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Criminology 321 / Week 6
Qualitative Interactive Methods

Interactive Methods

• No method is more central to qualitative research• No method is more central to qualitative research
• Interviews in particular

– are integral to phenomenological approaches
– are used to gather information to test/challenge 

widely held beliefs and/or shed light on aspects 
of society about which little is knownof society about which little is known

– “give voice” to groups who otherwise would 
not be heard
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Interactive Methods

• A classic example is the• A classic example is the 
sex research begun in the 
1940s by Alfred Kinsey 
and his colleagues

• Driven by the ignorance of 
the timethe time

• He and colleagues gathered 
sexual histories across the 
USA

Interactive Methods

Obj ti i l• Objective was simply 
to describe human 
sexual behaviour

• Highly controversial 

• Books greeted withBooks greeted with 
everything from 
appreciation to derision
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Interactive Methods

• Kinsey’s research was very much in the• Kinsey s research was very much in the 
qualitative tradition of “giving voice”
– To the marginalized
– To important and controversial topics on which 

ignorance prevailed

• One thing his and other studies show is how• One thing his and other studies show is how 
much people appreciate a non-judgmental, 
empathetic, independent person to talk to

Interactive Methods

A f i t ti t h i d• A range of interactive techniques are used 
in qualitative research including:

• Person-to-person interviews

• Focus group interviews

• Oral history interviews• Oral history interviews

• Various forms of computer-assisted 
interviewing
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Interactive Methods

• Some generic issues permeate all these techniques:• Some generic issues permeate all these techniques:

Sampling

To whom do we talk?

Content

What/how do we ask?

Validity Analysis

How do we know this 
reflects what they see, 

do, feel, think?

How do we manage 
and analyze all this 

information?

S liSampling

To whom do we talk?
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Sampling

• Sampling is all about using part of• Sampling is all about using part of 
something to make inferences about or 
generalizations to or comment on the larger 
thing of which it is a part

• Becker suggests there are essentially three
different kinds of sampling “problem”different kinds of sampling problem

1. From whole to part
2. From part to whole
3. Determining range of variation

Problem 1: From Whole to Part

• You have the whole; you need a part that will• You have the whole; you need a part that will 
allow you to go back to the whole again

• The classic deductive/quantitative problem 
– You have a well-defined population and want to draw a 

representative sample (+/- e) that will allow you to 
generalize to the population again

– This is a job for random sampling or one of the other 
probabilistic procedures; a “marbles in the bag” 
problem
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Problem 2: From Part to Whole

• You have a part (a jaw; a clay pot; an oral history)You have a part (a jaw; a clay pot; an oral history) 
and need to figure out what whole this piece is a 
part of 

• The classic inductive/qualitative problem 
• We study a particular case – an intrinsic or 

instrumental case study – and then try and figure 
h l hi i fout what category or class this is a case of

• More theoretically- than statistically-driven
• Trying to figure out just what kind of bag these 

marbles belong in

Problem 3: Range of Variation

• We want to understand the full range of variation• We want to understand the full range of variation 
of something is (e.g., all music; all research; all 
violence; all sex)

• But how do we know when to stop counting?  
– The constructive nature of “everything” 

• Also ends up being a theoretically driven process• Also ends up being a theoretically-driven process, 
though at times the theory is implicit, and power 
relations involved. Often tautological.
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Implication 1: Representative sampling is 
not the be-all and end-all of research

• It depends but generally false• It depends, but generally false

• A classic example of assuming that all 
sampling problems are Problem 1 problems

• When necessary? e.g., opinion polling; 
asking questions about what univariateg q
distributions look like. “How do people feel 
about…?”

Implication 2: Generalizability more than 
an empirical/statistical/procedural issue.

S ti it i f P bl 1 h• Sometimes it is – for Problem 1 research --
but qualitative research is more often 
Problem 2 (one first observes the case, then 
asks what whole or population it is a part of:
– e.g., Becker on priests, psychiatrists, and 

prostitutes; Kidder going from marijuanaprostitutes; Kidder going from marijuana 
smokers to hypnosis subjects.

