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Preface

In this book we aim to bridge the gap between theory and practice
and between academic and practice contexts in qualitative research.
We do this through the use of research practice narratives to illus-
trate stages of the research process. It is more a book about ‘doing’
research and ‘being’ a researcher than about ‘how to’ do research. 

In Chapter 1 we begin with an exploration of the journey from
practice to research—how to generate a research question and how
some research questions that arise in the human services might
best be explored through a qualitative research design. The ensuing
chapters focus on specific stages of the research process, through
data collection, analysis and writing up to, finally, the shift from
research back to practice. 

Chapter 2 addresses ethical issues and the organisational context
of research.

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 focus particularly on data collection. In
Chapter 3 we consider in-depth interviewing and in Chapter 4,
observation. Chapter 5 addresses challenges involved in inter-
viewing children and people with an intellectual disability,
exploring different ways in which research can be modified to better
meet the needs of these groups of participants.

In Chapter 6 we consider some approaches to mixing qualita-
tive and quantitative methods where one method alone cannot
adequately address a research question. This is a common approach
in the human services, where the issues researchers are faced with
are often complex and multi-faceted. 

xiii
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In Chapter 7 we consider some data analysis processes that are
common to many approaches to qualitative research. Chapter 8
focuses on presentation and writing up, exploring different ways of
writing up research so that the findings can be communicated with
different audiences. Finally, in Chapter 9 we conclude with the
feedback loop which takes us from research findings back to
practice and policy implications—as practice research is a means
to an end, not an end in itself. 

The book provides an introduction to qualitative research,
primarily through the medium of practice-based stories that illus-
trate particular stages of the research process. Each chapter includes
at least two and often more ‘stories from the field’. Thus the reader
will not necessarily find ‘the answer’, but will discover how others
have dealt with various aspects of qualitative research practice.
This reflects our belief that there is great value in learning from
others’ experience. We hope the book will encourage creativity and,
by showing how other researchers have dealt with particular issues,
act as an aid to research troubleshooting. The book is thus also a
showcase of the variety of qualitative research that is being done in
different fields within the human services. By bringing these
examples together, we hope to share them with a wider audience
than the specific field to which each study belongs.

We have written the book for anyone with an interest in quali-
tative research, but particularly for students and practitioners in
the human services. We hope the researcher perspectives we have
presented will be of value to students and practitioner researchers
alike, enabling them to draw on others’ experience in the design of
their own projects.

We were clear from the start that we wanted the book to include
comments from researchers about how they do qualitative research.
We envisaged not so much personal experiences about what it is like
to be a qualitative researcher as comments about how researchers
made their choices about what to do, and how the day-to-day
research context interacts to shape what is possible. Through our
discussions, this evolved into the idea of conducting in-depth inter-
views with researchers and including sections from those interviews
in relevant chapters. We decided first what issues we wanted to
include, and then sought out researchers who seemed to us to have
grappled with at least one of those issues in an interesting or inno-
vative way.

The work of all of the researchers included in the book was

Preface
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known to us, either through personal contact or through their
writing, and we chose each researcher deliberately, with a particular
chapter of the book in mind. This reflected the reason we included
them and focused the major part of the interview, but all the inter-
views were more broad-ranging than the one topic. In this way, we
pre-selected the researchers to be included in the chapters on ethics
and organisations, interviewing, observation, tailoring research to
suit the needs of participants and mixed methods. 

We decided to include excerpts from a selection of the
researchers in the first and final chapters and in the chapters on data
analysis and writing up, but without anyone in mind ahead of the
interview. To this extent, the writing of the book has been a parallel
process with qualitative research. We did not pre-empt the content
areas included in these chapters. Rather, we sorted through the
data (the interview transcripts) to see who had had interesting
things to say on these topics—and we had plenty to choose from! 

It will be obvious to any reader that we have edited the tran-
scripts. We selected excerpts from what were very long interviews,
some as long as three hours, and none less than an hour and a half.
We also made the choices about where to place the excerpts. Some
clearly could have fitted equally well into more than one chapter.
This reflects the messiness of research! The text is also more
polished than the transcripts. We have deleted repetitions and
digressions and generally edited the interview text to make it flow
more smoothly as written text. We struggled with this and tried to
strike a balance between remaining as true as possible to the actual
spoken word while maximising readability. Above all we wanted to
get the message across about what the researchers were saying, and
‘smoothing out’ the text was important to this. We sent all of the
excerpts to the researchers for comment before their final inclusion
in the book, and we have made the corrections they requested.
Where the researchers asked us to do more to tidy up the expression
and grammar, we took this as validation of and support for the
editing decisions we had made and, in some cases, permission to do
more.

We know many other researchers whose work could have had a
place in this book. In the end we decided to limit the overall
numbers and to use multiple excerpts from the interviews. We had
the data we needed and it seemed important to use what we could
and not collect more that we would be unable to use. We also liked
the continuity and coherence afforded by following the researchers
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xv

Qualitative Research – TEXT  22/11/2001  3:26 PM  Page xv



and their studies through different stages of the research process
and hope this helps the reader to become familiar with their work
and to follow the threads through the book.

