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DEEL 1: ACHTERGROND EN
CONCEPTUEEL KADER
HFST 1: WAT IS KWALITATIEF ONDERZOEK?
2

1. ONDERZOEK ALGEMEEN
"de handeling van het onderzoeken, teneinde door de
verzameling van gegevens tot een oplossing voor een bep.
probleem te komen, (ook) gezamenlijke nasporingen
betreffende een zaak."
“a systematic process of critical inquiry leading to valid
propositions and conclusions that are communicated to
interested others” – McLeod (2013)
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2. ILLUSTRATIE KWALITATIEF ONDERZOEK
Brexit poll: blijven of vertrekken per leeftijdscategorie

4

Young people about the brexit...

5
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3. KWALITATIEF ONDERZOEK DEFINIËREN
̶

“qualitative research is concerned with describing the constituent properties of an
entity, while quantitative analysis is involved in determining how much of the entity
there is.” (Smith, 2015)
̶

“A great deal of qualitative research aims to provide rich or ‘thick’ accounts of the
phenomenon under investigation, while quantitative research is more generally
concerned with counting occurrences, volumes, or the size of associations
between entities” (Smith, 2015)
̶

“Qualitative research offers a set of flexible and sensitive methods for opening up
the meanings of areas of social life that were previously not well
understood” (McLeod, 2011)
Veelheid aan
beschrijvingen
7

̶

“Underlying qualitative approaches is a concern to uncover people’s grasp of their
world” (Smith, 2015)
̶

“The primary aim of qualitative research is to develop an understanding of how the
social world is constructed” (McLeod, 2011, p. 3)

Veelheid aan
beschrijvingen

8

DENZIN AND LINCOLN (2005)
"Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists
of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices
transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, including field
notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. At this
level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This
means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make
sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.
Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of empirical
materials - case study; personal experience; introspection; life story; interview; artifacts;
cultural texts and productions; observational, historical, interactional, and visual texts - that
describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in individuals' lives. Accordingly,
qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of interconnected interpretive practices, hoping
always to get a better understanding of the subject matter at hand. It is understood,
however, that each practice makes the world visible in a different way. Hence there is
frequently a commitment to using more than one interpretive practice in any study.”
- Denzin and Lincoln, 2005
9

CRESWELL (2013)
"Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of interpretive/
theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems
addressing the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or
human problem. To study this problem, qualitative researchers use an
emerging qualitative approach to inquiry, the collection of data in a natural
setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and data analysis
that is both inductive and deductive and establishes patterns or themes.
The final written report or presentation includes the voices of participants,
the reflexivity of the researcher, a complex description and interpretation
of the problem, and its contribution to the literature or a call for change.”
- Creswell, 2013
12

4. EIGENSCHAPPEN VAN KWALITATIEF
ONDERZOEK: OVERZICHT
1. Nadruk op inductieve benadering: data als vertrekpunt
2. Context is cruciaal (individu binnen sociaal-historische context)
3. Mens als intentioneel en betekenisverlenend wezen (emic of ‘insider’
perspectief)
4. Taal als sleutel tot subjectieve wereld van mensen
5. Onderzoek in de leefwereld van participanten (naturalistisch)
6. Nadruk op rijke beschrijving (thick description)
7. Belang van de rol van de onderzoeker (reflexiviteit)

13

1. Nadruk op inductieve benadering: data als vertrekpunt

Deductie

Inductie

14

2. Context is cruciaal (individu binnen sociaal-historische context)
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3. Mens als intentioneel en betekenisverlenend wezen (emic of ‘insider’
perspectief)

16

4. Taal als sleutel tot subjectieve wereld van mensen
̶

Taal cruciaal voor betekenisverlening
̶

Taal fundamenteel meerduidig
̶

Taal als representationeel systeem of als werkelijkheidsvormend?
̶

Bestuderen van taal op verschillende niveaus

17

5. Onderzoek in de leefwereld van participanten (naturalistisch)
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6. Nadruk op rijke beschrijving (thick description)

19

7. Belang van de rol van de onderzoeker (reflexiviteit)

“Reflexivity is the process by
which we reflect on our own
and other people’s personal
and social characteristics,
how they differ and coalesce,
and shape the social
interaction between us”

20

5. KWANTITATIEF EN KWALITATIEF ONDERZOEK
De verschillen
Kwantitatief onderzoek
Cijfers
Perspectief van de onderzoeker
Onderzoeker afstandelijk
Theorie testen
Statisch
Gestructureerd
Generalisatie
‘Harde’, betrouwbare data
Macro
Gedrag
Artificiële settings

Kwalitatief onderzoek
Woorden
Perspectief van de participanten
Onderzoeker betrokken
Theorie bouwen
Proces
Ongestructureerd
Contextueel begrijpen
Rijke, diepe data
Micro
Betekenis
Naturalistische settings

21

Ø
Ø
Ø
Ø

Brede opdeling
Geen absoluut onderscheid
Veel diversiteit binnen één type
Beiden gericht op:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Data-reductie
Beantwoorden onderzoeksvragen
Relateren van data-analyse aan onderzoeksliteratuur
Variatie blootleggen/begrijpen
Vermijden bewuste vertekening
Belang van transparantie

De gelijkenissen

Ø Van dichotomie en onverenigbaarheid naar pragmatisch pluralisme
(mixed method onderzoek)

22

Complementariteit of niet?

̶ Spanningsveld tussen twee paradigma’s
̶ Verschillende uitgangspunten
̶ Geen neutrale methodes
=> combineren kwantitatief en kwalitatief onderzoek is niet
vanzelfsprekend
̶ Principieel versus pragmatisch standpunt (mixed-method)

23
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HOOFDSTUK 2:
WETENSCHAPSFILOSOFISCHE
ACTHERGROND VAN
KWALITATIEF ONDERZOEK
2

WAAROM WETENSCHAPSFILOSOFIE?
̶ Kader voor elke vorm van onderzoek
̶ Sterk bepalend voor aard onderzoeksvragen, doel van onderzoek, keuze
methoden, relatie onderzoeker-onderzoeksobject…
̶ Laat toe onderzoek naar waarde te schatten binnen het kader waarin het
gebeurt
̶ Laat toe kritisch na te denken over veelal impliciete aannames in
onderzoek

3

TWEE DENKWIJZEN
Dilthey:
‘Naturwissenshaften’ en ‘Geisteswissenshaften’
Fundamenteel verschillend studieobject =>
Verschillend doel =>
Verschillende methoden nodig
Menswetenschappen: ‘Verstehen’
Natuurwetenschappen: ‘Erklären’

4

"Thus there arises a special realm of experiences which has its
independent origin and its own material in inner experience and
which is, accordingly, the subject matter of a special science of
experience. The independent position of such a discipline cannot be
contested, so long as no one can claim to make Goethe's life more
intelligible by deriving his passions, poetic productivity, and
intellectual reflection from the structure of his brain or the properties
of his body.(Dilthey,1983)"

5

Bruner: Twee modaliteiten van denken

Paradigmatisch of logischwetenschappelijk

Versus

Narratief

Reflecteert…

‘objectieve’, deterministische
wereld

‘geconstrueerde’ wereld waarin menselijke
agency dingen kan laten gebeuren

Affiniteit
met…

Postivistische
natuurwetenschappen

Sociale wetenschappen, humane
wetenschappen

Abstracte als-dat stellingen

Verhalen om zin te verlenen aan gebeurtenissen,
ervaringen

=> Kwantitatieve gevoeligheid

=> Kwalitatieve gevoeligheid
6

"One mode, the paradigmatic or logico-scientific one, attempts to
fulfil the ideal of a formal, mathematical system of description and
explanation. It employs categorization or conceptualization and the
operations by which categories are established, instantiated,
idealized, and related one to the other to form a system. [...] At a
gross level, the logico-scientific mode (I shall call it paradigmatic
hereafter) deals in general causes, and in their establishment, and
makes use of procedures to assure verifiable reference and to test
for empirical truth (Bruner, 1986, p. 12-13)."
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"The imaginative application of the narrative mode leads instead to
good stories, gripping drama, believable (though not necessarily
"true") historical accounts. It deals in human or human-like intention
and action and the vicissitudes and consequences that mark their
course. It strives to put its timeless miracles into the particulars of
experience, and to locate the experience in time and place. (Bruner,
1986, p. 13)."
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WETENSCHAPSFILOSOFISCHE PARADIGMA’S
̶ Wetenschap is niet neutraal => vertrekt van reeks veronderstellingen over
de aard van de wereld, welke kennis mogelijk is en hoe we deze kunnen
verwerven
̶ Verschillende paradigma’s
̶ Verschillende opdelingen

9

PARADIGMA
Ontologie
Wat is de aard van de realiteit en het zijn?

Onderzoeksparadigma
Epistemologie
Wat is de relatie tussen onderzoeker
(diegene die wil weten) en onderzochte
(diegene die weet)?

Methodologie
Hoe (met welke procedures) kunnen we
kennis verwerven?

10

ONTOLOGIE
̶ Aard van de realiteit en het zijn
̶ Nauw verwant aan epistemologie
Kwalitatief
onderzoek?
Realisme
één kenbare,
identificeerbare,
meetbare realiteit

Continuüm

Relativisme
Meervoudige,
geconstrueerde
realiteiten

11

INTRO
Mentimeter:
̶ Ga naar www.menti.com
̶ Vul de code in

12

EPISTEMOLOGIE
̶ Kennistheorie: aard, oorsprong, voorwaarden en reikwijdte kennis en
weten
̶ Relatie tussen participant (heeft kennis/weten) en onderzoeker (zoekt
kennis/weten)
̶ Nauw verwant aan axiologie (invloed waarden onderzoeker in het
onderzoeksproces)
Kwalitatief
onderzoek?
Objectivisme/
dualisme
Onderzoeker en
participant onafhankelijk;
objectief bestudeerbaar

Continuüm

Subjectivistisch/
transactioneel
Interactie onderzoeker –
participant centraal; geco13
construeerde bevindingen

“In het wetenschappelijk onderzoek horen de feiten voor
zichzelf te spreken, verdraaiing of verkleuring is voor een
wetenschapper doodzonde. (…) Als wetenschapper behoor je
je object aan het woord te laten. Daarom neemt het streven
naar objectiviteit, het streven naar niets dan de feiten aan het
woord te laten, ook een centrale positie in (…) In onderzoek
horen subjectieve meningen, overtuigingen, waarden en
politieke idealen geen rol te spelen.”
Koningsveld (2006, p. 44)

14

“Binnen de wetenschapsfilosofie (is) langzamerhand de overtuiging (…)
ontstaan dat:
1. er niet zoiets bestaat als objectieve kennis, maar dat de
wetenschappers onderling met elkaar afspreken wanneer kennis het
predicaat wetenschappelijk krijgt;
2. objectief waarnemen onmogelijk is en dat we in ons hoofd een
interpretatie van de werkelijkheid maken;
3. het theoretisch uitgangspunt waarmee wij naar de werklijkheid kijken
is aangeleerd (…) en van invloed is op onze interpretatie van de
werkelijkheid.”
Delnooz (2010, p. 19)
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“Het streven naar objectiviteit in onderzoek is een streven (…)
recht te doen aan het object van studie: het object van studie
te laten spreken en niet te vertekenen. (…) De eliminatie of
neutralisering van de persoon van de onderzoeker is meestal
een illusie. (…) Het streven naar objectiviteit betekent niet de
uitsluiting van de subjectiviteit van de onderzoeker, maar
omvat juist een bereflecteerde, intelligente, positieve
aanwending van de eigen subjectiviteit.”
Maso en Smaling (1998, p. 66-67)

16

GROTE PARADIGMA’S
- Positivisme
- Post-positivisme
- (Sociaal-) constructivisme
- Kritische theorie

17

POSITIVISME
̶ Historische wortels in de verlichting (Auguste Comte)
̶ Uitgangspunten:
Ø er is één werkelijkheid waar we rechtstreeks toegang toe
hebben

Naïef realisme

Ø De werkelijkheid is bevattelijk, identificeerbaar en meetbaar
Ø Alle verschijnselen zijn onderworpen aan onveranderlijke
natuurwetten
Ø Alleen empirische wetenschap levert werkelijke kennis op
Ø Onderzoeker en onderzoeksobject zijn onafhankelijke
entiteiten

Dualisme/
objectivisme
18

POSITIVISME
Ø Onderzoeker kan de werkelijkheid objectief waarnemen,
heeft geen invloed op die werkelijkheid

Dualisme/
objectivisme

Ø Hypothetisch-deductieve methode
Ø Gericht op ontdekken universele wetmatigheden
(nomothetische methode)
Ø Verificatiecriterium: wetenschappelijke uitspraak kan worden
getoetst door na te gaan of deze in overeenstemming is met
zintuiglijke (empirische) waarnemingen
Ø Kennis is waardenvrij

19

POSTPOSITIVISME
Ø Op basis van aantal problemen met positivisme
Ø Eén ware werkelijkheid, maar slechts gedeeltelijk te
bevatten
Ø Van absolute zekerheid naar plausibiliteit
Ø Falsificatie in plaats van verificatie
Ø Onderzoeker blijft objectief en onafhankelijk

20

(POST-)POSITIVISME EN ONDERZOEK
• Dominantie kwantitatief onderzoek in de psychologie vaak
geassocieerd met positivisme
• Echter geen noodzakelijk verband:
Comte: “our business is to study phenomena, in the characters and
relations in which they present themselves to us, abstaining from
introducing considerations of quantities, and mathematical laws, which
is beyond our power to apply”

21

(SOCIAAL-) CONSTRUCTIVISME
̶ Historische wortels binnen postmodernistische traditie die
ontstond in jaren ’60 van de 20ste eeuw
‒ Primaat van de taal, discours (>< taal als representatie)
‒ Alles is constructie, alles is tekst

̶ Uitgangspunten:

Relativisme

Ø Niet één juiste realiteit, maar meerdere geconstrueerde realiteiten
Ø Waarheid en objectieve kennis van de wereld zijn onmogelijk
Ø Realiteit afhankelijk van taal (taal is centraal, geen eenduidige betekenis
van woorden en teksten)
Ø Context!
22

(SOCIAAL-) CONSTRUCTIVISME
Ø Sociale realiteit is niet gedetermineerd door fysische krachten en wetten, maar
wordt actief geco-construeerd door mensen
Ø Onderzoeker niet onafhankelijk van onderzoeksobject; interactie staat centraal
Transactioneel/
(reflexiviteit)
subjectivisme
Ø Methodologie is hermeneutisch en dialogisch (interpretatief)
§

Begrijpen en interpreteren van de mens en diens uitdrukkingsvormen

§

Interpreteren als uitgangspunt voor kennis en waarheid in dagelijks leven en wetenschap

§

Interpretatie als dialectisch en circulair proces

hermeneutiek

Ø Doel van onderzoek is niet predictie en controle van toekomstige gebeurtenissen,
maar de constructie van krachtigere en meer heldere manieren om geleefde
ervaring te begrijpen
Ø Accent op idiografische methode, kwalitatief onderzoek
23
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KRITISCHE THEORIE
Ø Gelijkaardige uitganspunten als constructivisme (niet één realiteit,
realiteit als geconstrueerd in sociaal-historische context)
Ø Accent op geleefde ervaring die gemedieerd wordt door
machtsverhoudingen in sociale en historische contexten
Ø Onderzoek in functie van emancipatie en transformatie
Ø Waarden spelen belangrijke rol
Ø Dialectische verhouding onderzoeker-onderzochte

25

PONTEROTTO (2005): BASISPARADIGMA’S
Positivisme

Postpositivisme

Constructivisme Interpretivisme

Kritisch Ideologisch

Ontologie

Epistemologie

Methodologie

Axiologie

(Retoriek)

26

VERWERKEN LEERSTOF
̶ Zelfstudie: bestudeer het artikel van Ponterotto (2005)
⇒Wordt bevraagd in leerpad hoofdstuk 2
⇒Tip: maak notities waarin je enerzijds cruciale begrippen definieert
en anderzijds een samenvatting van de verschillende paradigma's
maakt
⇒Oefening: bij welk(e) paradigma(‘s) sluiten de voorbeeldstudies
(zie Ufora hfst 1) best aan?

27

DEEL 2: HET KWALITATIEVE
ONDERZOEKSPROCES
HOOFDSTUK 3: LITERATUURSTUDIE EN
ONDERZOEKSVRAAG

Wetenschapsfilosofisch kader

Iteratief
karakter!

