of structure or control, next 

comes unstructured interviewing, where there is a clear plan in mind but minimum of control 

over the informant’s responses, and finally, the semi structured interviewing in situations 

where you won’t get more than one chance to interview someone. In this case there is always 

an interview guide, a list of questions and topics that need to be covered in a particular order 

(Bernard, 1995:209).   

9.4.1. Informal Interviewing 
Informal interviewing is characterized by a total lack of structure or control. It is a qualita-

tive research technique characterized by its relaxed and conversational nature. It involves 

open-ended discussions between an interviewer and a participant in an informal setting, al-

lowing for a free flow of conversation and exploration of various topics. It is commonly used 

in qualitative research across various fields, including sociology, anthropology, psychology, 

education, and market research. Researchers utilize this method to gain rich insights into in-

dividuals' lived experiences, beliefs, behaviors, and perceptions within specific contexts. It's 

particularly useful when seeking to understand complex human experiences. Unlike struc-

tured or formal interviews, which follow a predetermined set of questions, formats, and pro-

tocols, informal interviews are more flexible and unstructured. “The researcher just tries to 



                                                                                                 

106 

 

remember conversations heard during the course of a day “in the field”. […] Informal inter-

viewing is the method of choice during the first phase of participant observation, when you’re 

just settling in and getting to know the lay of the land. It is also used throughout fieldwork to 

build greater rapport and to uncover new topics of interest that might have been overlooked 

(Bernard, 1995:209). 

Although informal interviews offer flexibility and rich qualitative data, they also present 

challenges, such as potential biases introduced by the interviewer, lack of standardization, 

and difficulties in analyzing unstructured data. Researchers employing this method must bal-

ance the benefits of a more naturalistic approach with the need to maintain rigor and validity 

in their research. The key features of Informal Interviewing include flexibility, open-ended-

ness, casual setting, exploratory nature, relationship building. 

9.4.2 Unstructured Interviewing 
Unstructured interviewing is a qualitative research method that involves open-ended, ex-

ploratory conversations between the interviewer and participant. It consists of the informal 

interviewing of people during the course of an ordinary day of participant observation. There 

is a vast literature on how to conduct effective interviews: how to gain rapport, how to get 

participants to open up, how to introduce an interview and how to end one (Bernard, 1995). 

This method is commonly used in various fields where gaining a deep understanding of sub-

jective experiences, opinions, perceptions, and emotions is essential. It is the most widely 

used method of data collection in sociology, anthropology, psychology, and social work where 

unstructured interviews are used to delve into individuals’ perspectives, experiences, behav-

iors and social interactions.  

Some other fields, besides Social Sciences, that frequently utilize unstructured interview-

ing include: a) Healthcare and Medical fields where qualitative researchers use unstructured 

interviews to understand patients' experiences, perspectives on illness, treatment adherence, 

healthcare needs, and the impact of health interventions; b) Marker Research and Consumer 

Behavior, where UI is used to gather in-depth insights into consumer preferences, percep-

tions, and behaviors, aiding businesses in understanding market trends and customer motiva-

tions; c) Education where researchers use unstructured interviews to explore teachers' and 

students' experiences, learning methodologies, challenges, and perceptions of educational 

systems; d) Criminology and Criminal Justice  where UI can be valuable in understanding of-

fenders’ experience, motivations, decision-making processes, and attitudes toward crime and 

criminal justice system; e) Media Studies and Communication where Researchers might con-

duct unstructured interviews on individuals’ attitudes and behaviors to understand audience 

perceptions, media consumption patterns, or the impact of media content; f) Organizational 

Studies and Human resources where UI are used to explore workplace dynamics, employee 

experiences, organizational culture, leadership styles, and employee attitudes.  

Unstructured interviews offer flexibility and allow participants to express themselves 

freely, providing rich qualitative data that can't be captured through more structured or quan-

titative methods. Researchers often use these interviews to generate hypotheses, explore 

complex phenomena, and gain in-depth insights into the lived experiences and perspectives 

of individuals within diverse contexts. 

 

9.4.3 Semi-structured Interviewing 
Semi-structured interviewing is a qualitative research method that involves conducting in-

terviews guided by a flexible yet predefined set of open-ended questions, allowing for both 
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planned inquiries and the exploration of unanticipated topics that arise during the conversa-

tion. This approach provides a balance between structure and flexibility, enabling researchers 

to gather in-depth insights while maintaining a degree of consistency across interviews. Some 

key characteristics of semi-structured interviews include:  

• Flexibility: While researchers have a pre-designed set of questions or topics to cover 
during the interview, they have the freedom to adapt the sequence and wording of 
questions based on the interviewee's responses. This flexibility allows for a more 
natural flow of conversation and the exploration of unexpected or unanticipated 
areas of interest. 

• Open-ended questions: Questions in semi-structured interviews are generally open-
ended, allowing participants to elaborate on their thoughts, experiences, perceptions, 
and feelings. These questions typically begin with phrases such as "Can you tell me 
about…?" or "How do you feel about…?" This approach encourages participants to 
provide detailed and nuanced responses. 

• Structured framework: Despite the flexibility, semi-structured interviews follow a 
loose structure or interview guide to ensure that key topics or themes related to the 
research objectives are covered. Researchers often prepare an interview protocol 
outlining the main areas of inquiry to maintain focus and consistency across 
interviews. 

• Probing and follow-up questions: Interviewers use probing techniques to delve 
deeper into participants' responses, seeking clarification, additional details, or 
different perspectives. Follow-up questions are based on the participant's previous 
answers and aim to extract richer and more comprehensive information. 

• Participant-centered approach: Semi-structured interviews prioritize the participant's 
viewpoint and experiences, allowing them to express their thoughts in their own 
words. This approach helps in understanding diverse perspectives and uncovering 
underlying motivations, beliefs, and attitudes 

Semi-structured interviews are commonly used in various fields such as sociology, psychol-

ogy, anthropology, and market research to explore complex issues, gather qualitative data, 

and gain a deeper understanding of individuals' experiences, behaviors, and perceptions. The 

flexibility of this method allows researchers to adapt to different participants and contexts 

while ensuring a systematic approach to data collection. 

 

9.5. Focus groups 
Focus groups are a qualitative research method involving a facilitated discussion among a 

small group of participants who share common characteristics, experiences, or interests re-

lated to the research topic. In a focus group setting, participants engage in a structured con-

versation led by a moderator or facilitator to explore their perceptions, opinions, attitudes, 

beliefs, and experiences about a specific subject. 

The key characteristics of focus groups include: 

• Participant interaction: Focus groups encourage active interaction among 
participants. Participants can respond to each other's comments, share diverse 
perspectives, and generate discussions that can lead to deeper insights into the topic. 

• Moderator guidance: A skilled moderator or facilitator leads the discussion by using a 
predefined set of open-ended questions or topics while also allowing the conversation 
to flow naturally. The moderator ensures that the discussion remains focused on the 
research objectives and encourages all participants to contribute. 

• Group dynamics: The dynamics within the group can influence the conversation. 
Participants may build upon each other's ideas, challenge opinions, or offer 
contrasting viewpoints, creating a dynamic environment for rich data collection. 
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• Exploration of perceptions and attitudes: Focus groups are effective for exploring 
participants' perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs regarding a particular subject. They 
allow researchers to delve into the reasons behind these opinions and understand the 
range of viewpoints within the group. 

• Sample composition: Participants in a focus group are selected based on specific 
criteria relevant to the research question. The group composition may reflect diversity 
in terms of demographics, experiences, or relevant characteristics, allowing for a 
range of perspectives. 

• Data collection: Focus groups generate qualitative data through audio or video 
recordings, notes taken by the moderator or observers, and transcripts of the 
discussions. Researchers analyze these data to identify patterns, themes, and insights 
related to the research topic. 

Focus groups are commonly used in market research, social sciences, healthcare, and var-

ious other fields to gather qualitative data, obtain insights into consumer behavior, evaluate 

products or services, explore attitudes towards specific issues, or generate ideas for further 

research. They provide a valuable method for understanding the complexities of human per-

ceptions and behaviors within a social context. 

 

9.6. Exercise 
Plan the initial stages/steps of a qualitative research. Form the research question, and then 

conduct all the necessary steps needed to choose participants and plan the method(s) you are 

going to use in order to obtain the information you need to answer you research question. 

9.7. Self-assessment questions/quizzes 
1. Which are the similarities and differences between the informal, the unstructured and the 

semi-structured interviews? 

2. Which are the main reasons why a researcher should choose to conduct focus group(s) in 

order to collect qualitative data? In which occasions are focus groups usually deployed as a 

method to gather data? 

3. Which are the strategies followed in terms of participant selection? 

4. Which are the basic steps that need to be followed by the researcher in order to select the 

participants in her/his research? 
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Chapter 10 – Qualitative Research Designs (Domna Michail & Stefania 
Giannakaki) 
 

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this chapter students will be able to:  

• Discuss three common types of qualitative research designs, namely ethnography, 

case study, and grounded theory. 

• Describe the most important features of these three qualitative research designs.   

• Conduct small scale research that adopts one of these common designs.  

• Critically evaluate the design sections of qualitative research reports. 

 

10.1. Introduction 
This chapter presents four main qualitative research designs: ethnography, case study, 

grounded theory, and participatory action research. According to Punch (2005, p. 63), a re-

search design is “the basic plan for a piece of research” that “connects research questions to 

data”. It includes decisions about what or who will be studied, the types of data that will be 

used (primary, secondary, qualitative, quantitative, etc.), how participants will be selected, 

what tools and procedures will be used for generating data, and the methods of data analysis. 

It is important to note that distinguishing between different research designs is not always an 

easy task. There are significant overlaps that make it difficult to determine whether a partic-

ular study is one thing or another. So, for example, a case study may adopt ethnographic ap-

proaches (such as immersing oneself in a given setting for an extended period of time) whilst 

an ethnographic study may be perceived as a case study of a particular culture.  

 

10.2. Ethnography 
The term ethnography refers to two distinct senses: that of ethnographic research (field-

work) and that of an ethnographic monograph (ethnographic writing). Here we will focus on 

ethnography as a category of anthropological research. As such, ethnography involves first-

hand study of a small community or ethnic group. Such studies combine to a varying degree 

descriptive and analytical element. The central characteristic of conventional ethnographies 

is that they focus on one specific culture or society and consider theoretical or comparative 

generalizations from the standpoint of the ethnographic example. The origin of the modern 

ethnographic research tradition is traced to B. Malinowski, who as part of his Functionalist 

theory of society stressed the primacy of field research and Participant Observation. Also, F. 

Boas, like Malinowski reacted against the ‘speculative history’ of Evolutionary theory and ad-

vocated the careful description of specific cultures.  

Ethnography in both US cultural and British social anthropology from the postwar period 

until recently had acquired a generally anti-historical or at least ahistorical perspective, con-

centrating on the construction of a specific cultural or social system without regard to its his-

torical development, and relegating historical considerations to a separate area labeled as the 

study of social or cultural change as an aberrant rather than a normal feature of human 

groups. Thus, as a related tendency in this type of ethnography is the artificial isolation of 

units of study (the tribe, the hunting and gathering band, the peasant community) considering 

it as a self-contained culture or society and failing to consider regional, national, and interna-

tional politico-economic and social structures with which the local community interacts. New 
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Ethnography introduced new theoretical perspectives (Critical Anthropology, Marxist Anthro-

pology, Dependency, and World Systems) and challenged both Structural Functionalist and 

Cultural Relativism. These new theoretical perspectives are conscious both of historical pro-

cess and of regional, national and international power structures as these impinge on the local 

communities.  

In fact, the distinction between ethnography and anthropology is questioned within the 

tradition of Ethnography since it is argued that there can be no general ‘science of man’ apart 

from the comparative and historical study of peoples. 

 

10.2.1. Ethnographic research –Fieldwork by Participant Observation 
Ethnography has generally been treated as synonymous with Fieldwork, as a method ra-

ther than a product or research. “Fieldwork by participant observation is recognized within 

and outside anthropology as a hallmark of the discipline” (Roldan, 1995:143). 

Ethnography is highly descriptive writing about a particular group of people. It might refer 

to both a process (the research) and a product (the writing) and can take many forms: (i.e. life 

history- critical ethnography or autoethnography-feminist ethnography). Ethnography re-

quires: the language of the culture under study, first-hand participation and interpretation, 

and intensive work with a few informants from that setting. This sort of description can only 

emerge from spending a lengthy amount of time intimately studying and living in a particular 

social setting (Van Maanen, 1982, p. 103-104), must use the lens of culture to understand the 

phenomenon being examined, must also depict the researchers’ understanding of the cultural 

meaning of the phenomenon. 

 

10.2.2. Types of ethnographic studies: 
•Realist ethnographies: Narrates study from in person reporting what is observed. The re-

search reports objective data free from personal bias and the researcher produces the partic-

ipants’ views through closely edited quotes and has final word on interpretation. 

•Case studies: Case may be a single individual or several individuals or a process. A case may 

be selected because it’s unusual. The researcher develops understanding of the case by col-

lecting multiple forms of data and locates the “case” or “cases” within their larger context. 

 

10.2.3. How to do ethnographic research-some practical suggestions: 
•Write up field notes on a regular basis – write them down! 

•Write up an interview ASAP 

•Regularly review and develop your ideas as the research progresses 

•Develop strategies to deal with a huge amount of data 

Advantages and Disadvantages of the method: 

•Advantages: one of the most valuable aspects is the depth of understanding, can challenge 

‘taken for granted’ assumptions 

•Disadvantages: takes a long time, does not have much breadth 

An ethnographic design might include an exploration of cultural themes drawn from cultural 

anthropology, a study of a culture-sharing group, an examination of shared patterns of behav-

ior, belief and language, a collection of data through fieldwork experiences, a description and 

analysis of themes about a culture-sharing group, a presentation of description, themes, and 

interpretation within the context or setting of a group, a reflexivity by the researcher about 

his/ her impact on the research site and cultural group. 
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10.2.4. Steps in conducting ethnographic research: 
•Identify intent and type of design and relate intent to your research problem 

•Discuss approval and access considerations 

•Use appropriate data collection procedures 

•Analyze and interpret data within a design 

•Write report consistent with your design 

 

10.2.5. Criteria for evaluating an ethnographic design: 
•Clearly identify culture-sharing groups. 

•Identify the cultural patterns. 