We thank each of the researchers we interviewed—for the readi-
ness with which they agreed to participate in the project, and for
their willingness to share their inside stories, given the many
unknowns associated with where they would end up. Our thanks
also go to Ann Tierney and David Tregaskis for transcribing the
interviews, and to Lesley Chenoweth for her helpful comments on
Chapter 5.

As writing the book came to a close, we were struck by how
our own experiences and those we had drawn from our fellow
researchers were becoming synthesised into a collective ‘practice
wisdom’. We hope that others, including those who may be inspired
by reading this book, will add their own experiences of research to
what we have produced. In this way, new issues and debates will
arise which may challenge what we have said and so extend the
emerging body of knowledge on qualitative research in the human
services.

Preface
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1

From practice to research

In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high, hard
ground where practitioners can make effective use of research-based
theory and technique, and there is a swampy lowland where
situations are confusing ‘messes’ incapable of technical solution. The
difficulty is that the problems of the high ground, however great their
technical interest, are often relatively unimportant to clients or the
larger society while in the swamp are the problems of greatest human
concern (Schon, 1983, pp. 42–3).

The swampy lowland of practice in the human services is a place
where there are rarely control groups, where operationalising key
constructs in behavioural terms is highly problematic (Is happiness
the frequency of smiling behaviour?), where the politics of the
setting are often overwhelming and where values and ethical issues
are critical and complex. This book has more to do with the swampy
lowland than the high hard ground. However, there is a lot of terri-
tory in the human services field which connects these two parts of
the landscape and we believe that researchers in the human services
should be creating terraces which link the two parts of the terrain,
not creating territorial disputes. 

The belief that ‘science makes knowledge, practice uses it’ has
been claimed to be one of the assumptions of positivism (Rein &
White, 1981, p. 36), yet ‘scientific’ methods of investigation have
great difficulty coping with the dynamic and complex social world
of the human services. Qualitative research has an important role to
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play in understanding this world and in complementing other forms
of knowledge. 

Qualitative research methods have descended from several dis-
ciplines and belong to twenty or more diverse traditions (Miller &
Crabtree, 1992). Despite such diversity the core qualitative methods
can be described as follows:

• In-depth interviewing of individuals and small groups.
• Systematic observation of behaviour.
• Analysis of documentary data.

In this book we will focus on the first two methods. The techniques
we will explore in relation to the analysis of transcripts of interviews
or observational field notes are also applicable to pre-existing docu-
mentary data. 

Qualitative research is not new. Historians have always analysed
documentary evidence, much of it non-quantitative data such as
correspondence, as their primary source material, and through oral
history methods have added in-depth interviewing to their reper-
toire in recent decades. Anthropology, from its conception as a
discipline in the mid-nineteenth century, used qualitative methods
such as field observation and informant interviewing to understand
cultural patterns and social relationships. Sociology has always
drawn upon both quantitative and qualitative methods, such as in
the influential Chicago school of urban research in the 1920s, and
has often utilised both approaches. Organisational theory has been
based largely on case studies created from an amalgam of observa-
tion, documentary material and interviews.

In recent years specialisations such as medical anthropology
and medical sociology have relied heavily on qualitative methods to
explore issues relating to health and illness, from the micro-context
of the hospital ward or clinic through to the broader sociocultural
context. Qualitative methods have extended well beyond the bound-
aries of the social sciences in academia. Market research was
originally based on the social survey but now complements this
with focus groups to tap the processes and nuances of consumer
opinion, as does research on public opinion and voting intentions. 

Qualitative research in the human services

For well over a decade there has also been a growing interest in
qualitative research by academics within nursing, education and

Qualitative research in practice
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social work as they attempt to struggle with the issues which arise
in their particular part of the swampy lowlands. Research methods
such as in-depth interviewing and participant observation are
particularly well suited to exploring questions in the human services
which relate to the meaning of experiences and to deciphering the
complexity of human behaviour.

Understanding the significance of past or current experiences
lends itself to methods such as in-depth interviewing in which trust
and rapport are essential if an individual is to share thoughts and
feelings. Some questions lend themselves to systematic observation
in order to identify the dynamics which may be operating in a
particular group or organisation, or the interaction of different social
groups within a community. 

This book draws upon a range of qualitative studies in the
human services to illustrate how researchers develop their research
question, work their way through a minefield of ethical and political
obstacles, systematically collect appropriate data, analyse it with
rigour and then disseminate the findings and implications of the
research.

The interviews we have conducted with qualitative researchers
for this book have been taped and transcribed and excerpts from a
few of these studies are used in each chapter in order to highlight
aspects of that chapter’s theme. In many ways this is itself a parallel
process to qualitative research. In some chapters, including this
one, we also draw upon our own qualitative studies—when we do
so, we speak to the reader in the first person in order to highlight
that the authorial voice is always present in qualitative research. 

In this chapter we explore how the questions which arise from
practice in the human services can be addressed by both quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches and sometimes by both at the same
time. We then draw upon several qualitative studies to examine
how research questions can emerge from different contexts and
address very different questions.

Our examples cover diverse fields and units of attention and
include women who were sexually abused in childhood; parents
with an intellectual disability; maternal and child health nurses’
assessment of post-natal depression; a community of homeless
people under siege in an inner city area; and a large service system
consisting of a large number of organisations. 

While most of the researchers were not working as practitioners
at the time of the inception of their studies, nearly all of them bring

From practice to research
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