Literatuurstudie

Onderzoeksvraag

Kwaliteitsbewaking
-

Trustworthiness
Authenticiteit

Ethiek/Onderzoeksattitude
Sampling

Dataverzameling
Data-analyse

Rapportage

- In verhouding tot participant
- Wetenschappelijke integriteit

“ONDERZOEKSZANDLOPER”
Start: brede vragen / interesses
Vernauwen vragen, focussen
Operationaliseren
Observeren
Data analyseren
Conclusies trekken
Terug generaliseren naar
vragen/theorie

STARTPUNT ONDERZOEK
̶ Persoonlijke interesse
̶ Sociaal/maatschappelijk/psychologisch probleem
̶ Theoretisch probleem
̶ Data verzamelen vanuit initieel onderwerp => geen
bruikbare bevindingen
̶ Belang van conceptualisatie: van algemeen onderwerp naar
een duidelijke probleemstelling => goede onderzoeksvraag

1. PLAATS THEORIE / LITERATUUR IN
KWALITATIEF ONDERZOEK
Theorie algemeen: verklaring van geobserveerde
regelmatigheden/patronen
Relatie theorie – onderzoek
1. Wat is theorie? => verschillende abstractieniveaus (grand,
middle-range, publicaties-als-theorie)
2. Inductieve versus deductieve benadering
3. Verschillende opvattingen over rol literatuurstudie in
kwalitatief onderzoek

TYPES THEORIE

1. META-NIVEAU (GRAND THEORIES)
̶ Cf. Wetenschapsfilosofische paradigma’s
̶ Onderzoeksmethoden zijn nauw verbonden met verschillende
visies van hoe de sociale / psychologische realiteit bestudeerd
moet worden => geen neutrale methoden
̶ Niet (volledig) testbare assumpties
̶ Ook wel: omvattende theorieën over
bijvoorbeeld menselijk psychisch
functioneren, sociale structuren…

2. MIDDLE-RANGE THEORIEËN
̶ Pogingen om een beperkt fenomeen te begrijpen en verklaren
̶ Bv. Over de rol van sociale achtergrond in de ontwikkeling van
delinquentie, rol van hechting in latere psychopathologie, rol van
organisatiestructuur op productiviteit…

3. PUBLICATIES-ALS-THEORIE
̶ Bestaande literatuur als ‘theoretische’ context
̶ Literatuur als proxy voor theorie
̶ ‘fact finding’ studies: ook hier impliciete concepten en
theorie
=> Concepten noodzakelijk om waar te nemen…

THEORIE BOUWEN OF TESTEN: INDUCTIE EN
DEDUCTIE
̶ Verhouding theorie onderzoek:
̶
̶

Theorie als basis voor onderzoek
Theorie als resultaat van onderzoek

̶ Inductieve aspect centraal in kwalitatief
onderzoek
̶ Echter inductieve en deductieve aspecten in elke
vorm van onderzoek
=> kwestie van nuances, accenten
=> ‘Sensitizing concepts’ (richtinggevende begrippen)

̶ Iteratief proces!

PLAATS VAN EEN LITERATUURSTUDIE
̶ Verschillende opvattingen over plaats literatuurstudie in
kwalitatief onderzoek
̶ Contra:
̶ Profileren tegenover deductief kwantitatief onderzoek (historisch
argument)
̶ Voorkomen beïnvloeding onderzoeker door literatuur
̶ Emic perspectief centraal: participant als startpunt
=> Literatuurstudie minimaal of afwezig (extreem standpunt)

̶ Pro:
̶ Vaststellen wat er reeds over onderwerp geweten is
̶ Detecteren van gaten in kennis
̶ Beschrijven hoe studie kan bijdragen tot bestaande kennis over
onderwerp
̶ Vermijden duplicatie
̶ Bijdragen aan het formuleren van een onderzoeksvraag
̶ Kaderen van eigen onderzoek binnen context van andere studies
̶ Aantonen dat er gereflecteerd werd over de onderzoeksvraag
̶ Mogelijkheid afbakenen richtinggevende/sensitiverende concepten
=> Belang van een literatuurstudie

̶ Actueel kwalitatief onderzoek
̶ Meestal inleidende literatuurstudie
̶ Beperkte of geen verwachtingen/hypothesen
̶ Mogelijkheid sensitiverende concepten:
‒ Aanduiding waar te zoeken (aandacht richten)
‒ Helpen om variatie in geobserveerde fenomenen te begrijpen
‒ Niet sluitend of definitief
̶ Rapportage: eigen bevindingen in relatie tot bestaande literatuur

VOORBEELD

STRUCTUUR ARTIKEL

RETORIEK?

STRUCTUUR ARTIKEL

NIVEAU THEORIE?

2. EEN ONDERZOEKSVRAAG FORMULEREN
Algemeen: kwalitatieve onderzoeksvragen
̶ Open vragen: eerder gericht op inductief onderzoek
̶ Sluiten aan bij het onderwerp en de probleemstelling
̶ Kunnen aangepast worden doorheen het onderzoeksproces
(flexibiliteit)
̶ Hoe en wat vragen eerder dan waarom, in welke mate,
hoeveel, verschil… vragen

VOORBEELD: PROBLEEMSTELLING – DOEL - VRAAG
Probleemstelling: Recente veranderingen op de arbeidsmarkt hebben ervoor
gezorgd dat het maken van een carrièreswitch vandaag een actueel fenomeen
is. Ondanks toenemende studies naar motieven voor een carrièreswitch, bestaat
er hieromtrent nog steeds heel wat onduidelijkheid. Zo maakt bestaand
onderzoek voornamelijk gebruik van vooraf gestructureerde maten om motieven
te bevragen waardoor er niet gepeild wordt naar subjectieve ervaringen van
mensen. In bestaand onderzoek ontbreekt bovendien ook aandacht voor
eventuele geslachtsverschillen in deze motieven terwijl de literatuur omtrent
genderverschillen in rollen op de arbeidsmarkt en determinanten van
arbeidssatisfactie aangeeft dat dit een relevante vraag is.”
Doel: diepgaand inzicht in subjectieve motieven voor een carrièreswitch bij
mannen en vrouwen
Vraag: Wat zijn motieven voor het maken van een carrièreswitch en wat is de
aard van eventuele verschillen tussen mannen en vrouwen hierin?

STRUCTUUR KWALITATIEVE ONDERZOEKSVRAAG
Structuur vraag vaak:
̶

Wat/hoe (ww) {kenmerken - fenomeen} bij/voor {onderzoekseenheid – (setting)} ?
̶

Hoe (ww) {onderzoekseenheid – (setting)} {kenmerken – fenomeen}?
Voorbeelden:
̶

Wat zijn bevorderende en belemmerende factoren in het gebruiken van differentiërende
onderwijstechnieken voor Vlaamse leerkrachten in het gewone basisonderwijs?
̶

Hoe ervaren Vlaamse tienermeisjes de portrettering van vrouwelijke seksualiteit in de media?
̶

Wat zijn de motieven van mensen om mantelzorger te worden?
̶

Hoe gaan jonge kinderen (3 - 6 jaar) om met het verlies van een huisdier?

BASISELEMENTEN KWALITATIEVE ONDERZOEKSVRAAG
̶ Vraagwoord: veelal ‘wat’ of ‘hoe’
̶ Onderzoekseenheid
Ø Over wie of wat wil je uitspraken doen?

Geeft richting aan
steekproefselectie
& dataverzameling

Ø Niet noodzakelijk gelijk aan waarnemingseenheden

̶ Kenmerken of eigenschappen / fenomeen
Ø Wat is het fenomeen dat je bestudeert bij de onderzoekseenheden?
Ø Focus op één fenomeen

̶ Gebruik ‘explorerende’ werkwoorden: open design

AANTAL ONDERZOEKSVRAGEN
Formuleer (1 of 2) hoofdvragen
Ø open en breder
Bv. ‘hoe ervaren depressieve patiënten een tijdslimiet (een voorop vastgesteld aantal
sessies) in psychotherapie?’

en eventueel een beperkt aantal (max. 5-7) subvragen
Ø specifieke dimensies van de hoofdvraag
Ø gelinkt aan sampling en dataverzameling
Bv. ‘Hoe ervaren depressieve patiënten een tijdslimiet in cognitieve gedragstherapie?’
‘Hoe ervaren depressieve patiënten een tijdslimiet in psychodynamische therapie?’
Cf.
‘Hoe ervaren depressieve patiënten met een afhankelijke persoonlijkheidsstijl een
sensitiverende
tijdslimiet in therapie?’
concepten
‘Hoe ervaren depressieve patiënten met een zelfkritische persoonlijkheidsstijl een
tijdslimiet in therapie?’
Cf. Sampling: homogeniteit en
heterogeniteit in de steekproef
21

VOORBEELD
̶ Centrale vraag: “Hoe ervaren Vlaamse tienermeisjes de
portrettering van vrouwelijke seksualiteit in de media?”
̶ Mogelijke subvragen:
̶ Wat zijn relevante media voor Vlaamse tienermeisjes?
̶ Welke beelden omtrent vrouwelijke seksualiteit merken zij daarin op?
̶ Hoe interpreteren ze deze beeldvorming van vrouwelijke seksualiteit?
̶ Hoe zien ze dit in relatie tot hun eigen ervaring omtrent seksualiteit?
̶ Hoe gaan ze om met mediaberichtgeving omtrent vrouwelijke
seksualiteit?
Kan basis vormen voor
bijvoorbeeld het opstellen
van interviewvragen
(dataverzameling)

EIGENSCHAPPEN ONDERZOEKSVRAGEN
Vermijd assumpties over het bestudeerde fenomeen in het formuleren van de
onderzoeksvraag/vragen
1.

Beperk assumpties over de aard, condities en kwaliteiten van het fenomeen =>
maximale openheid voor verschillende ervaringen, betekenissen…

Vb. Aan wat voor soort berichten op sociale media ergeren Vlaamse adolescenten
zich en hoe gaan ze daarmee om?
Ø Veronderstelt dat adolescenten zich ergeren aan berichten op sociale
media
Ø Veronderstelt dat ze strategieën nodig hebben om daarmee om te gaan
=> Alternatief: Hoe begrijpen en ervaren Vlaamse adolescenten berichten op
sociale media?
Nuance: Voorgaand onderzoek kan de vraag specifieker maken en bepaalde
assumpties rechtvaardigen.
23

EIGENSCHAPPEN ONDERZOEKSVRAGEN
Vermijd assumpties over het bestudeerde fenomeen in het formuleren van
de onderzoeksvraag/vragen
2. Geen assumpties over richting en hiërarchie => maximale
openheid voor mogelijks alternatieve verklaringen, ervaringen…
Vb. Ervaren meisjes meer stress door sociale media dan jongens?
Ø Veronderstelt dat sociale media stress veroorzaakt
Ø Veronderstelt dat geslacht de groep definieert
=> Alternatief: Hoe ervaren meisjes en jongens de rol van sociale
media in hun leven?

24

CAUSALITEIT IN KWALITATIEVE ONDERZOEKSVRAGEN
̶ Algemeen: vermijden van causale taal (effect op…, veroorzaken,
beïnvloeden...)
̶ Verschillende posities (gelinkt aan positie tav literatuurstudie
voorafgaand aan onderzoek)
Ø Absoluut vermijden causaliteit
Ø Kwalitatieve interpretatie causaliteit: process-theory
⇒ Begrijpen hoe bepaalde situatie, beslissing, gebeurtenis, ervaring… tot stand komen
aan de hand van diepgaande analyse en rijke beschrijving (thick description) van
betekenis, contexten en (sociale, culturele, institutionele) mechanismen
⇒ Complexe notie van causaliteit (indirecte causaliteit, voorbij eenvoudige associaties,
belang context)
⇒ >< variantie theorie: kwantitatieve benadering, focus op variabelen en relaties tussen
specifieke variabelen (effecten, hiërarchie), hypotheses toetsen
25

KWALITATIEVE ONDERZOEKSVRAGEN BEOORDELEN
̶ Haalbaarheid
̶ Onderzoekbare vraag?
̶ Mogelijkheid data te verzamelen, gebruiken?
̶ Middelen?
̶ Zinnige vraag? Niet te breed, te gecompliceerd?
̶ Ethisch verantwoord?
̶ Bijdrage, relevantie
̶ Open voor onverwachte zaken?
̶ Draagt de vraag bij aan de literatuur?
̶ Is de vraag relevant?
26

VERVOLG
̶ Leerpaden maken op Ufora (hfst 2-5)
̶ Volgende week geen les
̶ Heb je vragen? => vragenmoment op 18/10 van 11u30
tot 12u30 in aud 2
̶ Deadline leerpaden: 23/10 17u
̶ Responsecollege: 25/10 van 11u30 tot 12u45
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Thematic analysis is a poorly demarcated, rarely acknowledged, yet widely
used qualitative analytic method within psychology. In this paper, we
argue that it offers an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to
analysing qualitative data. We outline what thematic analysis is, locating it
in relation to other qualitative analytic methods that search for themes or
patterns, and in relation to different epistemological and ontological
positions. We then provide clear guidelines to those wanting to start
thematic analysis, or conduct it in a more deliberate and rigorous way, and
consider potential pitfalls in conducting thematic analysis. Finally, we
outline the disadvantages and advantages of thematic analysis. We
conclude by advocating thematic analysis as a useful and flexible method
for qualitative research in and beyond psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology 2006; 3: 77 /101
Key words: epistemology; flexibility; patterns; qualitative psychology;
thematic analysis

Thematic analysis is a poorly demarcated
and rarely acknowledged, yet widely used
qualitative analytic method (Boyatzis,
1998; Roulston, 2001) within and beyond
psychology. In this paper, we aim to fill
what we, as researchers and teachers in
qualitative psychology, have experienced
as a current gap / the absence of a paper
which adequately outlines the theory, ap-

plication and evaluation of thematic analysis, and one which does so in a way
accessible to students and those not particularly familiar with qualitative research.1
That is, we aim to write a paper that will
be useful as both a teaching and research
tool in qualitative psychology. Therefore,
in this paper we discuss theory and
method for thematic analysis, and clarify
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the similarities and differences between
different approaches that share features in
common with a thematic approach.
Qualitative approaches are incredibly
diverse, complex and nuanced (Holloway
and Todres, 2003), and thematic analysis
should be seen as a foundational method
for qualitative analysis. It is the first
qualitative method of analysis that researchers should learn, as it provides core
skills that will be useful for conducting
many other forms of qualitative analysis.
Indeed, Holloway and Todres (2003: 347)
identify ‘thematizing meanings’ as one of a
few shared generic skills across qualitative
analysis.2 For this reason, Boyatzis (1998)
characterizes it, not as a specific method,
but as a tool to use across different methods. Similarly, Ryan and Bernard (2000)
locate thematic coding as a process performed within ‘major’ analytic traditions
(such as grounded theory), rather than a
specific approach in its own right. We
argue thematic analysis should be considered a method in its own right.
One of the benefits of thematic analysis is
its flexibility. Qualitative analytic methods
can be roughly divided into two camps.
Within the first, there are those tied to, or
stemming from, a particular theoretical or
epistemological position. For some of these
/ such as conversation analysis (CA; eg,
Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998) and interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA; eg,
Smith and Osborn, 2003) / there is (as yet)
relatively limited variability in how the
method is applied, within that framework.
In essence, one recipe guides analysis. For
others of these / such as grounded theory
(Glaser, 1992; Strauss and Corbin, 1998),
discourse analysis (DA; eg, Burman and
Parker, 1993; Potter and Wetherell, 1987;
Willig, 2003) or narrative analysis (Murray,
2003; Riessman, 1993) / there are different

manifestations of the method, from within
the broad theoretical framework. Second,
there are methods that are essentially independent of theory and epistemology, and
can be applied across a range of theoretical
and epistemological approaches. Although
often (implicitly) framed as a realist/experiential method (Aronson, 1994; Roulston,
2001), thematic analysis is actually firmly
in the second camp, and is compatible with
both essentialist and constructionist paradigms within psychology (we discuss this
later). Through its theoretical freedom, thematic analysis provides a flexible and useful research tool, which can potentially
provide a rich and detailed, yet complex,
account of data.
Given the advantages of the flexibility of
thematic analysis, it is important that we are
clear that we are not trying to limit this
flexibility. However, an absence of clear and
concise guidelines around thematic analysis
means that the ‘anything goes’ critique of
qualitative research (Antaki et al ., 2002) may
well apply in some instances. With this
paper, we hope to strike a balance between
demarcating thematic analysis clearly / ie,
explaining what it is, and how to do it / and
ensuring flexibility in relation to how it is
used, so that it does not become limited and
constrained, and lose one of its key advantages. Indeed, a clear demarcation of this
method will be useful to ensure that those
who use thematic analysis can make active
choices about the particular form of analysis
they are engaged in. Therefore, this paper
seeks to celebrate the flexibility of the
method and provide a vocabulary and
‘recipe’ for people to undertake thematic
analysis in a way that is theoretically and
methodologically sound.3 As we will show,
what is important is that as well as applying a method to data, researchers make
their (epistemological and other) assump-
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tions explicit (Holloway and Todres, 2003).
Qualitative psychologists need to be clear
about what they are doing and why, and to
include the often-omitted ‘how’ they did
their analysis in their reports (AttrideStirling, 2001).
In this paper we outline: what thematic
analysis is; a 6-phase guide to performing
thematic analysis; potential pitfalls to
avoid when doing thematic analysis; what
makes good thematic analysis; and advantages and disadvantages of thematic analysis. Throughout, we provide examples from the research literature, and our
own research. By providing examples, we
show the types of research questions and
topics that thematic analysis can be used to
study.
Before we begin, we need to define a few
of the terms used throughout the paper.
Data corpus refers to all data collected for
a particular research project, while data set
refers to all the data from the corpus that
are being used for a particular analysis.
There are two main ways of choosing the
data set (which approach you take depends
on whether you are coming to the data
with a specific question or not / see ‘A
number of decisions’ below). First, the data
set may consist of many, or all, individual
data items within your data corpus. So, for
example, in a project on female genital
cosmetic surgery, Virginia’s data corpus
consists of interviews with surgeons,
media items on the topic, and surgeon
websites. For any particular analysis, her
data set might just be the surgeon interviews, just the websites (Braun, 2005b), or
it might combine surgeon data with some
media data (eg, Braun, 2005a). Second, the
data set might be identified by a particular
analytic interest in some topic in the data,
and the data set then becomes all instances
in the corpus where that topic is referred.
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So in Virginia’s example, if she was interested in how ‘sexual pleasure’ was talked
about, her data set would consist of all
instances across the entire data corpus that
had some relevance to sexual pleasure.
These two approaches might sometimes
be combined to produce the data set. Data
item is used to refer to each individual
piece of data collected, which together
make up the data set or corpus. A data
item in this instance would be an individual surgeon interview, a television documentary, or one particular website. Finally,
data extract refers to an individual coded
chunk of data, which has been identified
within, and extracted from, a data item.
There will be many of these, taken from
throughout the entire data set, and only a
selection of these extracts will feature in
the final analysis.