•Describe the group or case in detail. 

•Identify the context of the group or case. 

•Reflect on the researcher’s role. 

•Develop a broad interpretation of the patterns. 

•Have the interpretation flow from the description and themes. 

•Provide a sense of how the culture works. 

 

10.2.6. How to take notes 
•Try to write as many direct quotes as possible so you can capture the language and emotions 

being used 

•Make sure your notes follow the conversation as spoken 

•Make sure you use a cover sheet and date and time each interview 

•Devise a system to categorize interviews for quick reference 

•Record your own thoughts on the interview  

Unobtrusive Observations: Made with minimum research participation. 

Key Cultural Ideas to watch. 

•Proxemics – how people use physical space 

•Kinesics – how people convey meaning through body language 

Structured Observation: (sometimes also called systematic observation) is a technique for 

data collection that has two defining characteristics. First, it is part of the broad family of ob-

servational techniques in which the investigator(s) gather information directly without the 

mediation of respondents, interviewees, and so on. Second, it is a structured or systematic 

technique in which data are collected according to carefully defined rules and prearranged 

procedures. 

•Using a fixed setting to see how people interact in it for comparability. 

•Using an inventory for comparison across places or groups. 

•Usually, unobtrusive research is structured. 

Participant Observation: More typical of ethnography. Generally, only works if people in the 

study group have become familiar with the researcher. Generally, note-taking occurs in the 

evening or next day out of sight of the study group. Participant observation is unstructured 

observation. 

 

10.2.7. Ethnographic Interviewing 
Research Observation is not natural or intuitive. There are specific types of interviews for sub-

jects dependent on the sort of information needed for the research.  

Types of interviews: 

•Exploratory 

•In-depth 
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•Key Informant 

•Open-ended 

•Semi-Structured 

•Life History 

•Oral History 

Exploratory is the most typical of all ethnographic Methods. Usually In-Depth to give great 

detail and enhance the researchers understanding. Usually Open-Ended so the respondent 

explains things from their viewpoint and the context of things. There are no forced choice 

questions. Effectively builds rapport in a conversational setting. Identifies differing views of 

events. Sometimes collaborators can become emotional. Conversational style is preferred—

it is okay to probe or ask challenging questions. Start the interview with a culturally appropri-

ate conversation starter. Generally, an inquiry of family, friends, even pets. Be in a comforta-

ble setting. Privacy may be a concern (balance with personal safety). Gender issues could be 

important. Watch for cues of discomfort, length, annoyance. GET THE RIGHT PERSON—KEY 

INFORMANT. 

 

10.3. Case studies 
A case study is a research design in which one case is studied in depth, in its natural setting, 

using multiple methods of data generation. The aim is to develop a holistic (thick) understand-

ing of that case; that is, to examine the entirety of the case, not selected aspects of it. The 

case may be an individual, a group, an organisation, a community, or a nation. It can also be a 

behaviour, an attribute, an action or interaction, an event, a policy, or a process (Tight, 2017; 

Punch, 2005). At a more general level, a case is defined as “a spatially bounded phenomenon 

observed at a single point in time or over some delimited period” (Patnaik & Pandey, 2019, p. 

164). Hence, a case must be bounded by space and time. If the phenomenon we wish to study 

is not intrinsically bounded, it cannot be treated as a case.  

To provide an example of a case, we could think of a co-habiting elderly couple who both 

have dementia and who live in a small town in close proximity to their children and grandchil-

dren. A researcher may wish to conduct a case study of this couple to gain in-depth under-

standing of how they experience living with dementia and to explore the relationships devel-

oped with, and the roles/responsibilities assumed by, family members who live nearby. So, in 

this example, the case (or unit of analysis) would be “the elderly couple with dementia”. The 

researcher would also need to delimit their study to a given period of time; so, they may 

choose to study the couple over a six-month period starting from July and up until the end of 

January, which is a period that includes different quarters of the year, extended business 

(working) periods, as well as festive seasons. Yet, a case study need not be confined to a single 

case; it may well involve the comparative study of two or more cases in order to identify com-

mon patterns or significant divergences between them (Yin, 2018). So, in the above example, 

the researcher could choose to also study the case of another elderly woman with dementia 

living in the same town, who is single, lives alone, and has two carers but no family members 

nearby. One could regard these two cases as “polar types” that allow easy identification of 

contrasting patterns in the data (Patnaik & Pandey, 2019).   

Even though case studies are holistic, open-ended research strategies, some focus is still 

required as it is not possible to study everything, even about one case. It is research questions 

that provide this focus (Punch, 2005). In our previous example, research questions could focus 

on how people with dementia cope with the practicalities of everyday life and how the exist-

ence of a family (or significant other) determine how effective or sustainable these coping 
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mechanisms are. As case studies use multiple methods of data generation, a researcher might 

decide to conduct interviews with those having dementia and their carers, ask them to keep 

reflective diaries of daily routines, conduct participant observations by spending time with 

them in their houses, and/or invite them to take photographs of significant events and share 

these with the researcher. In studies involving larger units of analysis (e.g. in a case study of a 

nursing home), one may also distribute closed questionnaires to large numbers of people (res-

idents) to generate numerical data alongside other qualitative data. From this point of view, 

case studies are not strictly equalitative in nature but can heavily rely on statistical information 

as well (Coombs, 2022).   

Stake (as cited in Tight, 2017) describes three main types of case study. The intrinsic case 

study, which focuses on one case only because the case itself is so unique, rare, or important 

that it is worth studying in its own right. The instrumental case study, which (again) focuses 

on one case, not because the case is interesting in its own right, but because its examination 

can shed light on a wider issue or concern, or help improve a theory. Here, the researcher is 

primarily interested in gaining in-depth understanding of an issue or phenomenon and selects 

one bounded case in order to illustrate this phenomenon. The collective case study is an ex-

tension of the instrumental case study; it examines several cases jointly to ensure a more 

nuanced understanding of the issue or phenomenon under investigation. Our previous exam-

ple on dementia could be regarded as a collective case study because it covers two different 

cases: (a) a couple with dementia enjoying close family ties and receiving help from children 

and grandchildren and (b) a single woman with dementia who only receives help from profes-

sional (paid) carers. These contrasting cases will allow the researcher to examine the experi-

ence of dementia from different perspectives (i.e. more holistically). 

The selection of cases is generally guided by the aim of a study. Case study researchers 

commonly apply purposive sampling, selecting cases that permit the generation of rich infor-

mation on the phenomenon under investigation. Cases may be representative ones that help 

capture commonplace situations or may be extreme (atypical) cases markedly different from 

the general pattern. For example, Patnaik and Pandey (2019, p. 168) refer to Galunic and Ei-

senhardt who studied “organizational adaptation in an exemplar firm that was the highest 

performing technology-based company in the world for several years”.  

A common criticism of case studies is that they cannot provide generalisable conclusions, 

as they focus on one case only or on just a few cases. According to Yin (2018), however, case 

studies have been unnecessarily devalued by comparisons with statistical methods. Case stud-

ies aim to expand and generalise theories (analytical generalisations) rather than extrapolate 

probabilities. Such theory-connected generalisations are, in fact, only possible through the 

case study approach, because it permits the generation of rich (multifaceted) data on a given 

phenomenon which help reveal its deeper causes and consequences (instead of describing it in 

a superficial way). Theoretical insights developed through case study research can be tested 

for their applicability to other cases. Even though it may sound paradoxical, one case is enough 

to permit analytical generalisation and case-to-case transfer, as long as it has been purpose-

fully selected (Patnaik & Pandey, 2019; Yin, 2018; Punch, 2005). An example of analytical gen-

eralisation is provided by Giannakaki and Batziakas (2016) who conducted a case study of 

school culture in a Secondary Vocational School of Greece revealing that much of what is often 

perceived as “student-centred education” is, in fact, a type of “benevolent custodialism” or, 

in other words, an intensely controlling teacher behaviour concealed under the cloak of “hu-

manism”. 
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10.4. Grounded theory 
Grounded theory is both a research design and a specific method of data analysis. This 

chapter discusses grounded theory as a research design, whilst Chapter 10 looks at it as a set 

of procedures for analysing data. The essential idea in grounded theory is that theory is de-

veloped inductively from data. The researcher collects empirical data first, and through a sys-

tematic process of analysis, creates theory that is “grounded” (rooted) in the data. This con-

trasts with most traditional research approaches (esp. quantitative studies) in which research-

ers start with a theory in mind, formulate hypotheses based on that theory, and collect data 

at subsequent stages to test whether initial hypotheses can be verified (deductive reasoning) 

(Charmaz, 2016; Punch, 2005). Data in grounded theory may be qualitative, quantitative, or 

both; hence, just like case studies, grounded theory is not a strictly qualitative research ap-

proach in the technical sense of the term.  

Even though grounded theory starts without a theory in mind, and aims to create one, 

once researchers start theorising and forming initial concepts, they soon want to test their 

emerging ideas by collecting further new data. They, therefore, engage in an iterative process 

of (first) collecting, (then) analysing data, (and then) coming up with provisional theories 

which are subsequently tested and refined through further collection and analysis of addi-

tional new data, and so on. This process is depicted in Figure 9.1. The figure indicates that 

developing a theory cannot rely on inductive reasoning only but necessitates theory verifica-

tion as well (deductive reasoning). As shown, the first set of data to be collected is guided by 

research questions and is usually small. At that point, data analysis begins, generating some 

initial theoretical ideas. After this first analysis, the researcher decides what further data are 

needed to test the theoretical concepts developed. Hence, a second set of data are collected 

based on theoretical developments from the first analysis (Punch, 2005). This iterative process 

is known as “theoretical sampling” and involves actively seeking new data at consecutive 

stages of a study, which can refine, enrich, or even challenge emerging theories. This cycle of 

alternation between data collection and analysis only stops when saturation is achieved, that 

is, when new data are not showing any new theoretical elements but are confirming what has 

already been found (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Grounded theory requires that the researcher 

has strong theoretical insight or “theoretical sensitivity” which refers to the ability of gaining 

deep (nuanced) understanding of what the data say, or in other words, giving meaning to the 

data by separating out what is relevant and what is not (Noble & Mitchell, 2016). 

 

 

Figure 9.1. Theoretical sampling in grounded theory (adapted from Punch, 2005, p. 158) 

Grounded theory is useful when no satisfactory theory exists on a given topic or in relatively 

new areas of inquiry that lack theoretical concepts for describing and explaining what goes 

on. In such cases, researchers approach the data with an open mind (Charmaz, 2016). To take 

an example, let’s assume that a company has experienced high rates of employee attrition 

over the last two years, resulting in the reduction of talent within its workforce. Let’s also 
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Data analy-
sis 1  

Data collection 2 
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sis 2  

Data collec-
tion 3  

Data analy-
sis 3 etc. Theoretical sat-

uration 
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assume that managers have tried to address the issue – but to no effect - by introducing 

varied financial incentives, promising career opportunities, and work-life balance 

measures. As the problem remains, the company might decide to conduct an original study 

to thoroughly examine the reasons why employees leave their jobs. Because existing theories 

on human motivation have not helped resolve the issue so far, a grounded theory approach 

is deemed appropriate for shedding new light on the problem. It may include unstructured 

interviews and focus groups with current and/or former employees, as well as participant ob-

servations of employee behaviour during business hours. Through the process of theoretical 

sampling described earlier, researchers will gain new in-depth understandings of employee 

attrition that will help resolve the problem in the long-term.  

In grounded theory research it is discouraged to conduct a literature review before data 

collection and analysis. Reviewing the literature at an early stage is considered a constraining 

exercise rather than a guiding one. If the literature is reviewed before data collection and 

analysis, existing theories may impose themselves on the analysis. It is, therefore, suggested 

that the literature is read in later stages of a study so that theoretical concepts emerging from 

the data are not “contaminated” with old ideas. Yet, much grounded theory has been criti-

cised for not being truly grounded in the data, because it is almost impossible for researchers 

to approach a study with a completely open mind; is not only knowledge acquired through 

studying the literature that researchers bring with them to the data but also their personal 

and professional experiences more generally (Ramalho et al., 2015; Punch, 2005).   

 

10.5. Concluding remarks  
This chapter presented three common qualitative research designs: ethnography, 

case study, and grounded theory. Ethnographic studies generate data from groups, 

such as certain cultural groups. Ethnographers usually live with the people they are 

studying. Data are collected from key informants, who are the people most knowl-

edgeable about the culture. In grounded theory, data are collected and analysed, and 

then a theory is developed that is grounded (rooted) in the data. Case studies consti-

tute in-depth examinations of people, groups, institutions, events, and so on. These 

research designs have significant overlaps that make it difficult to determine whether 

a particular study is one thing or another. So, for example, a case study may adopt 

ethnographic approaches (such as immersing oneself in a given setting for an ex-

tended period of time) whilst an ethnographic study may be perceived as a case study 

of a particular culture.  

 
10.6. Self-assessment questions/quizzes  
1.  Does the development of grounded theory from the analysis of qualitative data 

signify that an inductive approach has been adopted? Explain your answer.  

2.  Considering the different research designs discussed in this chapter, where would 

you position the research that you want to conduct as part of your doctoral stud-

ies? Explain your answer.  

