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The authors contend that qualitative research should be scrutinized for its
usefulness in the discovery of substantive theory. They try to present generic
elements of the process of generating substantive theory from qualitative data,
and consider how the researcher collects and analyzes qualitative data, max-
imizes the theory’s credibility, puts trust in his theory, and conveys the theory
to others. Drs. Glaser and Strauss are affiliated with the University of California
Medical Center in San Francisco.

IN SPITE OF the diversity of problems, approaches and
conclusions in the writings of sociologists on qualitative
research and analysis, all would seem to support one
general position: Qualitative research is a preliminary,
exploratory effort to quantitative research since only
quantitative research yields rigorously verified findings
and hypotheses.! The source of this position is that these
sociologists appear to take as a guide to being “system-
atic” the canons of the quantitative analysis on such
issues as sampling, coding, reliability, validity, indicators,
frequency distributions, conceptual formulization, hy-
pothesis construction and presentation of evidence. Thus
these sociologists over-emphasize rigorous testing of
hypotheses, and de-emphasize the discovering of what
concepts and hypotheses are relevant for the substantive
area being researched.

We contend that qualitative research—quite apart from
its usefulness as a prelude to quantitative research—
should be scrutinized for its usefulness in the discovery
of substantive theory.® By the discovery of substantive
theory we mean the formulation of concepts and their
interrelation into a set of hypotheses for a given sub-
stantive area—such as patient care, gang behavior, or
education—based on research in the area. To view quali-
tative research as merely preliminary to quantitative re-
search neglects, hence underestimates, several important
facts about substantive theory that is based on qualita-
tive research. First, substantive theory is more often than
not the end product of research within a substantive area
beyond which few, if any, research sociologists are mo-
tivated to move.® Second, it is the basis upon which
grounded formal theory is generated.* Third, qualitative
research is often the most “adequate” and “efficient”
method for obtaining the type of information required
and for contending with the difficulties of an empirical
research situation.’ Fourth, sociologists (and informed
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laymen) manage often to profit quite well in their every-
day work life from substantive theory based on qualita-
tive research.’

Together these facts raise doubts as to the applica-
bility of the canons of quantitative research as criteria
for judging the credibility of substantive theory based
on qualitative research. They suggest rather that criteria
of judgment be based on generic elements of qualitative
methods for collecting, analyzing and presenting data
and for the way in which people read qualitative
analyses.

The setting out of these generic elements, to be used
both in discovering substantive theory based on qualita-
tive research and in judging its credibility, is the task
of this paper.-In so doing, we shall regard quadlitative
research—whether utilizing observation, intensive inter-
views, or any type of document—as a strategy concerned,
with the discovery of substantive theory, not with feeding
quantitative researches. We shall take up the following
pertinent matters: 1) the collection and analysis of data,
2) the maximization of substantive theory’s credibility by
using comparative groups in the research design, 3) the
researcher’s trust in believing what he knows he knows,
4) the researcher’s conveying to others in publication
what he knows so that others may judge his theory, and
5) the relation of discovery of substantive theory to its
further rigorous testing.

Joint Collection and Analysis of Data

Whether the fieldworker starts out in the confused
state of noting everything he sees, because everything
may be significant, or whether he starts out with a more
defined purpose, observation is quickly accompanied by
hypothesizing. When hypothesizing begins, the re-
searcher, even if so disposed, can no longer remain a
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passive receiver of impressions, but is naturally drawn
into actively finding data pertinent to developing and
verifying his hypotheses. He looks for that data. He
places himself in spaces where his data can be seen
“live.” He participates in events so that things will pass
before his eyes, and so that things will happen to him-
self which will precipitate further hypothesizing. He
may even manipulate events to see what will happen.
Although he could manage all these investigatory ac-
tivities without hypotheses, the hypotheses inevitably
arise to guide him.’