What is thematic analysis?
Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns
(themes) within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set in (rich)
detail. However, frequently if goes further
than this, and interprets various aspects of
the research topic (Boyatzis, 1998). The
range of different possible thematic analyses will further be highlighted in relation
to a number of decisions regarding it as a
method (see below).
Thematic analysis is widely used, but
there is no clear agreement about what
thematic analysis is and how you go about
doing it (see Attride-Stirling, 2001; Boyatzis, 1998; Tuckett, 2005, for other examples). It can be seen as a very poorly
‘branded’ method, in that it does not appear
to exist as a ‘named’ analysis in the same
way that other methods do (eg, narrative
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analysis, grounded theory). In this sense, it
is often not explicitly claimed as the
method of analysis, when, in actuality, we
argue that a lot of analysis is essentially
thematic / but is either claimed as something else (such as DA, or even content
analysis (eg, Meehan et al ., 2000)) or not
identified as any particular method at all /
for example, data were ‘subjected to qualitative analysis for commonly recurring
themes’ (Braun and Wilkinson, 2003: 30).
If we do not know how people went about
analysing their data, or what assumptions
informed their analysis, it is difficult to
evaluate their research, and to compare
and/or synthesize it with other studies on
that topic, and it can impede other researchers carrying out related projects in the
future (Attride-Stirling, 2001). For these
reasons alone, clarity on process and practice of method is vital. We hope that this
paper will lead to more clarity around
thematic analysis.
Relatedly, insufficient detail is often given to reporting the process and detail of
analysis (Attride-Stirling, 2001). It is not
uncommon to read of themes ‘emerging’
from the data (although this issue is not
limited to thematic analysis). For example,
Singer and Hunter’s (1999: 67) thematic
discourse analysis of women’s experiences
of early menopause identified that ‘several
themes emerged’ during the analysis. Rubin
and Rubin (1995: 226) claim that analysis is
exciting because ‘you discover themes and
concepts embedded throughout your interviews’. An account of themes ‘emerging’ or
being ‘discovered’ is a passive account of
the process of analysis, and it denies the
active role the researcher always plays in
identifying
patterns/themes,
selecting
which are of interest, and reporting them
to the readers (Taylor and Ussher, 2001).4
The language of ‘themes emerging’:

can be misinterpreted to mean that themes ‘reside’ in the data, and if we just look hard enough
they will ‘emerge’ like Venus on the half shell.
If themes ‘reside’ anywhere, they reside in
our heads from our thinking about our data and
creating links as we understand them. (Ely et al .,
1997: 205 /6)

At this point, it is important to acknowledge
our own theoretical positions and values in
relation to qualitative research. We do not
subscribe to a naı̈ve realist view of qualitative research, where the researcher can
simply ‘give voice’ (see Fine, 2002) to their
participants. As Fine (2002): 218) argues,
even a ‘giving voice’ approach ‘involves
carving out unacknowledged pieces of
narrative evidence that we select, edit,
and deploy to border our arguments’. However, nor do we think there is one ideal
theoretical framework for conducting qualitative research, or indeed one ideal method.
What is important is that the theoretical
framework and methods match what the
researcher wants to know, and that they
acknowledge these decisions, and recognize
them as decisions.
Thematic analysis differs from other analytic methods that seek to describe patterns
across qualitative data / such as ‘thematic’
DA, thematic decomposition analysis, IPA
and grounded theory.5 Both IPA and
grounded theory seek patterns in the data,
but are theoretically bounded. IPA is attached to a phenomenological epistemology
(Smith et al ., 1999; Smith and Osborn,
2003), which gives experience primacy
(Holloway and Todres, 2003), and is about
understanding people’s everyday experience of reality, in great detail, in order to
gain an understanding of the phenomenon
in question (McLeod, 2001). To complicate
matters, grounded theory comes in different
versions (Charmaz, 2002). Regardless, the
goal of a grounded theory analysis is to
generate a plausible / and useful / theory
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of the phenomena that is grounded in the
data (McLeod, 2001). However, in our experience, grounded theory seems increasingly to be used in a way that is essentially
grounded theory ‘lite’ / as a set of procedures for coding data very much akin to
thematic analysis. Such analyses do not
appear to fully subscribe to the theoretical
commitments of a ‘full-fat’ grounded theory,
which requires analysis to be directed towards theory development (Holloway and
Todres, 2003). We argue, therefore, that a
‘named and claimed’ thematic analysis
means researchers need not subscribe to
the implicit theoretical commitments of
grounded theory if they do not wish to
produce a fully worked-up grounded-theory
analysis.
The term ‘thematic DA’ is used to refer to
a wide range of pattern-type analysis of
data, ranging from thematic analysis within
a social constructionist epistemology (ie,
where patterns are identified as socially
produced, but no discursive analyse is
conducted), to forms of analysis very
much akin to the interpretative repertoire
form of DA (Clarke, 2005). Thematic decomposition analysis (eg, Stenner, 1993; Ussher
and Mooney-Somers, 2000) is a specifically
named form of ‘thematic’ DA, which identifies patterns (themes, stories) within data,
and theorizes language as constitutive of
meaning and meaning as social.
These different methods share a search
for certain themes or patterns across an
(entire) data set, rather than within a data
item, such as an individual interview or
interviews from one person, as in the case of
biographical or case-study forms of analysis, such as narrative analysis (eg, Murray,
2003; Riessman, 1993). In this sense, they
more or less overlap with thematic analysis.
As thematic analysis does not require the
detailed theoretical and technological
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knowledge of approaches, such as grounded
theory and DA, it can offer a more accessible
form of analysis, particularly for those early
in a qualitative research career.
In contrast to IPA or grounded theory (and
other methods like narrative analysis DA or
CA), thematic analysis is not wedded to any
pre-existing theoretical framework, and
therefore it can be used within different
theoretical frameworks (although not all),
and can be used to do different things
within them. Thematic analysis can be an
essentialist or realist method, which reports
experiences, meanings and the reality of
participants, or it can be a constructionist
method, which examines the ways in which
events, realities, meanings, experiences and
so on are the effects of a range of discourses
operating within society. It can also be a
‘contextualist’ method, sitting between the
two poles of essentialism and constructionism, and characterized by theories, such as
critical realism (eg, Willig, 1999), which
acknowledge the ways individuals make
meaning of their experience, and, in turn,
the ways the broader social context impinges on those meanings, while retaining
focus on the material and other limits of
‘reality’. Therefore, thematic analysis can be
a method that works both to reflect reality
and to unpick or unravel the surface of
‘reality’. However, it is important that the
theoretical position of a thematic analysis is
made clear, as this is all too often left
unspoken (and is then typically a realist
account). Any theoretical framework carries
with it a number of assumptions about the
nature of the data, what they represent in
terms of the ‘the world’, ‘reality’, and so
forth. A good thematic analysis will make
this transparent.
A number of decisions
Thematic analysis involves a number of
choices which are often not made explicit
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(or are certainly typically not discussed in
the method section of papers), but which
need explicitly to be considered and discussed. In practice, these questions should
be considered before analysis (and sometimes even collection) of the data begins,
and there needs to be an ongoing reflexive
dialogue on the part of the researcher or
researchers with regards to these issues,
throughout the analytic process. The
method section of Taylor and Ussher’s
(2001) thematic DA of S&M provides a
good example of research which presents
this process explicitly; the method section
of Braun and Wilkinson (2003) does not.
What counts as a theme?
A theme captures something important
about the data in relation to the research
question, and represents some level of
patterned response or meaning within the
data set. An important question to address
in terms of coding is: what counts as a
pattern/theme, or what ‘size’ does a theme
need to be? This is a question of prevalence,
in terms both of space within each data item
and of prevalence across the entire data set.
Ideally, there will be a number of instances
of the theme across the data set, but more
instances do not necessarily mean the
theme itself is more crucial. As this is
qualitative analysis, there is no hard-andfast answer to the question of what proportion of your data set needs to display
evidence of the theme for it to be considered
a theme. It is not the case that if it was
present in 50% of one’s data items, it would
be a theme, but if it was present only in
47%, then it would not be a theme. Nor is it
the case that a theme is only something that
many data items give considerable attention
to, rather than a sentence or two. A theme
might be given considerable space in some
data items, and little or none in others, or it

might appear in relatively little of the data
set. So, researcher judgement is necessary to
determine what a theme is. Our initial
guidance around this is that you need to
retain some flexibility, and rigid rules really
do not work. (The question of prevalence is
revisited in relation to themes and subthemes, as the refinement of analysis (see
later) will often result in overall themes,
and sub-themes within those.)
Furthermore, the ‘keyness’ of a theme is
not necessarily dependent on quantifiable
measures / but rather on whether it captures something important in relation to
the overall research question. For example, in Victoria’s research on representations of lesbians and gay parents on 26
talk shows (Clarke and Kitzinger, 2004),
she identified six ‘key’ themes. These six
themes were not necessarily the most prevalent themes across the data set / they
appeared in between two and 22 of the 26
talk shows / but together they captured an
important element of the way in which
lesbians and gay men ‘normalize’ their
families in talk show debates. In this instance, her thematic analysis was driven by
this particular analytic question. How she
‘measured’ prevalence is relevant, as prevalence can be determined in a number of
different ways. Prevalence was counted at
the level of the data item (ie, did a theme
appear anywhere in each individual talk
show?). Alternatively, it could have been
counted in terms of the number of different
speakers who articulated the theme, across
the entire data set, or each individual
occurrence of the theme across the entire
data set (which raises complex questions
about where an ‘instance’ begins and ends
within an extended sequence of talk / see
Riessman, 1993). Because prevalence was
not crucial to the analysis presented, Victoria chose the most straightforward form,
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but it is important to note there is no right or
wrong method for determining prevalence.
Part of the flexibility of thematic analysis
is that it allows you to determine themes
(and prevalence) in a number of ways. What
is important is that you are consistent in
how you do this within any particular
analysis.
There are various ‘conventions’ for representing prevalence in thematic (and other
qualitative) analysis that does not provide a
quantified measure (unlike much content
analysis, Wilkinson, 2000) / for instance:
‘the majority of participants’ (Meehan et al .,
2000: 372), ‘many participants’ (Taylor and
Ussher, 2001: 298), or ‘a number of
participants’ (Braun et al ., 2003: 249).
Such descriptors work rhetorically to
suggest a theme really existed in the data,
and to convince us they are reporting
truthfully about the data. But do they tell
us much? This is perhaps one area where
more debate is needed about how and why
we might represent the prevalence of
themes in the data, and, indeed, whether,
if, and why prevalence is particularly important.
A rich description of the data set, or a
detailed account of one particular aspect
It is important to determine the type of
analysis you want to do, and the claims
you want to make, in relation to your data
set. For instance, you might wish to provide
a rich thematic description of your entire
data set, so that the reader gets a sense of the
predominant or important themes. In this
case, the themes you identify, code, and
analyse would need to be an accurate reflection of the content of the entire data set. In
such an analysis, some depth and complexity is necessarily lost (particularly if you are
writing a short dissertation or article with
strict word limits), but a rich overall de-
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scription is maintained. This might be a
particularly useful method when you are
investigating an under-researched area, or
you are working with participants whose
views on the topic are not known.
An alternative use of thematic analysis is
to provide a more detailed and nuanced
account of one particular theme, or group of
themes, within the data. This might relate to
a specific question or area of interest within
the data (a semantic approach / see below),
or to a particular ‘latent’ theme (see below)
across the whole or majority of the data set.
An example of this would be Victoria’s talk
show paper, discussed previously (Clarke
and Kitzinger, 2004), which examined normalization in lesbians’ and gay men’s accounts of parenting.
Inductive versus theoretical thematic
analysis
Themes or patterns within data can be
identified in one of two primary ways in
thematic analysis: in an inductive or ‘bottom up’ way (eg, Frith and Gleeson, 2004),
or in a theoretical or deductive or ‘top
down’ way (eg, Boyatzis, 1998; Hayes,
1997). An inductive approach means the
themes identified are strongly linked to the
data themselves (Patton, 1990) (as such, this
form of thematic analysis bears some similarity to grounded theory). In this approach,
if the data have been collected specifically
for the research (eg, via interview or focus
group), the themes identified may bear little
relation to the specific questions that were
asked of the participants. They would also
not be driven by the researcher’s theoretical
interest in the area or topic. Inductive
analysis is therefore a process of coding
the data without trying to fit it into a preexisting coding frame, or the researcher’s
analytic preconceptions. In this sense, this
form of thematic analysis is data-driven.
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However, it is important to note, as we
discussed earlier, that researchers cannot
free themselves of their theoretical and
epistemological commitments, and data
are not coded in an epistemological vacuum.
In contrast, a ‘theoretical’ thematic analysis would tend to be driven by the researcher’s theoretical or analytic interest in the
area, and is thus more explicitly analystdriven. This form of thematic analysis tends
to provide less a rich description of the data
overall, and more a detailed analysis of
some aspect of the data. Additionally, the
choice between inductive and theoretical
maps onto how and why you are coding the
data. You can either code for a quite specific
research question (which maps onto the
more theoretical approach) or the specific
research question can evolve through the
coding process (which maps onto the inductive approach).
For example, if a researcher was interested in talk about heterosex, and had
collected interview data, with an inductive
approach they would read and re-read the
data for any themes related to heterosex,
and code diversely, without paying attention to the themes that previous research on
the topic might have identified. For example, the researcher would not look to the
influential research of Hollway (1989),
identifying discourses of heterosex, and
code just for male sexual drive, have/hold
or permissive discourse themes. In contrast,
with a theoretical approach, the researcher
may well be interested in the way permissiveness plays out across the data, and
focus on that particular feature in coding
the data. This would then result in a
number of themes around permissiveness,
which may include, speak to, or expand on
something approximating Hollway’s original theme.