3. Case studies may concern an in-depth examination of: 

A. Individuals 

B. Groups of people 

C. Institutions 
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D. All of the above 

4. In grounded theory, the review of the literature is:  

A. Never conducted prior to the beginning of the study. 

B. Sometimes conducted prior to the beginning of the study.  

C. Always conducted prior to the beginning of the study. 
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Chapter 11 - Analyzing qualitative data: diversity in qualitative analysis, 
thematic analysis, visual analysis, grounded theory analysis (Stefania 
Giannakaki) 
 

Learning outcomes 
By the end of this chapter students are expected to:  

• understand a range of qualitative data analysis methods that are commonly applied 

in varied social research disciplines with emphasis on thematic analysis, visual analy-

sis, and grounded theory analysis; 

• critically evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of these methods and select 

those most appropriate for application in their own study;   

• possess adequate coding knowledge and skill to apply in the analysis of real world 

data; 

• be able to generate substantive meanings from multiple pieces of empirical data and 

progressively proceed to higher levels of abstraction and conceptualisation in explain-

ing a social phenomenon;  

• assemble and present the results of qualitative data analysis in a written report. 

 

11.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides an introduction to the analysis of qualitative data. Qualitative data 

includes non-numerical information in the form of texts, images, audio recordings or videos.  

A core process in qualitative analysis is searching for patterns of meaning within a dataset 

(Jensen & Laurie, 2016). There exists a vast repertoire of methods for doing this, which inter-

connect and overlap with one another. Yet, if applied to the same body of data, each method 

will most likely produce unique results which illuminate a (more or less) different aspect of 

the phenomenon under study compared to other methods. In this chapter, we will limit our 

discussion to three such methods, namely thematic analysis, grounded theory analysis, and 

visual analysis. Thematic analysis is perhaps the most widely used approach in qualitative re-

search, particularly popular among young (beginning) researchers due to its simplicity and 

clear set of guidelines. Grounded theory analysis is another widely discussed method in the 

relevant literature which comprises a well-defined set of procedures. It is appropriate to apply 

when knowledge about a social phenomenon is either non-existent or very limited, creating 

the need for developing new theories. In grounded theory analysis, data generation and data 

analysis coevolve in an iterative process. Hence, analysis of initial data produces preliminary 

findings which are then tested against further new data, and so on. The whole process con-

tinues until one reaches “theoretical saturation”, the point at which additional data adds no 

further insight into the findings (Charmaz, 2006). The third method presented in this chapter 

is visual analysis, which is a form of thematic analysis applied to images rather than texts 

(Adler & Clark, 2015). The use of visual analysis in qualitative research is ever expanding due 

to the ease with which researchers and participants can create images nowadays, given their 

almost instant access to a smartphone.  

 
11.2. Situating the data: the importance of context in qualitative analysis 

 
Irrespective of the method used, qualitative data cannot be meaningfully analysed without 

careful consideration of the context in which they are generated. Researchers must provide 
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adequate contextual information (e.g. who they generated the data with and why, in what 

circumstances, over what period of time, etc.) so that any factors possibly affecting the data 

are foregrounded and discussed. This, in essence, constitutes the process of “situating the 

data” in its context (Jensen & Laurie, 2016). So, for example, if you conducted an interview 

with a woman who recently gave birth to her first child in a maternity hospital in order to 

understand perceptions of motherhood during the first hours (or days) of parenting, you 

would need to take account of the location in which the interview was conducted, that is, 

within the walls of the hospital where the participant was cared for by staff. If the new mother 

reported that she felt “happy” and “content”, one should ask whether this statement was 

influenced by the environment in which it was made, such as the possible presence of staff, 

relatives, or other people in physical proximity to her. First time mothers may have felt pres-

sure to give certain answers, felt “guilty” about sharing negative experiences/emotions while 

in this setting, or may have felt none of these things and have just given frank responses.  

Another key aspect of the context is the researcher’s subjectivity and its influence on re-

sults. The identity and outward behaviour of the researcher can affect the data generated in 

important ways. For example, participants may respond differently based on whether the in-

terviewer is a man or a woman, dressed formally or casually, and whether they feel s/he em-

pathizes with their concerns or is an indifferent outsider (Jensen & Laurie, 2016). In our pre-

vious example, first time mothers are likely to feel uncomfortable discussing certain things 

with a male interviewer. So, in such a case, this should be openly discussed and taken into 

account in the analysis and writing up phase of the study. 

Last but not least, researchers should make explicit the theoretical and philosophical lens 

through which they examine a given social phenomenon. We should realise that qualitative 

data never speak for themselves. As Clark and Braun (2016, p. 85) graphically note, “the notion 

that themes just emerge from data like bubbles rising to the surface of a pot of boiling water 

is too good to be true”. Themes develop as researchers actively engage with the data, creating 

(rather than uncovering) a story about the phenomenon being examined. Unlike quantitative 

studies, the researcher’s distinctive perspective always affects findings in unique ways ren-

dering the criterion of reproducibility irrelevant when evaluating qualitative research (Punch, 

2005). 

 

11.3. Thematic analysis 
Thematic analysis is a flexible method that can be used to address most types of research 

question, from studying what participants think about a phenomenon to exploring what they 

do in relation to it and why they do it. It can also be applied to different types of data (such as 

interviews, documents, photographs, or other visual material) and to datasets of different 

sizes (from only one participant to as many as 50 or more). Thematic analysis is also theoreti-

cally flexible and can be applied within any ontological, epistemological, or theoretical frame-

work, from positivism and post-positivism to critical theory and social constructionism. Unlike 

other methods, thematic analysis has not been developed by a specific person or group of 

researchers and is often used interchangeably with term “content analysis” (Clarke & Braun, 

2016). Its flexible character is probably the reason why it has become so popular among social 

researchers.  

Below, we outline a structured, sequential approach to thematic analysis that includes six 
main phases/steps: (a) data transcription, (b) data familiarisation, (c) coding, (d) developing 
themes, (e) reviewing themes, and (f) writing up (Tsiolis, 2018). In practice, this process may 
be more recursive than linear, involving some going back and forth between phases. To better 
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illustrate specific aspects of this process, we use examples from a case study conducted by 
Giannakaki and Batziakas (2016) in a vocational school of Greece which aimed to explore 
teachers‘ deeper assumptions about education (its place in society, the role of teachers, the 
role of students, the nature of learning, what “knowledge” means to them) and how these 
affect morale, engagement, and interpersonal relationships in the school context. Even 
though the study used multiple methods of data generation - including a questionnaire survey, 
interviews with teachers, observations of school life, photographs, and school document anal-
ysis – the examples we use are all drawn from a small set of three transcribed teacher inter-
views.   

According to Clarke and Braun (2016), thematic analysis can be used to either capture the 

surface meanings of data (what participants explicitly say) or to examine the latent meanings 

hidden underneath what is actually said or reported. In their study, Giannakaki and Batziakas 

(2016) adopted the second approach, seeking to decipher teachers’ deep-seated assumptions 

about education which may not have been obvious even to teachers themselves. Data analysis 

was conducted from a social constructionist perspective that treats reality not as independent 

of the observer, but as dependent on how people come to know, and actually, construct it 

(Coyle, 2016).   

 

11.3.1. Data transcription 
Transcription is the process of producing a text-based version of an original audio or video 

recording. It involves writing down every word of a recorded interview, focus group, or other 

social interaction, including nonverbal cues such as laughs, pauses, nuances of the voice, and 

(in the case of videos) body postures, gestures, facial expressions and so on. Transcription is 

an important step in preparing the data for analysis. Ideally, a researcher would carry out a 

complete, verbatim transcription that captures the entire length of a recording. Yet, such de-

tailed transcripts require considerable time and effort to complete and are often unrealistic. 

At times, it may be wiser to transcribe those parts of a recording that are directly related to a 

specific study, leaving out nonessential or irrelevant segments, such as introductions, partici-

pants’ background information, project descriptions, or lengthy anecdotal information that 

respondents might provide and which are not relevant to the topic of the study (Jensen & 

Laurie, 2016). The following example illustrates the differences between a verbatim (exact) 

transcription and an edited (reduced) version of it. 

Verbatim transcription:  

Interview Title - 7 October 2010 
I: First, I’d like to thank you for agreeing to take part in this interview 00:00:01-7  
T: No problem at all Chris. I am talking to you, you know… [2 second pause] … my appreciation for you, you 
know it. 00:00:04-7  
I: So, let’s start with something relatively simple. Where did you first work, where was your first teaching 
job? 00:00:06-8  
T: In a vocational school and in particular in Makrihori [name of village]. My first teaching job was there.  
00:00:15-7  
I: Right. Was there anything special in that school, anything about your experience there, that perhaps 
influenced you as a professional more generally? 00:00:23-0  
T: It was a very good school, a provincial school, hence there was very good chemistry between col-
leagues, yeah, um, there was a positive mindset, a desire to do things… [2 second pause] … and we had a 
management that I would say, um, was very good. From then on, all colleagues were willing to offer. And I 
think this was largely due to management. That is, the management listened to and was caring to all col-
leagues. At the time, I drove 160 Km to go to school and 160 Km to return home, right? And it felt so easy. 
I mean, if he [the principal] asked you for anything, you did it with great pleasure. This had an impact on 
children as well. 

Edited transcription: 

http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΜΑΓΚΟΥΡΙΤΣΑΣ.MP3time=1700
http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΜΑΓΚΟΥΡΙΤΣΑΣ.MP3time=4700
http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΑΡΙΔΗΣ.MP3time=6800
http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΑΡΙΔΗΣ.MP3time=15700
http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΑΡΙΔΗΣ.MP3time=23000
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Interview Title - 7 October 2010 
I:  Where was your first teaching job? 00:00:06-8 
T: In a vocational school in Makrihori [name of village].  00:00:15-7  
I: Was there anything special in that school that influenced you as a professional? 00:00:23-0  
T: It was a very good school, a provincial school, hence there was very good chemistry between col-
leagues. There was a positive mindset, a desire to do things, and we had a management that was very 
good. From then on, all colleagues were willing to offer. And I think this was largely due to management. 
That is, the management listened, and was caring, to all colleagues. At the time, I drove 160 Km to go to 
school and 160 Km to return home. And it felt so easy. I mean, if he [the principal] asked you for anything, 
you did it with great pleasure. This had an impact on children as well. 

You probably observed that, in the edited version of the transcription, all grammatical and 

syntax errors have also been eliminated, rendering the text easier to read and comprehend. 

Yet this practice could significantly impoverish the quality of a transcript because it removes 

elements that could shed light on important aspects of a phenomenon. For example, the dif-

ficulty with which someone articulates their thoughts could partly explain why they struggle 

in communications with colleagues or, in the case of teachers, in communications with stu-

dents. 

It is advisable that researchers transcribe all recordings themselves, as this helps familiarise 

well with the data. However, one may also use dictation software to save considerable time. 

Google docs voice typing is free and works well. Dragon Naturally Speaking is better, but 

comes with a cost. There is also software for slowing down an audio recording, such as Tran-

scribe or other free alternatives. For more information on transcription and related digital 

tools, see Paulus et al. (2014). 

 

11.3.2. Data familiarisation 
Once data has been transcribed, the next step is to begin reading and re-reading the tran-

scripts to gain a good grasp of what participants are saying (Jensen & Laurie, 2016). If someone 

else (other than the researcher) has done all the transcribing, it is important to also listen to 

any original audios (or view any original video data) so that the researcher develops a thor-

ough understanding of his/her dataset by capturing even the subtlest nuances of the voice or 

slightest body movements that may not have been captured in the text. 

During data familiarisation, the researcher primarily looks at the semantic (obvious) mean-

ings of what participants say. However, s/he is also expected to start engaging with the data 

more interpretatively by noting down any latent meanings that may be discerned (i.e. what 

specific words or phrases could mean beyond their obvious content). It is important, in this 

initial phase of data familiarisation, to make casual notes of interesting/relevant points and to 

write down some personal thoughts and reflections on them (memos). For example, a re-

searcher may underline an interesting phrase, circle a keyword commonly used by partici-

pants, tentatively explain what such keyword could imply, identify a preliminary (unrefined) 

category of data which could later be developed into a code or theme, and so on. What needs 

to be kept in mind is that this phase is much more unstructured and unsystematic in character 

compared with the next one which refers to the systematic coding of the data (Naeem et al., 

2023; Clarke & Braun, 2016).  

 

11.3.3. Coding  
Once data familiarisation is complete, the researcher can start coding the data (audio or 

video transcriptions) in a systematic way. Coding involves (a) identifying words, phrases, or 

other segments of data in the transcripts which offer potential answers to the research ques-

tions and (b) assigning labels to them that summarise their meaning. These labels (tags) are 

http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΑΡΙΔΗΣ.MP3time=6800
http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΑΡΙΔΗΣ.MP3time=15700
http://localhost:2300/file=C:/Users/ΜΠΑΤΖΙΑΚΑΣ%20ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/Documents/ΓΙΩΡΓΟΣ/ΜΕΤΑΠΤΥΧΙΑΚΟ/ΔΙΠΛΩΜΑΤΙΚΗ/ΔΕΔΟΜΕΝΑ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ-ΙΣΤΟΡΙΕΣ/ΣΥΝΕΝΤΕΥΞΕΙΣ%20ΚΟΥΛΤΟΥΡΑ/ΑΡΙΔΗΣ.MP3time=23000
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known as “codes”. Codes do not just capture the surface meanings of the data; they encapsu-

late the researcher’s interpretations of it as well. A good code should delineate a full meaning 

even without the data. In other words, one should be able to follow the story “told” by the 

data by just looking at the codes (Tsiolis, 2018; Clarke & Braun, 2016).  

As one proceeds with coding, they will need to decide whether to use an existing code (or 

create a new one) every time something of interest is discerned in the data. Eventually, most 

data in the transcripts should have a code attached to them, except for those clearly irrelevant 

to the topic or research questions. Once the first round of coding is complete, the researcher 

may go through the data once again for a second round to ensure that relevant data has not 

been missed and that coding has been done thoroughly and consistently. In this second round, 

some codes may prove redundant and abandoned altogether, others will look too similar and 

will be merged, whilst some may be renamed to better express the meanings they seek to 

represent (Tsiolis, 2018; Clarke & Braun, 2016).  