It is characteristic of fieldwork that multiple hypoth-

- eses are pursued simultaneously. Of course, certain
events will literally force an important or fascinating
hypothesis upon the researcher, so that he spends days
or weeks checking out that one hypothesis—especially
if its verification is linked with developing social events.
Meanwhile other hypotheses are being built into his
fieldnotes. Eventually the researcher either actively
verifies many of his hypotheses or sufficient verifying
events are observed by chance. In either case he no
longer packs his notes with evidence pertaining to those
particular hypotheses, but goes on to collect data on
newer, emerging hypotheses.

The earlier hypotheses may seem unrelated at first,
but rather quickly become integrated, to form the basis
of a central analytic framework. In fact, fieldworkers
have remarked upon the rapid crystallization of that
framework, and some have wondered whether later field-
work does not merely elaborate upon that framework.*
Whatever the answer, it is certain that experienced re-
searchers quickly develop important concepts, basic cate-
gories, and significant hypotheses.” Beyond guiding the
active search for evidence, these integrated hypotheses
immediately provide a central core of theorizing which
helps the researcher to develop related hypotheses as
well as to prune away those not related. In fact, one
hazard of fieldwork is that potentially illuminating per-
spectives are suppressed in favor of a too rapidly emerg-
ing analytic framework.

The analytic framework generally appears on paper in
two forms. Analytic comments get written directly into
the fieldnotes and are written into occasional memos
addressed specifically to matters of analysis. If a re-
search team is involved, the researchers write collective
as well as individual memos. Characteristically, re-
searchers withdraw periodically from active field pur-
suits to reflect upon their observations and write analytic
memos. Most field situations force such periods upon the
researcher because of the natural lulls in social life. But
more important, such respites from active fieldwork are
taken by some fieldworkers to avoid collecting huge
masses of data without adequate systematic reflection on
their research directions and purposes, as guided by their
emergent analytic framework.2?

These reflective periods are immensely important for
two additional reasons—other than that the researcher
needs occasional relief from observational duty. One
reason is, of course, that systematic analysis can better
proceed when the researcher thinks uninterruptedly
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about his observations, interviews and personal field ex-
periences. If a research team is involved, the members
can work together better than when scattered about the
observational field.

Second, it is necessary to reflect upon what amounts to
a process of implicit coding that has been underway since
the outset of the research. This reflection by the re-
searcher consists of thinking systematically about the
data, in accordance with his basic analytic categories.
He need not, however explicitly, code all—or any—of his
notes. Fieldworkers actually run through or reread sec-
tions of their notes, in order to verify principal hy-
potheses. They will also run back “in memory” to verify
hypotheses. In either case, they do something akin to
what ordinarily is termed coding, but do not necessarily
raise coding to prominent independent status. Indeed,
even when collecting data, researchers will often have
an “ah hal” experience when they recognize that some
observed event belongs in a given category. Moreover,
strategic memorable events generate new categories and
hypotheses, or cast doubt on the efficacy of certain cate-
gories and provide negative evidence against previous
hypotheses. Those memorable events are either analyzed
immediately after they occur, or keep recurring in mem-
ory with nagging persistence until systematically ana-
lyzed during memo writing periods.

In short, in qualitative work, just as there is no clear-
cut line between data collection and analysis (except
during periods of systematic reflection), there is no sharp
division between implicit coding and either data collec-
tion or data analysis. There tends to be a continual
blurring and intertwining of all three operations from
the beginning of the investigation until its near end.

This implicit coding goes on even when researchers
do not intend to exploit it purposively, but plan to code
explicitly all collected material at the close of fieldwork
and then to accomplish the major analysis. However,
they may soon realize, if substantive theory is their goal,
that they have implicitly coded enough material to
write their theory already. Therefore, the explicit coding
operation can become perceived as a stultifying tedium
of little worth, for two reasons.

