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This paper updates an earlier version published more than 15 years ago (Gilgun, 1994c). I kept an emphasis on grounded theory research, but I added information on how to use literature reviews and hypothesis-testing in the conduct of qualitative research. These additions are responsive to the understandable demands of funders and dissertation committees who are more likely to support research that has have conceptual models and testable hypotheses. Grounded theory and deductive qualitative analysis have common roots within the Chicago School of Sociology and have great potential for knowledge-building in social work. Social work academics and activists made contributions to the Chicago School and thus can claim being part of the original formulations of grounded theory and analytic induction. Deductive qualitative analysis is an updated version of analytic induction.
Grounded Theory, Deductive Qualitative Analysis
and Social Work Research
Grounded theory and deductive qualitative analysis are important ways to do social work research. They can contribute to knowledge-building not only in the three main areas of social work direct practice--assessment, intervention, and evaluation--but also in policy research, program development and evaluation, and studies of program implementation. The findings of grounded theory and analytic induction are a good fit with the research agenda of social work because they arise out of the interaction of researchers with those whom they research, show multiple meanings and multiple dimensions of human phenomena, and, at their best, show connections between concepts and theories and their concrete indicators in the natural world. This is the world of direct practitioners: complicated, untidy, sometimes confusing, and often intrusive and sometimes traumatizing.
In addition, the procedures of doing grounded theory and deductive qualitative analysis are similar to many of the procedures of direct practice. Learning how to do these types of research and using the findings may feel natural to social work practitioners who seek research training in graduate programs, like sliding a hand into a well-made glove.
The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the relevance of grounded theory and deductive qualitative analysis to the development of knowledge relevant to direct practice. It begins with a discussion of the procedures for doing these two forms of qualitative analysis, shows parallels between their procedures and the assumptions of direct practice, and then provides an overview of the kinds of products that researchers can develop from these two approaches. As Shaw and Gould (2001) pointed out, there are many ways to do qualitative research. I chose to focus on two approaches that have roots in the Chicago School of Sociology, that, in turn, has deep connections to social work research in the first part of the twentieth century (Bulmer, 1984; Deegan, 1990; Gilgun, 1999b).
Definitions
For the purposes of this discussion, hypotheses are statements of relationships among concepts or variables. Concepts are the components of hypotheses, and thus are also part of theories and models. Theories are composed of hypotheses that have been tested qualitatively and/or quantitatively, but are always subject to further testing. A set of inter-related theories become models when they are thought to account for how something works. Models may not have been tested beyond the testing that researchers did to formulate them in the first place.
Direct practice is any form of social work that involves face-to-face contact and interaction with clients. This includes individual, couple, family, group work, and community organzing in the many domains in which social workers do their practice.
Deductive Qualitative Analysis
Many researchers assume that to do qualitative studies, they have to begin their research with no hypotheses to test and, in so doing, by-pass hypothesis testing and theory-guided research. This wide-spread impression stems at least in part from the idea of “emergence,” linked to procedures of grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser 2007;Glaser & Strauss, 1967) where researchers assume that researchable questions and valuable findings will arise through immersion in the worlds of informants. Yet, researchers interested in particular theoretical models cannot nor should they be expected to start anew, or act as if they don’t already know something about their areas of interest. There is no reason why they cannot test their theories and models qualitatively or do theory-guided research. Furthermore, dissertation committees are unlikely to approve studies that don’t build on what is already known, nor are funders inclined to commit money to such studies (Author, 2005).
Deductive qualitative analysis recognizes these issues and provides guidelines for doing qualitative research that begins with an initial conceptualization that can range from a parsimonious model or theory to a rather loose set of ideas. I use term deductive qualitative analysis, after trying out many others, because my experience had led me to conclude that having a prior conceptual framework is an important way to do qualitative research. I pieced together the procedures of deductive qualitative analysis from earlier work on analytic induction (Cressey, 1953; Lindesmith, 1947; Znaniecki, 1934) and the thinking of philosophers John Dewey (1910) and Karl Popper (1969).