Table 10.1 presents an example of coding from Giannakaki and Batziakas’ (2016) study. To 

illustrate the process, we provide four verbatim (teacher) responses to the interview question: 

“How do you think a school should deal with students with difficult behaviour?” When we look 

at the responses, we easily notice that three of the (four) interviewees referred to the need 

of having a specialist in school as the first most important step for solving the problem. Inter-

viewees 1 and 3 suggested a psychologist while interviewee 2 referred to a specialist with a 

combined expertise in psychology, sociology, and pedagogy. Two codes were thus developed 

- i.e. “need for a psychology expert” and “need for an expert” - the latter seeking to capture 

the broader field of expertise (beyond just psychology) mentioned by participant 2. During the 

second round of coding, these two codes appeared too similar to be kept separate and were 

aggregated to create one comprehensive code named “need for an expert authority”. This 

new label also included the word “authority” to reflect the great power experts can accumu-

late in contemporary society; such (essentially political) power enables them to channel peo-

ple’s actions in multiple domains, reducing the spaces in which laypeople can have a say, and 

thus, posing a threat to democracy (hegemony of experts).  

 

TABLE 11.1: Coding example from the teachers’ educational beliefs study (1st round). 
EXTRACT CODE 

Question: How do you think a school should deal with students 
with difficult behaviour? 

 

Interviewee 1: It is clearly a matter of having a psychologist in 
schools. We may all have some knowledge, we may all have chil-
dren, we may all have some x or y information, but I think these 
cases are peculiar enough to need their own specialist. That is, I be-
lieve, as an educator, when I have such a problem, I must first dis-
cuss it with the psychologist. And from there on, some procedure 
should be followed that s/he [the psychologist] will indicate and this 
should be done in collaboration with the teacher, the psychologist, 
the school principal, and only after that comes the punishment, af-
ter that comes the teachers’ association, after that comes every-
thing else. 

Need for a psychology expert. 
Experts know better. 
 
Problem lies in pupils who are “special cases” (deviant). 
Teachers need expert guidance (to deal with these pupils). 
 
Reformative procedure prescribed by the expert (remedy). 
 
Such procedure needs to be agreed upon with the school. 
Punishment as a ‘last resort’ solution. 

Interviewee 2: It [the school] should have a partnership with a spe-
cialist on matters of psychology, sociology, pedagogy. Someone 
should deal with all those schools that have children with special 
problems so that these children can have psychological, pedagogi-
cal, reinforcing support. So that they change their behaviour. The 
teachers alone, some may achieve something at an individual level 
only, but usually we cannot have results if there is nothing organ-
ised, nothing methodical. 

Need for an expert. 
Broader field of expertise (complex problem).  
Problem lies in pupils who are “special cases” (deviant). 
Pupils need expert support.  
It is the individual pupil who must change.   
Teachers cannot solve the problem alone.    
(Need to follow) reformative procedure prescribed by the 
expert. 

Interviewee 3: First of all, there must be a psychologist. Um…now, Need for a psychology expert. 
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of course, since this is impossible, at least temporarily the children 
need a lot of discussion. One needs to also discuss with the guardi-
ans, to use the most essential term, um, because I believe that deep 
down all children can. That is, difficult behavior is the result of cer-
tain factors, certain causes, and if these causes are detected and 
treated through discussion always, um, then we can avoid some dif-
ficult situations. 

Currently unrealistic to appoint psychologists in schools. 
Need for temporary solution (to soften the problem). 
(Teachers) need to discuss with pupils and guardians. 
“All children can” (belief in children). 
Problem lies in (social) factors beyond the child as a person. 
Child is seen as partner in exploring the causes of problem. 
Healing comes from self-understanding of causes. 

Interviewee 4: Look. The school should basically integrate them. 
And it must give them stimuli so that they find interest, find inter-
ests. Why? If the school abandons them, these students will come 
out useless. They will get a piece of paper that won't correspond to 
anything and they won't be able to get a job...Education must al-
ways, every time be ahead of the market.... to be up-to-date with 
the latest scientific developments... Well, that's how a society pro-
gresses. In other words, it must start from education because this is 
where the knowledge produced from higher up is channeled... 
There is considerable lack of know-how here. So a technical high 
school student should at least know how to assess if whatever 
[building] he sees is solid, if it is statically correct. Here we don't 
know how to assess if a building has adequate thermal insulation... 
Here there is a lack of know-how which, of course, also extends to 
the technoeconomic level. When we produce, we build a project, it 
may be technically very good but financially disadvantageous... In 
other words, what will this road serve me, let's say the highway, 
when it is built by a foreigner with foreign funds, and I will have to 
keep paying him for 500 years. I will become a slave of my own 
techno-ignorance… 

Problem lies in the school itself (structural factors). 
Need to make schools more interesting to pupils. 
 
If uninteresting, pupils become useless/unable to work. 
 
The solution lies in having forward-thinking (pioneering) 
schools. 
 
 
Schools have inadequate know-how. 
 
 
Pupils are poorly prepared to practice their craft.  
 
 
 
Know-how and expertness = essential qualities for auton-
omy and liberation.  

 
Working further with our example data, we notice that the first interviewee referred to 

pupils with difficult behaviour as “cases that are peculiar enough”, while the second one re-

ferred to them as “children with special problems”. These two phrases were initially coded as 

“problem lies in pupils who are ‘special cases’ (deviant)” yet, during the second round, this 

code was renamed as “problem lies in the individual child (inherent factors)” in order to 

better juxtapose it with the contrasting codes “problem lies in social factors” and “problem 

lies in the school itself” which offered very different explanations of difficult behaviour.  

 
TABLE 11.2: Coding example from the teachers’ educational beliefs study (2nd round). 

EXTRACT CODE 

Question: How do you think a school should deal with students 
with difficult behaviour? 

 

Interviewee 1: It is clearly a matter of having a psychologist in 
schools. We may all have some knowledge, we may all have chil-
dren, we may all have some x or y information, but I think these 
cases are peculiar enough to need their own specialist. That is, I be-
lieve, as an educator, when I have such a problem, I must first dis-
cuss it with the psychologist. And from there on, some procedure 
should be followed that s/he [the psychologist] will indicate and this 
should be done in collaboration with the teacher, the psychologist, 
the school principal, and only after that comes the punishment, af-
ter that comes the teachers’ association, after that comes every-
thing else. 

Need for an expert authority. (1) 
 
 
Problem lies in the individual child (inherent factors). (2) 
 
Need for expert guidance/support. (3) 
Reformative procedure prescribed by the expert (remedy). 
(4) 
 

Interviewee 2: It [the school] should have a partnership with an ex-
pert on matters of psychology, sociology, pedagogy. Someone 
should deal with all those schools that have children with special 
problems so that these children can have psychological, pedagogi-
cal, reinforcing support. So that they change their behaviour. The 
teachers alone, some may achieve something at an individual level 
only, but usually we cannot have results if there is nothing organ-
ised, nothing methodical. 

Need for an expert authority. (1) 
  
Problem lies in the individual child. (2) 
Need for expert guidance/support. (3) 
The problem lies in the individual child. (2)   
Need for expert guidance/support. (3)    
Reformative procedure prescribed by the expert (remedy). 
(4) 
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Interviewee 3: First of all, there must be a psychologist. Um…now, 
of course, since this is impossible, at least temporarily the children 
need a lot of discussion. One needs to also discuss with the guardi-
ans, to use the most essential term, um, because I believe that deep 
down all children can. That is, difficult behavior is the result of cer-
tain factors, certain causes, and if these causes are detected and 
treated through discussion always, um, then we can avoid some dif-
ficult situations. 

Need for an expert authority. (1) 
 
Child seen as partner in exploring & solving the problem. (5) 
 
“All children can.” (6) 
Problem lies in social factors (not the child). (7) 
Child seen as partner in exploring & solving the problem. (5) 
Healing comes from self-understanding. (8) 

Interviewee 4: Look. The school should basically integrate them. 
And it must give them stimuli so that they find interest, find inter-
ests. Why? If the school abandons them, these students will come 
out useless. They will get a piece of paper that won't correspond to 
anything and they won't be able to get a job...Education must al-
ways, every time be ahead of the market.... to be up-to-date with 
the latest scientific developments... Well, that's how a society pro-
gresses. In other words, it must start from education because this is 
where the knowledge produced from higher up is channeled... 
There is considerable lack of know-how here. So a technical high 
school student should at least know how to assess if whatever 
[building] he sees is solid, if it is statically correct. Here we don't 
know how to assess if a building has adequate thermal insulation... 
Here there is a lack of know-how which, of course, also extends to 
the technoeconomic level. When we produce, we build a project, it 
may be technically very good but financially disadvantageous... In 
other words, what will this road serve me, let's say the highway, 
when it is built by a foreigner with foreign funds, and I will have to 
keep paying him for 500 years. I will become a slave of my own 
techno-ignorance… 

Problem lies in the school itself (structural factor). (9) 
Schools are uninteresting. (10) 
 
Pupils become useless/unable to work. (11) 
 
The solution lies in having forward-thinking (pioneering) 
schools. (12) 
 
 
Schools lack know-how. (13) 
 
 
Pupils become useless/unable to work. (11) 
 
 
 
Know-how and expertness = essential qualities for auton-
omy and liberation. (14) 

 

Overall, 14 different codes were developed following the second round of coding (see Ta-

ble 10.2): 

1. Need for an expert authority. 
2. Problem lies in the individual child (inherent factors). 
3. Need for expert guidance/support. 
4. Reformative procedure prescribed by the expert (remedy). 
5. Child seen as partner in exploring & solving the problem. 
6. “All children can.” 
7. Problem lies in social factors (not the child). 
8. Healing comes from self-understanding. 
9. Problem lies in the school itself (structural factor). 
10. Schools are uninteresting. 
11. Pupils become useless/unable to work. 
12. The solution lies in having forward-thinking (pioneering) schools. 
13. Schools lack know-how. 
14. Know-how and expertness = essential qualities for autonomy and liberation. 

 
Some of these codes could be further combined (e.g. codes 1 and 3, or codes 10 and 13) 

as they correspond to very similar concepts. As the analysis progresses, it is possible that one’s 

understanding of specific codes will shift. It is therefore important to develop a clear definition 

of each code. This will greatly facilitate the process of adapting the coding scheme if needed 

(Jensen & Laurie, 2016). An example of a code definition is given below.  

 

Definition of the code “Need for an expert authority” 

This code captures the importance attached nowadays to specialists in varied “scientific” fields. Spe-
cialists have become indispensable in a broad range of contexts, including the school. They are often 
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treated as “experts” who are able to offer informed, effective, and “objective” solutions to almost any 
problem in their field of specialisation. Such idealised expertise has created a situation whereby lay-
people and other professionals are greatly dependent upon them to lead a satisfactory personal 
and/or work life. Such expert power acquires political character as people who blindly trust those 
“experts” can easily become victims of manipulation by them (hegemony of experts). 

 

11.3.4. Developing themes 
Once coding is complete, a researcher needs to start developing themes. Themes repre-

sent a higher level of abstraction, and entail a greater degree of interpretation, than codes. 

While codes relate to a specific aspect of the data, a theme reflects a more general pattern of 

meaning that cuts across codes. In practical terms, this means that the researcher must group 

together different codes relating to the same issue, idea, or concept in order to produce a 

theme that is centrally relevant to the research questions (even though, sometimes, a code 

that is rich in meaning may become a theme in itself). Each theme must be assigned a name 

that conveys its core (essential) content, while it also needs to be clearly defined (just like a 

code) (Clarke & Braun, 2016; Isari & Pourkos, 2015). 

An overarching theme emerging from our coding example above could be named “school-

ing is NOT questioned”. This theme essentially brings together all codes from 1 to 85 and rep-

resents a dominant teacher subculture who explains difficult pupil behaviour (and apparently 

other problems faced within schools, such as poor learning outcomes) on the basis of factors 

lying outside the school, such as the qualities of individual children or the social circumstances 

in which they live. 

 
11.3.5. Reviewing themes 

Once themes are fully developed, the researcher needs to ensure that they adequately 

represent the content of the dataset and tell a coherent “story” that answers the research 

questions. Each theme must be checked against all coded data relevant to that theme to en-

sure there is a good fit between the two. Compiling all the data extracts associated with all 

the codes that are relevant to a specific theme helps to do this (Clarke & Braun, 2016; Jensen 

& Laurie, 2016). 

A researcher must also examine and highlight how individual themes are related and con-

nected to one another. A useful way of doing this is through creating a thematic map (Clarke 

& Braun, 2016). Figures 10.1 and 10.2 are examples of two thematic maps from the Giannakaki 

and Batziakas’ (2016) study. The two figures depict two contrasting teacher subcultures 

(worldviews) that exist in the same school. The first subculture (Figure 10.1) does not question 

the school as an institution (theme 1). Any problems of adjustment or compliance to school 

norms are attributed to factors beyond the school itself, such as the qualities of individual 

children (subtheme 3a) or the social circumstances in which they live (subtheme 3b). Over-

coming these problems necessitates carefully designed interventions that treat the school as 

given, i.e. a taken-for-granted (universally accepted) institution in which children learn. Such 

interventions aim at correcting either the child itself or (the damaging impact of) the social 

environment in which s/he lives, without any meaningful changes to the school itself (theme 

2). Such “rationalistic solutions” are developed by powerful experts, and then, imposed on 

 

5It must be noted that, in reality, this overarching theme encompasses a much wider range of codes 

(that cut across the entire dataset) than just those presented in our example.     
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children either with or without consultation with them (themes 2b and 2a, respectively). Over-

all, this subculture of teachers sees as solution to the problem the “remoulding” of pupils 

(giving them a new “shape”) to make them match official school norms and expectations 

(theme 4). This subculture represented the majority of teachers in that school, and in our 

example, three of the four interviewees. 