First, the researchers may find that they are not learn-
ing anything new enough about their theory—that is,
something that will sufficiently modify the core concepts
and hypotheses of the theory—to make the explicit pro-
cedure seem worthwhile. Of course, explicit coding at
the study’s close can add further elaboration of details
to the substantive theory; but the question is always
whether or not the additional effort is worthwhile since
there is little chance that the core of the theory will
change, and details below the level of generality of
the theory seldom add to its wider import and applica-
bility.

Second, little more is likely to be learned by explicit
coding after data collection because various segments
of the analytic framework get firmed up during chrono-
logically different stages of the fieldwork. Once firmed
up, neither more data need be gathered nor analysis re-
thought for the segment, unless further theoretical work
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necessitates those additional operations. Experienced
fieldworkers know that their fieldnotes not only reflect
this continuous firming up, but cannot always be read
intelligently by outsiders precisely because at later stages
of the research a shorthand reporting occurs which is
based upon matters long since firmly known.!

The continual intermeshing of data collection and
analysis has direct bearing upon how the research is
brought to a close. The researcher can always try to
mine his data further, and he can always collect more
data to check hypotheses or to force new ones. And
when writing is done within or near the field, the temp-
tation is especially strong to dash back into the field.
This last search for data understandably tends to be
either of a specifically confirmatory nature (the re-
searcher moving now with considerable sureness and
speed) or of an elaborative nature (the researcher wish-
ing to round out his work by exploring some area that
was previously untouched or even unconsidered).'*
This last search can be a strong temptation if personal
relations formed in the field are satisfying or if ex-
citing new events are developing there. However, col-
lection and analysis of additional data can be a waste
of time because the work merely further elaborates de-
tails of the substantive theory; again little of core value
is learned.’

When the researcher is convinced that his analytic
framework forms a $ystematic substantive theory, that it
is a reasonably accurate statement of the matters studied,
and that it is couched in a form possible for others to
use if they were to go into the same field—then he can
publish his results with confidence. He believes in his
own knowledgeability and finds no reason to change that
belief. He believes not because of an arbitrary judgment
but because he has taken very special pains to verifv
what he thinks he may know every step of the way.
from the beginning of his investigation until its publish-
able conclusion,

Maximizing Credibility Through
Comparison Groups

In this section we shall present a strategy whereby
fieldworkers can facilitate the discovery of a substantive
theory, while simultaneously developing confidence in
the credibility of that theory. This strategy involves the
systematic choice and‘study of several comparison
groups.

Fieldwork in sociology arose from the ethnological
tradition of studying one society or group at a time.
The sustaining rationale consisted of what one anthro-
pologist or sociologist by himself might be able to ob-
serve, plus the conviction that social structure ought to
be captured “as a whole.” Consequently fieldwork mono-
graphs have tended through the years to take the form
of single case studies. Even today most fieldworkers
study one group at a time and few focus upon more
“than two or three groups simultaneously.'* Such com-
parisons as exist for single case studies are either brought
into the monograph (or paper) by footnoting compa-
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rable materials and discussing them or by publishing
several comparable studies together in one volume.

However, it is feasible in more field studies than have
attempted it to build into the research design a com-
parison of at least several—and often many—social sys-
tems.** The strategy of choosing multiple comparison
groups is guided by the logic of the researcher’s emerg-
ing analytic framework. Significant categories and hy-
potheses are first identified in the emerging analysis,
during preliminary fieldwork in one or a few groups
and while scrutinizing substantive theories and data
from other studies. Comparison groups are then located
and chosen in accordance with the purposes of providing
new data on categories or combinations of them, sug-
gesting new hypotheses, and verifying initial hypotheses
in diverse contexts. It is not too difficult to compare as
many as forty groups when one considers that they are
compared on the basis of a defined set of categories
and hypotheses (not compared on the basis of the
“whole” group) and that groups within groups are com-
pared (e.g., different and similar wards within different
types of hospitals). These groups can be studied one at
a time or a number can be studied simultaneously. They
can also be studied in quick succession in order to check
out major hypotheses before too much theory is built
around them.