In deductive qualitative analysis, coding, analysis, and interpretation can be done any number of ways, such as the generic three-level codes described in Strauss (1987) and Strauss and Corbin (1998) or the kinds of analysis associated with interpretive phenomenology (Benner, 1994) that includes several levels of analysis such as the identification of themes and the construction of exemplars and paradigm cases. Group analysis of data is effective because researchers can discuss emerging understandings with the interpretations of others who have different life experiences, training, knowledge, and other perspectives. Group analysis of data originates at least with Charles Booth’s studies of the LondonCrist and Tanner (2003) provided an overview of group analysis using phenomenological approaches to qualitative analysis.
Induction and Deduction
My use of the term deduction is this paper is modeled after Dewey (1910) who provided an elegant discussion of what he calls “complete thinking” which involves both deduction and induction. Deduction is a process of testing working hypotheses, for the purposes of “confirming, refuting, and modifying” (p. 82) them. Hypotheses are not final conclusions, but are open to further testing and change. Induction is the movement from data to concepts, which is difficult to do in a “pure” way but does represent an attempt to put aside researchers’ own views and do active listening and open-minded observations in research interviewing, observations, and document analysis.
Dewey had a great influence on the pragmatist philosophy that undergirded the Chicago School of Sociology (Bulmer, 1984) whose faculty and students developed the procedures of analytic induction. It’s important to note that some Chicago School faculty were social workers, such as Hull House residents Sophonisba Breckinridge and Edith Abbott (Abbott, 1910; Abbott and Breckinridge, 1916). In addition, the Chicago School faculty, including Dewey, were in on-going dialogue for years with Jane Addams and other residents of Hull House about the conduct of urban research (Bulmer, 1984; Gilgun, 1999b).
Analytic induction recognizes the movement between induction and deduction and the importance of transforming theory to fit available evidence. To ensure that they adequately tested, transformed, refined, and even refuted their theories, proponents of analytic induction engaged in negative case analysis (Cressey, 1953), a sampling method that involves the active search for cases that have promise of undermining the emerging theories that researchers construct over the course of data collection and analysis. This method fits with Popper’s (1969) idea of conjectures, refutations, and reformulations that Popper believes is the fundamental process of science.
In earlier writings, I used the term analytic induction to describe what I am now calling deductive qualitative analysis (e.g., Gilgun, 2001a, 2001b, 1995). Analytic induction is the procedure that researchers used on now classic studies, such as the work of Becker, Geer, Hughes, and Strauss (1961), Cressey (1953), and Lindesmith (1947). The primary reason I prefer the term deduction is my belief that induction is not possible as an initial step in the doing of research. In order to sort particular observations from innumerable possible observations, researchers do not begin as blank slates. Something helps them notice particular phenomena and not others. I view this something as a kind of prior knowledge, conceptual framework, or cognitive schema, call it what you will, that orients researchers as to what to notice and what to overlook. Even Glaser and Strauss (1967), widely considered premier and pioneering inductive qualitative researchers, acknowledge this in a footnote in their well-known text. Induction, then, is a misnomer in this type of research.
A second reason I decided to put together procedures that I call deductive qualitative analysis was to invite researchers trained in logico-deductive methods to do qualitative research. For too long, the idea that qualitative research does not begin with a conceptual model has been dominant. Social work researchers have a wealth of theory- and research-based knowledge that can be put to use in qualitative studies. Their results will be closely linked to experiences of clients and thus will be eminently useful to policy, programs, prevention, and intervention.
A third reason I encourage deductive qualitative analysis in my teaching and writing is the wide-spread perception that analytic induction is based on obsolete philosophies of science that guide research toward seeking causal and universal hypotheses that are invariant (Gilgun, 2001a). The term has a “spoiled identity.” Some commentators (Goldenberg, 1993; Manning, 1982; Robinson, 1951; Vidich & Lyman, 2000) dismissed analytic induction because of this. As a result, the term analytic induction has rarely been used for about 50 years, and researchers who want to do deductive qualitative analysis have few if any guidelines for doing so.