Semantic or latent themes
Another decision revolves around the ‘level’ at which themes are to be identified: at
a semantic or explicit level, or at a latent or
interpretative level (Boyatzis, 1998).6 A
thematic analysis typically focuses exclusively or primarily on one level. With a
semantic approach, the themes are identified within the explicit or surface meanings
of the data, and the analyst is not looking for
anything beyond what a participant has
said or what has been written. Ideally, the
analytic process involves a progression from
description, where the data have simply
been organized to show patterns in semantic content, and summarized, to interpretation , where there is an attempt to theorize
the significance of the patterns and their
broader meanings and implications (Patton,
1990), often in relation to previous literature
(for an excellent example of this, see Frith
and Gleeson, 2004).
In contrast, a thematic analysis at the
latent level goes beyond the semantic content of the data, and starts to identify or
examine the underlying ideas, assumptions,
and conceptualizations / and ideologies /
that are theorized as shaping or informing
the semantic content of the data. If we
imagine our data three-dimensionally as
an uneven blob of jelly, the semantic
approach would seek to describe the surface
of the jelly, its form and meaning, while the
latent approach would seek to identify the
features that gave it that particular form and
meaning. Thus, for latent thematic analysis,
the development of the themes themselves
involves interpretative work, and the analysis that is produced is not just description, but is already theorized.
Analysis within this latter tradition tends
to come from a constructionist paradigm
(eg, Burr, 1995), and in this form, thematic
analysis overlaps with some forms of ‘DA’
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(which are sometimes specifically referred
to as ‘thematic DA’ (eg, Singer and Hunter,
1999; Taylor and Ussher, 2001)), where
broader assumptions, structures and/or
meanings are theorized as underpinning
what is actually articulated in the data.
Increasingly, a number of discourse analysts
are also revisiting psycho-analytic modes of
interpretation (eg, Hollway and Jefferson,
2000), and latent thematic analysis would
also be compatible with that framework.
Epistemology: essentialist/realist versus
constructionist thematic analysis
As we have argued, thematic analysis can be
conducted within both realist/essentialist
and constructionist paradigms, although
the outcome and focus will be different for
each. The question of epistemology is
usually determined when a research project
is being conceptualized, although epistemology may also raise its head again during
analysis, when the research focus may shift
to an interest in different aspects of the data.
The research epistemology guides what you
can say about your data, and informs how
you theorize meaning. For instance, with an
essentialist/realist approach, you can theorize motivations, experience, and meaning
in a straightforward way, because a simple,
largely unidirectional relationship is assumed between meaning and experience
and language (language reflects and enables
us to articulate meaning and experience)
(Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Widdicombe
and Wooffitt, 1995).
In contrast, from a constructionist perspective, meaning and experience are socially produced and reproduced, rather
than inhering within individuals (Burr,
1995). Therefore, thematic analysis conducted within a constructionist framework
cannot and does not seek to focus on
motivation or individual psychologies, but
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instead seeks to theorize the sociocultural
contexts, and structural conditions, that
enable the individual accounts that are
provided. Thematic analysis that focuses
on ‘latent’ themes tends to be more constructionist, and it also tends to start to
overlap with thematic DA at this point.
However, not all ‘latent’ thematic analysis
is constructionist.
The many questions of qualitative research
It is worth briefly noting that qualitative
research involves a series of questions, and
there is a need to be clear about the relationship between these different questions.
First, there is the overall research question
or questions that drive the project. A research question might be very broad (and
exploratory), such as ‘how is lesbian and
gay parenting constructed?’ or ‘what are the
meanings of the vagina?’. Narrower research
questions might be ‘how and why is lesbian
and gay parenting normalized?’ (Clarke and
Kitzinger, 2004), or ‘what are the discourses
around vaginal size?’ (see Braun and Kitzinger, 2001). These narrow questions may
be part of a broader overarching research
question, and if so, the analyses they inform
would also provide answers to the overall
research question. Although all projects are
guided by research questions, these may
also be refined as a project progresses.
Second, if data from interviews or focus
groups have been collected, there are the
questions that participants have responded
to. Finally, there are the questions that
guide the coding and analysis of the data.
There is no necessary relationship between
these three, and indeed, it is often desirable
that there is a disjuncture between them.
Some of the worst examples of ‘thematic’
analysis we have read have simply used
the questions put to participants as the
‘themes’ identified in the ‘analysis’ /
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although in such instances, no analysis has
really been done at all!
To sum up, thematic analysis involves the
searching across a data set / be that a
number of interviews or focus groups, or a
range of texts / to find repeated patterns of
meaning. The exact form and product of
thematic analysis varies, as indicated above,
and so it is important that the questions
outlined above are considered before and
during thematic analyses. Those approaches which consider specific aspects, latent themes and are constructionist tend to
often cluster together, while those that
consider meanings across the whole data
set, semantic themes, and are realist, often
cluster together. However, there are no hardand-fast rules in relation to this, and different combinations are possible. What is
important is that the finished product contains an account / not necessarily that
detailed / of what was done, and why. So
what does one actually do? We now provide
what is, we hope, a straightforward stepby-step guide to conducting thematic analysis.

Doing thematic analysis: a step-by-step
guide
Some of the phases of thematic analysis are
similar to the phases of other qualitative
research, so these stages are not necessarily
all unique to thematic analysis. The process
starts when the analyst begins to notice,
and look for, patterns of meaning and
issues of potential interest in the data /
this may be during data collection. The
endpoint is the reporting of the content
and meaning of patterns (themes) in the
data, where ‘themes are abstract (and often
fuzzy) constructs the investigators identify
[sic] before, during, and after analysis’

(Ryan and Bernard, 2000: 780). Analysis
involves a constant moving back and forward between the entire data set, the coded
extracts of data that you are analysing, and
the analysis of the data that you are producing. Writing is an integral part of analysis,
not something that takes place at the end, as
it does with statistical analyses. Therefore,
writing should begin in phase one, with the
jotting down of ideas and potential coding
schemes, and continue right through the
entire coding/analysis process.
There are different positions regarding
when you should engage with the literature
relevant to your analysis / with some
arguing that early reading can narrow your
analytic field of vision, leading you to focus
on some aspects of the data at the expense
of other potentially crucial aspects. Others
argue that engagement with the literature
can enhance your analysis by sensitizing
you to more subtle features of the data
(Tuckett, 2005). Therefore, there is no one
right way to proceed with reading for thematic analysis, although a more inductive
approach would be enhanced by not engaging with literature in the early stages of
analysis, whereas a theoretical approach
requires engagement with the literature
prior to analysis.
We provide an outline guide through the
six phases of analysis, and offer examples to
demonstrate the process.7 The different
phases are summarized in Table 1. It is
important to recognize that qualitative analysis guidelines are exactly that / they are
not rules, and, following the basic precepts,
will need to be applied flexibly to fit the
research questions and data (Patton, 1990).
Moreover, analysis is not a linear process of
simply moving from one phase to the next.
Instead, it is more recursive process, where
movement is back and forth as needed,
throughout the phases. It is also a process
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Table 1 Phases of thematic analysis
Phase
1. Familiarizing yourself
with your data:
2. Generating initial codes:
3. Searching for themes:
4. Reviewing themes:
5. Defining and naming
themes:
6. Producing the report:

Description of the process
Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data, noting down
initial ideas.
Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion across the entire
data set, collating data relevant to each code.
Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to each
potential theme.
Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the
entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.
Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the overall story the
analysis tells, generating clear definitions and names for each theme.
The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling extract
examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the analysis to the
research question and literature, producing a scholarly report of the analysis.

that develops over time (Ely et al ., 1997),
and should not be rushed.
Phase 1: familiarizing yourself with your
data
When you engage in analysis, you may have
collected the data yourself, or they may have
been given to you. If you collected them
through interactive means, you will come to
the analysis with some prior knowledge of
the data, and possibly some initial analytic
interests or thoughts. Regardless, it is vital
that you immerse yourself in the data to the
extent that you are familiar with the depth
and breadth of the content. Immersion
usually involves ‘repeated reading’ of the
data, and reading the data in an active way /
searching for meanings, patterns and so on.
It is ideal to read through the entire data set
at least once before you begin your coding,
as ideas and identification of possible patterns will be shaped as you read through.
Whether or not you are aiming for an
overall or detailed analysis, are searching
for latent or semantic themes, or are data- or
theoretically-driven will inform how the
reading proceeds. Regardless, it is important to be familiar with all aspects of your
data. At this phase, one of the reasons why
qualitative research tends to use far smaller
samples than, for example, questionnaire

research will become apparent / the reading and re-reading of data is time-consuming. It is, therefore, tempting to skip over
this phase, or be selective. We would
strongly advise against this, as this phase
provides the bedrock for the rest of the
analysis.
During this phase, it is a good idea to start
taking notes or marking ideas for coding
that you will then go back to in subsequent
phases. Once you have done this, you are
ready to begin, the more formal coding
process. In essence, coding continues to be
developed and defined throughout the entire analysis.
Transcription of verbal data
If you are working with verbal data, such as
interviews, television programmes or political speeches, the data will need to be
transcribed into written form in order to
conduct a thematic analysis. The process of
transcription, while it may seen time-consuming, frustrating, and at times boring, can
be an excellent way to start familiarizing
yourself with the data (Riessman, 1993).
Further, some researchers even argue
it should be seen as ‘a key phase of
data analysis within interpretative qualitative methodology’ (Bird, 2005: 227), and
recognized as an interpretative act, where
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meanings are created, rather than simply a
mechanical act of putting spoken sounds on
paper (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999).
Various conventions exist for transforming
spoken texts into written texts (see Edwards
and Lampert, 1993; Lapadat and Lindsay,
1999). Some systems of transcription have
been developed for specific forms of analysis
/ such as the ‘Jefferson’ system for CA (see
Atkinson and Heritage, 1984; Hutchby and
Wooffitt, 1998). However, thematic analysis,
even constructionist thematic analysis, does
not require the same level of detail in the
transcript as conversation, discourse or even
narrative analysis. As there is no one way to
conduct thematic analysis, there is no one set
of guidelines to follow when producing a
transcript. However, at a minimum it requires a rigorous and thorough ‘orthographic’ transcript / a ‘verbatim’ account of
all verbal (and sometimes nonverbal / eg,
coughs) utterances.8 What is important is
that the transcript retains the information
you need, from the verbal account, and in a
way which is ‘true’ to its original nature (eg,
punctuation added can alter the meaning of
data / for example ‘I hate it, you know. I do’
versus ‘I hate it. You know I do’, Poland,
2002: 632), and that the transcription convention is practically suited to the purpose of
analysis (Edwards, 1993).
As we have noted, the time spent in
transcription is not wasted, as it informs
the early stages of analysis, and you will
develop a far more thorough understanding
of your data through having transcribed it.
Furthermore, the close attention needed to
transcribe data may facilitate the close read-

ing and interpretative skills needed to analyse the data (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999). If
your data have already been, or will be,
transcribed for you, it is important that you
spend more time familiarising yourself with
the data, and also check the transcripts back
against the original audio recordings for
‘accuracy’ (as should always be done).
Phase 2: generating initial codes
Phase 2 begins when you have read and
familiarized yourself with the data, and have
generated an initial list of ideas about what
is in the data and what is interesting about
them. This phase then involves the production of initial codes from the data. Codes
identify a feature of the data (semantic
content or latent) that appears interesting
to the analyst, and refer to ‘the most basic
segment, or element, of the raw data or
information that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon’
(Boyatzis, 1998: 63). See Figure 1 for an
example of codes applied to a short segment
of data. The process of coding is part of
analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994), as you
are organising your data into meaningful
groups (Tuckett, 2005). However, your
coded data differ from the units of analysis
(your themes), which are (often) broader.
Your themes, which you start to develop in
the next phase, are where the interpretative
analysis of the data occurs, and in relation to
which arguments about the phenomenon
being examined are made (Boyatzis, 1998).
Coding will, to some extent, depend on
whether the themes are more ‘data-driven’
or ‘theory-driven’ / in the former, the

Data extract

Coded for

it's too much like hard work I mean how much paper have you got to sign
to change a flippin’ name no I I mean no I no we we have thought about it
((inaudible)) half heartedly and thought no no I jus- I can’t be bothered,
it’s too much like hard work. (Kate F07a)

1. Talked about with partner
2. Too much hassle to change name

Figure 1 Data extract, with codes applied (from Clarke et al ., 2006)
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themes will depend on the data, but in the
latter, you might approach the data with
specific questions in mind that you wish to
code around. It will also depend on whether
you are aiming to code the content of the
entire data set, or whether you are coding to
identify particular (and possibly limited)
features of the data set. Coding can be
performed either manually or through a
software programme (see, eg, Kelle, 2004;
Seale, 2000, for discussion of software
programmes).
Work systematically through the entire
data set, giving full and equal attention to
each data item, and identify interesting
aspects in the data items that may form
the basis of repeated patterns (themes)
across the data set. There are a number of
ways of actually coding extracts. If coding
manually, you can code your data by writing notes on the texts you are analysing,
by using highlighters or coloured pens to
indicate potential patterns, or by using
‘post-it’ notes to identify segments of data.
You may initially identify the codes, and
then match them with data extracts that
demonstrate that code, but it is important in
this phase to ensure that all actual data
extracts are coded, and then collated together within each code. This may involve
copying extracts of data from individual
transcripts or photocopying extracts of
printed data, and collating each code together in separate computer files or using
file cards. If using computer software, you
code by tagging and naming selections of
text within each data item.
Key advice for this phase is: (a) code for as
many potential themes/patterns as possible
(time permitting) / you never know what
might be interesting later; (b) code extracts
of data inclusively / ie, keep a little of the
surrounding data if relevant, a common
criticism of coding is that the context is
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lost (Bryman, 2001); and (c) remember that
you can code individual extracts of data in
as many different ‘themes’ as they fit into /
so an extract may be uncoded, coded once,
or coded many times, as relevant. Note that
no data set is without contradiction, and a
satisfactory thematic ‘map’ that you will
eventually produce / an overall conceptualization of the data patterns, and relationships between them9 / does not have to
smooth out or ignore the tensions and
inconsistencies within and across data
items. It is important to retain accounts
that depart from the dominant story in the
analysis, so do not ignore these in your
coding.
Phase 3: searching for themes
Phase 3 begins when all data have been
initially coded and collated, and you have a
long list of the different codes that you have
identified across the data set. This phase,
which re-focuses the analysis at the broader
level of themes, rather than codes, involves
sorting the different codes into potential
themes, and collating all the relevant coded
data extracts within the identified themes.
Essentially, you are starting to analyse your
codes and consider how different codes
may combine to form an overarching theme.
It may be helpful at this phase to use visual
representations to help you sort the different codes into themes. You might use tables,
or mind-maps, or write the name each code
(and a brief description) on a separate piece
of paper and play around with organizing
them into theme-piles. A thematic map of
this early stage can be seen in Figure 2 (the
examples in Figures 2 /4 come from the
analysis presented in Braun and Wilkinson,
2003 of women’s talk about the vagina).
This is when you start thinking about the
relationship between codes, between
themes, and between different levels of
themes (eg, main overarching themes and
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Figure 2 Initial thematic map, showing five main themes (final analysis presented in Braun and
Wilkinson, 2003)

sub-themes within them). Some initial
codes may go on to form main themes,
whereas others may form sub-themes, and
others still may be discarded. At this stage,
you may also have a set of codes that do not
seem to belong anywhere, and it is perfectly
acceptable to create a ‘theme’ called ‘miscellaneous’ to house the codes / possibly
temporarily / that do not seem to fit into
your main themes.

