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the phenomenon under study. Other propositions are likely to relate to
each other in important ways. Your goal is to study your propositions
for those that stand alone and for those that form salient relationshíps
and pattems. We refer to the propositions that stand alone and to the
propositions that are formed by connecting two or more other propo-
sitions as outcome propositions.

In our study of people who grew up in the 1920s and 1930s, there
were several connections we could see across the propositional rule
statements that resulted from our categorization of the data (Maykut et
al., 1992). For example, people's views on their own death were re-
lated to their belief in an afterlife, the quality of the life they had lived
so far and the options they saw for their own future. These different
aspects were first identified separately in the data, as categories: the
relationship among them became evident as we studied the propositions
and data further. A pattem of differences based on gender was also
evident in the data: as girls and boys growing up, the people in our
sample were subject to dífferent expectations about how they should
spend their time and what they could accomplish in life.

Exarnining a substantial number of propositions for possible con-
nections is a challenging task, sometimes aided by brief periods of time
away from your data. Interested others can provide assistance by hear-
ing about your ideas, asking questions, and perhaps suggesting con-
nections they see in your data. Working in a research team can also be
beneficial, as each team member attends to different aspects of the
phenomenon and tries out ideas with the team.

Returning to the field

A qualitative approach to inquiry emphasizes an emergent research
design processo Data analysis is an early and ongoing research activity,
with the results from early data analysis guiding subsequent data col-
Iection efforts (see Figure 4.1). But when is data analysis complete?
There are theoretical and practical answers to this questiono Clearly, it
is desirable to end both data collection and data analysis when no new
or relevant information is being uncovered, a process that has been
described as reaching 'redundancy' ín the data (Lincolnand Guba, 1985).
Strauss and Corbin recommend that data collection and analysis con-
tinue until the 'theoretical saturation point is reached' (1990: 188), and
the categories and relationships between categories are well supported.
Important unanswered questions direct further data collection efforts.

There are, however, other constraints that can limit the extent of
sampling and analysis in a given research project. The academic year
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ends, resources of time and money run out, and unexpected realities
impinge upon one's careful planning. The qualitative researcher is
advised to follow the carpenter's rule: estimate the amount of time it
will take for the job and then double it. Other recommendations: Sam-
pie purposefully, and prepare and analyze data in a timely manner.

Integration of Data and Writing Up the Research'

The last step in data analysis is to write about what you have heard,
seen and now understand, to create the harmonic sound of data com-
ing together in narrative form to make sense of the phenomenon you
have studied. We inc1udethis bríef paragraph here to acknowledge that
writing up one's research is part of the analytic processo pondering the
substance and sequence of the report requires a rethinking of the data,
often yielding new insights and understanding. We pursue the topic of
writing about the outcomes of qualitative research in the next chapter.

Trustworthiness of the Research

The procedures for data collection and data analysis presented in this
book inc1udeseveral elements that increase the trustworthiness of one's
research findings. After Guba 0981; Lincoln and Guba, 1985), we apply
the concept of trustworthiness in designing and carrying out our own
qualitative research and in evaluating the work of other .qualitative
researchers. The question of trustworthiness essentially asks: To what
extent can we place confidence in the outcomes of the study? Do we
believe what the researcher has reported?

Perhaps you already know quite a lot about the features of a re-
search study that give you confidence in the reported outcomes. For
example, you probably appreciate a research report that provides clear
and detailed information about a) the purpose of the study; b) how
partícípants and/or settings became part of the sarnple, c) the specific
people and/or settings studied, d) the data collection and analysis pro-
cedures used, and e) the findings or outcomes. Detailed information
about purpose and methods lays the research process open for readers,
inviting their consideration and scrutiny of the work.

A detailed description of the research process and outcomes pro-
vides readers with a basis for judging the credibility of a study. It allows
them to look closely at the sample and the specific procedures for data
collection and analysis and will contribute to (or lessen) their levei of
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trust in the reported outcomes. A richly detailed report is an essential
requirement for qualitative researchers who, as a group, have been
criticized for being unc1ear about research methodology. By seeking to
make the research process transparent to the reader, we increase the
likelihood that readers will seriously consider our work.