 
Figure 11.1: Thematic map A 

 
 

In stark contrast to the first (dominant) subculture, the second subculture of teachers (Fig-

ure 10.2) starts by questioning the nature and usefulness of the school itself (theme 5). Any 

problems of adjustment or compliance to school norms are attributed to the school as an 

institution - i.e. its internal structures, including the contents, methods, and desired outcomes 

of teaching and learning (theme 6). It is noteworthy that these teachers do not talk about any 

specific children who constitute “peculiar” or “special” cases. These teachers believe that 

problems of pupil maladjustment to school norms or expectations could be overcome if the 
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school itself changed fundamentally (theme 7). Although not apparent in our (rather limited) 

example, many interview extracts from this teacher subculture referred not just to the need 

of updating the curriculum to become more in line with the latest scientific and technological 

developments, but also talked about a new way of teaching based on co-creating the curricu-

lum in collaboration with pupils - i.e. seeing pupils as useful partners in a mutual learning 

process (instead of individuals who need treatment to be “amended”). For this subculture, 

the desired outcome of schooling is not to “help” pupils adjust to existing structures but to let 

them grow into spiritually wise and autonomous citizens, liberated from external oppressive 

forces (theme 8). This subculture represented only a minority of teachers in that school, and 

in our example, just one of the four interviewees. 
 

Figure 11.2: Thematic map B 

 

 

11.3.5. Writing up  
In writing up the results of a thematic analysis, one should begin with presenting the core 

themes identified, and then, use relevant data extracts to illustrate the core concepts or ideas 

underlying these themes. It is also important to contextualise the analysis in relation to exist-

ing theory and research. To achieve this, one does not only need to include a literature review 

section in the final report, but, in the analysis and/or discussion sections, the researcher must 
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also re-engage with the relevant literature to highlight points of agreement or contradictions 

and to offer some possible explanations (Clarke & Braun, 2016). 

 

11.4. Visual analysis 
Visual analysis involves the analysis of data which take the form of images, such as draw-

ings or photographs (Adler & Clark, 2014). Just like textual data, images can be analysed using 

a variety of different methods. In this section, we present an example of thematic analysis as 

applied to the drawings of children aged 7 to 11 years. The example is based on a study con-

ducted by Giannakaki et al. (2018) in the island of Ireland (between 2015 and 2017) which 

explored whether primary school pupils had a meaningful voice in their schools (i.e. if, and 

how, they participated in school decisions) and how such participation related to the domi-

nant culture in their schools, namely teachers’ beliefs about education and learning.  

Among other things, participating pupils were asked to draw pictures of how a “good 

teacher” and a “good pupil” looked like. Three of these drawings are presented below. Figures 

1 and 2 depict a “good teacher”, while Figure 3 depicts a “good pupil”. Following the basic 

steps of thematic analysis, researchers first familiarised themselves with the drawings, and 

then, a number of codes were identified. These included: 

• A focus on the individual (rather than his/her interactions with others). Both teachers 

and pupils were depicted as disconnected from others. Instances of social interaction 

were scarce.  

• The centrality of schoolwork and homework in pupils’ conceptualisations of a “good” 

teacher or pupil. 

• Orders flowing from teachers to pupils who follow them happily. This was reflected: 

(a) in the text that made part of the drawings, (b) the big size of teachers (relative to 

pupils), and (c) the central location that teachers had in those drawings.  

• Being “happy” and agreeable, i.e. in agreement and in harmony with others.  

 



                                                                                                 

128 

 

 

Initial codes were further examined to discern broader patterns of meanings that could be 

categorised into a theme. A central theme identified was ‘the school as a benign autocracy’. 

Schools were depicted as institutions which unilaterally imposed certain rules and regulations 

on their attendees that were considered beneficial and useful. In other words, schools were 

wrapped with the cloak of ‘benevolence’ which concealed their oppressive character. They 

were also injected with ‘fun’ activities offering to pupils a window of joy in their (otherwise 

dull) school routines (Giannakaki et al. 2018). 

 

11.5. Grounded theory analysis 
Grounded theory analysis involves identifying what is central in the data and generating 

theory that explains it. It entails three main steps: open coding, axial coding, and selective 

coding. Open coding aims to identify meaningful units of text (words, phrases, sentences, or 

larger sections) and generate from these data abstract conceptual categories that can be used 

to build theory in later stages of the analysis. These conceptual categories are known as “sub-

stantive codes” and are more abstract than the pieces of data they describe. Axial coding 

involves finding interconnections between the substantive codes generated during the open 

coding stage. The word “axial” denotes the idea of putting an axis through the data that con-

nects the categories identified in open coding. These axial codes are also referred to as “the-

oretical codes”. Finally, selective coding entails finding (or selecting) one higher-order, more 

abstract, code (the core category) that integrates and pulls together all substantive and axial 

codes generated so far and gives shape to a coherent (overarching) theory that describes and 

explains them. It is important that this core category is validated (i.e. seen as central) by the 

participants whose behaviour is being studied (Payne, 2016; Charmaz, 2006; Punch, 2005; 

Glasser & Strauss, 1967). The three coding stages described above are graphically depicted in 

Figure 10.3.  
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Figure 10.3. The three stages of open, axial, and selective coding (adapted from 

https://delvetool.com/blog/ccm). 

 
 

What makes grounded theory distinct from other methods of analysis is its insistence, from 

the very beginning, on developing abstract conceptual categories to account for the empirical 

data being analysed. Coding in grounded theory is not concerned with description, interpre-

tation, or developing themes, but on abstracting and building a coherent theory. The direction 

is from the data to a higher level of abstraction. Only concepts generated from the data are 

used to ensure that the emerging theory is grounded in these data. The analyst starts with no 

preconceived conceptual ideas and no a priori coding schemes are applied to the data (Punch, 

2005).  

A central activity in open coding is making constant comparisons. Different segments of 

data are constantly compared with each other to help generate abstract conceptual catego-

ries (substantive codes). As coding proceeds, new segments of data are identified which are 

compared with previous categories to find similarities and/or differences. This may result in 

changing and relabelling initial categories, as well as revisiting previously coded transcripts to 

account for the new insights. Apart from making constant comparisons, open coding is also 

guided by constantly asking certain questions that help raise the data to a conceptually higher 

(more abstract) level. Examples of such questions are “what does this piece of data stand for, 

or represent?” or “what is this piece of data an example of?” (Punch, 2005, p. 207) 

https://delvetool.com/blog/ccm
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Once a theory has emerged that explains the data, the researcher needs to apply this the-

ory to further new data to test its validity. This involves theoretical sampling, namely selecting 

new participants who can help shed further light on the research problem and test whether 

the developing theory is useful and transferable to a broad range of cases. In this stage, it is 

important to find participants who are different in some ways from those already studied. For 

example, a researcher may approach participants of a different gender, age group, socioeco-

nomic background, profession, personality, lived experience, and so on. What is being sought 

at this stage are both confirming and disconfirming new participants so that the researcher 

can test the limits of his/her theory. This theory testing must continue until saturation is 

achieved. Saturation means that the theory can fully explain all variations in the data and that 

no further data can be generated that necessitates new revisions or adaptations of the theory 

(Hawker & Kerr, 2016).  

   

11.6. Concluding remarks 
This chapter presented three commonly used methods of qualitative data analysis: the-

matic (text) analysis, visual analysis, and grounded theory analysis. These methods have im-

portant similarities, including a sequence of progressive coding stages that start with the iden-

tification of preliminary categories of meaning within a set of data (initial codes) and finish 

with the generation of more abstract concepts or theories that adequately explain the phe-

nomenon being studied (higher-order codes). The data may be textual, visual, or even relating 

to other human senses. It is important that the researcher adopts a reflexive stance when 

undertaking qualitative data analysis, which means that s/he must examine his/her own as-

sumptions and values and how these influence the analysis process and outcomes. One main 

difference between thematic analysis and grounded theory analysis is that the former does 

not necessarily aim at generating one overarching theory that explains all variations in the 

data; it usually attains lower levels of abstraction and interpretation. Moreover, it is not unu-

sual in thematic analysis to apply preexisting coding schemes to the data which are drawn 

from an initial review of the literature. Contrary to that, grounded theory analysis starts with 

no preconceived ideas in mind and, from the very beginning, focuses on creating an overarch-

ing theory grounded in the data which can be tested through generating further data by newly 

sampled participants until theoretical saturation is achieved. In grounded theory analysis, the 

review of the literature is only conducted when data analysis is complete.   

 

11.7. Self-assessment exercises 
1. Choose an online version of a national newspaper to collate a dataset of between 

five and 10 articles on a topic of your choice. For example, use the search terms “pub-

lic” or “state university” to focus on the coverage of issues related to public tertiary 

education in your country. Try coding these articles using the research question “How 

do the media represent state universities, and the issues they face, in your country?”. 

In doing so, apply the principles of thematic analysis discussed in this chapter.  

2. In Appendix A, you will find part of an interview transcript from a study that looked 

into how teachers understand and practise children’s voice in primary schools in a 

European country. Apply open coding to the data, keeping in mind the research ques-

tion “How do teachers understand and practise children’s voice in their schools?” The 

more data you can work with, the better. You may be able to engage in constant com-

parison as you generate categories. It is difficult to undertake meaningful axial coding 
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when working with only a small extract from the data. Nonetheless, see if you can find 

any links between the categories that you develop. Invite other students from your 

course to code the same dataset and compare the codes you have produced. What 

are the differences and similarities? Try to explain any differences identified between 

your codes and those of fellow students.  
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APPENDIX A: Interview transcript 
Participants: Interviewer (I), Teacher (T) 

(Any names used in the transcript are pseudonyms) 

I What do you believe are the most important lessons and/or topics for pupils to learn in 
school? 

T I guess it depends on the class age. I originally started in senior infants and then I was 5th and 
6th class and now I’m back down to 2nd. I suppose on the junior end, I would place a huge em-
phasis on the children learning to read and write and then socially. I put a lot of emphasis on 
reading and writing and then also separate to that, actual socialisation and actually learning to 
play with their friends and muddle through and figure out how to deal with conflicts, how to 
deal with people they don’t get on with and all that type of thing. The older classes,  it would 
be… It wouldn’t obviously be the reading and writing, it would be more… It’s a much harder 
one to say but life lessons as well, I’d say getting them ready for secondary school, but, life les-
sons and then… I don’t know. I can’t even think now. 

I I think you’ve covered a lot there already. Now, in your opinion, what are the qualities of a 
good student? 

T Um, a good student would be willing to listen, having a thirst and a hunger to learn and then 
can actually take on board what you’re trying to teach them, or trying to do with them. Um, 
and cooperation would be a huge part of it.  

I OK, again in your opinion, what does a good relationship between teachers and students look 
like? 

T Mutual respect, definitely. You have to actually want… you can’t just be sitting there dictating, 
this is what you do, this is what you do, this is what you do. You have to actually be listening to 
them and they have to listen to you, take on board what they want to do as well as trying to 
deal with the curriculum and getting… There are certain things that you have to get done, so 
dealing with them at the same time.  

I OK. Where do you feel you have the most influence in your school? 
T I think we’re fairly open staff in terms of, you know, when there are things to be made, deci-

sions to be made, Louise (our Principal) would be fairly open, talking to us all and asking our 
opinion, so I would like to think I can at least get my point across and what I think would be 
relevant from my experience in the school and from my… the classes I’ve taught and what 
would be relevant to them. 

I OK, where do you feel you have the least amount of influence? 
T Um, in other classes. So, definitely whatever class you’re in, that’s yours and you have the 

overall responsibility of them. Yes, other teachers might ask you for your opinion or guidance, 
but you certainly wouldn’t overstep the mark and say this is what you should be doing or 
you’ve done that wrong. I wouldn’t want someone tell me what to do if I hadn’t asked for it. 

I Yep, ok. So, how are important decisions made in your school, for example, who is involved? 
T It kind of really would depend on what it is, but a lot of the time might, if it’s something com-

ing from the board level, Louise would maybe discuss with us as a staff and we’d all kind of 
give our opinion. Sometimes it might be very simple that she would just need one or two peo-
ple to help her, or it could be something like, I’m trying to think off the top of my head… Like 
she wanted to know how much, or what we wanted to buy say for ICT, she might say well who 
has an interest in this, we’ll make a committee and then it will be up to them. So a lot of it 
would be kind of volunteering your time and your ideas and then decisions would be made 
from there.  

I OK. Um, what is the process of making those decisions? 
T Again, it would depend on the actual situation. But a lot of the time stuff would be brought up 

at the staff meeting level so at least we’re all there and we all hear it together. And then, from 
that, Louise might decide, well, it’s quite an obvious majority or ok, we need to kind of take a 
step back and work out who actually wants what. 
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I OK, grand. And can you think of maybe a recent example of maybe an important decision that 
was being made? Nothing specifically? 

T No… Well, we are in the process actually, just with the ICT, we are in the process of trying to 
decide what we want for the future of the school, whether it’s laptops, computers, ipads and 
all that.  

I Yes.  
T But, it hasn’t been decided. But, we’re all… We have to go away and think about what we 

want in terms of our classes and the areas that we’re in and then we’ll come back and talk to 
Louise and then we’ll make a decision as a school from there. 

I OK, great. Ok, then, um, let me see. So, do you feel that your voice and specifically you I mean 
by this is valued in important decisions made by the school? 

T It would depend… Yes, but it would depend on the thing that it is, the decision making that it 
is. Because sometimes just my voice isn’t relevant, more so than it’s just not listened to, but 
that it is relevant for certain things. 

I OK, I see what you mean, ok, grand. Do you feel that teachers’ voices are valued equally in this 
school? 

T Yes and no. It would depend on what it is. Sometimes it is just literally the senior management 
in the school decides things, and sometimes it might just be the relevant class teachers or it 
might just be the permanent members of staff, in which case the temporary members of staff 
might feel a bit peeved that they weren’t involved. Or, if it’s something that needs to be de-
cided right away, it could just be whoever is standing closest to the principal. So, it depends. 