Multiple comparison groups function in several ways
to improve the research and consequent substantive the-
ory. First and foremost the comparisons maximize the
credibility of the final theory in two fundamental ways:

A) By precisely detailing the many similarities and dif-
ferences of the various comparison groups, the analyst
knows better, than if he only studied one or a few social
systems, under what sets of structural conditions his
hypotheses are minimized and maximized, hence to what
kinds of social structures his theory is applicable. In
increasing the scope and delimiting the generality of his
theory, he saves his colleagues work. Ordinarily, readers
of fieldwork must figure out the limitations of a pub-
lished study by making comparisons with their own
experience and knowledge of similar groups. By com-
parison, they figure that the reported material jibes just
so far and no further—for given structural reasons. By
using multiple comparison groups, much of this burden
of delimiting relevant boundaries for the theory is lifted
from the reader’s shoulders.’* In short, replication is
built into the research.

B) Another way that multiple comparison groups
maximize credibility is by helping the researcher to cal-
culate where a given order of events or incidents is most
likely to occur or not to occur. This calculus provides
an efficient logical guide to groups, for obtaining
more data to fill in theoretical gaps and for verifying
his hypotheses. This calculus is especially helpful in
his efficient search for negative cases that may neces-
sitate reformulation of a hypothesis. Also, the variety
lent his study: by multiple comparison groups increases
the possibility of his being surprised by unanticipated
negative cases.



Multiple comparison groups also permit and generate
the speedy development of analysis in two principal
ways:

A) The constant comparison of many groups rather
quickly draws the observer’s attention to many sim-
ilarities and differences among groups that are im-
portant for his theory. From these similarities and dif-
ferences are generated the theoretical categories to be
used, their full range of types or continuum, their dimen-
sions, the conditions under which they exist more or less,
and their major consequences. In this way, the full gen-
erality and meaning of each category is established.””
Category development is much slower on a single ter-
rain, and the result is a less generalized category imbued
with less meaning,.

B) In addition, the differences and similarities among
groups speedily generate generalized relations among
the categories, which of course become the hypotheses
soon integrated into the substantive theory. When a
negative case is found in a different group, and since a
group is an indicator of a set of structural conditions,
while reformulating his hypothesis the analyst compares
the set of conditions under which it existed to the set
under which it is encountered in order to find the par-
ticular structural condition(s) making for the change—
which condition(s) can then be taken account of in
reformulating the hypothesis. This analytic strategy is
far different, more powerful, precise, and informative
than comparing positive and negative cases within a
single structure.’® In the latter case, one can only com-
pare the internal structure of the negative incident to
the positive incidents, since both occur under the same
structural conditions. That comparison is likely to sound
implausible—even tautological-for one ends up saying
that an element of an incident caused itself to be dif-
ferent from all other similar incidents. It is more plau-
sible to point to different sets of external structural
conditions under which positives and negatives exist
and, then, suggest differentiating factors in the cases
based on comparison of these sets.

Researchers who work with other types of qualitative
data can also utilize this efficient method. Using only
interviews, for instance, there is no reason why re-
searchers cannot study comparison groups of inter-
viewees, chosen in accordance with emergent analytic
frameworks. And historical documents, or other library
materials, lend themselves wonderfully to the compara-
tive method. Their use is perhaps even more efficient,
since the researcher is saved much time and trouble in
his search for comparison groups which are, after all,
found concentrated in the library. As in fieldwork, when
his analytic framework is far developed, the researcher
who uses library materials can always select additional
comparison groups to give himself additional confidence
in the credibility of his framework. He will also—like
the fieldworker who sometimes stumbles upon compari-
son groups and then makes proper use of them—occa-
sionally profit from such happy accidents which occur
when browsing along library shelves,
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Trust in One’s Own Credible Knowledge

The analytic framework which emerges from the re-
searcher’s collection and scrutiny of qualitative data is
equivalent to what he knows systematically about his
own data. Let us discuss why the fieldworker trusts
what he knows.