You end this phase with a collection of
candidate themes, and sub-themes, and all
extracts of data that have been coded in
relation to them. At this point, you will start
to have a sense of the significance of
individual themes. However, do not abandon anything at this stage, as without
looking at all the extracts in detail (the
next phase) it is uncertain whether the
themes hold as they are, or whether some

Figure 3 Developed thematic map, showing three main themes (final analysis presented in Braun and
Wilkinson, 2003)
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Figure 4 Final thematic map, showing final two main themes (see Braun and Wilkinson, 2003).

need to be combined, refined and separated,
or discarded.
Phase 4: reviewing themes
Phase 4 begins when you have devised a set
of candidate themes, and it involves the
refinement of those themes. During this
phase, it will become evident that some
candidate themes are not really themes (eg,
if there are not enough data to support them,
or the data are too diverse), while others
might collapse into each other (eg, two
apparently separate themes might form
one theme). Other themes might need
to be broken down into separate themes.
Patton’s (1990) for dual criteria judging
categories / internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity / are worth considering here. Data within themes should cohere
together meaningfully, while there should
be clear and identifiable distinctions between themes.
This phase involves two levels of reviewing and refining your themes. Level one
involves reviewing at the level of the coded
data extracts. This means you need to read
all the collated extracts for each theme, and
consider whether they appear to form a
coherent pattern. If your candidate themes
do appear to form a coherent pattern, you
then move on to the second level of this
phase. If your candidate themes do not fit,
you will need to consider whether the
theme itself is problematic, or whether
some of the data extracts within it simply
do not fit there / in which case, you would

rework your theme, creating a new theme,
finding a home for those extracts that do not
currently work in an already-existing
theme, or discarding them from the analysis. Once you are satisfied that your candidate themes adequately capture the
contours of the coded data / once you
have a candidate ‘thematic map’ / you
are ready to move on to level two of this
phase. The outcome of this refinement
process can be seen in the thematic map
presented in Figure 3.
Level two involves a similar process, but
in relation to the entire data set. At this
level, you consider the validity of individual themes in relation to the data set, but
also whether your candidate thematic map
‘accurately’ reflects the meanings evident in
the data set as a whole. To some extent,
what counts as ‘accurate representation’
depends on your theoretical and analytic
approach. However, in this phase you reread your entire data set for two purposes.
The first is, as discussed, to ascertain
whether the themes ‘work’ in relation to
the data set. The second is to code any
additional data within themes that has been
missed in earlier coding stages. The need for
re-coding from the data set is to be expected
as coding is an ongoing organic process.
If the thematic map works, then you
moves on to the next phase. However, if
the map does not fit the data set, you need
to return to further reviewing and refining
of your coding until you have devised a
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satisfactory thematic map. In so doing, it is
possible that you will identify potential
new themes, and you will need to start
coding for these as well, if they are of
interest and relevent. However, a word
of warning: as coding data and generating
themes could go on ad infinitum , it is
important not to get over-enthusiastic with
endless re-coding. It is impossible to provide clear guidelines on when to stop, but
when your refinements are not adding anything substantial, stop! If the process of
recoding is only fine-tuning and making
more nuanced a coding frame that already
works / ie, it fits the data well / recognize
this and stop. Consider it as similar to
editing written work / you could endlessly
edit your sentences and paragraphs, but
after a few editing turns, any further work
is usually unnecessary refinement / similar
to rearranging the hundreds and thousands
on an already nicely decorated cake.
At the end of this phase, you should have
a fairly good idea of what your different
themes are, how they fit together, and the
overall story they tell about the data.
Phase 5: defining and naming themes
Phase 5 begins when you have a satisfactory
thematic map of your data / see Figure 4 for
the final refinements of Virginia’s thematic
map. At this point, you then define and
further refine the themes you will present
for your analysis, and analyse the data
within them. By ‘define and refine’, we
mean identifying the ‘essence’ of what
each theme is about (as well as the themes
overall), and determining what aspect of the
data each theme captures. It is important
not to try and get a theme to do too much, or
to be too diverse and complex. You do this
by going back to collated data extracts for
each theme, and organizing them into a
coherent and internally consistent account,
with accompanying narrative. It is vital that

you do not just paraphrase the content of
the data extracts presented, but identify
what is of interest about them and why.
For each individual theme, you need to
conduct and write a detailed analysis. As
well as identifying the ‘story’ that each
theme tells, it is important to consider
how it fits into the broader overall ‘story’
that you are telling about your data, in
relation to the research question or questions, to ensure there is not too much
overlap between themes. So it is necessary
to consider the themes themselves, and
each theme in relation to the others. As
part of the refinement, you will need to
identify whether or not a theme contains
any sub-themes. Sub-themes are essentially
themes-within-a-theme. They can be useful
for giving structure to a particularly large
and complex theme, and also for demonstrating the hierarchy of meaning within the
data. For instance, in one of Virginia’s
analyses of women’s talk about the vagina,
she identified two overarching themes in
women’s talk: the vagina as liability, and the
vagina as asset (Braun and Wilkinson,
2003). Within each theme, three sub-themes
were identified: for liability the sub-themes
were ‘nastiness and dirtiness’, ‘anxieties’
and ‘vulnerability’; for asset the sub-themes
were ‘satisfaction’, ‘power’ and ‘pleasure’.
However, these eventual final themes and
sub-themes resulted from a process of refinement of initial themes and sub-themes,
as shown in Figures 2/4.
It is important that by the end of this phase
you can clearly define what your themes are
and what they are not. One test for this is to
see whether you can describe the scope and
content of each theme in a couple of sentences. If not, further refinement of that
theme may be needed. Although you will
already have given your themes working
titles, this is also the point to start thinking
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about the names you will give them in the
final analysis. Names need to be concise,
punchy, and immediately give the reader a
sense of what the theme is about.
Phase 6: producing the report
Phase 6 begins when you have a set of fully
worked-out themes, and involves the final
analysis and write-up of the report. The
task of the write-up of a thematic analysis, whether it is for publication or for a
research assignment or dissertation, is to
tell the complicated story of your data in a
way which convinces the reader of the merit
and validity of your analysis. It is important
that the analysis (the write-up of it, including data extracts) provides a concise, coherent, logical, non-repetitive and interesting
account of the story the data tell / within
and across themes. Your write-up must
provide sufficient evidence of the themes
within the data / ie, enough data extracts to
demonstrate the prevalence of the theme.
Choose particularly vivid examples, or extracts which capture the essence of the
point you are demonstrating, without unnecessary complexity. The extract should be
easily identifiable as an example of the
issue. However, your write-up needs to do
more than just provide data. Extracts need
to be embedded within an analytic narrative
that compellingly illustrates the story you
are telling about your data, and your analytic narrative needs to go beyond description
of the data, and make an argument in
relation to your research question.

Pinning down what interpretative
analysis actually entails
It is difficult to specify exactly what interpretative analysis actually entails, particularly as the specifics of it will vary from
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study to study. As a first step, we recommend looking at published examples of
thematic analysis, particularly of the specific version you are planning to use (this is
made somewhat more difficult in that thematic analysis is often not a named method,
but you can find examples, eg, Ellis and
Kitzinger, 2002; Kitzinger and Willmott,
2002; Toerien and Wilkinson, 2004). In
order to provide a sense of the sorts of
questions you should be asking of your data,
and the sorts of analytic claims you should
be seeking to make, we will discuss a
particularly good example of an inductive
thematic analysis, which emphasizes understanding men’s experiences in relation to
the broader social context (see Frith and
Gleeson, 2004).
Frith and Gleeson (2004) aim to explore how men’s feelings about their
bodies influence their clothing practices,
and they use data gathered in qualitative
questionnaires from 75 men to answer
this question. They report four themes:
practicality of clothing choices; lack of
concern about appearance; use of clothing to conceal or reveal the body; use of
clothing to fit cultural ideals. Each theme
is clearly linked back to the overall
research question, but each is distinct.
They provide a clear sense of the scope
and diversity of each theme, using a
combination of analyst narrative and
illustrative data extracts. Where relevant,
they broaden their analysis out, moving
from a descriptive to an interpretative
level (often relating their claims to existing literature). For example, in ‘men
value practicality’, they make sense of
men’s accounts in relation to gender
norms and stereotypes, linking the accounts individual men provided to the
expectations that men / as members of
society / face. What they do, as analysts,
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is relate the patterns of meaning in men’s
responses to an academic analysis of how
gender operates. In so doing, they demonstrate the dual position that analysts
need to take: as both cultural members
and cultural commentators. Their ‘discussion’ section makes broader analytic
statements about the overall story that
the themes tell us about men’s relationship with clothing. This story reveals
that men ‘deliberately and strategically
use clothing to manipulate their appearance to meet cultural ideals of masculinity’ (Frith and Gleeson, 2004: 45), in a
way more traditionally associated with
women. This analysis makes an important contribution in that it challenges
perceived wisdom about clothing/appearance and masculinity.
As this example demonstrates, your analytic claims need to be grounded in, but go
beyond, the ‘surface’ of the data, even for a
‘semantic’ level analysis. The sort of questions you need to be asking, towards the end
phases of your analysis, include: ‘What does
this theme mean?’ ‘What are the assumptions underpinning it?’ ‘What are the implications of this theme?’ ‘What conditions
are likely to have given rise to it?’ ‘Why
do people talk about this thing in this
particular way (as opposed to other
ways)?’ and ‘What is the overall story the
different themes reveal about the topic?’.
These sorts of questions should guide the
analysis once you have a clear sense of your
thematic map.

Potential pitfalls to avoid when doing
thematic analysis
Thematic analysis is a relatively straightforward form of qualitative analysis, which

does not require the same detailed theoretical and technical knowledge that approaches such as DA or CA do. It is
relatively easy to conduct a good thematic
analysis on qualitative data, even when you
are still learning qualitative techniques.
However, there are a number of things that
can result in a poor analysis. In this section
we identify these potential pitfalls, in the
hope that they can be avoided.
The first of these is a failure to actually
analyse the data at all! Thematic analysis is
not just a collection of extracts strung
together with little or no analytic narrative.
Nor is it a selection of extracts with analytic
comment that simply or primarily paraphrases their content. The extracts in thematic analysis are illustrative of the analytic
points the researcher makes about the data,
and should be used to illustrate/support an
analysis that goes beyond their specific
content, to make sense of the data, and tell
the reader what it does or might mean / as
discussed above. A second, associated pitfall is the using of the data collection
questions (such as from an interview schedule) as the ‘themes’ that are reported. In
such a case, no analytic work has been
carried out to identify themes across the
entire data set, or make sense of the patterning of responses.
The third is a weak or unconvincing
analysis, where the themes do not appear
to work, where there is too much overlap
between themes, or where the themes are
not internally coherent and consistent. All
aspects of the theme should cohere around a
central idea or concept. This pitfall has
occurred if, depending on what the analysis
is trying to do, it fails adequately to capture
the majority of the data, or fails to provide a
rich description/interpretation of one or
more aspects of the data. A weak or un-
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convincing analysis can also stem from a
failure to provide adequate examples from
the data / for example, only one or two
extracts for a theme. This point is essentially about the rhetorics of presentation,
and the need for the analysis to be convincing to someone who has not read the entire
data set: ‘The ‘‘analysis’’ of the material. . . is
a deliberate and self-consciously artful creation by the researcher, and must be constructed to persuade the reader of the
plausibility of an argument’ (Foster and
Parker, 1995: 204). In so doing, one avoids
(the appearance of) what Bryman (1988) has
referred to as ‘anecdotalism’ in qualitative
research / where one or a few instances of a
phenomenon are reified into a pattern or
theme, when it or they are actually idiosyncratic. This is not to say that a few instances
cannot be of interest, or revealing; but it is
important not to misrepresent them as an
overarching theme.
The fourth pitfall is a mismatch between
the data and the analytic claims that are
made about it. In such an (unfounded)
analysis, the claims cannot be supported
by the data, or, in the worst case, the data
extracts presented suggest another analysis
or even contradict the claims. The researcher needs to make sure that their
interpretations and analytic points are consistent with the data extracts. A weak
analysis does not appear to consider other
obvious alternative readings of the data, or
fails to consider variation (and even contradiction) in the account that is produced. A
pattern in data is rarely, if ever, going to be
100% complete and non-contradicted, so an
analysis which suggests that it is, without a
thorough explanation, is open to suspicion.
It is important to pick compelling examples
to demonstrate the themes, so give this
considerable thought.
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The fifth involves a mismatch between
theory and analytic claims, or between the
research questions and the form of thematic
analysis used. A good thematic analysis
needs to make sure that the interpretations
of the data are consistent with the theoretical
framework. So, for instance, if you are working within an experiential framework, you
would typically not make claims about the
social construction of the research topic, and
if you were doing constructionist thematic
analysis, you would not treat people’s talk
of experience as a transparent window on
their world. Finally, even a good and interesting analysis which fails to spell out
its theoretical assumptions, or clarify how it
was undertaken, and for what purpose, is
lacking crucial information (Holloway and
Todres, 2003), and thus fails in one aspect.

What makes good thematic analysis?
One of the criticisms of qualitative research
from those outside the field is the perception that ‘anything goes’. For instance, this
sentiment is echoed in the first sentence of
Laubschagne’s (2003) abstract: ‘For many
scientists used to doing quantitative studies
the whole concept of qualitative research is
unclear, almost foreign, or ‘‘airy fairy’’ / not
‘‘real’’ research.’ However, although ‘qualitative’ research cannot be subjected to the
same criteria as ‘quantitative’ approaches, it
does provide methods of analysis that
should be applied rigorously to the data.
Furthermore, criteria for conducting good
qualitative research / both data collection
and analysis / do exist (eg, Elliott et al .,
1999; Parker, 2004; Seale, 1999; Silverman,
2000; Yardley, 2000). The British Psychological Society offers relatively succinct online guidelines for assessing quality in qualitative research (see http://www.bps.org.
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uk/publications/journals/joop/qualitativeguidelines.cfm). ‘Criteria’ for assessing qualitative research is a not uncontroversial
topic, with concerns raised about rigid
criteria limiting freedom and stifling methodological development (Elliott et al ., 1999;
Parker, 2004; Reicher, 2000). Reicher (2000)
takes the critique further, by asking whether
the incredibly diverse range of qualitative
approaches can and should be subject to
the same criteria.
Bracketing these critiques off, the issues
raised in many general qualitative research
assessment criteria can be more or less
applied to thematic forms of analysis. As
thematic analysis is a flexible method, you
also need to be clear and explicit about what
you are doing, and what you say you are
doing needs to match up with what you
actually do. In this sense, the theory and
method need to be applied rigorously, and
‘rigour lies in devising a systematic method

whose assumptions are congruent with the
way one conceptualizes the subject matter’
(Reicher and Taylor, 2005: 549). A concise
checklist of criteria to consider when determining whether you have generated a good
thematic analysis is provided in Table 2.

So what does thematic analysis offer
psychologists?
We now end this paper with some brief
comments on the advantages and disadvantages of thematic analysis. As we have
shown throughout this paper, thematic analysis is not a complex method. Indeed, as
you can see from Table 3, its advantages are
many. However, it is not without some
disadvantages, which we will now briefly
consider. Many of the disadvantages depend more on poorly conducted analyses
or inappropriate research questions than on

Table 2 A 15-point checklist of criteria for good thematic analysis
Process

No.

Criteria

Transcription

1

Coding

2
3

The data have been transcribed to an appropriate level of detail, and the transcripts
have been checked against the tapes for ‘accuracy’.
Each data item has been given equal attention in the coding process.
Themes have not been generated from a few vivid examples (an anecdotal approach),
but instead the coding process has been thorough, inclusive and comprehensive.
All relevant extracts for all each theme have been collated.
Themes have been checked against each other and back to the original data set.
Themes are internally coherent, consistent, and distinctive.
Data have been analysed / interpreted, made sense of / rather than just paraphrased
or described.
Analysis and data match each other / the extracts illustrate the analytic claims.
Analysis tells a convincing and well-organized story about the data and topic.
A good balance between analytic narrative and illustrative extracts is provided.
Enough time has been allocated to complete all phases of the analysis adequately,
without rushing a phase or giving it a once-over-lightly.
The assumptions about, and specific approach to, thematic analysis are clearly
explicated.
There is a good fit between what you claim you do, and what you show you have
done / ie, described method and reported analysis are consistent.
The language and concepts used in the report are consistent with the epistemological
position of the analysis.
The researcher is positioned as active in the research process; themes do not just
‘emerge’.

Analysis

4
5
6
7

Overall

8
9
10
11

Written report

12
13
14
15
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Table 3 Advantages of thematic analysis
Flexibility.
Relatively easy and quick method to learn, and do.
Accessible to researchers with little or no experience of
qualitative research.
Results are generally accessible to educated general
public.
Useful method for working within participatory research paradigm, with participants as collaborators.
Can usefully summarize key features of a large body of
data, and/or offer a ‘thick description’ of the data set.
Can highlight similarities and differences across the
data set.
Can generate unanticipated insights.
Allows for social as well as psychological interpretations of data.
Can be useful for producing qualitative analyses suited
to informing policy development.

the method itself. Further, the flexibility of
the method / which allows for a wide range
of analytic options / means that the potential range of things that can be said about
your data is broad. While this is an advantage, it can also be a disadvantage in that it
makes developing specific guidelines for
higher-phase analysis difficult, and can be
potentially paralysing to the researcher trying to decide what aspects of their data to
focus on. Another issue to consider is that a
thematic analysis has limited interpretative
power beyond mere description if it is not
used within an existing theoretical framework that anchors the analytic claims that
are made.
Other disadvantages appear when thematic analysis is considered in relation to
some of the other qualitative analytic methods. For instance, unlike narrative or other
biographical approaches, you are unable to
retain a sense of continuity and contradiction through any one individual account,
and these contradictions and consistencies
across individual accounts may be revealing. In contrast to methods similar to DA
and CA, a simple thematic analysis does not
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allow the researcher to make claims about
language use, or the fine-grained functionality of talk.
Finally, it is worth noting that thematic
analysis currently has no particular kudos
as an analytic method / this, we argue,
stems from the very fact that it is poorly
demarcated and claimed, yet widely used.
This means that thematic analysis is frequently, or appears to be, what is simply
carried out by someone without the knowledge or skills to perform a supposedly more
sophisticated / certainly more kudos-bearing / ‘branded’ form of analysis like
grounded theory, IPA or DA. We hope this
paper will change this view as, we argue, a
rigorous thematic approach can produce an
insightful analysis that answers particular
research questions. What is important is
choosing a method that is appropriate to
your research question, rather than falling
victim to ‘methodolatry’, where you are
committed to method rather than topic/
content or research questions (Holloway
and Todres, 2003). Indeed, your method of
analysis should be driven by both your
research question and your broader theoretical assumptions. As we have demonstrated, thematic analysis is a flexible
approach that can be used across a range
of epistemologies and research questions.