• The Bernie Beck trick
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Implication 3: Strategic sampling is your 
most powerful theoretical tool

• In qualitative research emphasis is more on• In qualitative research, emphasis is more on 
depth than amassing numbers

• Emphasis on strategic sampling; purposive
strategies
– “In general, you should choose those g y

interviewees who can give you the greatest 
possible insight into your topic” (Esterberg, 
p.93)

Implication 3: Strategic sampling is your 
most powerful theoretical tool

• Becker argues the most important• Becker argues the most important 
individual, group, issue, or research site to 
sample is the one that has the greatest 
potential for blowing your theories away 
and/or changing your thinking
– If you don’t think the results are generalizable, 

say to whom you don’t think it generalizes, and 
do that study next.
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Content

What/how to ask?
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Common Mistake I: 
Asking Silly Questions

#1. Asking silly 
questions that 
will not get us 
any closer to our 
objective. But 
what if our 
objective is to 
ask silly 
questions? Will 
people answer 
them?

Ask a Silly Question…

• As this video clip illustrates some people• As this video clip illustrates, some people 
(30-40%) will answer questions even when 
they have no basis in fact 

• Conclusion is not that they must be silly for 
doing so, but that we must bear the 
responsibility for ensuring what we ask 
people is meaningful, and not trite.
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Common Mistake II: No 
connection with research question

• A relatedA related 
problem 
arises 
because we 
have no 
connection 
betweenbetween 
what we ask 
and what we 
seek

How to ask Meaningful Questions

• Theory (both inductively and deductively• Theory (both inductively and deductively 
generated) can direct us to key variables to 
include in the interview/survey

• Our objectives also can help identify issues, 
particularly with evaluation research that 
comes with clear requirementscomes with clear requirements

• The literature also is often useful, both:
• The professional/academic literature
• The professional/lay literature/media
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How to ask Meaningful Questions

• Especially helpful are sources where• Especially helpful are sources where 
factions/stakeholders debate (e.g., HST, 
Afghanistan, globalization, prostitution)

• Questions also arise from exploratory 
research

• A prime example of how qualitative approaches can• A prime example of how qualitative approaches can 
also help make better quantitative research

• Incorporating “local knowledge” makes for more 
connected results and understandings, better policy

How to ask Meaningful Questions

• Biggest trick: To ensure your questions 
i f bj i d k harise from your objectives and speak to the 

issues you want to address
• Introduction and conclusion must/will 

“speak” to each other
• Like peeling away layers of an onion, with 

successive embellishments that ensure you 
get somewhere. 
– An example: VPD/MRDS
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Iterative Processes

• Once again that spiral process where we• Once again … that spiral process where we 
take one glimpse, and then shed a bit more 
light, and a bit more light, and a bit more 
light, is known as an iterative process

• You will see it again and again as we 
discuss other methods

Validity
How do we know what we have 

reflects what our participants see, do, p p , ,
feel, think?
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Validity

• How do we know our data are “true”• How do we know our data are true  
representations of how people feel/think?

• Several different ways we establish validity 
in qualitative research
– Process

– Procedures

– Triangulation

Process

• Time• Time
– The longer we are in the field, the more difficult it is for 

us to be bullshat; the more we build relationships 

• Rapport
– If you have the interests of the group at heart that will 

come out over time 

• Collaboration
– Involving participants in a collaborative process –

before and/or after the project – to give them a stake
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Process

• Triangulation• Triangulation 
– E.g., in MRDS study, surveys gave us 

distributions; interviews gave us details and 
allowed us to probe about inconsistencies; 
observations cross-checked behaviour

B fl i / lf iti l b t th t th• Be reflexive/self-critical about the strengths 
and limitations of what you hear and have
– Evaluate your evidence
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Procedures

• Recall from the Kinsey clip:• Recall from the Kinsey clip:
– The importance of making clear what you are 

doing to ensure confidentiality; more important 
the more sensitive the topic

– Maintain proximity; make eye contact; be 
comfortable o rself; make th comfortablecomfortable yourself; make them comfortable

– Non-judgmental attitude: goal is understanding

Procedures

Take heed of Berg’sTake heed of Berg s 

“Ten Commandments of Interviewing”
1. Never begin an interview cold

2. Remember your purpose

3. Present a natural front

4. Demonstrate aware hearing

5. Think about appearance
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Procedures

6 Interview in a comfortable place6. Interview in a comfortable place

7. Don't be satisfied with monosyllabic 
answers

8. Be respectful

9 Practice practice and practice some9. Practice, practice, and practice some 
more

10. Be cordial and appreciative

Analysis

• We’ll be doing exercises in tutorials after• We ll be doing exercises in tutorials after 
the midterm that will give you practice at 
identifying themes, creating categories, 
coding

• Qualitative software is advancing 
considerably, e.g., NVivo, ATLAS-ti

• More on this to come