Types of Initial Conceptual Models
In deductive qualitative analysis, the initial conceptual model with which researchers begin their studies may range from tightly defined to rough and unfocused, as mentioned earlier. One possible type of initial conceptual model is highly abstract and parsimonious, based on previous research and theory and from which researchers construct hypotheses to be tested qualitatively. This type of hypothesis testing is rare in social work, but its rarity points to opportunities to do an important form of qualitative research.
A second type of conceptual model is composed of a loose set of ideas and concepts derived from one or more sources such as previous research and theory, professional experience, and personal experience. Researchers can put this model to many different uses, such as to develop open-ended hypotheses that bring some focus to the study, use the model to do pattern matching, or use the theory as a guide in exploring new areas of understanding. In pattern matching, researchers use the conceptual model as a screen that they place over their findings (Campbell, 1979). They then compare the patterns of the conceptual model with the patterns of the findings they construct from data.
An example of hypothesis-testing based on a loose framework is my analysis of the moral discourse of incest perpetrators where I began with hypotheses I developed from theories of feminist moral development and ended with revised hypotheses resulting from my analysis (Gilgun, 1995). An example of pattern matching is my work with Brommel on emotion display rules and the accounts prison inmates gave of their violent behaviors in families and communities (Gilgun and Brommel, 2004). We first developed a framework that delineated possible ways that men display their emotions and then we compared this framework to how the men actually expressed their emotions. An example of theory-guided research is the analysis of Abrams (2003) on young women’s gender identity negotiations. Abrams used a loose conceptual framework to illuminate and interpret her analysis.
A third type of deductive qualitative analysis begins with roughly formulated ideas and hunches, sometimes based on professional and/or personal experience. The guidance that this type of deductive qualitative analysis provides is that of a general orientation or framework. Elizabeth Bott’s (1947) work on family social networks is a classic example, where she used Lewin’s ecology theory as her initial general framework, had no hypotheses to test, and ended with a richly described social network theory, where she shared her processes of theorizing in some detail. Undoubtedly, there are many other ways to use conceptual models at the onset of qualitative research, and there are probably more to be developed.
Researchers have to be on the alert to ensure they are not fitting their findings into pre-established categories, or imposing theory onto findings. Negative case analysis, discussed earlier, guards against this. The final product of model-building efforts in qualitative research is a set of concepts and inter-related hypotheses that have been subjected to rigorous testing. Researchers typically fold into the model related research and theory that enhance and clarify the meanings and significance of the components of the model. Such a well-documented and well-tested model can be used to guide assessments, interventions, policy and programs, and it can also be subjected to statistical analysis. As Lenzenweger (2003) stated in his discussion of taxometric analysis, a salient issue in statistical analysis is the adequacy of the underlying model. Deductive qualitative analysis is a significant way to construct conceptual models. As researchers explore the potential of this approach, relevant, generative theories about phenomena relevant to social work with continue to grow.
Grounded Theory Approaches
The purposes of grounded theory, according to Strauss and Corbin (1998), are "to "Build rather than test theory" and to "Identify, develop and relate the concepts that are the building blocks of theory." (p. 13). A key idea is the emergence of the research problem as a result of immersion in the field. The “field” can be interviews, observations, document analysis, and analysis of quantitative data (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Strauss, who earned his PhD in sociology from the University of Chicago in the mid-1950s, carried on many of the traditions of the Chicago School of Sociology. Thus, deductive qualitative analysis and grounded theory have some research traditions in common (Gilgun, 2001b).
To generate grounded theory, researchers enter the field, according to Glaser (1992), with “an open mind to the emergence of the subjects’ problem” (p. 23), a trust that the central problem will emerge, and a commitment “not to know” until it does (p. 24). Many influences “core out” the central problem, such as the researchers’ training, the location of the study, the nature of the research subjects, funding, among others. Both Strauss and Glaser maintained a career-long interest on basic social processes, derived from Lazarfeld’s elaboration analysis and symbolic interaction theory (Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Thus, “emergence” might not be an accurate term because we see in texts what we’ve already been sensitized to see; our own favored theories and other “coring out” influences shape our interpretations of texts. Nonetheless, the point here is to make every effort to understand and theorize informants’ points of views.
