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1 INTRODUCTION 
In this unit we shall look at some of the problems involved and techniques used 
in analysing unstructured data This kind of data is central to qualitative research 
Indeed, 'qualitative data' and 'unstructured data' are often treated as synonyms, 
though unstructured data are also used outside of qualitative research (You may 
remember that, in Unit 14, Betty Swift outlined some of the ways in which survey 
researchers handle such data 1 We shall concentrate here on the strategies used by 
qualitative researchers, but this does not imply any sharp distinction between 
quantitative and qualitative forms of analysis 

What we mean by 'unstructured data' 1s data that are not already coded in terms 
of the researcher's analytical categories. Such data consist mainly, but not exclus- 
ively, of written texts of various sorts published and unpublished documents (in- 
cluding official government reports, personal diaries, letters, minutes of meetings, 
etc ), as well as field note descriptions written by researchers, transcripts of audio- 
or video-recordings, and so on. These kinds of data contrast with structured data, 
which include, for example, tallies recording respondents' choices from pre- 
specified answers or the observed frequencies of various predefined sorts of 
activity The structuring of data can take two forms 

1 It may result from the physical control of responses, as in experiments or 
structured questionnaires, where people are effectively forced to choose one 
or other response by the researcher 

2 It may be produced by the application of a set of categories to 'unconstrained' 
behaviour, as in the case of systematic observation or the coding of free 
responses to questionnaire items in terms of a pre-established coding scheme 

What is distinctive about unstructured data is that they involve neither of these 
forms of structuring 

It is important not to be misled by the term 'unstructured', however It does not 
mean that the data lack all structure All data are structured in some ways For 
instance, written documents will display lexical, grammatical and semantic struc- 
turing; and, more significantly, they will also be structured by the concerns and 
intentions of the writer. Furthermore, where these texts describe events of various 
kinds, those events will themselves have some sort of structure which the texts 
capture more or less accurately These various types of structure will often be of 
interest to analysts For instance, when we analyse documents we usually want to 
know how they were shaped by the writer's intended audience, since this may 
well affect what inferences we can reasonably draw from what is written Equally, 
we will often want to try to find out how what the document says relates to the 
patterns of events it describes 

It is also necessary to remember that to say that data are unstructured does not 
mean that they are uninfluenced by the researcher Even documents written in the 
past for purposes completely unrelated to research become part of a corpus of 
research data only through a process of search and/or selection by the researcher 
(and perhaps also of negotiation by the researcher with those who control access 
to the relevant documents) Furthermore, when the data are observational field 
notes, we must add the possibility of reactivity, of how the researcher may have 
affected what was observed (see Unit 12, in particular Section 21, as well as how 
he or she decided to select and describe what is portrayed With interview data it 
is also necessary to remember that the questions asked are likely to have 
influenced the answers given, to one degree or another and in one way or 
another. To say that data are unstructured does not imply, then, that they are unaf- 
fected by the researcher; and the effect of the researcher on the data 1s an import- 
ant consideration we must bear in mind in the course of data analysis, as well as 
when reading the results of data analysis done by others This is true whatever 
form of research is involved. 
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There has been much argument about the relative value of unstructured and struc- 
tured data At one time, under the influence of some versions of the scientific 
model (see Unit 1/2), most social researchers believed that structured data were 
superior (indeed perhaps that they were the only legitimate form of data) This 
belief was founded on the assumption that this type of data facilitates precise and 
replicable measurements of people's behaviour, and that such measurement is 
essential if scientific hypotheses are to be subjected to effective test Some 
researchers still believe this, and most researchers recognize that structured data 
can be of value for certain purposes However, there has been a strong trend over 
the past few decades, in many fields of research, towards the increasing use of 
unstructured data, as part of a general shift towards qualitative research. 