Notes
1. Boyatzis (1998) provides a much more
detailed account of thematic analysis. However,
we do not feel that it is a particularly accessible
account for those unfamiliar with qualitative
approaches. Moreover, his approach differs
from ours in that, although he acknowledges
the subjective dimension of qualitative analysis,
his approach is ultimately, if often implicitly,
located within a positivist empiricist paradigm.
2. Dey’s (1993) account of on ‘qualitative data
analysis’, which aims to identify shared techniques across the diverse range of qualitative
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methods, and demonstrate how to do ‘qualitative
analysis’, reinforces this point in that his focus is
largely thematic / but not claimed as such.
3. Some authors, such as Potter (1997: 147 /
48) argue that one should not simply provide
‘recipes’ for qualitative methods, such as DA,
because ‘a large part of doing discourse analysis
is a craft skill, more like bike riding or sexing a
chicken than following the recipe for a mild
chicken rogan josh. . . This makes it hard to
describe and learn’. While we do not disagree
that the skills needed for qualitative analyses of
all types need to be learned, others, such as
McLeod (2001), argue that by not discussing the
‘how to’ of analysis, we keep certain methods
mysterious (and thus elitist). Instead, if we want
to make methods democratic and accessible /
and indeed, to make qualitative research of all
forms more understandable to those not trained
in the methods, and arguably thus more popular
/ we need to provide concrete advice on how to
actually do it. We are not questioning the
importance of ‘non-recipe’ forms of training,
but while ‘recipes’ necessarily diminish the
complexity of certain methods, they are important for making methods accessible.
4. Foster and Parker (1995) suggest one
way to acknowledge the creative and active role
of the analyst is to use the first person when
writing.
5. Content analysis is another method that
can be used to identify patterns across qualitative
data, and is sometimes treated as similar to
thematic approaches (eg, Wilkinson, 2000). However, content analysis tends to focus at a more
micro level, often provides (frequency) counts
(Wilkinson, 2000), and allows for quantitative
analyses of initially qualitative data (Ryan and
Bernard, 2000). Thematic analysis differs from
this in that themes tend not to be quantified
(although sometimes they may be; and Boyatzis
(1998) suggests thematic analysis can be used to
transform qualitative data into a quantitative
form, and subject them to statistical analyses;
and the unit of analysis tends to be more than a
word or phrase, which it typically is in content
analysis.

6. The definition by Boyatzis (1998) of latent
and manifest is somewhat narrower than our
identification of latent and semantic, and he
identifies thematic analysis as incorporating
both latent and manifest aspects. However, this
results from the fact that he associates the
process of interpretation with latent analysis /
whereas we would argue that it should also be an
important element of a semantic approach.
7. We are assuming that you will be working
with a ‘good quality’ data corpus and data set.
We would argue that ‘good data’ are defined by a
particular set of criteria regarding what, why,
and how they were collected, and offer rich,
detailed and complex accounts of the topic.
Good data do not just provide a surface overview of the topic of interest, or simply reiterate a
commonsense account. The challenge for the
novice researcher is to interact with research
participants in such a way that they generate
rich and complex insights. Producing a good
analysis of poor quality data is a far more
demanding task for the analyst, although it can
potentially be performed by a skilled and experienced analyst.
8. See Poland (2002) for a discussion of the
problems with the idea of a ‘verbatim’ transcript,
and what is left out, and retained, through this
process.
9. What we mean by thematic map is similar
to, but less detailed than, the ‘codebook’ Ryan
and Bernard (2000) refer to, which involves a
detailed account of the hierarchical relationship
between codes, as well as a description of each,
their criteria, exemplars and counter / examples,
and other such details. Like Boyatzis’s (1998)
account of a thematic code, this model is then
applied to (and revised in relation to) the data.
See Figures 2 /4 for visual representations of a
thematic maps and its refinement. Another example of a thematic map / this time in table
form / can be found in Frith and Gleeson (2004).
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Qualitative Research in Counseling Psychology: A Primer on Research
Paradigms and Philosophy of Science
Joseph G. Ponterotto
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This article presents an overview of philosophy of science and research paradigms. The philosophy of
science parameters of ontology, epistemology, axiology, rhetorical structure, and methodology are
discussed across the research paradigms of positivism, postpositivism, constructivism-interpretivism, and
the critical-ideological perspective. Counseling researchers are urged to locate their inquiry approaches
within identifiable research paradigms, and examples of “locating” 2 popular inquiry approaches—
consensual qualitative research and grounded theory—are provided. Examples of how counseling
research would proceed from varying paradigms are explored, and a call is made for expanding the
training students receive in philosophy of science and qualitative approaches to inquiry.

utility of these approaches? (c) How could the variety of qualitative approaches reviewed in this issue and elsewhere (e.g., Camic,
Rhodes, & Yardley, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a) enhance my
own development as a researcher, clinician, and educator? and (d)
What role should I play in advocating for increased qualitative
research in my clinic, counseling center, or academic department?
Qualitative researchers often acknowledge and “bracket” their
prior investigative observations and current expectations at the
outset of their research studies (Creswell, 1998). Thus, I begin this
article by explicitly stating my recent observations and current
perceptions:
1. Psychology generally, and counseling psychology specifically, has been dominated by positivist and postpositivist research
paradigms and associated quantitative methods. Such a narrow
paradigmatic focus has limited the profession’s ability to advance
the field in significant ways. As counseling psychology broadens
its paradigmatic base and extends its scope of research methods to
include qualitative approaches, it will advance rapidly as a scientific field.
There is little question that North American psychology generally, and counseling psychology specifically, has been dominated
by quantitative research methods anchored in positivist and postpositivist research paradigms (Camic et al., 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000b; McLeod, 2001; Morrow & Smith, 2000; Rennie,
2002). This dominance is reflected in available research coursework (Ponterotto, 2005), dissertations conducted (Keeley, Shemberg, & Zaynor, 1988; Ponterotto, 2005), and research published
(Rennie, Watson, & Monteiro, 2002). Of recent interest is the
century-long content analysis (1900 –1999) conducted by Rennie
et al. (2002). These authors entered five search terms—qualitative
research, grounded theory, discourse analysis, phenomenological
psychology, and empirical phenomenology—into the PsycINFO
database to track the growth of these methods over the 20th
century. The authors found that, although there was a slight increase in the use of these methodologies in recent decades, even
during the decade of the1990s, the peak years in the survey, the
search uncovered less than one half of 1% of submitted term
“hits.”

In my view, North American psychology generally, and counseling psychology specifically, is in the midst of a gradual paradigm shift from a primary reliance on quantitative methods to a
more balanced reliance on quantitative and qualitative methods.
Writing from Canada, O’Neill (2002) noted that a paradigm shift
is underway in which “qualitative research may (and perhaps
should) replace the hegemony of quantitative methods in psychology” (p. 193). Though writing to stir debate, O’Neill was ultimately calling for more balance of qualitative and quantitative
methods in psychological research. Focusing on the United States,
Ponterotto (2002) noted that “the strong affinity for qualitative
approaches held by many counseling students (and professionals)
will lead to a radical transformation and paradigm shift in the
research training components of counseling psychology programs”
(p. 395). Supporting the conceptual writing just cited, a Delphi poll
of counseling psychology training directors in the United States
identified attention to “qualitative sophistication” and “methodological diversity and triangulation” as the top two trends for
research development in the field over the next decade (Neimeyer
& Diamond, 2001, p. 57).
This special issue of the Journal of Counseling Psychology
(JCP) on qualitative approaches (Haverkamp, Morrow, & Ponterotto, 2005) serves as an invitation for counseling psychologists
to consider the place of qualitative research methods in the field,
generally, and in their own research programs and training environments, specifically. I invite readers to consider the following
questions as they digest this special JCP issue: (a) What role
should qualitative research play in advancing counseling psychology as a science? (b) What is my understanding of qualitative
inquiry approaches, and what are my biases regarding the rigor and
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Though the field of counseling psychology has certainly advanced and developed in significant ways in recent decades (see
Heppner, Casas, Carter, & Stone, 2000), I believe our discipline
will reach significant new heights through the incorporation of
postmodern perspectives and associated qualitative research methods (Hansen, 2004). Gergen (2001), speaking to psychology generally, highlighted that though postmodern perspectives have been
discussed for some time in neighboring social sciences, psychology has been slow to enter this discussion. In fact, Gergen (2001,
p. 803) was “concerned that the conception of psychological
science commonly shared within the discipline is historically frozen and is endangered by its isolation from the major intellectual
and global transformations of the past half century.” Richardson
(1996) and Marecek, Fine, and Kidder (2001) echoed sentiments
similar to those of Gergen as they highlighted American psychology’s slow embrace of qualitative approaches relative to other
social sciences in the United States and relative to psychology
research internationally.
I expect that most readers of JCP would agree with Gergen’s
(2001) assertion that by broadening our intellectual and philosophical perspectives and research methodologies, the profession will
grow in terms of both professional knowledge (see McLeod, 2001)
and societal impact (see Hill, in press). Counseling psychologists
(e.g., Hoshmand, 1989; Howard, 2003; Polkinghorne, 1988) have
been advocating for decades for the increased incorporation of
postmodern perspectives and associated qualitative methods in
psychological research.
2. At present, there is a strong call to enhance the level of
qualitative research training in counseling psychology, though our
progress is slow in bolstering the level of such training that
students and scholars receive.
This special issue of JCP on qualitative methods is reflective of
the developing call for increased attention to and incorporation of
qualitative research into the profession. There are likely over a
hundred recent books (e.g., Camic et al., 2003; McLeod, 2001),
book chapters (Morrow & Smith, 2000), journal editorials (e.g.,
Giles, Gough, & Packer, 2004; Kline, 2003), and special journal
issues (e.g., Crawford & Kimmel, 1999; Rennie, 2002) advocating
for more balance in qualitative versus quantitative inquiry methods. However, modification in training of psychologists is not
keeping pace with these calls. For example, a recent North American survey (Ponterotto, 2005) of directors of counseling psychology programs (79% response rate) revealed that only 10% of
programs required a qualitative research course of doctoral students, and the median percentage of qualitative doctoral dissertations completed in an average year across programs was only 10%.
3. Increasing numbers of quantitatively trained counseling psychologists are beginning to adopt qualitative research methods into
their research programs, but some are doing so without a firm
grasp of the philosophical anchors undergirding many approaches
to qualitative inquiry. It is important that researchers understand
well the philosophy of science parameters anchoring their work.
Recently, I (Ponterotto, 2002, in press; Ponterotto & Grieger,
1999) studied anecdotally the published reflections of counseling
psychologists who were initially trained in the postpositivist paradigm and associated quantitative methods and who adopted over
time a qualitative emphasis in their research programs. I noted that
developing expertise in various qualitative approaches and philosophy of science is a process that takes time, often a number of
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years of study. My current perception, however, is that some
psychologists begin conducting and supervising qualitative research without a firm understanding of philosophy of science
parameters undergirding different research paradigms. My concern
is that though counseling psychologists may express verbal support and enthusiasm for qualitative methods, their research lens is
still heavily influenced by their postpositivist socialization. The
risk is that these researchers may be unknowingly “postpositivizing” constructivist qualitative methods, which is akin to forcing a
round peg into a square hole.
Examples of “postpositivizing” may include the use of semistructured interviews that are literature driven, detailed, and standard from participant to participant; the selection of the complete
sample before the study rather than the incorporation of theoretical
sampling; the establishment of theme categories before the study
and the attempt to code interview data into these categories; or the
calculation of the number of participants who are represented in
each theme. These practices all represent a postpositivist research
worldview, and if imposed on a researcher seeking to carry out a
constructivist study, the nature of the intended study will be altered
significantly. For more extensive discussion and elaboration of
these issues, I refer the reader to multiple contributions within
edited volumes by Camic et al. (2003) and Rennie (2002).
My opinion is that strong researchers, whether hailing from
postpositivism and quantitative research traditions or from
constructivism–interpretivism and associated qualitative traditions, must understand fully the philosophy of science parameters
undergirding their research worldview and day-to-day scholarly
work. A major goal I have for this introductory article is to provide
readers with a basic foundation in philosophy of science.

Contextual Definitions
It is important to briefly define the following terms that I and
others use throughout this JCP special issue: philosophy of science, paradigm, idiographic versus nomothetic perspectives, etic
versus emic distinctions, quantitative methods, and qualitative
methods.

Philosophy of Science
For the purpose of this article I define science broadly as the
systematic quest for knowledge. Philosophy of science refers to the
conceptual roots undergirding the quest for knowledge. Incorporated within philosophy of science are beliefs or assumptions
regarding ontology (the nature of reality and being), epistemology
(the study of knowledge, the acquisition of knowledge, and the
relationship between the knower [research participant] and
would-be knower [the researcher]), axiology (the role and place of
values in the research process), rhetorical structure (the language
and presentation of the research), and methodology (the process
and procedures of research; see Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincon,
2000b; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ponterotto, 2002).

Paradigm
A paradigm can be defined as a “set of interrelated assumptions
about the social world which provides a philosophical and conceptual framework for the organized study of that world” (Filstead,
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1979, p. 34). The paradigm selected guides the researcher in
philosophical assumptions about the research and in the selection
of tools, instruments, participants, and methods used in the study
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000b).

undergirding a chosen inquiry approach (which are discussed
throughout this article). Both qualitative and quantitative approaches are empirical methods in that they involve the collection,
analysis, and interpretation of observations or data.

Idiographic and Nomothetic Perspectives
Two terms heard often in research and testing, and that help to
define the focus of inquiry, are idiographic and nomothetic. Idiographic stems from the Greek idios, which means applying to the
individual; and nomothetic has semantic origins in the Greek
nomos, which refers to application to people generally, as in
general patterns or universal statements or laws (Hood & Johnson,
1997). Idiographic research or assessment focuses on understanding the individual as a unique, complex entity. Writing that is
idiographic is very descriptive and detailed in presentation (e.g., a
biography or case study). In marked contrast, nomothetic research
and assessment focuses on uncovering general patterns of behavior
that have a normative base. Nomothetic research has a primary
goal of prediction and explanation of phenomena rather than
individual in-depth understanding. Nomothetic writing is most
often objective and impersonal with a focus on generalizable
findings (e.g., a randomized experiment).

Etic–Emic Distinction
Stemming from work in communication, etic and emic are terms
used frequently in the multicultural counseling field. The origins of
etic are from phonetic (language general), and emic from phonemic
(language specific), terms addressing rules of language (Pedersen,
1999). Etic refers to universal laws and behaviors that transcend
nations and cultures and apply to all humans. For example, the
concept that people are biological organisms is an etic concept in
that we all need to eat, drink, and sleep to survive. Emic refers to
constructs or behaviors that are unique to an individual, sociocultural context that are not generalizable. For example, the Jewish
High Holy Days or the Christian Easter celebration are not universally acknowledged, as these concepts are religion specific.

Quantitative Methods
Generally speaking, quantitative methods focus on the strict
quantification of observations (data) and on careful control of
empirical variables. Quantitative research often incorporates largescale sampling and the use of statistical procedures to examine
group means and variances (Ponterotto & Grieger, 1999). Quantitative studies stress the measurement and analysis of causal or
correlational relationships between variables (Denzin & Lincoln,
2000b).

