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1 Some very important starting 
information 

We’re about to introduce you to the wonderful world of qualitative research. It’s vast and 

exciting, full of new areas to discover. We hope you’ll learn to love and feel as passion-

ate about it as we do. As we know that won’t be the case for everyone, we want you to 

feel that you really ‘get’ it: that you understand both the purpose and premise of qualita-

tive research, and, crucially, that you know how to actually go about doing a qualitative 

research project. In order for this to happen, you may need to put aside ideas you have 

about what research is, and approach this field with ‘open eyes’ – like an explorer who 

can only understand a completely different culture if they don’t view and judge it by the 

perspectives and values of their own culture.

WHAT IS QUALITATIVE RESEARCH? 

The most basic definition of qualitative research is that it uses words as data (see Chapter 

2), collected and analysed in all sorts of ways. Quantitative research, in contrast, uses 
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4 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

numbers as data and analyses them using statistical techniques. The term qualitative 

research is used to refer both to techniques (of data collection or data analysis) and to a wider 

framework for conducting research, or paradigm. Paradigm here refers to the beliefs, 

assumptions, values and practices shared by a research community (see Kuhn, 1962), and it 

provides an overarching framework for research. Qualitative research, as we define it, is not 

just about data and techniques – it’s about the application of qualitative techniques within a 

qualitative paradigm, which is quite different from a quantitative paradigm (see Table 1.1). 

It has been referred to as Big Q qualitative research, and contrasted with small q qualita-
tive research (Kidder & Fine, 1987), which is the use of specific qualitative data collection 

and techniques, not (necessarily) within a qualitative paradigm (see Box 1.1). 
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5Some very important starting information 

BOX 1.1 EXAMPLES OF SMALL Q QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 
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6 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AS A PARADIGM

A broad cluster of features and assumptions make up a non-positivist qualitative 

research paradigm. One thing absolutely fundamental is that it tends not to assume 

there is only one correct version of reality or knowledge. Instead, it comes from a 

perspective that argues that there are multiple versions of reality – even for the same 

person – and that these are very closely linked to the context they occur in. Most quali-

tative researchers would argue that we should not, even must not, consider knowl-

edge outside of the context in which it was generated. This refers both to the context 

of data generation, such as an interview setting, and to the broader sociocultural 

and political contexts of the research. New Zealand psychologists Maree Burns 

and Nicola Gavey’s (2004) work on the meanings and discourses of body weight, 

body size and body practices provides a nice illustration of this (which they actually 

built into their research design). They contextualised their analysis of the talk of 

women who practise bulimia through also analysing public health messages promot-

ing ‘healthy weight’ (as a response to the ‘obesity epidemic’), and demonstrated a 

conceptual linking of ‘healthy weight’ to slenderness. This common-sense meaning 

was deployed by women who practised bulimia to explain and justify their purging 

and compensating practices (e.g. vomiting, excessive exercise): such practices were 

framed as about obtaining a ‘healthy’ (i.e. slim) body. Through contextualising the 

women’s accounts, and specifically analysing public health messages, their analysis 

provided a compelling insight into the ways something which seems to be a useful 

message in one domain – that of ‘healthy weight’ – can actually be deployed in very 

‘unhealthy’ ways in another. 

Other elements of a qualitative paradigm include (Silverman, 2000: 8): 

 the use of qualitative data, and the analysis of words which are not reducible to 

numbers;

 the use of more ‘naturally’ occurring data collection methods that more 

closely resemble real life (compared to other possibilities, such as experiments) – 

this develops from the idea that we cannot make sense of data in isolation from 

context;

 an interest in meanings rather than reports and measures of behaviour or internal 

cognitions;

 the use of inductive, theory-generating research;

 a rejection of the natural sciences as a model of research, including the rejection 

of the idea of the objective (unbiased) scientist;

 the recognition that researchers bring their subjectivity (their views, perspectives, 

frameworks for making sense of the world; their politics, their passions) into the 

research process – this is seen as a strength rather than a weakness.

