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· Expected learning outcome of part 2: Qualitative Research Approach, Process and Methods
· Participants should be able:

· to demonstrate their understanding of the qualitative research approach and processes, the importance of the research question;

· to list and explain specific qualitative research methods for qualitative data collection and applications relevant for agriculture and rural development policy;
Contents
2.1 Overall qualitative research approach (and differences with quantitative research)

2.2 Qualitative research process

2.3 Qualitative methods data collection, most relevant for rural development and agriculture policies

2.3.1 Observation

2.3.2 Interviews

2.3.3 Focus groups

2.3.4 Case study

2.3.5 Document analysis

2.1 Overall qualitative versus quantitative research approach

Through qualitative research we can explore a wide array of dimensions of the social world including the texture and weave of everyday life, the understandings, experiences and imaginings of our research participants, the ways that social processes, institutions, discourses or relationships work, and the significance of the meanings they generate.

Qualitative research has unrivalled capacity to constitute compelling arguments about how things work in particular contexts. This extraordinary set of strength is sometimes forgotten in the face of criticism that qualitative research is ‘merely’ anecdotal or at best illustrative, and that it is practiced in casual and unsystematic ways. 

The word qualitative implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities and on process and meanings that are not experimentally examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms of quantity, amount, intensity or frequency. Qualitative researchers stress the social constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied and the situational constraints that shape inquiry. Qualitative research see answers to questions that stress how soclial experience is created and given meaning. In contrast, quantitative studies emphasize the measurement and analysis of causal relationships between variables, nor process. (Proponents of such studies claim that their mro is don from within a value free framework)   (From: Denzin and Lincoln (2003), The Landscape of Qualitative Research)

The qualitative research approach differs from quantitative research in five different ways (they always turn to the politics of research and to who has the power to legislate correct solutions to these problems):

1. Positivism - postpositivism: there is one reality out there  - capturing as much reality as possible linger over qualitative research projects <-> socially constructed realiy

2. Acceptance of postmodern sensibilities, positivist research silences too many voices. Qualitative researchers seek different ways of evaluating their work verisimilitude
 (schijnbaarheid), emotionality, personal responsibility, ethics of caring, political praxis;

3. capturing the individual’s point of view; both quantitative and qualitative researchers are concerned with the individual point of view. Qualitative investigators think they can get closer to the actor’s perspective through detailed interviewing and observation;

4.  Examining constraints of everyday life. Qualitative researchers are more likely to confront and come up against the constraints of the everyday social world

5. Securing thick descriptions. Qualitative researchers believe that rich descriptions of the social world are valuable, whereas quantitaivbe researchers presenting statistics are less concerned with such description details.  

2.2 Qualitative research process

The qualitative research process is not a clear cut sequence of procedures following a neat pattern, but a messy interaction between the conceptual and empirical world, deduction and induction at the same time (Source: Bryman and Burgess (1994), Analyzing Qualitative Data) 

Regardless the messy process, typical steps of the research process include:

1. select topic: The process begins with a research selecting a topic. A topic is too broad this is why the next step is crucial;

2. focus question: the research focuses the topic into a specific research question. When learning about the topic and focusing, the research reviews past research;

3. design study;

4. collect data;

5. analyze data;

6. interpret data;

7. inform others.























(Source: Thomas (1998), Finding Out Fast)

Regarding the qualitative methods, let’s get back to the observation that …’Qualitative research certainly is not a unified set of techniques or philosophies, and indeed has grown out of a wide range of intellectual and disciplinary traditions. These different traditions have some kind of interest in qualitative research that doesnot dovetail neatly into one uniform philosophy or set of methodological principles’

This supports the statement that the qualitative inquiry is a messy process. As mention in the conclusion of day one (Paragraph 1.6), the selection and application of methods of data collection is flexible and the qualitative researcher is sensitive to the social context.  There is one key element that helps us to stay focused in the messy process; the research question. 

The qualitative research question
How do research questions differ in qualitative and qualitative research, and what is their purpose? A quantitative research question is an interrogative sentence that asks a question about the relation that exists between two or more variables. Its purpose is to identify the variables being investigated and to specify the type of relationship, descriptive, predictive, or causal, being investigated. A qualitative research question asks a question about some process, issue, or phenomenon that is to be explored. Its purpose is to give focus to what is being investigated and to identify what is being explored. 

Why are hypotheses typically not formulated in qualitative research, and what is typically used instead? Hypotheses are typically not formulated in qualitative research because qualitative research is conducted for description, exploration, and discovery. Instead of hypotheses, qualitative researchers pose research questions and some of these research questions even emerge as the study progresses. On the other hand, while a qualitative researcher is in the field, some hypotheses may be inductively generated and later tested.