This shift has arisen in part from criticism of much research relying on structured 
data for ignoring sources of potential error built into those data. Indeed, it has 
been recognized that the very process of structuring data can introduce error. 
Physical structuring of data of the kind involved in experimental research is likely 
to increase reactivity, and especially procedural reactivity In other words, people's 
behaviour will be influenced by their awareness that they are taking part in an 
experiment, and this may make their responses unrepresentative of their 
behaviour in non-experimental situations (see, for example, Wuebben et a l ,  
1974) Post-structuring of data of the sort used in systematic observation, on the 
other hand, is often criticized for involving arbitrary decisions that force events 
into categories which they do not fit (Delamont and Hamilton, 1984, see also 
McIntyre and Macleod, 1978) These dangers are recognized by quantitative 
researchers, but are generally regarded as controllable by good design of exper- 
imental procedures or by careful framing and piloting of questionnaires and obser- 
vational schedules However, the critics have taken these problems to be more 
fundamental, sometimes even regarding structured data as always by their very 
nature an arbitrary construction on the part of researchers, one that bears little or 
no relationship to the reality that it is supposed to document As is often the case, 
the truth probably lies somewhere between these two contrasting views 

These different views about structured and unstructured data reflect, of course, 
more than just disagreements about the specific issues mentioned above. They 
form part of the broader debates about the purposes and proper nature of social 
research that were discussed in Unit 1/2 

READING 
From the Reader, you should now read Chapter 3, 'Qual~tatlve research and psycholog~cal 
theonzlng', by Karen L. Henwood and Nlck F. P~dgeon In thls article the authors outlme 
the mam lines of the debates about quantltatlve and qualltat~ve research, w ~ t h  particular 
reference t o  psychology, a field where qualtatlve approaches are still less Influential than 
quantltat~ve method They also prov~de a useful overvlew of the sort of  quahtatlve data 
analysls we shall be pnmanly concerned with In thls wt. As you read their artlcle, make a 
note o f  the main features o f  what they refer to  as 'grounded theory'. 

Henwood and Pidgeon present qualitative research as based on an epistemologi- 
cal paradigm that is distinct from that of quantitative research At the same time, 
they note that the two paradigms share something in common and that, in prac- 
tice, methods are selected on grounds additional to epistemological consider- 
ations Furthermore, they emphasize that the two paradigms are not 
incommensurable it is possible to engage in fruitful debate about their various 
assumptions. 

Our view is broadly similar While we recognize that qualitative research 1s often 
associated with methodological and epistemological arguments that are different 
from those espoused by most quantitative methodologists, and while we accept 
the value of some of those assumptions, we do  not think it is helpful to see quali- 
tative and quantitative research as based on clearly distinct and incompatible para- 
digms Thus, we do not regard the use of structured and unstructured data as 
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representing a commitment on the part of researchers to different research para- 
digms We view both sorts of data as having varymg advantages and dlsadvan- 
tages for particular research purposes Which should be used depends In large 
part on the goals of the research, and the circumstances in which these are to be 
pursued, and often the two sorts of data may need to be combined It should be 
noted, though, that this is by no means the only or even the predominant view 
about this issue among social scientists There is much disagreement, even 
amongst qualitative researchers, about what the relationship is or should be 
between qualitative and quantitatwe research (see, for example, Smith and 
Heshusius, 1986, Bryman, 1988, Walker and Evers, 1988, Hammersley, 1992, 
ch 9) 

2 THE COMPLEMENTARY 
PERSPECTIVES OF READER 
AND RESEARCHER 
Unit 3/4 looked at how to begin assessing the validity of the claims and evidence 
found in research reports, and many of the examples used there involved unstruc- 
tured data It was suggested that in such assessments two considerations are 

I important 

1 Plausibihty the extent to which a claim seems likely to be true gwen ~ t s  
I relationship to what we and others currently take to be knowledge that is 

beyond reasonable doubt. 
l 

2 Credibility whether the claim is of a kind that, glven what we know about 
how the research was carried out, we can judge it to be very likely to be true. 

l 

Where a claim is neither sufficiently plausible nor credible to be accepted, it was 
suggested, we must look at the evidence offered in support of it (if there is any). 
And when we do so we must be concerned with the plausibility and credibility of 
the evidence itself and the strength of its relationship to the claim it is intended to 
support. 