So the qualitative paradigm is quite different from the quantitative one. Depending 

on where you are in your studies, and what you’re studying, this might contradict what 

you’ve been taught constitutes good research – controlled, rigorous, reliable, validated, 

quantitative and experimental. We’re teaching you about a whole different world of 
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7Some very important starting information 

research that grew as a response and challenge to the perceived limits of that model of 

research. 

THE EMERGENCE OF A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

Quantitative approaches and ‘the scientific method’ have dominated psychology (in a 

way that isn’t the case in all other social sciences). It’s tempting to see the emergence 

of qualitative research in two ways: a) as a new development; and b) as simply offer-

ing a complementary data collection and analysis toolkit for quantitative psychology. 

We would warn against both conclusions, and offer a very brief history of qualitative 

research in psychology to illustrate why. 

From the emergence of psychology as a discipline in the second half of the nine-

teenth century, it has been marked by contestation over the ‘appropriate’ ways to 

research and theorise the things we study in psychology. The focus, topic and purpose 

of psychology itself are similarly contested, but we won’t discuss those here. Qualitative 

ideas and approaches have been part of psychology from its inception. However, first 

with behaviourism in the early twentieth century, and subsequently with the cognitive 

revolution in the second half of the twentieth century, quantitative methods employed 

within a (post)positivist, experimental paradigm dominated the discipline (Ashworth, 

2003; Howitt, 2010). Such approaches situated themselves in opposition to the more 

subjective, interpretative introspective (qualitative) techniques of early psychology, 

which became classified as ‘unscientific’ – a criticism of qualitative research which 

continues to this day, from some quarters, although that of course depends on how we 

define science itself (Kvale, 1996). What we think of as psychology, and indeed how 

you do it, has been strongly shaped by the behavioural and cognitive traditions. Within 

such approaches, psychology should seek to understand and determine an observable, 

objective (universal) psychological reality. 

The dominance of behaviourism and then cognitive experimentalism meant that it 

wasn’t until the 1980s that qualitative approaches regained a foothold, and subsequently 

flourished, in some areas of psychology (their history in other social sciences, such 

as sociology, is different, e.g. Vidich & Lyman, 1994). Their (re)appearance reflected 

the development of a number of oppositional approaches within the social sciences, 

which challenged mainstream (post)positivist empiricist research design and practice, 

and the bases on which psychology and the other social sciences theorised and concep-

tualised their subjects (Ashworth, 2003; Howitt, 2010). Approaches including femi-
nism (Crawford & Unger, 2004), poststructuralism (Gavey, 1989), postmodernism 

(Gergen, 1990), social constructionism (Burr, 2003), hermeneutics (Schwandt, 2000) 

and phenomenology (Langdridge, 2007) in different ways questioned or rejected the 

idea of an observable, independent (singular and universal) reality, with humans under-

stood as responding to external and internal influences. Instead, the person was theorised 

as operating within a subjective, interpreted world, the organisation of which offered 
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8 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

a certain version of reality. The relationship between person and context was seen as 

more fluid and reciprocal, with influence in both directions. Qualitative methods were 

touted as allowing access to people’s subjective worlds and meanings, and to groups 

marginalised (e.g. by their gender, sexuality, race/ethnicity/culture) and often invisible 

within western psychology. They were seen as crucial for identifying and theorising dif-

ferent constructed versions of reality, and for the ways people are both constructed by, 

and constructors of, reality (see Box 1.2 for a classic example). The use of a qualitative 

paradigm was in many cases then an implicit and often explicit rejection of the val-

ues, assumptions and practices of quantitative, experimental psychology (although see 

Michell, 2004). This rejection was driven from anything from theoretical convictions to 

political social change agendas. 