The Original Formulation
In the original formulation of grounded theory, an initial conceptual model is not part of grounded theory. They considered such models preconceptions and a way of attaining “a grounded modifying of theory” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 2). In their first book-length publications, Glaser and Straus (1967) and Glaser (1978) expressed concern that when researchers start with a “preconception,” they will force data into the model rather than to construct concepts and hypotheses based on their observations or what research respondents tell them. My experience as a researcher has shown that negative case analysis, discussed earlier and based on the ideas of conjectures, refutations, and reformulations, helps researchers to avoid such forcing.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) proposed grounded theory in response to the kinds of theory that they said was prevalent at the time: highly abstract, disconnected from relevant social problems, non-modifiable, and whose sources were not always clear. They also had concerns about the imposition of theory onto observations and the tacking on of theory at the end of a report based on atheoretical research.
Later Formulations
Over time, Strauss softened his stance on the place of prior research and theory in the conduct of grounded theory (cf. Strauss and Corbin, 1998), while Glaser (1992) remained committed to the earlier idea. In his last formulation published after his death, Strauss and his co-author Juliet Corbin (Strauss and Corbin, 1998), offered several different uses of research and theory before entering the field and while engaged in analysis and interpretation. I will highlight some of them.
One use is as a source of research questions and problems to be studied, although the focus of the study should eventually be on the concerns of respondents as identified through field work. They also acknowledged that prior knowledge may sensitize researchers to particular questions and concerns, which is akin to Blumer’s (1969) idea of sensitizing concepts that help researchers to identify patterns and meanings in data.
Another use of preconceived theory is what I’ve called a form of deductive qualitative analysis. For Strauss and Corbin (1998), researchers use preconceptions when they want to “elaborate and extend an existing theory” (p. 12). Thus, Strauss and Corbin are open to the idea deductive qualitative analysis, although they appear to be lukewarm.
Another use of related research and theory is in the analysis and interpretation of data (texts). A commitment to a particular theoretical model can blind researchers to other possible interpretations of their data. They gave as an example the experience of a student researcher “who had difficulty not seeing exchange theory” (p. 69) in his interviews with African-American adolescent boys about their negotiations for sex with their female peers. In class discussions, other students shared their interpretations, including ideas of negotiation and manipulation, gender role expectations, and consumerism. The student left the class with new ideas about how to interpret his interview material. This analysis shows the commitment of grounded theorists to group analysis of data so as to broaden and sharpen their interpretations.
Data Collection
Methods of data collection typical in grounded theory and in other forms of qualitative research as well, including deductive qualitative analysis, are interviews, observations, and document analysis. Videotapes, audiotapes, and cameras can provide some of the documents that compose the texts that are analyzed as well as archived narrative material such as oral histories, photographs and other graphic materials, and case records.
Many researchers use a combination of methods. Open-ended interviewing is particularly amenable to soliciting the points of view of informants (subjects). Observation and interviewing often brings researchers into the social world of informants. For this reason, grounded theory and deductive qualitative analysis research commonly is naturalistic, that is, taking place in natural settings where people live their lives. Note-taking either during or immediately after interviewing or observing and mechanical recording through audio or videotapes are common methods of capturing data. These are fieldnotes; often embedded within fieldnotes are observer comments and memos. Observer comments are embedded within the text of the fieldnotes and are places where researchers can write out any thought, emotion, or insight that comes to them as they write their fieldnotes. Memos usually come at the end of fieldnotes and are analytic attempts at interpretation including making connections between the emerging findings and related research and theory. (Bogdan and Biklen, 1998, have an excellent discussion of fieldnotes, observer comments, and memos.) In some instances, informants themselves provide written data, as for example, when they write out their own life histories (Bulmer, 1984; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998).