If there is only one fieldworker involved, it is he him-
self who knows what he knows about -what he has
studied and lived through. They are his perceptions,
his personal experiences, and his own hard-won analyses.
The fieldworker knows that he knows, not only because
he’s been there in the field and because of his careful
verification of hypotheses, but because “in his bones”
he feels the worth of his final analysis. He has been
living with partial analyses for many months, testing
them each step of the way, until he has built his final
substantive theory. What is more, if he has participated
in the social life of his subjects then he has been living
by his analyses, testing them out not only by observa-
tion and interview but also in daily livable fact. Hence
by the close of his investigation, his conviction about
his theory would be hard to shake—as most fieldworkers
would attest. This conviction does not mean that his
analysis is the only plausible one that might be based
on his data, but only that the researcher himself has
high confidence in its credibility. What he has confi-
dence in is not a scattered series of analyses, but a sys-
tematic ordering of them into an integrated theory.!?
He has, in fact, discovered a substantive theory about
delimited arrays of data, through inductive as well as
deductive effort, which he is ready to publish.

If a research team is involved, then of course it is
their shared knowledge which constitutes the final sub-
stantive theory offered to colleagues. Each fieldworker
not only knows his own fieldnotes intimately, but has
shared his colleagues” observations and experiences by
virtue of numerous discussions, “talking out,” and memo-
writing sessions. The inevitable debates among team
members contribute also to the development of a shared
analytic framework,

The “real life” character of fieldwork knowledge de-
serves special underscoring, especially as many critics
think of this and other qualitatively oriented methods
as merely preliminary to real (scientific) knowing. A
firsthand immersion in a sphere of life and action—a
social world—different from one’s own yields important
dividends for the fieldworker. The fieldworker who has
observed closely in this social world has had, in a pro-
found sense, to live there. He has not only been suffi-
ciently immersed in the world to know it, but has re-
tained enough detachment to think theoretically about
what he has seen and lived through. His informed de-
tachment has allowed him to benefit not only as a so-
ciologist but as a human being who must “make out”
in that world. This is true despite the fact that the
people there generally do not expect perfect adherence
to their ways from the outsider. His detachment has
served also to protect him against going more than a
little native while yet doing more than a little passing
as a native, when the people whom he is studying either
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have temporarily forgotten his outsider status or have
never recognized it. Meanwhile his display of under-
standing and sympathy for their mode of life permits
sufficient trust in him so that he is not cut off from
seeing important events, hearing important conversa-
tions, and perhaps seeing important documents. If that
trust does not develop, his analysis suffers.2

The evolving systematic analysis permits the field-
worker quite literally to write prescriptions so that other
outsiders might get along in the observed sphere of life
and action. That is one benefit of his substantive theory.
If he has avoided trouble within the particular social
world by following these prescriptions, then presumably
they accurately represent the world’s prominent features;
they are workable guides to action and therefore they
can, on this account too, be accorded our confidence in
their credibility.”

In effect this is how shrewd or thoughtful visitors to
any social world feel about their knowledge of these
worlds. Not infrequently people successfully stake their
money, reputations and even lives as well as the fate
of others upon their interpretations. What the field-
worker does is to make this normal strategy of reflective
persons into a successful research strategy. In doing so,
of course, a trained, competent researcher is much more
systematic in formulating his ideas than is the ordinary
visitor; and if a superior researcher, his knowledge is
likely to be generalized and systematically integrated
into a theory. In addition, he is much more systematic
at verifying his ideas than is the ordinary visitor. Such
bias as he brings to the field is more likely to be checked
upon, while his hypotheses are more likely to arise with-
in the field of observation than to be imported from
the outside. In the latter regard, he also differs from
researchers who bring such a working baggage of for-
mal theory into the field that they end not by dis-
covering much substantive theory but manage princi-
pally to write footnotes to the imported theory. They
are not likely, either, to do very well in the pragmatic
test of living by their theory while in the field.