What we wish to emphasise is that qualitative research has a long, but often mar-

ginal, history in psychology, and its strong emergence in certain places (e.g. the UK) in 

recent decades reflects a shakeup of the very foundations of the discipline. That explains 

why, in some cases, the response to qualitative research is hostile. You don’t need to 

know much of this history to do qualitative research, but it’s important to understand 

that it’s not simply a complementary approach to a quantitative research paradigm, and 

why this is.

a ional ron

a ional ron  

a ional ron

new

CONTEXTS OF LEARNING
Reflecting this history, within the psychology undergraduate curriculum, qualitative meth-

ods tend to be sidelined in favour of quantitative methods. This occurs even in the UK, 

where they are required in any British Psychological Society (BPS)-accredited psychology 
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9Some very important starting information 

curriculum. If taught, qualitative methods are typically allocated far less time on the cur-

riculum than quantitative methods, and often treated as a single approach, rather than 

a field as diverse as ‘quantitative methods’. They are also often taught after quantita-

tive methods and experimental design have been presented. If this is the case, qualitative 

research often comes as a culture shock (Howitt, 2010) at best; at worst, it is seen as 

‘unscientific’ or as anxiety provoking because it lacks the clarity and control of quantita-

tive research and experimentation, which have often been presented as the pinnacles of 

research excellence. To become a good qualitative researcher requires a different way of 

thinking about research. 

WHAT DO I NEED TO BECOME A GOOD QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCHER?

Obviously, there’s quite a bit you need to know – you’ll learn that throughout this book. Do 

you need a whole lot of technical skills? Not really. If you’re a bit of a Luddite (like Victoria), 

you’ve found a home in qualitative research! Assuming you know basic word processing, 

and are familiar with the internet, qualitative research is unlikely to pose technical chal-

lenges. However, if you’re a tech-savvy gadget kid (which Virginia tries to be), qualita-

tive research also offers you a home. Qualitative research can be conducted low-tech or 

high-tech, so there’s something for everyone. But there is one thing that’s really essential: 

developing a qualitative sensibility. 

A qualitative sensibility refers to an orientation towards research – in terms of research 

questions, and analysing data – that fits within the qualitative paradigm. Certain skills 

or orientations that make up a qualitative sensibility include:

 an interest in process and meaning, over and above cause and effect;

 a critical and questioning approach to life and knowledge – you don’t take things 

at face value and simply accept the way they are, but ask questions about why 
they may be that way, whose interests are served by them and how they could be 

different; 

 the ability to reflect on, and step outside, your cultural membership, to become a 

cultural commentator – so that you can see, and question, the shared values and 

assumptions that make up being a member of a particular society – this involves 

identifying your own assumptions, and then putting them aside (referred to as 

bracketing them off) so that your research is not automatically shaped by these. 

It is hard to do, but vitally important for being able to get ‘deep’ into qualitative 

data;

 the development of a double-consciousness or an analytic ‘eye’ or ‘ear’, where 

you can listen intently, and critically reflect on what is said, simultaneously (e.g. 

in an interview, being able to focus both on the content of what is being said, and 
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10 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

possible analytic ideas within it) – this helps produce much better (more complex, 

richer) data;

 reflexivity: critical reflection on the research process and on one’s own role as 

researcher (Finlay, 2002a, 2002b), including our various insider and outsider 

positions (Gallais, 2008) – we have insider status when we share some group 

identity with our participants (for example, a male researcher researching men 

would be an insider), and outsider status when we do not share some group iden-

tity with our participants (for example, a white man researching Asian men would 

be an outsider), but for any research, we are likely to have multiple insider and 

outsider positions;

 good interactional skills – a warm/friendly manner that puts people at ease and 

helps establish ‘rapport’ and ‘trust’. This is does not mean you need to be really 

extroverted or outgoing.

Some of these may come naturally to you; others may be a bit of a struggle. Give 

them time. In addition, to become a good qualitative researcher, the following need to 

be added to the qualitative sensibility you have and are developing: 

 a basic grasp of some methods of data collection and analysis, which you build to 

in-depth understanding;

 a conceptual understanding of qualitative approaches.

The skills you will develop in doing qualitative research don’t just apply to this field: 

reading and engaging with information critically; learning to discern and distil out what 

is vital from a large body of information; active listening; writing and presenting inter-

esting and compelling ‘stories’ – all these skills will stand you in good stead in the ‘real 

world’, as well as in qualitative research.

