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Criminology 321Criminology 321

Qualitative Research 
Methods in Criminologygy

Qualitative & Quantitative

Quantitative Qualitative

• Interested in generating 
models/theories that 
predict/understand ceteris 
paribus or “in general”

• So … the bigger the 
numbers, and the more 

i h li

• Interested in understanding 
behaviour in context

• So … the emphasis is on 
case-study analysis, which 
requires us to be in that 
context (the field) in order 

f ll d d hrepresentative the sampling, 
the more confident you can 
be in understanding the 
aggregate pattern

to fully understand what 
went into producing that 
behaviour at that time in that 
place
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Qualitative & Quantitative
• When limitations are not acknowledged, the 

results can be disastrous

• “Ecological fallacy”; goes both ways

general ↔ particular

• Rather like the difference between basic 
sciences (physics, chemistry, geology, etc) 
and engineering or medicine

• Neither “better;” each implies the other

Truths are Partial

• Understandings and truths are always• Understandings and truths are always 
incomplete and partial, rather like the fable 
of the elephant:
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An Interpretive Paradigm

Premise Methodological Implications

• Humans act toward 
things based on the 
meanings those things 
have for them;

• This calls for a 
phenomenological
perspective, i.e., we have to 
see how people see the 
world around them

• It also calls for a more 
inductive approach – start 
with their vocabulary and 
concepts  instead of ours

Inductive vs. Deductive?
• Esterberg could have been clearer regarding the 

i il i i d l i i f li isimilarities and complementarities of qualitative 
and quantitative. She provides these images:
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An Interpretive Paradigm

Premise Methodological Implications

• Humans act toward 
things based on the 
meanings those things 
have for them;

• The approach values 
closeness and rapport
instead of aloofness and 
social distance

• Research is emergent –
looking for issues of interest 
rather than imposing them 
(part of an inductive
approach)
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An Interpretive Paradigm

Premise Methodological Implications

• Humans act toward 
things based on the 
meanings those things 
have for them;

• While typically seeking to 
understand the perspective 
of participants, need not and 
often are not constrained by 
those views
– A controversial area

An Interpretive Paradigm

Premise Methodological Implications

• The meanings of things 
arise out of social 
interaction, i.e., in 
context

• Therefore, we cannot pull 
things out of context in 
order to understand them

• Ceteris is never paribus in 
the real world

• We need to look at 
behaviour in situ … so we 
do field research
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An Interpretive Paradigm

Premise Methodological Implications

• The meanings of things 
arise out of social 
interaction, i.e., in 
context

• Place greater emphasis on 
depth than breadth; often 
relies on case study analysis, 
or small numbers of cases
• Emphasis on “rich” data 

and “thick” description

An Interpretive Paradigm

Premise Methodological Implications

• Meanings are 
constructed (and 
change) through a 
process of social 
i t t ti

• We are humans 
understanding humans
– reflexivity important

• Have to be willing to be 
empirical and “reality test”

interpretation – The data have to make a 
difference
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An Interpretive Paradigm

Premise Methodological Implications

• Meanings are 
constructed (and 
change) through a 
process of social 
i t t ti

• Researcher as bricoleur –
willing to consider any sort 
of data that may aid the 
analysis
– Triangulation valued

interpretation – data redundancy and satiation
help assess validity

Qualitative Perspectives

• Part of the beauty of qualitative research is 
that it both mirrors and reflects the sorts of 
processes we engage in in everyday life

• Research a very generic process – we have 
a problem; we seek information thata problem; we seek information that 
addresses it; we evaluate the information; 
we reach conclusions
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Qualitative Perspectives

• Ways Palys departs from Esterberg:

– Critical realism: Knowledge is 
socially constructed, but not 
“anything goes”

– Requires us to attend not just to 
plausible explanations, but rival
plausible explanations

Qualitative Perspectives

• Not formulaic: tantalizing and scary

• Part of what we must learn is how to 
do it well

• Let’s look at a couple of examples in p p
the everyday world; qualitative 
research is everywhere
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Logic of Qualitative Inquiry

• Physicians: diagnostics (see House)• Physicians: diagnostics (see House)

• Forensic Specialists: (see books by 
Kathy Reichs or watch Bones; CSI)

• Coroners: prevention (DaVinci’s
)Inquest; Quincy)

• Computer tech support
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What Do These Have in Common?

• Gather all relevant information (interviews, ( ,
recorders, physical evidence, archival info)

• Exhaust every possibility

• Assess the validity/utility of the information

• Generate and test out rival plausible explanations; 
remain open-mindedremain open minded

• No one datum is definitive; “proof” lies in the 
correspondence between all the data and the 
overall pattern or theory put forth to account for it.