Theoretical Sampling
Sampling in grounded theory is theoretical, which means that sampling depends on what researchers want to know next, and this usually involves a principle of comparison within and across cases (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Rarely is there reason to do random or convenience sampling in grounded theory, although descriptive qualitative researchers make use of these methods. In doing theoretical sampling, researchers select a homogeneous sample on which to focus. They continue interviewing and/or observing this sample until they find that they are learning little or nothing that adds to their emerging understanding. They are at the point of theoretical saturation. Researchers then reflect on what comparisons they need to make next to deepen their understanding. These reflections lead to a decision of which kind of sample to recruit next. An example is in a study I did on incest perpetrators and the women who were married to them (Gilgun, 1992) where I wanted to isolate qualities that differentiated incest perpetrators from persons with similar social histories.
Coding
Strauss and colleagues’ coding scheme is a set of generic procedures that can be used in research other than grounded theory, such as oral histories and other narrative approaches. For example, they originated a coding scheme that at first accounted for two levels of analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978) and the added selective coding as the third (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The first level is open coding, where researchers search transcripts, fieldnotes, and other texts for meaning units, which they label. These labels are the codes. The second level consists of axial coding where researchers decide whether a concept is substantial enough to become a core concept, where a core concept is code around which researchers can develop an analysis (Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). An example of a core concept is emotion regulation, where it is likely that in any given text that focuses on emotion, emotion regulation will tie together many aspects of emotion and its expression. The third level of coding is selective, which researchers do after they have chosen the core concepts and want to dimensionalize them. Selective coding involves fleshing out of the core concepts by finding in the texts as many relevant instances of the phenomena that the concepts represent.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
Another point that the originators of grounded theory made is their understandings of qualitative research questions and hypotheses. From their points of view, the purposes of research questions are to provide a general focus to the research, a focus that will sharpen as researchers engage with respondents, listen to their stories, and observe them in interaction with others. The idea of independent and dependent variables is rare in qualitative research. Instead, researchers want to know how respondents experience something, think about something, or respond to something, and researchers look for the processes involved. Hypotheses can be written in any number of ways. The hypotheses that Strauss and Corbin and other qualitative researchers use are statements of relationships that link two or more concepts, as stated earlier. For example, an hypothesis I tested in my research on the moral discourse of incest perpetrators (Gilgun, 1995) was “Incest perpetrators have special regard for themselves and do not have regard for the impact of incest on their victims” (p. 268). Persons unfamiliar with qualitative methods might not recognize this as a hypothesis at all.
Summary. Though widely thought of as an approach that eschews the formulation of conceptual frameworks prior to entering the field, contemporary grounded theorists at least entertain this as a possibility. Deductive qualitative analysis is my attempt to encourage researchers to test, refine, reformulate, refute, and replace theoretical models qualitatively. This approach acknowledges the importance of logico-deductive methods, although I depart in many ways from traditional ways of doing this kind of research. Qualitative thinking underlies all science, and qualitative analysis in the end, whether or not it begins with a conceptual model, is a way of thinking qualitatively.
Finally, grounded theory is a far more detailed set of procedures for doing qualitative research than is deductive qualitative analysis. What deductive qualitative analysis adds is an invitation to do deductive research, suggestions for several different types of deductive qualitative research, guidelines for ensuring that researchers do not impose preconceptions onto their findings (search for negative evidence/conjectures and refutations) , and guidelines for ensuring that findings account for diversities (negative case analysis). Many of the notions and procedures of grounded theory fit well with deductive qualitative analysis, including the coding scheme that grounded theory encourages, the notions of core concepts and their dimensions, definitions of hypotheses, commitment to identifying and representing the points of view of informants, and open-mindedness as to how researchers present their findings, among many others. The notions of processes, contexts, and consequences are embedded within grounded theory, and although researchers may not use these terms, much of qualitative research involves these ideas.
Links to Direct Practice
The following characteristics are typical within grounded theory and deductive qualitative analysis. Other forms of qualitative research, such as narrative analysis (Riessman, 1993) and oral histories (Martin, 1995), frequently have some of these qualities as well. Many of these characteristics are also procedures that are present within direct practice.
Connections with Others
Qualitative approaches allow researchers to connect with other people in deeply personal ways. The two main types of qualitative methods, in-depth interviewing and observation, bring researchers into close contact with lived experiences of the persons with whom we do research. These interactions often involve personal and sometimes painful topics that can evoke powerful emotions in researchers and informants. In such evocative situations, researchers have opportunities to explore deep meanings of the phenomena of interest and thus develop new theories and understandings that have rich and nuanced dimensions.