We love qualitative research: it’s rich, exciting, and challenging in lots of ways; it cap-

tures the complexity, mess and contradiction that characterises the real world, yet allows 

us to make sense of patterns of meaning. In line with the importance of reflexivity and 

contextualisation for qualitative research (see Chapter 2), you can find out a bit about 

why we each love qualitative research, and what we each bring to it as researchers, in 

Boxes 1.3 and 1.4.

OUR APPROACH IN THIS BOOK

Learning to do qualitative research has been seen by some as akin to riding a bike. 

British psychologist Jonathan Potter (1997) likened the analytic method discourse 
analysis (see Chapter 8) to a ‘craft skill’, something that not only takes time to learn, 

but also requires the ‘doing’. This suggests it cannot be learnt by following a recipe, 
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BOX 1.3 MEET VIRGINIA BRAUN 
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12 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

BOX 1.4 MEET VICTORIA CLARKE
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13Some very important starting information 

or picked up from a ‘how to’ guide; others feel the same about qualitative research in 

general. In contrast, some (e.g. McLeod, 2001) argue that clear guidance is vital for 

demystifying qualitative research, and making it accessible to everyone, and in recent 

years there has been an increased focus on practical guidance (e.g. Smith, Flowers, & 

Larkin, 2009). Both positions hold validity: clear guidelines are important for learn-

ing, but doing qualitative research remains an essential part of the learning process. 

The point is nicely expressed by a British student talking about his experience of 

learning qualitative methods: ‘the more you do [qualitative research] the better you 

get, it’s practice, it’s like art you have to do it to learn it you can’t just sit there read a 

book and think “oh that’s how I do it,” it’s not like you can just pick up a manual and 

go how do I analyse this, not like with stats’ (PD in Shaw, Dyson, & Peel, 2008: 187).

We have designed this book as a practical introduction to qualitative research, for 

people relatively new to the field. It is intended to demystify the process of qualitative 

research, and help emerging qualitative researchers feel they have a grasp of what they 

need to do to be a successful qualitative researcher. Our experience tells us that practi-

cally oriented information and the use of examples from real research projects are cru-

cial for a productive learning experience.  Because of this, we do some things differently 

in this book, compared to most other qualitative teaching guides:
 We prioritise practice over theory; we aim to teach you what you need to know 

to do qualitative research, from design to data collection, analysis and report-
ing, without deeply engaging with theory. Obviously theory is important. It’s 
absolutely vital for developing a fuller and deeper understanding of qualitative 
methods and methodologies, and what knowledge we can and cannot gener-
ate from the methods we use. But these debates can be inaccessible (and less 
meaningful) if you first don’t have some basic understanding of qualitative data 
and what you might do with it, analytically. Requiring deep theoretical engage-
ment at the start can actually cloud the process, making qualitative research (in 
general) harder to understand than it needs to be. In contrast to the usual model 
of learning theory first, we believe that the theory can more easily become clear, 
and relevant, to people, through the process of starting to actually do qualitative 
research – that is, ‘getting your hands dirty’ with data collection and analysis. So 
we suggest you only need limited theoretical knowledge before you jump right in 
and start doing qualitative research, and for this reason, our discussion of theory 
is limited to an introduction in Chapter 2, and theory specific to certain analytic 
approaches in Chapter 8. Once you feel you have understood the basics of what 
qualitative research is, and how you do it, we encourage you to start to read 
more deeply into theory (e.g. Burr, 2003; Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Nightingale & 
Cromby, 1999) to enhance your analytic skills.

 We understand qualitative data analysis as having one of three basic forms or 

frameworks: searching for patterns, looking at interaction, or looking at stories. 
We focus on pattern-based analysis, as the most basic and common qualitative 

approach (in psychology), and teach you to analyse qualitative data within this 
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14 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

patterns framework. We aim to teach ‘basic’ and ‘generic’ qualitative research 

skills and knowledge, which can be applied to different analytic methods. So 

instead of providing several chapters on different analysis ‘methods’, we system-

atically walk you through a basic thematic approach, and compare and contrast 

this with other approaches, where relevant. This different approach to teaching 

analysis ensures you understand the core premise and purpose of pattern-based 

ways of analysing qualitative data, and the similarities and differences between 

different methods, and their language and concepts. 