In assessing the plausibility and credibility of the claims and evidence presented in 
a research report, in effect we are engaging in a dialogue with the writer of that 

l report. Of course, it is a dialogue in which one side (that of the researcher) is only 
imagined by the reader, although on some occasions it may turn into a real dia- 
logue for example, in the case of a book review to which the author replies. 

It is important to recognize that a similar dialogue, agam with one side largely 
imaginary, takes place In doing research In framing research questions, selectmg 
cases, gathermg and interpreting data, the researcher constantly has an audience, 
indeed perhaps several audiences, in mind. So, in the course of their work, 
researchers contmually ask themselves whether their mterpretatlons of data are 
sufficiently plausible and credible, what other data may be necessary to check and 
support these interpretations, etc And their answers to these questions will be 
shaped by their anticlpations of how particular sorts of audience will react to their 
interpretations. 

Of course, there is an Important difference between the dialogues in which 
readers and researchers engage Whereas the reader starts with the main claims 
presented by an author and, as and when necessary, moves to what evidence is 
given in support of them, the researcher on the other hand begins with data (and, 
of course, with a lot more than is ever likely to appear in the research report) and 
must move, somehow, from those data to some major claims However, despite 
coming from different ends, as it were, the analytical work of reader and 
researcher is similar in character To some degree, in order to understand a piece 
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of research one has to reconstruct the activity of the researcher, to imagine what 
he or she was trying to do and how that task was tackled, though, of course, how 
far this is possible will depend on the information available about the research 
process 

In this unit we shall look in some detail at the process of analysing unstructured 
data This should enable you to get a clearer sense of what is involved In qualitat- 
ive data analysis and also, perhaps, make more effective the dialogue you engage 
in when you read texts employing this sort of analysis 

3 TYPES OF QUALITATIVE 
DATA ANALYSIS 
There is considerable divers~ty w~thin qualitative research in approaches to data 
analysis One major source of variation is the character of the intended product 
Unit 3/4 identified several different types of argument that were to be found in 
research reports definitions, descriptions, explanations, predictions, evaluations, 
prescriptions and theor~es All of these, with the exception of definitions, can also 
be endproducts of research Thus, some research is largely descriptive in charac- 
ter for example, involving the production of a narrative account of some series of 
events. It is rare for a whole research report to take this form, but there are some 
examples that come close to this A striking one is Susan Krieger's account of the 
life of a radio station Here is her summary of the study 

The study was begun in 1972 and cons~sted of eleven months of inter- 
viewing persons involved with the station, obtainmg documentary evi- 
dence from them and from other sources, visiting the station, and 
listening to it The next two years were spent in writing a text which 
described a process of cooptation in the life of the station over the 
years 1967-72 The station had been closely associated with the Sum- 
mer of Love in San Francisco in 1967. It was thought to have been the 
first hard rock 'hippy' radio station in the country In the five years 
since, it had become increasingly commercial, professional, and suc- 
cessful, and was frequently criticized for having sold out to the estab- 
l~shment 

(Krieger, 1979, pp 167-8) 

Sometimes qualitative research produces narratives which document the course of 
the research project itself, rather than a sequence of events independent of the 
researcher. An interesting journalistic example of this is John Cornwell's book on 
the death of Pope John Paul I (Cornwell, 1990) Here is how his book starts, 

On a morning late In October 1987 I set out for the Vatican from a 
hotel on the Via Vitelleschi close to the Caste1 Sant' Angelo It was 
warm for the time of year and I felt exhilarated as I turned from a side 
street to view the grandeur of Samt Peter's Basilica in misty sunlight 
from the Via della Conciliazone, the ceremonial route that sweeps 
grandly from the Tiber to Saint Peter's Square The tourists had mostly 
departed and the pavements were empty except for those famil~ar fig- 
ures of Catholic offic~aldom, the Roman clergy Square-shaped, wearing 
black cassocks and raincoats, th~ck-soled shoes, black berets, bespecta- 
cled, they moved ~mpassively, separately, yet all at the same dogged 
pace towards their destination, the Vatican City To the children of 
Rome they are known as bagarozzi - black beetles 


