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Criminology 321

Understanding Qualitative 
Approaches

Can you solve this?

• Deductive logic
– You start with a theory that you test by seeing 

whether predictions hold
• Inductive logic

– Theory emerges from repeated observation
• Abductive logic

– Combines the two in looking for a solution that 
considers rival plausible explanations

Qualitative Priorities
• Behaviour happens in context (in situ)
• Greater emphasis on depth than breadth; 

often uses smaller samples
• Generalizability considered later, in more 

theoretical (rather than statistical) terms
• Emergent (part of inductive approach)
• Final research question often different 

from the original 
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Rival Plausible Explanations

• Triangulation valued: data 
redundancy and saturation help assess 
validity and deal with RPEs

• You seek to understand perspective 
of participants, but not constrained by 
those views

• Always looking for negative evidence

Iterative/Cyclical Qualitative Analysis in Sherlock Holmes

5 6

7 8



3

Sherlock Holmes

• Holmes had followed the case in the paper 
• Upon arrival he surveys the scene, 

interviews the principals, and is very 
specific about what he asks (What was for 
dinner? Did you close door behind you?)
– Seeks “rich description”; thinks re process

• He inductively generates theories and
creates tests to see which rival explanations 
are most plausible

Sherlock Holmes

• He starts by 
looking at the 
evidence that 
Inspector 
Gregory has 
gathered

Inspector Gregory
The Inspector has a Theory

Sherlock Holmes

• The curried 
mutton and the 
dog that didn’t 
bark suggest to 
him it was an 
inside job. Was 
Mrs. Straker a 
part of it?
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Sherlock Holmes
If Straker had intended to harm Silver Blaze, 

wouldn’t there be evidence of it?

Sherlock Holmes
But then where’s the horse? 

Looking for clues in the right places

Sherlock Holmes

• The interview with Sylas Brown at 
Mapleton – “You’ve been watching me” –
shows that Holmes is right about the horse

• But is he right about Straker, too? 
• Not content with “shadow evidence,” he 

goes to London to see whether “Mr. 
Darbyshire” is actually Straker.

Sherlock Holmes
Off to London to tie up loose ends, but not before 

testing one last hypothesis
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Different Styles of Qualitative 
Analysis in Silver Blaze

Inspector Gregory:
• Gathers evidence
• Comes to a quick conclusion
• Is content with “shadow” 

evidence
• Does not look for negative 

evidence
• Remains purely inductive
• Lacks imagination

• Does not consider rival 
plausible explanations

Sherlock Holmes:
• Gathers evidence
• No premature conclusions
• Is not content with “shadow” 

evidence
• Is open to and seeks negative 

evidence
• Inductively generates a 

theory, then tests its 
implications deductively

• Considers rival plausible 
explanations

Logic of Qualitative Inquiry

• Although fictional, Sherlock and Inspector 
Gregory have parallels in the real world

• The “qualitative research” you will do after 
you graduate will affect real people and 
change their lives

What do these people have 
in common?
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Parallels

Wrongful Conviction:
• premature conclusions, 

tunnel vision
• coercion in interviewing, 

leading questions, false 
confessions 

• conflicts of interest (e.g., 
gaol informants)

• confusing science and 
advocacy

Qualitative Principles:
• must consider rival 

plausible explanations
• assertive but unbiased; 

non-judgemental; guided 
by evidence

• must consider social 
location of participants

• reflexivity; the data must 
make a difference

To Be Continued

21 22