 We aim to guide you through the entire process of qualitative research. In keeping 

with our very practical orientation, we do so using lots of ‘real’ research exam-

ples, both in the text itself, and on the companion website.

WHO WE’VE WRITTEN THE BOOK FOR
This book is written first and foremost for students learning qualitative research within 

a (undergraduate or taught postgraduate) psychology degree (we are both psycholo-

gists). The book supports a teaching block on qualitative methods, and is designed as a 

resource for students doing a qualitative research project – from the process of research 

design to the writing-up of the report. Students learning and doing qualitative research 

in the context of other social and health disciplines should also find it useful, as will 

more established researchers encountering or doing qualitative research for the first 

time. Although we’re both psychologists, and a lot of the material orients to psychology, 

qualitative psychology isn’t clearly disciplinary-bound: it bleeds across the boundaries 

of related disciplines such as sociology, social work, counselling, nursing, education, 

social anthropology, socio-legal studies and social geography. We therefore use exam-

ples from within and outside psychology and we draw from qualitative research around 

the globe; in fitting with qualitative psychology’s emphasis on knowledge as contextual 

(see Chapter 2), we always note where the research examples are from. 

SOME INFORMATION ABOUT OUR TAKE ON THINGS, INCLUSIONS 
AND EXCLUSIONS

There are a few other specific things that will be useful to know in reading and making 

sense of this book:

 We’re not neutral when it comes to qualitative research – we think it’s fantastic! 

But more specifically, we also advocate particular forms of qualitative research – 

those that are contextualist or constructionist in their orientation (see Chapter 2), 

and typically part of a Big Q approach. Given that, we don’t discuss qualitative 

research used in a (post)positivist (small q) way. 

 To give some sense of coherence and comparability, many of our examples 

come from research related to weight, eating, diet and ‘obesity’ (including the 

focus group [FG] data we analyse in Chapters 9–11). You’ll quickly see we 

often use the language of fat. This might seem shocking to some readers, and 

may be taken as derogatory. On the contrary, in line with fat politics, fat is 
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not a ‘dirty word’ (Wann, 2009) – or indeed a ‘dirty’ state of embodiment – 

and in order to counter fat phobia, we must shift from euphemistic language 

around fatness. Terms like ‘obesity’, which have the ring of medical neutrality, 

also are far from neutral, and convey a whole lot of (problematic) values and 

assumptions. 

 Given that qualitative research is a diverse field, and given that this is an introduc-

tory textbook, we can’t cover everything. Our decisions on what to include and 

exclude reflect a combination of factors: a) methods that are generally consid-

ered to be core in qualitative psychology; b) methods we feel are realistically usea-

ble within a limited amount of time; c) methods that require limited resources, and 

which are thus amenable to student projects; d) methods which don’t require a lot 

of technical expertise; and e) methods which are primarily text based. This means 

we don’t discuss in any depth increasingly popular conversation analytic (e.g. 

Hutchby & Wooffitt, 2008), discursive psychological (e.g. Edwards & Potter, 

1992), narrative analytic (e.g. Riessman, 2007) or visual methods (e.g. Frith, Riley, 

Archer, & Gleeson, 2005), various participatory or action research approaches 

(e.g. Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) including memory work (e.g. Willig, 2008) 

and ethnography (e.g. Griffin & Bengry-Howell, 2008), or methods which can 

blur qualitative/ quantitative boundaries, such as Q-methodology (e.g. Watts & 

Stenner, 2005) or repertory grids (e.g. Jancowicz, 2004).

 Throughout the book we refer to small, medium and large projects. To give some 

examples of what we mean by these terms, we provide examples of student pro-

jects from our own universities in Table 1.2. 

There are three types of questions in qualitative research:

1 your research question(s): what you’re trying to find out; 

2 the questions you ask participants to generate data (NB: only in qualitative 

research that collects data from participants);

3 the questions you ask of your data, in order to answer your research question(s).

Each of these types of questions is different, and they are the focus of different stages 

in the research process. The book guides you through the entire research process from con-

ceiving and designing qualitative research, through to collecting and analysing qualitative 

data and writing up, evaluating and disseminating qualitative research, in a more or less 

sequential order.