Finally, it is worth special mention that those field-
workers who do not really believe in their own hard-won
substantive theory are tempted toward a compulsive
scientism. Because they do not trust themselves—their
own ability to know or reason—they rely additionally
upon questionnaires or other “objective” methods of col-
lecting and analyzing quantified data. Used for this
purpose these methods do not necessarily lead to greater
credibility, but they do permit the insecure researcher
to feel greater security in his “results” without genuine
consideration of what queries do or do not need this
additional “hard” data. It is also true that the insecure
fieldworker may know that he is running away from
himself, because of a failure of confidence in his ability
to render his knowledge credible, but he cannot stop
running!

Conveying and Judging Credibility

When the researcher decides to write for publication,
then he faces the problem of conveying to colleagues
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the credibility of his discovered theory so that they can
make some sensible judgment about it. The problem of
conveying credibility is dividable into two sub-problems,
each of which deserves discussion.

The first sub-problem is that of getting readers to
understand the theoretical framework, This is generally
done by giving an extensive abstract presentation of the
framework and its associated theoretical statements, gen-
erally at the beginning and/or end of the publication
but usually also in segments throughout the publication.
This presentation is not particularly difficult since there
exists an abstract social science terminology which is
quite as applicable to qualitative as to quantitative data
as well as a common sociological perspective which
furthers the communication.

The related second sub-problem is how to describe
the social world studied so vividly that the reader can
almost literally see and hear its people—but see and
hear in relation to the theoretical framework. To do
this, the researcher ordinarily utilizes several of a con-
siderable armamentarium of standard devices. He can
quote directly from interviews or conversations which
he has overheard. He can include dramatic segments
of his on-the-spot fieldnotes. He can quote telling
phrases dropped by informants. He can summarize
events or persons by constructing readable case studies.
He can try his hand at describing events and acts; and
often at least he will give backdrop descriptions of
places and spaces. He will even offer accounts of per-
sonal experience to show how events impinged upon
himself. Sometimes he will unroll a narrative. Chapter
headings can also help to convey sights and sounds.**

The first and second sub-problems of conveying credi-
bility through plausible reasoning are reflected in the
type of concepts that the researcher chooses for writing
his substantive theory. With regard to the first problem,
his concepts are analytic—sufficiently generalized to des-
ignate the properties of concrete entities (not the con-
crete entities themselves). With regard to the second
problem, his concepts also are sensitizing—yield a “mean-
ingful” picture—abetted by apt illustrations which en-
able one to grasp the reference in terms of one’s own
experience.”® Formulating concepts of this nature, hence
tapping the best of two possible worlds, takes consider-
able study of one’s data.*t

Several aspects of the presentation enter into how the
reader, in turn, judges the credibility of the theory that
the writer is trying to convey. First of all, if a reader
becomes sufficiently caught up in the description so that
he feels vicariously that he also had been in the field,
then he is more likely to be kindly disposed toward the
researcher’s theory than if the description seemed flat
or unconvincing.

Second, a judgment of credibility will also rest upon
assessments concerning how the researcher came to his
conclusions. The reader will note, for instance, what
range of events the researcher saw, whom he inter-
viewed, who talked to him, what kinds of experiences
he had, and how he might have appeared to various
people whom he studied. That is, the reader will assess
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the types of data utilized from what is explicitly stated
as well as from what can be read between the lines.
It is absolutely incumbent upon the reader to make
such judgments, partly because the entire publication
may be a complete fabrication®, but more usually be-
cause any analysis may require some qualification.

Such qualification we may term “the discounting proc-
ess” Readers surely discount aspects of many, if not
most, analyses which are published (whether resting
upon qualitative or quantitative data).?® This discount-
ing by the reader takes several forms: the theory is
corrected because of onesided research designs®, ad-
justed to fit the diverse conditions of different social
structures, invalidated for other structures through the
reader’s experience or knowledge, and deemed inappli-
cable to yet other kinds of structures. It is important
to note that when a theory is deemed inapplicable to
a social world or social structure, then it cannot be in-
validated by their conditions. It is not correct to say
that because a theory “does not fit” a structure, then it
is invalid. The invalidation or adjustment of a theory
is only legitimate for those social worlds or structures
to which it is applicable.