I Right, OK. And would you say that there are teachers who are more likely to be heard and 
some who are… 

T Definitely. 
I And is that depends on experience or seniority or is it just personality, attitude or what? 
T Generally seniority and post holders, but sometimes personalities, but not very often. 
I OK, alright, and similar questions I suppose – are there people who are less likely to be heard 

or a kind of teacher who is less likely to be heard? 
T Yes, because a lot of those teachers just wouldn’t be very forthcoming or don’t want to get in-

volved. 
I OK, so it’s more down to personality? 
T Ya. 
I OK. Overall, how would describe your relationship with your colleagues? 
T I’d like to think it’s very good and very respectful. Again, I think it’s very important that, you 

know there are days where we’re all in bad moods where just the look of someone annoys 
you, but generally speaking, I think we all get on very well. 

I OK. In what areas of school life are the opinions of children taken into account? 
T This is actually something that we as a staff were only recently talking about and saying we 

definitely need to get the children more involved. But, it’s quite a hard thing because some-
times the children don’t understand it enough, so we said that we’re going to try, I think with 
the student council, and try and ask them for ideas for a topic, a school wide topic like an 
overall theme… Other than that, it might just be that like my class has said something and 
they want to do it and I’ll bring it up at a staff level and it will be decided yes or no, and if 
other classes have been thinking the same.  

I Uh-huh. OK. How are the opinions of children obtained? 
T Probably generally just from the class teacher and some teachers would be better at it than 

others. Like, I’d say when I first started out, it would have never occurred to me to ask the kids 
what they wanted. But, as I’ve kind of been teaching longer and longer, it’s important to ask 
the kids what they would like to be studying, or looking at, or doing… What they want to be 
involved in. So, it kind of depends on the teacher really, whether… And it depends on the clas-
ses because in the younger classes, it’s very hard to get an actual answer from them because 
they’re, you know, within five minutes they could say six different things. But, I definitely think 
with the older kids, we should value their opinions way more and ask their opinions way 
more. 

I Ya, OK. In your class, what decisions are the students involved in? 
T Um, some topics, so some subjects I might say to them, well look, what would you like to do 

or how would you like to do this? Like they love doing projects so I would take that out of their 
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discretionary or computer time so they would be able to suggest a load of topics and together 
we would decide on them and they’d have decision making in terms of free time and the 
games they’d play and things like that, but a lot of the time it’s like ok we have to do this. No, 
we don’t have to do it right now, but it has to be done at some point. 

I Yes, OK. Um, would they have any influence on what they learn? 
T Yes, sometimes because sometimes when you are discussing one thing, something else comes 

up and you might say actually that’s a really good idea, let’s learn about that. But, it’s hard to 
pinpoint because it depends which way the conversation goes. 

I Right, ok. Do you think your school gives your students an appropriate amount input to stu-
dents on school decisions? I know you said it’s something that you’ve been talking about re-
cently so maybe if you’ve answered that already. 

T Ya, I think we probably could do a bit more. 
I OK, grand. And do you feel that students’ voices are valued equally in your school? 
T Um, probably not, but purely from like, you’re not going to necessarily like, this 5th and 6th 

class you might listen to quicker ahead of say the junior and senior infants. Purely on age and 
with junior and senior infants, ya they might say something today, but tomorrow it could be 
completely different. Whereas 6th class, they might have really been thinking about it and this 
is what they really want to do. 

I OK, grand. Do you think the students themselves feel valued in the school? 
T I would like to think so, but I’m not sure how you would kind of… Without actually asking 

them, I’m not sure how you would measure that… 
I So there’s nothing that you could say kind of jumps out at you to say, I know they feel valued 

because… 
T Well, I certainly think the majority of the kids would come in happy and the parents are happy 

so I kind of think that would show that they’re happy…  I don’t know that that would neces-
sarily show that they’re valued. But, I think you would certainly hear if they were very un-
happy.  

I Sure. Have the students asked to have input on any decisions that they currently have no influ-
ence on? 

T Not that I know of. Not in my class anyway. 
I OK, grand. We’re nearly finished now. Are there any areas of the school or your classroom, 

that you think students’ opinions should be taken into account, but currently are not? 
T Sorry, can you repeat that? 
I No problem, it’s a very long question. I’ll limit it first to your classroom. So, is there anything in 

relation to your classroom where currently students opinions are not taken into account, but 
you think perhaps they should be or could be? 

T I probably could ask them a bit more of what topics they would like to do or art activities or 
even PE games they would like to play. But, I’m often restricted by that purely because a lot of 
the time if I do, if I said to them what do you want to do in PE? The boys want to play football 
and the girls just want to do nothing. And then there ends up being rows. So, you’re trying to 
give them choice, but you’re also recognising that that’s not going to work. 

I OK, and maybe in the broader scheme of things, in terms of the school generally. Would you 
say there are any areas where they currently don’t have a say or influence that maybe that 
could be developed? 

T Um, [long pause] there probably is, but… 
I Nothing springs to mind. 
T Nothing springs to mind.  
I That’s ok. And this is the last question – in your opinion, which direction of these three choices 

that I’m going to give you, do you feel the power of children’s voice is going. So, number 1 – 
are they gaining more and more influence, 2 – losing influence or 3 – staying the same? 

T I think they’re gaining influence. 
I OK, OK. And what, how would you…What kind of evidence is there of that? 
T Just, I think, certainly from my point of view, I’m much more aware of involving the kids and 

not just being like I’m here to teach you, you learn. Like actually getting like, kids learn when 
they want to learn, so I think it’s better to get them more involved and more active in what 
they’re actually learning. 
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Chapter 12 - Secondary research data: types and sources (archived doc-
umentary data, statistical databases, etc.). Quantitative and qualitative 
content analysis (Maria Matsiola) 
 

Learning outcomes 
In the following chapter the use of secondary research data along with the types and 

sources, such as interviews, archived documentary data, statistical databases, audio and video 

material, academic books, census reports, etc. will be deployed. Secondary data is defined as 

datasets collected by other people than the investigator using them, in other words using data 

that already exist and not collecting new (Hillier, 2022; George, 2023). Furthermore, content 

analysis as an analysis form of quantitative and qualitative data will be shortly examined.  

Upon completion of the study of this chapter the students will be able to define what is 

secondary research and secondary research data. Likewise, they will be able to identify and 

comprehend the types and sources of secondary data, where they can be found and how they 

may be retrieved. Furthermore, they will be able to appreciate the ways in which secondary 

data can be used to help answer the research question(s) and achieve the scope of the re-

search, along with ways that will aid in their evaluation regarding the criteria for suitability, 

sufficiency, and quality.  

The students will be able to understand the advantages and disadvantages (strengths and 

limitations) of the use of secondary data and finally, the types of analysis that need to be 

performed will be made clear to them. 

Likewise, the students will understand the basic theory of content analysis as a research 

method. 

 

12.1. Introduction to Secondary Research Data 
Secondary research data, in contrast to primary research data which involves collecting 

new data directly from individuals or sources, is data that is collected by other people than 

the researcher(s) that use it in a current investigation (Bhat, 2023) and synthesizing that data 

and the acquired information from the various sources. However, there is a case where re-

searchers may re-use their own self-collected data to investigate new questions than those 

examined in the primary research or even to verify their previous findings (Heaton, 2008). It 

can be either qualitative or quantitative and may derive from published peer-reviewed pa-

pers, meta-analyses, or databases and datasets (George, 2023). Secondary research has be-

come popular since publicly available data provide resources that can be re-examined and 

new hypotheses which vary from the original objective, may be set and analysed, thus deliv-

ering new interpretations, conclusions and knowledge (Sherif, 2018).  

 

12.2. Secondary research analysis – basic theory 
As Sherif (2018) argues, the secondary research method was initially introduced before the 

second World War, however, it appears to have been introduced in the literature in the 1960s, 

since then numerous definitions of secondary analysis have appeared. Also, as Heaton (2008, 

p33) points out, “since the mid-1990s, there has been growing recognition of and interest in 

the potential for carrying out secondary analysis of qualitative data”.  

As in every research, a clear idea of the scope is mandatory. The investigator should clarify 

the gaps in his/her knowledge of the issues under study and regarding the questions or hy-

potheses that need to be tested. Therefore, s/he should define the research topic, establish 
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the statement of purpose and design the research (Hillier, 2022). Secondary analysis may pro-

vide additional details and/or indicators of an already examined phenomenon and grant new 

perspectives, and it can be used to review previous research into an area of interest. However, 

as Kedler (2005) argues, context had to be considered at two levels, the first one being the 

one of the researcher(s) who originally created the secondary data and the second one the 

new context into which the data record was being applied.  

Heaton (2008, p.39) identifies five types of secondary analysis of qualitative data: a. sup-

plementary analysis, where an issue that was not addressed in the primary study is subject to 

a more in-depth analysis, b. supra analysis, where the aims of the secondary study transcend 

those of the original research, c.  re-analysis, where data is reexamined to confirm findings of 

a primary study, d. amplified analysis, where two or more existing datasets may be compared 

or combined for the scopes of a secondary analysis and e. assorted analysis, where the re-

employment of existing data is carried out alongside the gathering and analysis of primary 

data for the same study.  

Another issue that should be considered in secondary research is the presumption of ac-

countability on an ethical basis and whether researcher discretion and judgement are re-

quired when contemplating of using or not material such public comments that might accom-

pany a published blog (von Benzon, 2019). 

Prior to using secondary data, assessment of their overall suitability in regard to the re-

search question(s) has to be performed, as well as assessment of their suitability according to 

the analyses required to answer the research question(s). Some of the queries that should be 

replied are: 

• What will be the time limit for the source search? 

• Does the data set satisfactorily approximate the data you need? 

• Does the data set cover the population of interest? 

• Does the data set cover the geographic area you are interested in? 

• Does the data include all the variables you need to answer your research questions? 

• How reliable is the data set you intend to use? 

• How reliable is the data source? Do the credentials of the data source indicate crebil-

ity? Can it be verified? 

• Is there a related copyright statement?  

• What was the original purpose for which the data was collected? 

• How consistent is the data from that source relative to other sources? 

• Is there, and if so, what are the financial and time costs of obtaining this data? 

 

12.3. Types of secondary data 
There are many types of secondary data that can be used in secondary research, including 

qualitative and quantitative forms but not restricted. Secondary data can be:  

• government statistics, such as demographic data,  

• technical reports, such as reports provided by institutions, organizations, foundations, 

companies, etc., 

• social media accounts data, where besides the text other kind of data such as likes, shares, 

mentions, etc., may be collected, 

• blogs, where besides the original text written by the blogger, commentaries can also be 

used, however the trustworthiness of the blog must be checked, 

• websites, however, there is a need for checking the trustworthiness of the website and 

whether the uploaded data is authentic, 
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• website analytics, such as visitor’s location, visitor’s activities in the site, most popular con-

tent, etc., 

• sales data,  

• academic data, such as university registration information,  

• historical archives,  

• biographies,  

• sound recordings, such as podcasts or archive radio productions, 

• videos,  

• newspaper articles and mass media products in general, 

• books.  

Depending on the scope of the investigation, the researcher(s) may look for the proper kind 

of data that meets the demands of the study. 

Besides personal traditional search in libraries and the Internet, large volumes of secondary 

data can be collected by dedicated software which are called bots (from robots) that per-

form automatic web scraping to find the needed data. 

 

12.4. Advantages of secondary research analysis 
Although secondary research may not allow the extent of control as primary research, it 

can be a very valuable instrument for gathering new knowledge and identifying trends since 

a very large amount of data coming even from different sources can be used (Bhat, 2023). An 

important advantage of secondary research analysis is that it can broaden and deepen 

knowledge by providing another aspect and further comprehensive understanding of the na-

ture of an issue. Even the same authors may use their original data to examine fresh argu-

ments, thus revealing additional context through comparative and specialized analysis of the 

results (Sherif, 2018).  

Another advantage is that using already collected data may save resources, such as time 

and money. Data collection can be the most expensive part of a research procedure and surely 

time consuming (Sherif, 2018), by using secondary data that can be low-cost or totally free, 

the expenses of an investigation are greatly reduced (Valcheva, 2023). Secondary data analysis 

provides the investigators more time to deal with their theoretical goals and other essential 

matters, since the time used to gather it is absolutely minimized. 

Furthermore, in cases where privacy or special treatment is required with certain sample 

categories (such as children), the employment of secondary analysis may protect identities 

and privacy while providing new aspects (Sherif, 2018). 

Likewise, since secondary data can be traced back in time, allows the researcher(s) to com-

pare data over time (Valcheva, 2023) and longitudinal studies are facilitated. 

 

12.5. Disadvantages of secondary research analysis 
One of the disadvantages of secondary research analysis is that the data used were col-

lected following the demands and objectives of a distinct research and may not fully match 

the plan of another research. The analyst(s) are therefore trying to harmonize their research 

questions with data already collected. In this way, secondary data are mostly useful as exten-

sions of the original research (Sherif, 2018).  

Likewise, secondary data collection procedures must be evaluated prior to the employ-

ment of the datasets. Of course, there might be cases where errors may have occurred during 

the data collection process and the researcher of the secondary analysis cannot be aware of. 



                                                                                                 

138 

 

The lack of control of data collection is another disadvantage of the method. Especially re-

garding qualitative data where the context is also very important, the investigator of the sec-

ondary examination will be missing this information when they try to interpret the data. 

Furthermore, research data is restricted by the time of its collection, it may not be used 

after a long time since situations may have changed and the need to collect new data may not 

be overcome.  

Also, since secondary data may be found freely, the investigator is not its owner and even 

more investigators can have access to it, therefore it is not exclusive minimizing the originality 

of a research (Valcheva, 2023). 