Qualitative research question — an interrogative sentence that asks a question about some process, issue, or phenomenon to be explored

Particularly in the case of descriptive/explanatory (qualitative) research questions, different types of questions could be distinguished: a What?-question, a How?-question, a Why?- question of a What if?-question. (Source: Thomas (1998), Finding Out Fast)
Creswell (See also ‘Research Design, Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches’ 2003) suggests the following guidelines for writing qualitative research questions: 

· One or two central research questions followed by subquestions (examples see box below)

· relate the central research question to the specific qualitative strategy of inquiry

· Begin the research question with ‘what’, ‘how’, ‘why’, ‘what if’

· focus on a single phenomenon or concept

· use exploratory verbs: discover, seek to understand, explore aprocess

· use non-directional language (delete words that suggest quantitative study wit a directional orientation: affect, influence, impact, determine, cause etc. 

· be open and expect that the research questions to evolve and change during the study consistent with the emerging design. 

	Type of questions
	Methodologies



	What ….?
	Surveys 

Archives

Administrative statistics



	Why…..?
	Case studies

Experiment

Semi-structured interviews



	How…..?
	Surveys

· Simple modeling

· Semi-structured interviews



	What if….?
	· Experiment

· Scenarios

· Multivariable modeling

· Qualitative interviews/panels




· Examples of a ‘what’- question: what are the main source of farm income and what are the expenses of farm households. 

· "Why" is a question that virtually asks a rich and thick description, context and detail that is part of qualitative procedures. In the research context we all know such control and/or prior knowledge are often not available. We must take things as they come and then attempt to piece together the answer to the "why". Such exploratory, field-based "why" investigations are much more amenable to qualitative procedures 

	Research Strategy
	General Form of Research Question
	Does It Require "Tight Control" over Behavioral Events?


	Experiment
	how, why
	How does factor A related to effect B




	Survey
	who, what, where, how many, how much
	Who is engaged in non-farm activities?

What is average rural income?


	Archival (already existing data, vs. generated by the researcher) analysis
	who, what, where, how many, how much
	no


	History
	how, why
	Why are farmers only in rice


	Case Study
	how, why
	Why don’t farmers try other sources on income?



Check list for the appraisal of qualitative research 

· Was the research question clearly identified?

· Was the setting in which the research took place clearly described?
· If sampling was undertaken, were the sampling methods described?
· Did the research worker address the issues of subjectivity and data collection?
· Were methods to test the validity of the results of the research used?
· Were any steps taken to increase the reliability of the information collected, for example, by repeating the information collection with another research worker?
· Were the results of the research kept separate from the conclusions drawn by the research workers?
· If quantitative methods were appropriate as a supplement to the qualitative methods, were they used? 

2.3 Qualitative methods

Hereunder the most important qualitative methods or agriculture and rural development policy are observations, interviews, focus group, case study.
Discussion question:

· could you list the qualitative methods that you consider important at your work at IPSARD and tell us your experience if you have applied them?

Qualitative research methods could be considered as a flexible toolbox, upon the need for information it can be applied. 
Triangulation
See PDF article on triangulation 

2.3.1 Observations

Observational techniques are methods by which an individual or individuals gather firsthand data on policies, programs, projects, processes, or behaviors being studied. They provide researchers with an opportunity to collect data on a wide range of behaviors, to capture a great variety of interactions, and to openly explore the evaluation topic. By directly observing operations and activities in for instance the rural areas of Vietnam, the researcher can develop a holistic perspective, i.e., an understanding of the context within which a policy operates.

This may be especially important where it is not the policy implication that is of interest, but rather how that event may fit into, or be impacted by, a sequence of events. Observational approaches also allow the researcher to learn about things the rural population may be unaware of or that they are unwilling or unable to discuss in an interview or focus group.

· When to use observations? Observations can be useful during both the formative and summative phases of research and policy formulation. For example, during the formative phase, observations can be useful in determining whether or not policy implications are being delivered and operated as planned. Observations could be used to describe the SME development in rural area, examining the extent to which farmers understand the concepts of starting a non-farm activities, ask the right questions and seek the right information, and are engaged in appropriate interactions with business actors. Such formative observations could also provide valuable insights into the entrepreneurial skills of the rural population studied.
	Advantages and disadvantages of observations 

	

	Advantages

	

	Provide direct information about behavior of individuals and groups 

Permit researcher to enter into and understand situation/context 

Provide good opportunities for identifying unanticipated outcomes 

Exist in natural, unstructured, and flexible setting

	

	Disadvantages

	

	Expensive and time consuming 

Need well-qualified, highly trained observers; may need to be content experts 

May affect behavior of participants 
Selective perception of observer may distort data
Investigator has little control over situation 

Behavior or set of behaviors observed may be atypical

	


Observations during the implementation of policies or projects can be used to determine whether or not these policies/projects are successful. The technique would be especially useful in directly examining entrepreneurial skills applied after project participation. 