This ongoing discounting process of qualification by
the reader allows the researcher to write his theory in
general form, because the researcher knows that the
reader will make the necessary corrections, adjustments,
invalidations and inapplications when thinking about or
using the theory. These are qualifications that he could
not begin to cover for even a small percentage of one
type of reader and, more important, they are qualifica-
tions which the researcher must learn to gloss over or
to ignore in order to write a substantive theory of some
generality.”® (It is also necessary to leave out qualifi-
cations in order to write a theory that is readable, be-
cause the rhetoric of qualification is as onerous to read
as to write.)

The researcher and his readers thus share a joint re-
sponsibility. The researcher ought to provide sufficiently
clear statements of theory and description so that readers
can carefully assess the credibility of the theoretical
framework offered in his publication. A cardinal rule
for the researcher is that whenever he himself feels most
dubious about an important interpretation—or foresees
that readers may well be dubious—then he should specify
quite explicitly upon what kinds of data his interpre-
tation rests. The parallel rule for readers is that they
should demand explicitness about important interpre-
tations, but if the researcher has not supplied the infor-
mation then they should assess his interpretations from
whatever indirect evidence may be available, These
same rules apply to the reading of qualitative materials
from libraries and organizational archives, as well as to
the writing of those materials.

s

The Issue of Further Rigor

The presentation of substantive theory, developed
through analysis of qualitative data, is often done at a
sufficient level of plausibility to satisfy most readers.
The theory can be applied and adjusted to many
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situations with sufficient exactitude to guide thinking,
understanding and research. Given certain structural

.conditions under which sociologists work (such as de-

signing specific action programs, or working in a rather
well developed substantive area), then more rigorous
testing may be required to raise the level of plausibility
of some hypotheses.

Under these conditions, it should be a matter of em-
pirical determination as to how the further testing can
best be accomplished—whether through more rigorous
or extensive fieldwork itself, or through experiments or
survey methods. The two essential points in this deci-
sion on method are, first, that the testing be more rigor-
ous than previously (not which of all methods is the
most rigorous); and, second, that the more rigorous
approach be compatible with the research situation in
order to yield the most reliable findings. What should
not enter into the determination of further testing are
the researcher’s ideological commitments (with associ-
ated career contingencies) to only one method; for
instance, that a survey is a more rigorous mode of
achieving a high degree of plausibility than field ob-
servation, and therefore it is the best and only mode
to use in all cases. In the actual research situation, a
survey may not be feasible nor worth the time or money,
nor yield the type of information needed, and indeed
it may even distort the information yielded. An ap-
proach to an increased, required level of plausibility
should be based, therefore, on the use of the method
or methods best suited to the socially structured neces-
sities of the sociologist’s research situation.

This cardinal rule for determining which method to
use for increasing the plausibility of the substantive
theory is broken in another way by researchers who are
ideologically committed to quantitative methods. They
assume out of context that all research requires a rigor-
ously achieved high level of plausibility and that quan-
titative research, more rigorous than most qualitative
methods, is therefore the best methed to use in all
research situations. Thus, whatever qualitative research
may be done is seen merely as a preliminary provision
of categories to use in the ensuing quantitative research.
As noted at the beginning of our paper, this position
neglects both the importance of discovering substantive
theory based on qualitative research and the fact that
this substantive theory is more often than not the end
product of research within the substantive area beyond
which few, if any, research sociologists are motivated to
move.

