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WHAT ARE QUALITATIVE METHODS? PRINCIPLES AND CONTRIBUTIONS

1.1 WHAT ARE QUALITATIVE METHODS?
Qualitative research is a well-established academic tradition in anthropology, sociology, history and
geography'. Qualitative methods are usually understood to include:
» Quualitative interviews which can fange from semi-structured questionnaires to open-ended ad
hoc conversations '
« Direct observation including participant and non-participant observation, ethnographic diaries,
and more recently photography and video
« Case studies combining different methods to compile a holistic understanding of e.g.

individuals, households, communities, markets or institutions

Qualitative methods are generally associated with evaluation of the social dimensions of
development programmes, particularly programmes which have explicit social development aims.
However any simple dichotomy between quantitative = economic and qualitative = social needs to

be questioned:

! For an overview and details of debates in different academic disciplines see papers in Denzin and Lincoin
eds 1994 and Thomas et al eds 1999.
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« many social impacts can and should be quantified. Unless this is done there is a tendency to see
social impacts as somehow less tangible and less important than economic impacts which have

been quantified.

« qualitative methods have also made a contribution to areas which are generally seen as
quantitative e.g. investigation of impact on incomes and markets. Failure to analyse qualitative
dimensions of livelihoods such as non-market activities and power relations leads to

misrepresentation and inaccuracy in analysis of economic impacts®.

Qualitative methods have also conventionally been used more in the context of micro-level
analysis’. However more recently there has been increasing emphasis on qualitative analysis of

macro-level policy, organizations and advocacy”.

1.2 UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES

Qualitative research is based on a number of distinctive underlying principles. However
qualitative methods are more usefully seen not as a discrete set of tools and techniques, but as
complementary methods which can be adapted along a continuum' of overlap with quantitative and

participatory methods.

Qualitative methods contrast with quantitative methods in a number of important respects which

they share with participatory methods. They are:

« holistic ie development is seen as an interconnected process with many different dimensions. A
key focus of investigation is not on the different dimensions in isolation e.g. separating out
economic and social impacts, but understanding the interlinkages and tensions between them.
Whereas quantitative methods seek to separate and simplify indicators and impact processes in
order to measure them, qualitative methods seek to understand the complexity as a more accurate

reflection of reality.

» based on recognition of multiple realities where reality is seen as inherently subjective. The
focus is on understanding different perceptions, aspirations and interests and how these influence
accounts of ' facts ' and events rather than attempting to reduce them to one version of reality.

For example women and men may have different accounts of levels of income and/or roles in

2 For a convincing and interesting critique of the limitations of quantitative economic analysis in evaluating
economic development programmes see Hill 1986.

® Good examples are some of the in-depth studies of microfinance and women's empowerment e.g. Kabeer
1898; Todd 1986.
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household decision-making. Different stakeholders may have different perceptions of power
relgtions within organizations. Qualitative methods treat these differences as interesting in
themselves as indicators of relative power and as possible explanatory factors in differential

impacts of development interventions.-

« heyristic, interpretative and inductive ie qualitative research evolves rather than restricts itself
to predetermined questions or hypotheses. Any assessment starts with an intensive
familiarisation with the context, institutions and policies to be assessed and progressively builds
up a comprehensive understanding of the processes involved. Because of the emphasis on
understanding complexity the scope and focus of the research are continuaily redefined as

understanding of different parts of the process increases and new issues arise.

« requires in-depth face-to-face field work. Because of the need to relate all these different
dimensions together in the cumulative understanding of a particular context, it is more difficult
to delegate or divide up different parts of the qualitative investigation between different people.
Skilled (and hence more expensive) researchers typically spend long periods in the field rather
than delegating field research and questionnaires to less-skilled enumerators, although in the

field they may closely supervise local researchers to collect less difficult information.

In the above respects qualitative methods are broeadly similar to participatory methods.

However qualitative methods also contrast with participatory methods in a number of

important respects:

« central role of the outside researcher in design, research and analysis. Although there is the
focus on multiple realities, the ways in which these are investigated and the analysis of their
significance lies largely with the researcher rather than being an open-ended process to be

determined by participants.

« there is a focus on information from individuals: although qualitative methods may be used to
compile case studies or observe groups and communities, there is much more of an emphasis on
individual information. This makes it possible to ask much more sensitive probing questions

which people would not like to answer in a public forum,

- the investigation records what is happening rather than seeking to influence events: a key

difference between qualitative and participatory methods is that qualitative methods seek to

4 For discussion and references see relevant chapters in Roche 1999,
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understand current events rather than intervening to change future events. Although recording
indjvidual accounts may aim to empower people and influence policy through making them
more visible, there is no attempt to integrate qualitative research with empowerment and policy
development. This may make the data more reliable in some respects as people are less liable to

manipulate information in expectation of beneficial outcomes or fear of unwanted consequences.

1.3 CONTRIBUTIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
Because of these distinctive principles and characteristics, qualitative methods are useful

compliments to quantitative and participatory methods in order to:

Increase understanding of WHAT is happening.

« Qualitative methods are useful in informing the selection of criteria and indicators, highlighting
any limitations or complexities and hence assisting in their interpretation,

» Qualitative methods are also often necessary to investigate more complex and sensitive impacts
which are not so easy to quantify or where quantification would be extremely time-consuming
and costly. They are also used to investigate more sensitive issues which cannot be easily aired

in the public forum of participatory methods.

Contribute to understanding of WHO is affected in which ways.

« Qualitative methods highlight the voices of those who are most disadvantaged in ways which
might be difficult to the public and consensual nature of participatory methods or missed in the
process of aggregation of quantitative methods.

+ Qualitative methods can also be used for probing of key informants to further investigate issues

of diversity and conflict,

Analyse WHY particular impacts are occurring.
« Qualitative methods enable more probing investigation of contexts and development processes
and the complex interactions between contexts, grassroots aspirations and strategies, institutional

structures and enterprise interventions,

Assessing HOW POLICY CAN BE IMPROVED.
Qualitative methods are likely to be necessary in investigating more complex and sensitive issues

essential to understanding the feasibility of proposals from participatory workshops.
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