 

12.6. Content analysis 
Content analysis is a social scientific methodology in which the goal is to identify patterns, 

themes, and meanings in recorded communication and decipher messages contained in texts 

of various formats including news media, policy documents, and even video or novels (Luo, 

2019; Baxter, 2020). It mainly refers to written texts such as books, newspapers, magazines, 

parliamentary speeches, press releases, slogans, etc., however, it is not limited to written 

texts only. Many analyses involve radio broadcasts, spoken word, interviews, photographs or 

images such as analyses of motion pictures, newsreels, cartoons, television programs, illus-

trated magazines, etc. It is characterized by systematicity and great rigor. The fields of 

knowledge to which the method of content analysis is applied are quite extensive. It can be 

applied in sociology, political science, where it is popular, also in psychology, history, anthro-

pology, etc. Initially, content analysis was empirical in nature and the aim was to turn the 

content under analysis into measurable data, which could be summarized and ultimately com-

pared with each other in order to draw generalizable conclusions.  

In content analysis words, themes, and concepts within the texts are broken down at dif-

ferent levels to smaller units, such as sentences, phrases or even words (Baxter, 2020). As 

Krippendorff (2018, p. 83) states “unitizing is the systematic distinguishing of segments of 

text-images, voices, and other observables-that are of interest to an analysis”. All units are 

determined according to the content, objectives, hypotheses, tasks in a particular study and 

they must correspond to specific scientific concepts that carry a research project. For example, 

a word, as a unit, is examined in terms of functionality within the text (active or passive, if it 

refers to the past, present or future, and so on).  

Afterwards, they are “coded”, meaning that ideas are identified, categorized and labeled, 

which is a step that bridges the unitized texts and what people see in them (Krippendorff, 

2018) and then the results are analyzed aiming at making the results comprehensible to the 

readers. At this point, a code scheme that provides a clear and consistent structured coding 

framework is created and registered in a codebook. In this way the researchers are enabled 

to identify patterns and themes in the data and furthermore the codebook serves as a refer-

ence throughout the study. The researchers calculate the number and frequency of occur-

rence of all expressions and words, and they draw appropriate conclusions. Content analysis 

is a systematic technique of compressing and transforming the multitude of words in a text 

into fewer content categories, which are based on specific coding rules, allowing researchers 

to study large volumes of data through a systematic methodology. 

Content analysis can be both quantitative, where the focus is set to counting, measuring 

and presenting frequencies and qualitative, where the focus is set to interpreting and under-

standing (Luo, 2019) and also mixed. Furthermore, it allows the comparative analysis between 

different categories of meanings, through the statistical processing of the coded form of the 
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information under investigation. Content analysis procedures demands attention while mak-

ing the segments that will be analyzed, the selection of the units, of the code scheme and also 

in order to be reliable different researchers have to perform the processes themselves (Coe, 

& Scacco, 2017). 

 

12.6.1. Quantitative content analysis 
Quantitative data is data that can be expressed as a number or can be quantified, and 

quantitative content analysis is a research method where textual, visual, or aural material is 

categorized through a systematic coding and quantification of content process in order to be 

analyzed and conclusions to be drawn (Coe, & Scacco, 2017). It aims to develop numerical 

data that will be studied statistically. 

Quantitative content analysis, as with other quantitative approaches, starts by identifying 

the relevant concepts in response to the research question. Sequentially, the material is se-

lected which is the sampling process. At this point the coding unit (words, phrases, images, 

etc.) is also decided. Afterwards, a coding scheme should be developed to assign coding units 

to particular categories or concepts which are then registered in a codebook. 

 

12.6.2. Qualitative content analysis 
Qualitative data is the kind of information that cannot be expressed as a number and there-

fore cannot be measured. It consists of words, pictures, observations, and symbols (Valcheva, 

2023). Qualitative content analysis is employed when exploration of complex phenomena, 

such as attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors is demanded. 

In qualitative content analysis, which is a method often used in social science research, 

there exists a dualism that suggests the adoption of “inductive” or “deductive” approaches of 

reasoning in the process of qualitative data analysis (Armat, Assarroudi, Rad, Sharifi, & Hey-

dari, 2018). Inductive content analysis involves a process of collecting and analyzing data with-

out preconceived categories or theories. In that way the researcher’s analysis while identifying 

emerging patterns, themes, and concepts emerges from the data through careful examination 

and constant comparison. However, qualitative content analysis does not exclude deductive 

reasoning which is an approach that begins with a theoretical framework and tests hypotheses 

(Delve, & Limpaecher, 2023). As Streefkerk (2023) states “the main difference between induc-

tive and deductive reasoning is that inductive reasoning aims at developing a theory while 

deductive reasoning aims at testing an existing theory”. 

Nowadays, there is commercial data analysis software that allows researchers to ask com-

plex questions and create codes, categories and themes (such as NVivo, ATLAS.ti and 

MAXQDA). They also have visualization tools to present even in a more vivid way the results.   

 

12.7. Real world examples  
In this part, real world examples that researchers have faced will be presented to help in 

comprehending the way issues were dealt while providing insight thoughts.   

Secondary analysis of qualitative data: a valuable method for exploring sensitive issues 

with an elusive population? (Long-Sutehall, Sque, & Addington-Hall, 2011): 

In this study, a secondary analysis of 28 transcripts, sorted from two primary datasets was 

carried out to research on what the diagnosis of death means to the family members being 

approached and requested to consider donating the organs of a family member. Interview 

transcripts of two primary investigations that provided coherent details were subjected to 
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secondary analysis which was selected as a form of research since it addressed a sensitive area 

of research and the population under study is considered elusive (Fielding, 2004).  

A qualitative approach to intersectional microaggressions: Understanding influences of 

race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and religion. (Nadal, Davidoff, Davis, Wong, Marshall, & 

McKenzie, 2015): 

In this study, the authors employed the secondary analysis of qualitative data, to compre-

hend concepts that would not have been researched through a singular qualitative analysis. 

The researchers analyzed data from 6 previous qualitative studies to explore whether quali-

tative analysis can be used effectively to examine intersectional microaggressions and to ex-

amine whether people with multiple identities could identify intersectional microaggressions 

in their everyday lives. 

 

12.8. Concluding remarks 
Much information exists in documented form and the era we are going through is a digital 

era where data, datasets and big data are easily found and accessible, thus learning the sig-

nificance and the way of using secondary data in research can be beneficial for novice and 

expert investigators.  

Depending on the research and the population under study secondary analysis may pro-

vide newer insights through another prism. It is chosen by the researcher(s) for various rea-

sons, such as resources constraints, availability, ethics, historical reasons, and the needs of 

the research itself. Longitudinal and international analysis of information are possible due to 

secondary data analysis. Of course, there are shortcomings and limitations while using sec-

ondary data, such as the time of primary research, the lack of control on the primary data and 

the fact that the researcher(s) would need to familiarize themselves with the data.  

The methods involved in secondary research analysis vary according to the primary data. 

Content analysis, quantitative and qualitative, is commonly employed in cases of secondary 

data analysis.  

 

12.9. Exercises 
1. If you want to study the influence of gender and age in courses selected by the students 

at a university, one way would be to ask all the students, or a credible sample of them. 

How could you achieve the same, or even better, result finding secondary research data? 

Where should you address to get this information? Will the anonymity of the students be 

protected? 

2. By visiting the https://www.bfi.org.uk/industry-data-insights and gathering any kind of 

information needed, organize a research based on the secondary data that can be re-

trieved through the website of the British Film Institute. 

3. Find a speech by a politician on the unemployment problem and locate the words that 

identify the problem within a context. Then, try to analyze the meanings of possible word 

relationships to understand the targets of the political party. 

 

12.10. Self-assessment questions/quizzes  
In this part, short self-assessment questions/quizzes will aid in the comprehension of the is-

sues presented in the chapter, challenging the readers to check on their understanding 

capabilities. 

1) The term "secondary analysis" refers to the technique of: 

a) Data analysis in two different ways 
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b) Analysing existing data that has been collected by another person or organization 

c) Working on a project as a secondary occupation  

2) Which of the following is not an advantage of secondary analysis? 

a) Only one researcher/research team has access to the data 

b) It provides an opportunity for longitudinal analysis 

c) It allows the researcher(s) to study social trends over time 

3) Which of the following is not a disadvantage of using secondary analysis? 

a) Data is restricted by the time of its collection 

b) Secondary data may save resources 

c) The researcher has no control over the quality of the data 

4) Which of the following is an example of secondary data? 

a) Information gathered by a clothing store about customer satisfaction 

b) Census information used to determine where a new hospital should be built 

c) Information gathered by a band about what its name should be 

5) Secondary research relies upon ______ data.  

a) tailor-made 

b) primary 

c) already existing 

6) Secondary data can ______ research questions. 

a) answer 

b) generate 

c) both answer and generate 

7) Content analysis means 

a) analysing the contents page of a textbook 

b) performing a quantitative technique for methodically describing written, oral, or visual 

communication 

c) being involved in the process of obtaining meaning from raw data 

8) Which of the following could be subjected to content analysis? 

a) Interview transcripts 

b) Press releases 

c) Photographs 

d) All of the above 

9) Which of the following are considered as units in content analysis? 

a) Sentences,  

b) Phrases  

c) Words 

d) All of the above 

10) Which of the following statements is true of content analysis? 

a)  It generates rich written descriptions of archival records. 

b)  It may be applied to both verbal and nonverbal materials. 

c)  It seldom involves quantification. 

11) Which research method is a bottom-up approach to research? 

a) Deductive method 

b) Inductive method 

c) Exploratory method 

12) Identify which of the following characteristics apply to qualitative research: 

a) Aims to discover empirical evidence – quantitative 

b) Uses fixed, structured designs – quantitative 
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c) Findings presented as detailed descriptions often with direct quotes – qualitative 

d) Semi or unstructured data collection tools – qualitative 
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Chapter 13 - Mixed methods research designs (Maria Matsiola) 
 

Learning outcomes 
In the following chapter the mixed methods research designs will be deployed. As derived 

by the name, mixed methods combine elements both of quantitative and qualitative research 

within or across one or more stages of the research process to deliver a complete outcome 

when a thorough understanding of a phenomenon demands the examination of different kind 

of data (Alivernini, 2012; Almeida, 2018). Their power is their ability to deal with diversity and 

divergence (Schoonenboom, & Johnson, 2017). 

Upon completion of the study of this chapter the students will be able to define mixed 

methods research as research tools that combine the qualitative and quantitative approaches 

and realize their employment (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2008). By comprehending and identifying 

the basic features of the various methods that fall under this category, will be able to plan and 

develop the steps involved in a mixed methods research approach within the different phases 

of the research process leading to successful data analysis. They will be able to choose appro-

priately among various mixed methods design depending on the situations and furthermore 

they may describe the advantages and disadvantages of the different methods. combining 

quantitative and qualitative data in mixed methods evaluation. 

 

13.1. Introduction  
Initially, the main reasons that lead to the implementation of a mixed research method 

ought to be clarified to the investigator and will be discussed in this chapter. Subsequently, 

the characteristics of the various models along with the data analysis techniques involved in 

the mixed methods research designs will be examined.  

Starting out, the need to answer different questions which require different types of data 

in a single study is the reason that demands to follow a mixed research approach. It is com-

mon, while executing a research, more than one perspective to be required to better under-

stand a phenomenon. Sometimes, quantitative data need to be confirmed and/or explained 

with personal experiences of the participants that derive from qualitative analysis. In those 

and more other cases the mixed methods research design by providing more evidence may 

deliver safer conclusions, thus granting increased confidence in the findings (Creswell, & Plano 

Clark, 2011). 

Prior to proceeding in the design of the methodology that will be followed, the researcher 

should be able to answer questions that will aid in the procedure and will be discussed in this 

chapter. Such questions may be “What is the order in the collection of quantitative and qual-

itative data?”, “How will the analysis of the data will be performed?”, “At what point will the 

data be merged?” (Teddlie, & Tashakkori, 2009).  

 

13.2. Mixed research design – basic theory 
As previously pointed out, mixed methods research, that began between 1985 and 1990, 

involves the employment of both quantitative and qualitative data to answer the research 

questions linking the two databases in a creative way (Creswell, & Hirose, 2019). The idea for 

mixing both kinds of data within one study is rooted in the fact that quantitative and qualita-

tive methodologies collect data with different methods and they arise from different ontolog-

ical and epistemological positions (Bryman, 2007). Since they provide different types of infor-

mation neither is sufficient, by itself, to capture the details of a situation, thus mixed research 
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designs may overcome this limitation. The adoption of mixed methods design is growing in 

the academic society (Almeida, 2018). 

The methodology of mixed research design was driven by the developments in procedures 

and designs (such as quantitative, experimental, qualitative) and philosophies (such as prag-

matism, critical realism, dialectic pluralism) which “advanced the key idea that researchers 

bring to their mixed methods study core assumptions or beliefs that shape the types of pro-

cedures used in their studies” (Creswell, & Hirose, 2019, p.2). 

Therefore, the three key features are: the collection of quantitative and qualitative data, 

the analysis of these two datasets and finally the mixing of the two datasets in a meaningful 

way and the development of an overall interpretation while framing the study within larger 

philosophical assumptions, beliefs or orientations (Clark, Creswell, Green, & Shope, 2008; Cre-

swell, & Hirose, 2019).  

As Guest (2012, p. 146) argues the common descriptive dimensions of mixed research de-

sign are the following: 

• “Timing of the interface between data sets (e.g., simultaneous or successive) 

• Purpose of the interface between data sets (e.g., inform, explain, triangulate) 

• Theoretical orientation (e.g., inductive vs. deductive, interpretive, feminist) 

• Purpose of the research (e.g., advocacy, applied, theoretical) 

• Number of points of interface or degree of integration (e.g., fully or partially inte-

grated/mixed, single, or multistrand) 

• Relative importance of qualitative data and quantitative data (weighting)” 

Furthermore, the reasons that induce the use of these methods may be found in the ne-

cessity to meet several research parameters (George, 2021). 