Substantive theory discovered through qualitative anal-
ysis is often the end product of research for a variety of
reasons. First, those researchers who do try to move
beyond substantive theory by testing it with quantitative
data are often told by colleagues and editorial boards
that they are simply proving what everyone knows suffi-
ciently well already. They are told their work is trivial
and a waste of resources.”® To “save” their work, they
are forced to turn their quantitative work of testing the
“already known” hypothesis into an effort at discovering,
in their data, new substantive fact and theory. Thus,
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quantitative data is often used not for rigorous demon-
stration of theory but as another way to discover more
theory, and qualitative data results often in a de facto
conclusive analysis rather than a preliminary analysis.

Second, it is an old story in social science that con-
temporary interest switches from certain phenomena once
that interest is saturated with substantive theory. This
switch usually occurs long before satisfactory quantita-
tive research pertaining to the phenomena has taken
place. Meanwhile, informed laymen and social scientists
manage to profit quite well by the merely plausible work
of discovery published by sociologists who carefully
analyse their qualitative data. This ability to profit from
substantive theory based on qualitative research fore-
stalls the need for future highly rigorous research among
most sociologists and laymen.*® Since the theory works
well enough, it is typically only modified, if even that,
not by further demonstrative research on a specific
hypothesis but by additional related theory. The re-
searcher’s primary effort in working with this related
theory is to discover new theory, not to correct or test
older theory. Once new theory is discovered and de-
veloped, any modification of older theory that then
occurs will receive post-hoc recognition.

And third—much the most important reason—a great
deal of sociological work, unlike physical science re-
search, never gets to the stage of rigorous demonstration
because the social structures which sociologists study
are undergoing continuous change. Older structures fre-
quently take on new dimensions before highly rigorous
research can be accomplished. The changing of social
structures means that a prime sociological task is the
exploration—and even literal discovery—of emerging
structures. Undue emphasis on being “scientific” is
simply not reasonable in light of our need for discovery
and exploration amidst very considerable structural
changes.

Concluding Remarks

Most writing on sociological method has probably been
concerned with how theory can be more rigorously tested.
In this paper we have addressed ourselves to the equally
important enterprise of how the discovery of substantive
theory can be furthered. The formulation of fruitful
substantive theory for a substantive area through careful
research—as against constructing formal theory for a con-
ceptual area (such as deviance, status congruency, refer-
ence groups or hierarchy)—is a major task in sociology.
Substantive theory faithful to the empirical situation
cannot be formulated, we believe, by merely applying a
formal theory to the substantive area. First a substantive
theory must be formulated, in order to see which of
diverse formal theories are applicable to help further the
substantive formulation.* And in its turn then substan-
tive theory helps in formulating and reformulating formal
theory. Thus substantive theory becomes a strategic link
in the formulation and development of formal theory
based on data. We have called the latter “grounded”
formal theory to contrast it with formal theory based on
logical speculation.?®?
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Some forty years ago, Thomas and Znaniecki hazarded
that one type of qualitative data (autobiographies)
might be the most useful kind of data for sociological
theory.® Anthropologists, however, then and now gen-
erally believe that fieldwork data—encompassing obser-
vations and interviews as well as case studies and auto-
biographical accounts—are most useful. And in the
recent literature of sociology, there has been some argu-
ment on the comparative virtues of various types of
qualitative data: for instance, interview versus fieldwork
data and historical versus contemporary data.’* Regard-
less of the type of qualitative data preferred, all seem
admirably suited for discovery of substantive theory per-
taining to the areas and problems with which sociologists
are concerned.
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F16URE 1.—GROWTH OF HUMAN NUMBERS

It has taken all the hundreds of thousands of years of man's existence on carth for his numbers to reach 3 billion. But in
ouly 40 more years population will grow to ¢ billion, if current growth rates remain unchanged. If the Old Stone Age were in

seale, its base line would extend 35 feet'to the left!
DESMOND.)

Copyright (c) 2002 ProQuest Information and Learning Company
Copyright (c¢) Sage Inc.

(From “How Many People Have Ever Lived on Earth?” by ANNABELLE