Qualitative Methods
Qualitative methods refer to a broad class of empirical procedures designed to describe and interpret the experiences of research participants in a context-specific setting (Denzin & Lincoln,
2000b). Qualitative findings are generally presented in everyday
language and often incorporate participants’ own words to describe a psychological event, experience, or phenomenon (Taylor
& Bogdan, 1998). More specific defining characteristics of qualitative methods are dependent on the particular research paradigm

Research Paradigms
As highlighted earlier, a research paradigm sets the context for
an investigator’s study. There are numerous paradigms used to
guide research, and authors incorporate different paradigmatic
schemas to conceptualize and classify their research (see Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000b). Of the numerous classification schemes introduced in the literature, I find the schema of Guba and Lincoln
(1994) to be the most concise and manageable, and I adapt it
slightly in this article. The paradigms I review next are positivism,
postpositivism, constructivism–interpretivism, and critical theory
(with related ideological positions), which I label critical–
ideological. I suggest that readers review various paradigmatic
schemas and operate from the one that they find most interpretable
and comprehensive.

Positivism
Positivism is a form of philosophical realism adhering closely to
the hypothetico– deductive method (Cacioppo, Semin, & Berntson,
2004; McGrath & Johnson, 2003; Sciarra, 1999). As all counseling
psychology students are quickly taught, the scientific method
involves systematic observation and description of phenomena
contextualized within a model or theory, the presentation of hypotheses, the execution of tightly controlled experimental study,
the use of inferential statistics to test hypotheses, and, finally, the
interpretation of the statistical results in light of the original theory
(Cacioppo et al., 2004). Relying on the hypothetico– deductive
method, positivism focuses on efforts to verify a priori hypotheses
that are most often stated in quantitative propositions that can be
converted into mathematical formulas expressing functional relationships (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; McGrath & Johnson, 2003). The
primary goal of positivistic inquiry is an explanation that (ultimately) leads to prediction and control of phenomena.
Positivism is a function of the modernist era that is traced to the
Enlightenment period of the 17th and 18th centuries. According to
Gergen (2001), enlightenment thinkers (e.g., Descartes, 1637/
1968; Locke, 1689/1956) moved away from the medieval (and
Dark Age) focus on accepting, unquestioningly, the totalitarian
force of royal or religious decree. Enlightenment brought with it
the notions of the centrality of the individual, the world as objectively knowable, and the use of language (including numerical
language) as the conveyor of truth (Gergen, 2001; see also Hansen,
2004; McGrath & Johnson, 2003).
As an organized branch of philosophy, positivism can be traced
to the 19th century, with specific origins rooted in Mill’s (1843/
1906) A System of Logic (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and
Guba (1985) summarize succinctly the basic assumptions inherent
in Mill’s perspective: (a) that social and natural sciences should
have the same goals—the discovery of laws that lead to explanation and prediction, (b) that social and natural sciences should
incorporate the same methodology (i.e., the hypothetico–
deductive method), (c) that concepts should be defined by empirical categories, (d) that there is uniformity of nature in time and
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Postpositivism arose out of dissatisfaction with some aspects of
the positivist stance. Whereas positivists accept an objective, apprehendable reality, postpositivists acknowledge an objective reality that is only imperfectly apprehendable (Lincoln & Guba,
2000). This position holds that human intellectual mechanisms are
flawed and that life’s phenomena are basically intractable, and
therefore, one can never fully capture a “true” reality. A key
distinction between the positivist and postpositivist views is that
the former stresses “theory verification” and the latter “theory
falsification” (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p. 107). Highlighting the
work of the modern philosopher Popper (1968), Guba and Lincoln
(1994) present an interesting illustration to explain the
verification–falsification distinction: “Whereas a million white
swans can never establish, with complete confidence, the proposition that all swans are white, one black swan can completely
falsify it” (p. 107).
Despite some important differences between the positivist and
postpositivist paradigms, the two perspectives share much in common (Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Ponterotto, 2002). A goal for both is
an explanation that leads to prediction and control of phenomena.
Both perspectives emphasize cause– effect linkages of phenomena
that can be studied, identified, and generalized, and both paradigms proffer an objective, detached researcher role. Furthermore,
both paradigms operate from both a nomothetic and etic perspective. Positivism and postpositivism serve as the primary foundation
and anchor for quantitative research.

uncovered. The researcher and her or his participants jointly create
(co-construct) findings from their interactive dialogue and interpretation. The goals of constructivism–interpretivism are both
idiographic and emic. Qualitative research and the seeds of
constructivism–interpretivism can be traced back to Kant’s (1881/
1966) Critique of Pure Reason. According to Hamilton (1994, p.
63), Kant’s position was that “human perception derives not only
from evidence of the senses but also from the mental apparatus that
serves to organize the incoming sense impressions” and that “human claims about nature cannot be independent of inside-the-head
processes of the knowing subject.”
Kant’s work highlights a central tenet of constructivist thinking:
that you cannot partition out an objective reality from the person
(research participant) who is experiencing, processing, and labeling the reality (Sciarra, 1999). In other words, reality is constructed
by the actor (e.g., research participant). This ontological distinction is critical to understanding the basic difference between positivism and postpositivism (and chiefly quantitative methods) and
constructivism–interpretivism (chiefly qualitative methods).
Another significant figure in the development of constructivism
was Dilthey (1894/1977). Influenced by Kantian theory, Dilthey
rejected the Cartesian reductionistic and objective emphases.
Dilthey made the important distinction between Naturwissenschaft
(natural science) and Geisteswissenschaft (human science) to help
distinguish the positivistic and constructivistic stances (see Hamilton, 1994; Herman, 1997; Schwandt, 2000). The goal of Naturwissenschaft is scientific explanation (Erklaren), whereas the goal
of Geisteswissenschaft is understanding (Verstehen) of the “meaning” of social phenomena (Schwandt, 1994, 2000).
Proponents of constructivism–interpretivism emphasize the goal
of understanding the “lived experiences” (Erlebnis) from the point
of view of those who live it day to day (Schwandt, 1994, 2000).
Dilthey believed that every “lived experience” occurs within a
historical social reality. He further believed that these lived experiences may be outside the immediate awareness of the individual
but could be brought to consciousness. It is important to note that
Dilthey was of the position that Erlebnis was an empirical concept
that was amenable to human science (qualitative) research (Herman, 1997). Understandably, the constructivist–interpretivist paradigm provides the primary foundation and anchor for qualitative
research methods.

Constructivism–Interpretivism

Critical–Ideological

The constructivist (or interpretivist) paradigm can be perceived
as an alternative to the “received view” or positivist paradigm. In
marked contrast to positivism’s naı̈ve realism (a single objective
external reality), constructivism adheres to a relativist position that
assumes multiple, apprehendable, and equally valid realities
(Schwandt, 1994). Essentially, constructivists hold that reality is
constructed in the mind of the individual, rather than it being an
externally singular entity (Hansen, 2004). The constructivist position espouses a hermeneutical approach, which maintains that
meaning is hidden and must be brought to the surface through deep
reflection (see Schwandt, 2000; Sciarra, 1999). This reflection can
be stimulated by the interactive researcher–participant dialogue.
Thus a distinguishing characteristic of constructivism is the centrality of the interaction between the investigator and the object of
investigation. Only through this interaction can deeper meaning be

Critical theory serves to disrupt and challenge the status quo
(Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994, 2000). The critical–ideological paradigm is one of emancipation and transformation, one in which the
researcher’s proactive values are central to the task, purpose, and
methods of research. The origins of critical theory are most often
traced to the Institute of Social Research at the University of
Frankfurt in the 1920s (Creswell, 1998). Pioneering critical theorists at the Frankfurt School included Max Horkheimer, Theodor
Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse. These scholars, influenced by the
German philosophical tradition of Marx, Kant, Hegel, and Weber,
were of the view that “injustice and subjugation shape the lived
world” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000, p. 280).
Roughly a decade after the Frankfurt School was established,
the Nazis controlled Germany, and Horkheimer, Adorno, and
Marcuse, being of Jewish background, fled to California. Accord-

space (speaking to the existence of a true, identifiable reality), (e)
that laws of nature be derived from data, and (g) that large samples
suppress idiosyncrasies in data and reveal general causes or the
ultimate laws of nature (speaking to an etic and nomothetic preference over an emic and idiographic perspective).
Mill (1843/1906) believed that if social scientists expended
more effort in emulating their natural (“hard”) science cousins,
then rapid maturation of these fields could evolve. Positivism has
been the dominant force in science (including psychology) for over
150 years. In fact, it is often described as the “received view”
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Keeley et al., 1988), given its reception
and adoption by the social sciences.

Postpositivism
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ing to Kincheloe and McLaren (2000), these scholars “were
shocked by American culture” and startled “by the contradictions
between progressive American rhetoric of egalitarianism and the
reality of racial and class discrimination” (p. 280).
In 1953, Horkheimer and Adorno returned to Frankfurt, whereas
Marcuse remained in the United States and went on to be an
influential philosophical force behind the 1960s student movement
(Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000). Stimulated by Marcuse’s work,
many academics who “came of age” in the 1960s began to focus
on critical theory. Basic to the critical theorist is the belief in a
constructed lived experience that is mediated by power relations
within social and historical contexts (Kemmis & McTaggart,
2000). Equally central to critical theory is the emphasis on dialectical interaction leading to emancipation (from oppression) and a
more egalitarian and democratic social order (Kincheloe &
McLaren, 1994; see also Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001, on
participatory action research).
Kincheloe and McLaren (1994, 2000) caution us to interpret
critical theory broadly, in that there is no single critical theory.
These authors highlight that the Frankfurt theorists themselves
never claimed to have developed a unified theory and that there are
many criticalist schools of thought. Nonetheless, there are commonalities among the variants of critical theory, and these transcendent aspects help to define this paradigm. First and foremost,
a criticalist is a researcher who uses her or his work as a form of
cultural or social criticism. Second, criticalist researchers in all
disciplines accept certain basic assumptions, among which are the
following, extracted directly from Kincheloe and McLaren (1994):
All thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are
socially and historically constituted; [b] facts can never be isolated
from the domain of values or removed from some form of ideological
inscription; [c] language is central to the formation of subjectivity; [d]
certain groups in society are privileged over others; [e] oppression has
many faces and that focusing on one at the expense of others often
elides the interconnections among them; and [f] mainstream research
practices are generally implicated in the reproduction of systems of
class, race, and gender oppression. (pp. 139 –140; see also Kemmis &
McTaggart, 2000; Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001)

Like constructivists, criticalists advocate a reality that is constructed within a social– historical context. However, more so than
constructivists, criticalists conceptualize reality and events within
power relations, and they use their research inquiry to help emancipate oppressed groups. Criticalists emphasize a dialectic stance
on the researcher–participant interaction that aims to empower
participants to work toward egalitarian and democratic change and
transformation (Tolman & Brydon-Miller, 2001). Denzin (1994)
has noted that “An emancipatory principle drives such research,
which is committed to engaging oppressed groups in collective,
democratic theorizing about” their common and different perceptions of oppression and privilege (p. 509). The critical–ideological
perspective is primarily idiographic and emic.
The reader can see the impact and influence of the researcher’s
proactive values in critical theory, a characteristic that is in marked
contrast to the positivist and postpositivist paradigms. Feminist,
critical race, and queer theory conceptualizations are examples of
related ideological positions that I include under the rubric of
critical theory (see Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a, 2000b). The critical–

ideological paradigm (like constructivism–interpretivism) often
forms the conceptual base for qualitative multicultural research.

Research Paradigms and Philosophy of Science
In this section I examine the positions of the major paradigms
with respect to the philosophical anchors of ontology, epistemology, axiology, rhetorical structure, and methodology.

Ontology
Ontology concerns the nature of reality and being. More specifically, ontology addresses the following question: What is the form
and nature of reality, and what can be known about that reality?
Positivists contend that there is but one true reality that is apprehendable, identifiable, and measurable (a position known as naı̈ve
realism). Postpositivists also accept a true reality, but they believe
it can only be apprehended and measured imperfectly (a position
known as critical realism).
Constructivists–interpretivists, on the other hand, believe there
exist multiple, constructed realities (known as the relativist position), rather than a single true reality. Reality, according to the
constructivist position, is subjective and influenced by the context
of the situation, namely the individual’s experience and perceptions, the social environment, and the interaction between the
individual and the researcher. Finally, critical theory acknowledges a reality shaped by ethnic, cultural, gender, social, and
political values. Critical theorists focus on realities that are mediated by power relations that are socially and historically
constituted.
Thus, for example, a positivist conducting a study on counseling
process and outcome in cross-racial dyads may set up a tightly
controlled experimental analog study, manipulating carefully only
one variable (e.g., race of the counselor) while holding all other
variables constant (e.g., exact counseling script). The researcher
randomly assigns a large sample of prospective clients to one of
the race conditions. The goal of the study is etic in that it attempts
to identify one set of results (one true reality) that can be generalizable to a larger population. A postpositivist researcher may use
semistructured, brief interviews of clients after the cross-cultural
session and may use multiple raters in an attempt to identify a
single approximal reality of collective client experiences, either
through the use of interrater reliability or consensual agreement
upon identified themes.
By marked contrast, a constructivist–interpretivist researcher
may interview only a handful of clients for longer periods of time
and when analyzing the transcript data will not seek other researcher consensus on identified themes. The point here is that
there are multiple meanings of a phenomenon in the minds of
people who experience it as well as multiple interpretations of the
data (multiple realities); the researcher neither attempts to unearth
a single “truth” from the realities of participants nor tries to
achieve outside verification of his or her analysis. Thus, it is
irrelevant whether a different researcher looking at the same typed
interview transcripts arrives at different themes. Both may be
correct, and the reader should judge the rigor of the study on the
basis of its thick description (see Morrow, 2005, for establishing
research rigor across paradigmatic bases). Finally, the critical–
ideological researcher may use similar interviews but is working
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under the assumption that the minority clients are not receiving
adequate mental health access (a reality mediated by differential
power), and he or she uses and presents the data in a form to
pressure the mental health clinic to hire more bilingual or multiculturally competent counselors.

Epistemology
Epistemology is concerned with the relationship between the
“knower” (the research participant) and the “would-be knower”
(the researcher). Positivists emphasize dualism and objectivism.
That is, the researcher and the research participant and topic are
assumed to be independent of one another (dualism), and by
following rigorous, standard procedures, the participant and topic
can be studied by the researcher without bias (objectivism). Furthermore, positivists hold that the investigator can study her or his
research participants without influencing them and vice versa. If
values and biases of the researcher influence the study in any way,
the study becomes flawed. Finally, replicated findings are considered “true” and enhance theory verification evidence. Postpositivists advocate a modified dualism/objectivism. This position acknowledges that the researcher may have some influence on that
being researched, but objectivity and researcher–subject independence remain important guidelines for the research process.
Constructivists–interpretivists advocate a transactional and subjectivist stance that maintains that reality is socially constructed
and, therefore, the dynamic interaction between researcher and
participant is central to capturing and describing the “lived experience” (Erlebnis) of the participant. Similarly, in critical theory,
the relationship between researcher and participant is transactional
and subjective; the relationship is also dialectic in nature, with the
goal of inciting transformation in the participants that leads to
group empowerment and emancipation from oppression. More so
than in the constructivist position, the research process in the
critical theory framework is highly value mediated.
To a positivist or postpositivist, the close interpersonal interaction between researcher and participant characteristic of constructivist and critical theory approaches might be termed enmeshed—
early positivist anthropologists termed this “going native”—and
may be viewed as saturated with researcher bias. On the other
hand, the laboratory-like conditions and the reductionistic approach to research central to positivism and postpositivism may be
perceived by constructivists and criticalists as unable to capture,
and possibly distorting, the complex lives of human beings.
Turning to another example, a positivist-leaning counseling
psychologist working with migrant Mexican farm workers may set
up an experimental study of stress management techniques and use
research assistants (who may be blind to some aspects of the study)
to conduct the study. The lead experimenter tries not to involve
her- or himself with the participants for fear of creating demand
characteristics. The relationship between the research and participants is objective and dualistic. Now let us turn to the postpositivist researcher who may use translated surveys, or brief semistructured interviews, to study the stress patterns of the workers. If
using a survey approach, the lead researcher may have little
contact with the migrant workers (dualism), and if using interviews, she or he may use multiple interviewers following the same
protocol, and the interviewers are cautioned not to get “too emotionally involved” in the interview process.
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The constructivist–interpretivist psychologist working with the
same farm workers is more likely to spend extensive amounts of
time with the workers in the fields and will interview them in
length in Spanish. An assumption here is that through intense
interaction and dialogue, both the participant and the researcher
will reach deeper insights (hermeneutical discovery) into the Erlebnis (lived experience) of stress conditions in the fields. In most
cases, the researcher, as well as the participant, is changed in some
way as a result of the dialogic interaction (Ponterotto, in press).
The researcher will empathize and may identify with the participant in some way (see Sciarra, 1999). Finally, the criticalist–
ideologist in the same context will work collaboratively with the
farmers and use the interviews to help empower the farmers to
seek better working and living conditions in the fields. The research goal in this instance is both dialogic (reaching deep insights
through interaction) and dialectic (transformative).