One of these necessities is the generalizability of the findings. As qualitative research usu-

ally holds smaller sample sizes is not feasible to generalize their findings. By applying mixed 

methods research, which involves the use of quantitative data, this comparative weakness 

can be mitigated, especially if the sample consists of a large number of items. 

Another need that is compensated by the employment of mixed methods is the contextu-

alization. When mixing methods, the researcher is able to set the findings in the correct con-

text and therefore provide thorough insight to the conclusions. This is more obvious when 

qualitative data enlighten the quantitative data.  

Credibility is achieved when using different methods to collect data on the same subject. 

By converging different types of data, the validity of the conclusions is strengthened, and this 

process is called triangulation. 

 

13.3. Steps and criteria of a mixed research methods design 
When a mixed research methods is to be implemented, the first stage should involve liter-

ature review on the existing methods that will reveal the steps followed in other studies, as 

well as their advantages and disadvantages (Almeida, 2018). Afterwards, the formulation of 

the research questions will follow and according to Creswell & Plano Clark (2011) there are 

two approaches on the issue. The first one suggests that a single question is the prime one 

and is expanded to quantitative and qualitative sub questions. On the other hand, the second 

suggests that separate quantitative and qualitative questions are set, followed by a question 

regarding the nature of their integration (e.g., are the results of both researches integrated?) 

(Subedi, 2016). 

Initially, the researcher must clarify whether a mixed methodology is appropriate, the rea-

sons for using it and then place his/her research in the context of a mixed methodology by 

justifying his/her choice, always paying attention to the validity issues (Schoonenboom, & 
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Johnson, 2017). Sequentially, the formulation of a diagram will distinguish the methods, the 

chronological order and the evolution of the research. By being able to answer to the ques-

tion: “In what way do I want to use the results from one data type with the other?” the choice 

of the right type of method followed will be determined.  

The basic approach commences by deciding whether the research will be performed se-

quential and/or concurrent. Sequential means that there will be two stages when collecting 

the data, while concurrent means that all data will be collected simultaneously. The decision 

regarding the timing of collecting the qualitative and quantitative components is very im-

portant. As Guest (2013) indicates timing holds two factors, simultaneity which indicates if the 

studies can be performed at the same time or only after completion of the other, and depend-

ence which determines if the process of one study depends on the results obtained in another 

study. However, Schoonenboom and Johnson (2017) argue that simultaneity and dependence 

are two separate dimensions. 

Another very important factor in mixed research design is the integration of the quantita-

tive and qualitative results which might be very challenging (Burt, 2015). The first step after 

collecting the data is the evaluation of each research scientific impact autonomously.  

At the end, while writing the manuscript, the reader should be informed by the title but 

also within the text that mixed methodology is implemented. 

  

13.4. Advantages of mixed methods research design 
The main advantage of employing mixed methods research is that the researcher by using 

both qualitative and quantitative research methods for the issue under study is able to use 

the strength of one method (quantitative: numbers, trends, generalizability & qualitative: 

words, context, meaning) to compensate for the weakness of the other and therefore com-

prehend thorough the phenomenon. The examination of the same phenomenon under mul-

tiple perspectives, is more likely to provide more complete understanding (Clark, et al., 2008). 

Since mixed research methods are not limited to research method, they allow the re-

searcher to handle a broad range of research questions and by collecting different kind of data 

stronger evidence is provided. 

 

13.5. Disadvantages of mixed methods research design 
Mixed methods research can be time-consuming and need more resources since it requires 

collecting and analysing two types of data. If the researcher is one and not a team, s/he may 

not be familiar with analysing both quantitative and qualitative data and thus may find diffi-

culties in interpreting the results and drawing conclusions. 

 

13.6. Types of mixed methods research design 
In the following paragraphs the main types of mixed methods research designs will be 

shortly deployed. Of course, the main point of the research is the first concern and by deciding 

that, the component that corresponds to it is specified as the “core” component, while the 

other is known as the “supplemental” component; however, research where both the quali-

tative and quantitative component are of equal value and weight is also possible 

(Schoonenboom, & Johnson, 2017). In all cases methodological issues have to be considered 

prior to their implementation and advantages and disadvantages may be encountered in each 

one of them. 
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13.6.1. Convergent parallel design 

In a convergent parallel design, the quantitative and qualitative elements are collected in 

the same phase of the research process and the methods weigh equally. The analysis of the 

two components is performed independently and the results are interpreted together, draw-

ing the conclusions (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). A visual model of the research is presented 

in Figure 12.1. This design may be chosen if there is a need to collect both types of data in one 

visit to the field and/or if both types of data have equal value for understanding the research 

issue. It is also used when there is a necessity of validating and/or illustrating qualitative find-

ings with quantitative results. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13.1: The convergent parallel design (source: http://pubs.sciepub.com/education/4/7/10/)  

 

 

13.6.2. Explanatory sequential design 

In explanatory sequential design the purpose is to explain quantitative results with qualita-

tive data. Therefore, the priority is given to the quantitative data which is collected in the first 

phase of the research and afterwards the qualitative data is collected as a follow-up to the 

quantitative results. Then, the researcher decides how and when to connect the quantitative 

and qualitative phases and the way the integration of the results of both phases is performed 

to answer the research questions (Figure 12.2). It is a method that is highly popular among 

researchers (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). 

 

 

 

Figure 13.2: The explanatory sequential design (source: http://pubs.sciepub.com/education/4/7/10/) 
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13.6.3. Exploratory sequential design 

In exploratory sequential design the purpose is to investigate qualitatively the questions to 
be asked, the variables to be measured and the people to be interviewed. The priority is set 
to the qualitative approach, therefore qualitative data are collected initially, and quantitative 
data are used to explain the original qualitative findings. The diagram of the method is pre-
sented in Figure 12.3. The purpose of first gathering qualitative data is to explore a phenome-
non under study and afterwards by collecting quantitative data to explain any relationships 
retrieved in the qualitative data (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). The two phases are connected 
by using the qualitative results in shaping the research questions and variables of the quanti-
tative research. This method may be implemented in the case that theories or hypotheses are 
not known and need to be explored and/or to assess whether qualitative themes can be gen-
eralized to a population. 

 

 

 

Figure 13.3: The exploratory sequential design (source: http://pubs.sciepub.com/education/4/7/10/) 

 

13.6.4. Embedded design 
In embedded design the purpose is to add qualitative or quantitative data, before, during 

or after the procedure. The priority is set in the main data collection process which may be 

either the quantitative or the qualitative. Data is collected either simultaneously or sequential 

and the use of the secondary/ supplemental data format supports and improves the one of 

the primary one (Wolf, Stidham, & Ross, 2015). The diagram of the embedded design is pre-

sented in Figure 12.4.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13.4: The embedded design (source: http://pubs.sciepub.com/education/4/7/10/) 
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scale investigations that involve equally emphasized qualitative and quantitative methodolog-

ical frameworks (Flynn, & Waterhouse, 2021). It is very similar to "explanatory design", be-

sides the fact that everything can be transformed according to the theoretical background. 

The diagram of the embedded design is presented in Figure 12.5. 

 

 

 

Figure 13.5: The transformative mixed methods design (source: http://pubs.sciepub.com/educa-

tion/4/7/10/) 

 

13.6.6. Multiphase design 
In Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2011) typology, the multiphase design is a complex process 

that builds on the previously mentioned designs and by using it becomes necessary to con-

sider several dimensions of analysis but also how they are dependent on each other (Almeida, 

2018). It is considered the one when more than two research phases (series of phases) that 

may be sequential or concurrent are combined within one study addressing an overall pro-

gram objective. This design is often used in program evaluation, where quantitative and qual-

itative approaches are used over time to support, develop, adapt, and evaluate individual as-

pects of a program. The diagram of the embedded design is presented in Figure 12.6. 

 

Figure 13.6: The multiphase mixed methods design (source: http://pubs.sciepub.com/educa-

tion/4/7/10/) 
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results of the qualitative data. The dual analysis that was performed provided valuable con-

clusions on the subject under investigation. 

Mixed Methods- Theory and Practice. Sequential, Explanatory Approach (Bowen, Rose, & 

Pilkington, 2017): 

In this study the sequential, explanatory, mixed methodology was implemented to re-

search the emotional intelligence in higher education. A sample of 533 academics was used 

and the findings from interviews helped in explaining the findings from quantitative data re-

garding how academics feel. The quantitative phase was followed by the qualitative phase 

where the personal experience was stated and the qualitative findings were used to contex-

tualise the quantitative data (Bowen, Rose, & Pilkington, 2017). The whole process was imple-

mented in 3 phases. During the first phase quantitative data was collected via online ques-

tionnaire, which was then analysed and evaluated; during the second phase semi structured 

interviews, combining formal and informal features, were undertaken and the qualitative data 

was analysed and evaluated and final during the third phase triangulation of data was per-

formed where qualitative data was used to contextualise the quantitative findings.  

Mixed methods and survey research in family medicine and community health (Creswell, 

& Hirose, 2019): 

In this study, quantitative research was effectively combined with qualitative data to form 

a mixed methods study for primary care. It provides an opportunity via an applied discussion 

to show how a survey (or questionnaires) fits into mixed methods commencing with an over-

view of the key principles both in survey and in mixed methods research. Sequentially, a spe-

cific example (Sonnenberg, Pritchard-Wiart, Hodgson, Yu, & King, 2017) in conducting a mixed 

methods study using survey research employing six steps is presented. The six steps are the 

following: 1. Expression of the reasons for mixed methods study, 2. Specify the quantitative 

and qualitative databases, 3. Identify the mixed methods design needed, 4. Analyse and report 

the results of the quantitative and qualitative databases, 5. Present the integration of the 

findings and 6. Explain the value of using mixed methods. 

 

13.8. Concluding remarks 
Social Science Research Methodology displays a multitude of approaches, seemingly justi-

fied by the existence of different philosophical considerations and assumptions regarding so-

cial reality. As described in this chapter, the mixed research design aims at collecting, analyz-

ing and extracting conclusions from combined qualitative and quantitative data in one study. 

The qualitative data are used to investigate and understand social phenomena, such as atti-

tudes, representations, or perceptions in depth, while the quantitative data deriving from sta-

tistical analyses may be generalised. 

There are various types of mixed research methods depending on the issues under inves-

tigation the purposes of the study and the priorities given either by the research and/or the 

researchers to the data collection methods and the timing of the investigations. It is not easy 

to determine how many types of research there are because different researchers and edu-

cators use different criteria (professional, personal, political) to conduct research. In general, 

typologies aid in designing the research, especially novice researchers and they also establish 

a common language and structure for the field (Guest, 2012). 

Of course, as in all research, ethical considerations must be considered prior to dealing 

with the technical issues. Finally, the conclusions should derive from the integration of the 

findings of the methods involved and not from autonomous processes. 
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13.9. Exercises 
1. Design of research that would connect the students’ perception of the university environ-

ment in regard to their grades. What kind of data should be collected and in what order to 

deliver safe results? 

2. Design of research that would connect the job satisfaction of employees with the sales 

over the years. What kind of data should be collected and in what order to deliver safe 

results? 

3. Design of research that will evaluate any possible social media addiction by the members 

of Generation Z. What kind of data should be collected and in what order to deliver safe 

results? 

4. Design of research on the aspects regarding the smoking habits of pupils in relationship 

with extracurricular activities. What kind of data should be collected and in what order to 

deliver safe results? Develop the instruments needed (e.g., questionnaire, interview ques-

tions, observation situations, etc.) 

 

13.10. Self-assessment questions/quizzes 
In this part, short self-assessment questions/quizzes will aid in the comprehension of the is-

sues presented in the chapter, challenging the readers to check on their understanding 

capabilities. 

1. In exploratory sequential design, the priority is set to: 

a. Quantitative data collection 

b. Qualitative data collection 

c. Simultaneously to quantitative and qualitative data collection 

2. The method that sets priority to quantitative data collection is called: 

a. Exploratory sequential design 

b. Explanatory sequential design 

c. Convergent parallel design 

3. The process of using multiple datasets, methods, theories, and/or investigators is called: 

a. Contextualization 

b. Credibility 

c. Generalizability 

d. Triangulation 

4. One of the advantages of mixed research methods: 

a. It can be time-consuming  

b. It needs more resources 

c. It may use the strength of one method to compensate for the weakness of the other 

5. In a mixed methods research study when the weight is given to quantitative data, the qual-

itative data is known as the:  

a. Complementary 

b. Core 

c. Primary 

6. Generalizability of the findings is considered the process of: 

a. Setting the findings in the correct context 

b. Being able to say that the findings may be induced for large population 

c. Using different methods to collect data on the same subject 

7. By combining two or more research methods in a single study, researchers can ensure that: 

a. they will collect some of the applicable data 

b. they will cover every aspect and perspective 
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c. they will make a mistake 

8. Mixed methods research can be defined as: 

a. Using either qualitative or quantitative methods in a single study. 

b. Collecting quantitative data and reporting it qualitatively. 

c. Collecting data from different research groups at the same time. 

d. Using both qualitative and quantitative methods in a single study. 

9. In mixed methods research: 

a. ‘how’ and ‘what’ questions are best answered by qualitative data 

b. ‘why’ questions can be answered by quantitative data 

c. the sequence in which you ask such questions is crucial 

10. In mixed methods research design: 

a. Data should be collected concurrently 

b. Data should be collected sequentially 

c. It has to involve quantitative and qualitative data 
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https://www.educaplay.com/learning-resources/2540389-mixed_methods_quiz.html  

https://jcu.pressbooks.pub/intro-res-methods-health/back-matter/glossary-terms/  

https://post.parliament.uk/research-glossary/  
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Videos 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1OaNiTlpyX8  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=auiBXcXaF7Y  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mbC9zdmoSzI  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0CRwUYsNVwU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A3-AFup3nzM   

 

 