Lincoln and Guba (985) describe several aspects of the research
processes that contribute to trustworthiness, four of which are espe-
cially helpful for beginning qualitative researchers:

1 Multiple methods of data collection

The combination of interviews and observations from the field, along
with reviews of relevant documents increases the likelihood that the
phenomenon of interest is being understood from various points of
view and ways of knowing. Convergence of a major theme or pattem
in the data from interviews, observations and documents lends strong
credibility to the findings.

2 Building an audit trail

By employing the methods for data collection and analysis we have
described in this book, you will have a permanent audit trail of your
research effort (Lincoln arid Guba, 1985). The researcher's joumal, the
original interview transcripts and field notes, the unitized data, and the
big paper process we describe and use as part of the constant compara-
tive method of data analysis, all contribute to an audit trail. This doeu-
mentation allows you to waIk people through your work, from beginning
to end, so that they can understand the path you took and judge the
trustworthiness of your outcomes.

3 Working uiitb a research team

Qualitative researchers who work alone often find their research criti-
cized for being biased. In fact, much qualitative research is criticized for
this reason; studies with nonmathematical results are suspect in a society
that holds the dominant paradigm as paramount. If you work alone but
use multiple methods and maintain an audit trail, you lay the founda-
tion for a credible study. You can increase the trustworthiness of your
work, however, íf you work with others. A few human instruments
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working together are better than one. More specifically, team members
act as 'peer debriefers', keeping each other honest (Lincoln and Guba,
1985). This peer debríefing function can also be done by an outside
person who agrees to walk through your audit trail periodically, raising
questions of bias when necessary.

4 Member checks

Líncoln and Guba (985) use this term to refer to the process of asking
research participants to tell you whether you have accurately described
their experience. Have you produced a 'recognizable reality', in their
view? Qualitative researchers have various opinions and practices re-
garding member checks, from listening to participants but not necessar-
ily changing their results, to agreeing not to publish anything that the
participants do not find truthful. We have found that members' feed-
back is very valuable and sometimes helps us see or emphasize some-
thing we missed. Most often we have found that people are surprised
at how much or how succinctly their experience has been described,
even in small intense studies of relatively short duration. In any case,
all research participants appreciate and deserve to leam of the out-
comes of a study they have helped make happen. The longitudinal
study of girls' development by Brown and Gilligan (1992) provides an
excellent description of how the researchers invited the girls to review
and critique the research of which they were the focus.

Elliot Mischler has made a valuable contribution to the. topic of
trustworthiness in qualitative research. He advocates the practice of
making research methodology visible for many of the reasons we dis-
cuss above, but he also proposes that the ultimate test of the trusrwor-
thiness of a qualitative study ís whether we believe the findings strongly
enough to act on them. In Míschler's words, 'the key issue becomes
whether the relevant community of scientists evaluates reported find-
ings as sufficiently trustworthy to rely on them for their own work'
0990: 417). We would expand Mischler's criteria for trustworthiness to
inc1ude readers who are not scientists, but who find a research study
so compellíng, so filled with 'truth value' that they are willing to act on
it outside the realm of social research. The research on women's ways
of knowing by Belenky and her colleagues is an example of this larger
criteria of trustworthiness (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule,
1986). Not only have numerous studies followed on the heels of their
work, but at least one women's college has gone so far as to recon-
struct their college curriculum based on the uncovering of altemative

147



I

Beginning Qualitative Research

ways of learning and knowing reported in the book (Vidulich, 1992).
Without the rich detail contained in their research report, it is unlikely
that other researchers and practitioners would have acted on lhe
knowledge contained within it.

Note

1 We prefer to use the cut-and-paste method of preparing data for analysis,
which results in data canis that are easy to manipulate. There are several
computer programs, such as Ethnograph and USQUAL, that are designed to
assist in the process of analyzing qualitative data. However, we have found
the more hands-on approach helpful for leaming to do data analysis and
for being able to visually pore over a large amount of data simultaneously.
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