The knowledge we gain, therefore, is not information that simply passes through the central processors of our brains. It also arises from our hearts and often our deeply-held emotions. Understandings gained through an engagement of heart and mind have an immediacy that potentially connects to the hearts and minds of audiences. Giesela Konopka (1958, 1963, 1966, 1988), who died in December 2003 at the age of 93, practiced this kind of social work research. She said, "Get to know people. Live there with them. Let them talk" (personal communication, September 2001).
The persons who are social work's constituencies--children who have been maltreated, poor minorities of color, homeless families, persons with mental illness, and frail elderly, among many others—are typically disenfranchised and excluded from the political system. Their voices are routinely suppressed within the many arenas in which their fates are debated and shaped--public opinion, the mass media, legislatures, and sometimes even social service agencies.
Researchers, like other social workers, share a professional and cultural authority that permits us, if we so choose, to bring these voices to the forefront of public decisions and debates. This power to speak for others is by nature a problematic and unequal power arrangement and a subject of discussion by many within and outside the discipline of social worker (cf., hooks, 1990). Witkin (1999), editor of Social Work during the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st, recognized the urgency of including the voices of clients within the arenas in which their interests are at stake.
There are at least three potential pitfalls to the closeness of contact, however, with safeguards for both. One pitfall is the risk of a loss of an analytic stance. Researcher need to stay in tune with informants while at the same time maintaining a focus on concepts and hypotheses that are to be explored and tested. Sometimes the material informants provide is compelling to the point where researchers are drawn so far into the worlds of informants that researchers do not explore other aspects of informants' experience. The result is a limited description of phenomena. Researcher can lose the balance between being in tune and furthering comparison and testing.
Informants in subsequent cases, however, usually do not focus on precisely what informants from previous cases have focused on. Therefore, over the course of conducting several case studies, multiple aspects of phenomena can be discovered, and the possible narrowness of findings in one case is corrected by findings in subsequent cases. Most grounded theorists—and qualitative researchers in
general—re-interview informants in order to check out whether newer findings also fit the cases they had previously researched.
A second possible pitfall related to closeness to data in grounded theory and deductive qualitative analysis approaches is emotional reactions to research findings. Many researchers investigate sensitive issues, such as treatment of persons in institutions, wife battering, rape, and child abuse. Researchers often have strong personal reactions to such content. This, too, can lead to a loss of analytic stance. Grounded theorists, therefore, in order to maintain an analytic stance, can benefit from working in teams. Discussion with other team members not only can help researchers deal with personal reactions, but it also can help researchers process their findings, leading to further insight into the world of informants, as discussed earlier.
A third pitfall is the possibility of ethical lapses in the conduct of research. Social work researchers are bound to the NASW Code of Ethics (Gilgun and Abrams, 2002). Researchers have full responsibility for the ethical conduct of their research, no matter what informants might do or appear to do. There are many possible ethical breaches, including boundary violations that researchers commit and boundary violations that researchers permit and even encourage. The first principles of ethical conduct are to do no harm and to protect the well-being of others. The task of Human Subjects Committees is the protection of human subjects, and, of course, every qualitative study must have their approval. Beyond this, however, social work researchers must understand the power differential between themselves and their informants and that their status may result in informants complying rather than giving full informed consent. Thus, I recommend that researchers encourage informants not to answer any question they do not want to answer and to stop talking about an issue if they start feeling uncomfortable. I routinely ask informants tell informants this and ask them if they’d like to stop if I think they are going outside of their zone of safety.
Researcher self-disclosure if well-timed may contribute to the quality of the research. Yet, with the emotion-laden nature of qualitative research, it is important for researchers to make sure that they maintain their analytic stance and not let themselves to slide into self-disclosure that is self-indulgent and shuts informants out. Also important ethically is not to develop friendships with informants; sexual relationships are a serious ethical breach and are grounds for the loss of licenses to practice social work.
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