Readers familiar with survey techniques may justifiably point out that surveys can address these same questions and do so in a less costly fashion. Critics of surveys find them suspect because of their reliance on self-report, which may not provide an accurate picture of what is happening because of the tendency, intentional or not, to try to give the "right answer." Surveys also cannot tap into the contextual element. Proponents of surveys counter that properly constructed surveys with built in checks and balances can overcome these problems and provide highly credible data. This frequently debated issue is best decided on a case-by-case basis.

 

Recording Observational Data

Observations are carried out using a carefully developed set of steps and instruments. The observer is more than just an onlooker, but rather comes to the scene with a set of target concepts, definitions, and criteria for describing events. While in some studies observers may simply record and describe, in the majority of evaluations, their descriptions are, or eventually will be, judged against a continuum of expectations.

Observations usually are guided by a structured protocol. The protocol can take a variety of forms, ranging from the request for a narrative describing events seen to a checklist or a rating scale of specific behaviors/activities that address the evaluation question of interest. The use of a protocol helps assure that all observers are gathering the pertinent information and, with appropriate training, applying the same criteria in the evaluation. For example, if, as described earlier, an observational approach is selected to gather data on the faculty training sessions, the instrument developed would explicitly guide the observer to examine the kinds of activities in which participants were interacting, the role(s) of the trainers and the participants, the types of materials provided and used, the opportunity for hands-on interaction, etc. (See Appendix A to this chapter for an example of observational protocol that could be applied to the hypothetical project.)

· Exercise: How would you design a protocol?

The protocol goes beyond a recording of events, i.e., use of identified materials, and provides an overall context for the data. The protocol should prompt the observer to

· Describe the setting of program delivery, i.e., where the observation took place and what the physical setting was like; 

· Identify the people who participated in those activities, i.e., characteristics of those who were present; 

· Describe the content of the intervention, i.e., actual activities and messages that were delivered; 

· Document the interactions between implementation staff and project participants; 

· Describe and assess the quality of the delivery of the intervention; and 

Be alert to unanticipated events that might require refocusing one or more evaluation questions.

Types of information for which observations are a good source

· The setting - The physical environment within which the policy takes place.

· The human, social environment - The ways in which all actors (staff, participants, others) interact and behave toward each other.

· Policy implementation activities - What do various actors (staff, participants, others) actually do? How are resources allocated?

· The native language of the polocy - Different organizations and agencies have their own language or jargon to describe the problems they deal with in their work; capturing the precise language of all participants is an important way to record how staff and participants understand their experiences.

· Nonverbal communication - Nonverbal cues about what is happening in the policy implementation: on the way all participant, come to meetings, express opinions, physically space themselves during discussions, and arrange themselves in their physical setting.

· Notable non-occurrences - Determining what is not occurring although the policy expectation is that it should be, or noting the absence of some particular activity/factor that is noteworthy and would serve as added information. 

Field notes

Field notes are frequently used to provide more indepth background or to help the observer remember salient events if a form is not completed at the time of observation. Field notes contain the description of what has been observed. The descriptions must be factual, accurate, and thorough without being judgmental and cluttered by trivia. The date and time of the observation should be recorded, and everything that the observer believes to be worth noting should be included. No information should be trusted to future recall.

The use of technological tools, such as battery-operated tape recorder or dictaphone, laptop computer, camera, and video camera, can make the collection of field notes more efficient and the notes themselves more comprehensive. Informed consent must be obtained from participants before any observational data are gathered.

 

The Role of the Observer

There are various methods for gathering observational data, depending on the nature of a given project. The most fundamental distinction between various observational strategies concerns the extent to which the researcher will be a participant in the setting being studied. The extent of participation is a continuum that varies from complete involvement in the setting as a full participant to complete separation from the setting as an outside observer or spectator. 

· The participant observer is fully engaged in experiencing the policy setting while at the same time trying to understand that setting through personal experience, observations, and interactions and discussions with other participants. 

· The outside observer stands apart from the setting, attempts to be non-intrusive, and assumes the role of a "fly-on-the-wall."

