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04 BASICS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

(4) Students are often unsure of how and when to use the
techniques. They are concerned that they have to use them
during every interview and with each analytic session.

Let us respond to these concerns. First, believe us, the ability
to use these techniques doesn’t constitute any kind of magic.
You too can turn a little data into effective theoretical ideas after
learning to use these techniques. All it takes is patience, much
practice, and trust in your capacities to learn. Second, the tech-
niques have to be used, if you want to “open up” the data and
set free whatever degree of creative ability and theoretical sen-
sitivity that you have. If you don’t use these, your discoveries
will be minimal and your theories conceptually thin and poorly
validated.

Third, never impose anything on the data. This means that
initially any concepts, categories, or hypotheses that come out
of the use of these creative procedures are to be considered
provisional. They function to sensitize a researcher to know
what to look for. They are designed to free up thinking and
awaken sensitivity. The ideas that evolve from the use of these
techniques should never be confused with data; they are only
hypothetical possibilities that must always be supported by
actual data.

Fourth, the techniques are to be used only as aids to analysis,
not done with every fieldnote or interview. They are especially
useful in analyzing the first few interviews, field observations
and documents, because they help to “see” what is in the data.
Even here they are not to be used in connection with every
word, phrase, or paragraph. Later in the analysis, the tech-
niques are also very useful when you become puzzled, feel
blocked, or are unsure of where to go next in your analysis or
data collection. They are effective tools. Like all tools, how-
ever, you will have to learn how and when to use them. But
use them! Experiment with them and discover your own ways
of getting them to function effectively for your particular pur-
poses. Bear in mind also that while we are introducing these
procedures in connection with open coding, their usage is just
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as important when you reach an analytic standstill in axial
and even selective coding.

While your intention is to do serious analytic work with
these techniques, and although learning to use them skillfully
and easily may be hard work, there 1s no reason why this can’t
be fun. It might seem facetious to say “relax and enjoy your-
self,” but at least don’t confuse the seriousness of the work with
the enjoyment you can gain from it.

Summary .

Each of us brings to the analysis of data our biases, assump-
tions, patterns of thinking, and knmﬁledge gained from experi-
ence and reading. These can block otir seeing whatis significant
in the data, or prevent us from moving from descriptive to
theoretical levels of analysis. There are certain techniques that
can be used to prevent or rectify these problems. They include:
the use of questioning; analysis of a single word, phrase, or
sentence; the flip-flop procedure; the making of comparisons,
both close-in and far-out; and waving the red flag. All it takes
is practice, the more the better, and creative imagination.

In fact, such creative imagination as you possess is very
likely to be improved by assiduous practice of these tech-
niques. In the beginning you can also practice on someone
else’s data, or on any document—even a magazine article—
since you may find this is psychologically easier than always
facing your own data. But remember, practice of these tech-
niques is a necessity until you find their use has become more
or less automatic for you.

Also, it may help your learning these techniques if near the
end of an analytic session you review the actual steps taken
during the session in analyzing your data. This enhances your
awareness of how you have used the procedures and with what
results. Paradoxically, an occasional review like this leads even-
tually to using them less self-consciously, more naturally.