Axiology
Axiology concerns the role of researcher values in the scientific
process. Positivists and postpositivists maintain that there is no
place for values in the research process. Like a chemist in a sterile
laboratory, the psychology researcher should remain emotionally
detached from the investigative inquiry. One’s values, hopes,
expectations, and feelings have no place in scientific inquiry. By
using standardized, systematic investigative methods, the researcher eliminates or strictly controls any influence she or he
might have on the participants or on the research process. Though
positivist and postpositivist researchers carefully contain their
value biases during an investigation, values are naturally reflected
in the selection of a study topic. For example, a researcher’s
decision to study poverty may reflect a sense of social
commitment.
Constructivists–interpretivists maintain that the researcher’s
values and lived experience (Erlebnis) cannot be divorced from the
research process. The researcher should acknowledge, describe,
and “bracket” his or her values, but not eliminate them. Keep in
mind that the epistemology underlying a constructivist position
requires close, prolonged interpersonal contact with the participants in order to facilitate their construction and expression of the
“lived experience” being studied. Therefore, it is a fallacy to even
think that one could eliminate value biases in such an interdependent researcher–participant interaction.
Criticalists take values a step further than constructivists in that
they admittedly hope and expect their value biases to influence the
research process and outcome. More specifically, because critical
theory concerns itself with unequal distributions of power and the
resultant oppression of subjugated groups, a preset goal of the
research is to empower participants to transform the status quo and
emancipate themselves from ongoing oppression. This is a central
component of “liberation” thinkers generally (e.g., Freire, 1970)
and of liberation counseling psychologists (e.g., Utsey, Bolden, &
Brown, 2001) specifically.
For the positivist-oriented counseling psychologist researching
the migrant farm workers, values are not relevant to the research
process and must be deleted from the equation, so to speak. Thus,
by using research assistants and by not having close personal
contact with the participants, there is little chance of the lead
researcher’s values biasing or confounding the study. The post-
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positivist researcher tries to contain her or his biases as much as
possible but realizes that they are present and may come into play
in the study in one form or another. If the researcher is using
interviews with farm workers, she or he may bracket research
expectations by explicating them prior to the study. The researcher
will also take care at the end of the study to acknowledge how
biases may have impacted the study.
Constructivist–interpretivist researchers will also bracket their
biases, but they see their biases, more so than do postpositivists, as
a means to dialogue with the farm workers. For example, if the
researcher or a member of her or his extended family has some
experience with Mexico, the immigrant experience, or migrant
work experience, she or he may use this sensitivity to enhance the
rapport and dialogue with the farm workers (see Patton’s, 1990,
heuristic qualitative approach). In their research reports,
constructivist–interpretivists will talk at length about their personal/family experiences with the migrant experience and will likely
keep a reflective journal noting the emotional impact of the interview process on themselves. Finally, critical–ideological researchers will acknowledge at the outset of their study that they expect
their results to document the high levels of stress and poor working
conditions of the migrant workers and that, furthermore, the results
and report of the study will be used in some way to lobby for
improved working and living conditions for study participants.
Additionally, a few of the farm workers will be involved as
coinvestigators and coauthors of the study.

rely heavily on true experiments and analog methods and, when no
alternative is available, on quasi-experimental methods.
By marked contrast, constructivists and criticalists, given their
stance on the centrality of intense researcher–participant interaction and on the need to be immersed over longer periods of time in
the participants’ world, more often embrace naturalistic designs
(e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985) in which the researcher is ensconced
in the community and day-to-day life of her or his research
participants. Naturalistic inquiry leads to qualitative research
methods such as in-depth face-to-face interviewing and participant
observation.

The Universe of Qualitative Approaches and Locating
Them Within Research Paradigms

Methodology

One challenge in understanding qualitative research is the overwhelming variety of extant approaches to inquiry. Qualitative
research has roots in many disciplines—anthropology, sociology,
education, psychology, history, literature—and as such, many
markedly different qualitative approaches have appeared in the
literature over the last century (see Denzin & Lincoln, 2000a; and
Patton, 1990, for reviews). Describing these approaches is beyond
the scope of this article, though a number of them are reviewed in
subsequent articles in this JCP special issue.
Another challenge of qualitative inquiry is that strong qualitative research can emanate from multiple paradigms, each valid in
its own right, and each with its own criteria for conducting and
evaluating research. Therefore, it is important that counseling
researchers understand and clearly explicate their operating paradigm in the reporting of studies. In Elliott, Fischer, and Rennie’s
(1999) often-cited guidelines for publishing qualitative research,
the first guideline recommends “owning one’s perspective” (p.
221), which involves stating one’s guiding paradigm, methodology, and personal orientation (i.e., experience with and expectations of phenomena under study). It is essential that researchers, as
well as journal editorial board members and grant reviewers,
“locate” research studies within a specific research paradigm.
Clearly, understanding a study’s purpose, goals, methods, and
procedures necessitates paradigmatic knowledge. Furthermore, effectively evaluating the quality of a research study is, in great part,
dependent on the anchoring paradigm (see Morrow, 2005).
To demonstrate the process of locating a particular qualitative
approach within a specific research paradigm, I turn to the two
most frequently used qualitative inquiry approaches incorporated
in JCP1 studies over the past 15 years: consensual qualitative

Methodology refers to the process and procedures of the research. Naturally, research method flows from one’s position on
ontology, epistemology, and axiology. Positivists and postpositivists attempt to simulate, as closely as possible, strict scientific
methods and procedures where variables are carefully controlled
or manipulated, and where the researcher’s emotional or expectant
stance on the problem under study is irrelevant. The goal of this
position is to uncover and explain relationships among variables
that will eventually lead to universal or etic laws that form the
foundation for prediction and control of phenomena. This position
(particularly in the positivist extreme) attempts to embrace the
“hard science” methods and goals of chemistry, physics, and
mathematics. Understandably then, positivists and postpositivists

1
In preparing to write this article, I conducted a 15-year methodological
content analysis of JCP (1989 –2003) to determine the paradigmatic bases
and research approaches incorporated in qualitative research. I invite
readers to e-mail me for a copy of the complete method and results, as only
a very brief summary is provided here.
Each JCP article was logged into one of five categories: quantitative
studies, qualitative studies, mixed method studies, conceptual or review
pieces, and invited comments/reactions/reply articles. Mixed method studies were categorized by using the “Big Q” and “little q” distinction of
Walsh-Bowers (2002). “Big Q” studies emphasize qualitative methods in
their own right as stand-alone designs and are not seen as a prequel to or
sequel of primarily quantitative research.
During the review period, JCP published 825 articles, of which 672

Rhetorical Structure
Rhetoric refers to the language used to present the procedures
and results of research to one’s intended audience. Rhetoric, understandably, flows closely from one’s epistemological and axiological stance. In the positivist and postpositivist positions, in
which objectivity and a detached, emotionally neutral research role
prevails, rhetoric is precise and “scientific,” presented in an objective manner. By marked contrast, in the constructivist and
criticalist stances, in which a subjective and interactive researcher
role prevails, the rhetoric of the final research report is in the first
person and is often personalized. The researcher’s own experience,
expectations, biases, and values are detailed comprehensively.
Furthermore, the impact of the research process on the emotional
and intellectual life of the researcher is reflected upon and discussed openly.
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research (CQR; Hill et al., 2005; Hill, Thompson, & William,
1997) and grounded theory (GT; Fassinger, 2005; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967).
CQR is a recent qualitative explication that was developed by
counseling psychologists studying psychotherapy processes and
looking to integrate the descriptive depth and richness of constructivist qualitative methods with the postpositivist reliance on interpretive consensus (agreement). Specifically, in fashioning CQR,
the originators relied heavily on the established qualitative approaches of grounded theory (sociology base), phenomenology
(psychology base), and comprehensive process analysis (psychology [psychotherapy] base; see Hill et al., 1997, for specifics).
To locate CQR within a research paradigm, one must consider
the inquiry model’s stance on the philosophy of science parameters. With regard to ontology, CQR relies on research team member and external auditor consensus in arriving at domains and core
ideas (see Hill et al., 2005; Hill et al., 1997 ). Thus, the implication
is that there is one true approximal reality, rather than multiple
equally valid realities. Thus, on the parameter of ontology, CQR
can be characterized as postpositivist.
In reference to epistemology, CQR often uses medium-length
(often 30 – 60 min) interviews that are semistructured and that
attempt to maintain consistency across participants. The length and
structure of the interview protocols do not lead to intense
researcher–participant interaction or extensive discovery, and thus,
I would classify the epistemology of CQR as falling somewhere
between postpositivism and constructivism.
With regard to axiology, the CQR research team acknowledges
and brackets their expectations and biases. Thus, on the axiology
continuum, CQR leans toward the constructivist paradigm. Moving to rhetorical structure, CQR often summarizes domains and
categories in tabular form and assigns frequency labels (general,
typical, variant) on the basis of counts across interviews. Though
brief sample quotes of participants are often included in CQR
write-ups, little of the “voice” of the participants is presented in
terms of extensive quotes that capture the Erlebnis (lived experience) of the participants. Thus, I would classify the rhetorical
structure of CQR as falling between postpositivism and
constructivism.
Finally, with regard to method, CQR most often uses face-toface interviews (sometimes phone interviews), and interviewers
follow a semistructured interview protocol. Though CQR allows
for probes and clarifications during interviews, researchers are
expected to cover the entire semistructured protocol. This leads to

(81%) were quantitative studies; 39 (5%) were qualitative studies; 22 (3%)
were multimethod (mixed method) studies, with 10 classified as “Big Q”
and 12 as “small q”; 25 (3%) were non-data-based conceptual or review
articles; and 67 (8%) were invited brief comment/reply/reaction articles.
Chronological trends show that the percentage of qualitative studies increased substantially from the editorial term of Harmon (0.6%) to those of
Hill (7.6%) and Hansen (6.9%).
Regarding the paradigmatic base of the 49 qualitative and “Big Q”
mixed method studies identified, 21 are classified as constructivist, 9 as
postpositivist, 17 as postpositivist/ constructivist, and 2 as constructivist/
postpositivist. With regard to specific qualitative inquiry approaches inherent in the 49 studies, the most frequently used were consensual qualitative research (n ⫽ 17 studies), grounded theory (n ⫽ 10 studies), and
phenomenology (n ⫽ 7 studies).
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verification (confirmation) and explanation of literature-based
themes inherent in protocol questions as well as to some degree of
true “discovery.” Furthermore, the interview protocol does not
change from interview to interview as in constructivist paradigms
and theoretical sampling methods. Thus, I would classify the
methods of CQR as falling between constructivism and
postpositivism.
In summary, then, CQR falls between the postpositivism and
constructivist paradigms, leaning toward the postpositivist end.
Individual studies may vary somewhat in where they fall along this
continuum. It is interesting to note that in Hill et al.’s (2005) latest
explication of CQR, I have noted some movement toward
constructivism–interpretivism relative to their initial explication
(Hill et al., 1997). I classify most of the extant CQR studies as
postpositivist– constructivist. This brief paradigmatic analysis also
highlights the complexity of locating a particular qualitative approach in one specific paradigm. I refer the reader to Hill et al.
(2005), who take a slightly different stance when locating CQR
philosophically.
Now I turn to a paradigmatic analysis of grounded theory, one
of the most established and respected qualitative methods. In fact,
grounded theory has been characterized as the “market leader” in
qualitative research (McLeod, 2001, p. 70) and has been given
credit for being in the “front of the qualitative revolution”
(Charmaz, 2000, p. 509). Grounded theory was first explicated in
Glaser and Strauss (1967) and originated in studies of the “awareness of dying” (Glaser & Strauss, 1965). In developing the
grounded theory approach, the originators drew on their own
training and research, with Barney Glaser hailing from the quantitative sociology tradition at Columbia University and Anselm
Strauss working from the University of Chicago’s qualitative
sociology tradition (see Charmaz, 2000, for a concise history). As
a result, paradigmatically speaking, the reader can locate components of grounded theory within multiple research traditions.
Charmaz identifies both positivist (objective underpinnings, explicit coding and data reduction/analytic procedures) and postpositivist (verification focus) components of grounded theory as set
forth by its originators.
It is interesting to note that since the origination of the approach,
its developers have diverged somewhat in its elaboration and
development (Glaser, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Furthermore, researchers not originally associated with the development
of grounded theory have adopted it and adapted their own version
of the approach. More specifically, McLeod (2001) identified five
extant variations of grounded theory (see Fassinger, 2005, for
further discussion).
At present, the most popular approach to grounded theory,
particularly in counseling psychology, appears to be the
constructivist-leaning approach endorsed by Charmaz (2000) and
Rennie (1998). A review of the grounded theory studies published
in JCP supports labeling the approach as primarily constructivist
(see Footnote 1). With regard to ontology, grounded theory does
not assume a single objective reality that can be agreed upon by
independent researchers. In fact, in their original work, Glaser and
Straus (1967) stated that “dependent on the skills and sensitivities
of the analyst, the constant comparative method is not designed (as
methods of quantitative analysis are) to guarantee that two analysts
working independently with the same data will achieve the same
results” (p. 103). Thus, grounded theory allows for multiple inter-
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pretations and realities and therefore would be classified as constructivist in ontology.
With regard to epistemology, many grounded theory studies in
counseling psychology have relied on face-to-face interviews of up
to 3 hr, allowing for fairly intense researcher–participant interaction and discourse. Such interactions allow for the examination of
the lived experience (Erlebnis) of the participants and the hermeneutic (interpretive) understanding of these experiences. Thus, I
would classify the epistemology of the majority of grounded
theory research as constructivist.
Focusing on axiology, grounded theorists generally acknowledge and explicate their biases and expectations in their research;
this represents a constructivist perspective. Rhetorically speaking,
grounded theory studies are written in the first person and usually
include extensive “voice” of participants through the selection of
representative quotations. Thus, the rhetoric inherent in grounded
theory research follows a constructivist paradigm. Finally, with
regard to method, grounded theory studies in counseling psychology have tended to use theoretical sampling and lengthy face-toface interviews with an evolving and changing semistructured
interview protocol. More so than CQR, grounded theory has
tended to be more discovery-oriented, and I would classify the
common methods of grounded theory to fall under the
constructivist–interpretivist paradigm. In conclusion, though there
is some debate regarding the anchoring paradigm of grounded
theory research, I place the preponderance of grounded theory
studies in counseling psychology within a constructivist paradigm.
It is not surprising that the majority of qualitative research published in JCP (see Footnote 1) in recent years has emanated from
postpositivist or constructivist paradigms, or some combination of
the two.

Concluding Comment: Counseling Researchers as
Bricoleurs
Consistent with the wide universe of qualitative approaches,
counseling psychology researchers are drawing on many qualitative traditions often located within postpositivist and constructivist
paradigms. This is not surprising because qualitative researchers
often act as bricoleurs in achieving their research goals. Denzin
and Lincoln (2000b) define bricoleur as a,
. . . Jack of all trades or a kind of do-it-yourself person [who deploys]
whatever strategies, methods, or empirical materials are at hand. . . . If
new tools or techniques have to be invented, or pieced together, then
the researcher will do this. (p. 4)

In fashioning their CQR method, Hill et al. (1997, 2005) were
acting as bricoleurs as they integrated grounded theory, phenomenology, and comprehensive process analysis in striking a balance
between postpositivist and constructivist lenses. The notion of
bricoleur may be unsettling to researchers socialized into positivist
and postpositivist paradigms, but it is consistent with the methodological flexibility more common to constructivist and critical
theory paradigms.
As the field of counseling psychology continues to evolve, I
expect that more of us will become bricoleurs as we draw on
various research paradigms and multiple inquiry methods, as well
as mixed methods (see Hanson, Creswell, Clark, Petska, & Creswell, 2005; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003), to answer questions of

mental health, healing processes, and quality of life. When I began
writing this article, I concurred strongly with some of my colleagues (e.g., Hoshmand, 1989; McLeod, 2001; Morrow & Smith,
2000) that counseling psychology had been resistant to widely
embracing alternate inquiry methods. As I conclude work on this
article, I am left with a sense of optimism that our field, within a
few short decades, will be characterized by a philosophical and
methodological pluralism that will markedly improve the scientific
training we provide to our students and, ultimately, the quality of
service we provide to our clients.
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