 Section 1: Successfully getting started in qualitative research deals with some of 

the basic issues in qualitative research, and covers aspects of planning and design. 

We recommend definitely reading these chapters first if you’re (relatively) new to 

qualitative research, or research at all.  

 Section 2: Successfully collecting qualitative data covers various methods of 

data collection. Because interactive methods (where the researcher interacts with 

participants to generate data) are very common, two chapters are devoted to the 
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16 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

most widely used of these (interview and FGs). We have also included some textual 

approaches which are particularly useful for small-scale, time-limited projects.

 Section 3: Successfully analysing qualitative data includes five chapters, first 

describing the process of transcription, then introducing different approaches 

to analysis and finally moving to a practical discussion and demonstration of the 

stages of doing analysis.

 Section 4: Successfully completing qualitative research covers the very important 

issue of how to ensure that your qualitative research is of an excellent standard, 

and the dissemination of your results through reports and presentations.

This structure invokes a simple, directional process for qualitative research, from 

design to completion, like climbing a staircase where you start at one point and finish 

at the other with no chance of digression. Is qualitative research like this? Not at all, 

sorry! Qualitative research is instead a recursive rather than linear process; it often 

involves going sideways and backwards, as well as forwards, to reach the answers 

you’re looking for. While you can read the book from end to end, you may also want 

to move back and forth through it, to match where you are in your learning or research 
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process, and definitely revisit questions of theory (Chapters 2 and 8) as you learn 

more. 

The book contains a range of distinct pedagogical features to assist your learning:

 a succinct overview and summary of each chapter;

 suggestions for further resources relevant to the focus of each chapter (e.g. further 

reading, online resources, content on the companion website);

 classroom exercises and questions for discussion – usually at least four provided 

for each chapter;

 research examples – demonstrating the use of a particular method;

 tables – for easy comparisons and reference;

 boxes – to highlight particular bits of information;

 a glossary of terms to demystify some of the jargon of qualitative research – the 

first time a glossary term appears in the text, it will be emboldened;

 a set of research design tables to aid in determining the scope of your research 

project and in ensuring an appropriate fit between all aspects of your qualitative 

project (Tables 3.1–3.3);

 some material examples to guide you in producing research materials.

The book is supported and expanded by a thorough companion website (www.sage 

pub.co.uk/braunandclarke) that includes multiple additional resources, including:

 an extensive qualitative data archive (the full transcript of the weight and obesity 

FG we ran for the book; a full transcript and audio file from a second FG on body 

art; various sample textual datasets);

 an extensive collection of material resources which provide examples of different 

qualitative research documents (some additionally annotated);

 information about an additional textual data collection method (vignettes);

 examples of qualitative presentations and posters;

 chapter-by-chapter learning resources, including extended examples of certain 

boxes and tables;

 self-test multiple-choice questions for each section of the book;

 an interactive flashcard glossary;

 answers to certain chapter exercises;

 links to the Sage journal articles recommended as further reading.

This chapter:

 provided a brief introduction to what qualitative research is;

 introduced the idea of research paradigms, and outlined a qualitative paradigm;

 briefly summarised the emergence of qualitative research (within psychology);

 explained the all-important qualitative sensibility;
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18 Successfully getting started in qualitative research

 introduced ourselves and our perspectives;

 introduced the approach and scope of this book.

FURTHER RESOURCES

Further reading:

For accessible introductions to the history and emergence of qualitative psychology, we 

recommend: Ashworth, P. (2003). The origins of qualitative psychology. In J. A. Smith (Ed.), 

Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to research methods (pp. 4–24). London: Sage.

Howitt, D. (2010). Part 1 Background to qualitative methods in psychology, especially 

Chapter 2, How qualitative methods developed in psychology. In Introduction to qualitative 
methods in psychology. Harlow: Prentice Hall.

Online resources:

See the companion website (www.sagepub.co.uk/braunandclarke) for:

 self-test multiple choice questions relating to Section 1;

 the flashcard glossary – test yourself on the definitions of key terms used in this chapter;

 further readings (articles from Sage journals).

www.
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