The extent to which full participation is possible and desirable will depend on the nature of the project and its participants, the political and social context, the nature of the evaluation questions being asked, and the resources available. "The ideal is to negotiate and adopt that degree of participation that will yield the most meaningful data about the program given the characteristics of the participants, the nature of staff-participant interactions, and the sociopolitical context of the program" (Patton, 1990).

In some cases it may be beneficial to have two people observing at the same time. This can increase the quality of the data by providing a larger volume of data and by decreasing the influence of observer bias. However, in addition to the added cost, the presence of two observers may create an environment threatening to those being observed and cause them to change their behavior. 

Studies using observation typically employ intensive training experiences to make sure that the observer or observers know what to look for and can, to the extent possible, operate in an unbiased manner. In long or complicated studies, it is useful to check on an observer’s performance periodically to make sure that accuracy is being maintained. The issue of training is a critical one and may make the difference between a defensible study and what can be challenged as "one person’s perspective."

A special issue with regard to observations relates to the amount of observation needed. While in participant observation this may be a moot point (except with regard to data recording), when an outside observer is used, the question of "how much" becomes very important. While most people agree that one observation is not enough, there is no hard and fast rule regarding how many samples need to be drawn. General tips to consider are to avoid atypical situations, carry out observations more than one time, and (where possible and relevant) spread the observations out over time.

Issues of privacy and access

Observational techniques are perhaps the most privacy-threatening data collection technique for farmers and the rural population. Farmers may fear that the data may be use by authorities for policies – what they consider - against them. Researchers need to explain openly and honestly the purpose of the observations. Additionally, because most agricultural setting are subject to observers from various (governmental) organizations, there is often great reluctance to grant access to additional observers. Much effort may be needed to assure the rural population that they will not be adversely affected by the researchers’ work and to negotiate observer access to specific sites.
	 Good practice in observation 
Careful documentation of: 

· the degree and quality of participation of individuals and groups in discussions, including who was not participating or not even invited to participate;

· the way in which different individuals and groups treat each other, and each other’s ideas;

· the way in which conflict or disagreement between individuals and groups is handled;

· the degree of independent decision-making by different people and groups;

· the body-language of participants and the physical setup of the house or meetings and gatherings;

· the informal interactions before, during, and after discussions, meetings and during breaks.

Critical attitude

· continual questioning of own assumptions and biases

· taking care to cross-check with other methods later to go beyond external behaviours which may have been misunderstood 

Video and photographs 

· may be very useful where possible


More about direct observation 

An element of qualitative research is observation in order to capture the unexpected, unusual or unsaid. Observation is useful in: 

· getting a better understanding of context;

· cross-checking information and possible differences between what people do and what they say they do;

· assessing the quality of relationships between individuals or groups eg relations within the household, and between different parts of a community. for example in relation to patronage, dependency, or ethnicity;

· to gain new insights or to discover things that people may not wish to reveal in interviews, or may be not asked about in surveys and may not have thought of mentioning;

· building rapport with informants.

 A distinction is often made between:

· participant observation, where the observer shares in at least some of the activities or discussions that are being assessed in order to get a better understanding of insider views and experiences, and

· non-participant direct observation where the observer deliberately does not become involved in the situation under assessment in order not to influence it. 

In reality the distinction is often blurred as any observer is likely to influence events in some way and/or stand back and let events happen. 

Observation often occurs in all types of assessment. Good interviewers will carefully observe the non​verbal signals that a respondent may give and adapt their questions in light of this. They will observe the environment in which an interview is conducted to see if there are signs that confirm or contradict what the interviewee is saying. Key elements are careful documentation and being critically reflective on ones own assumptions and biases. It is very important to cross-check information from observation to avoid misunderstanding particularly where the observer is from a different culture.  Videos and photographs may be extremely useful for both aiding memory and as a focus for subsequent questions. 

Observation can be combined with both quantitative and participatory methods. Some of the things observed can be quantified eg length of time or numbers of contributions taken by particular speakers at a meeting, numbers of houses of particular types which may indicate levels of poverty. In quantitative surveys inconsistencies and observations may be jotted down in the margins of survey forms or relegated to a section at the end. Documentation of participatory exercises should also include observation. Observations can also be recorded in the form of diagrams.

Last notes 

Second, there is a continuum between overt and covert observations. In overt observations, people know they are being observed whereas in covert observations, they do not. One reason why covert observations are conducted is that people might behave differently when they know they are being observed. There is much ethical discussion about covert observations (for example, Bulmer, 1982), in particular about the difficulties in deciding the extent to which the observations should be overt or covert. For example, in day centres for people with mental disabilities, should all the users be informed of the observations, even though some might fear for them unduly or others may attend the centres for a limited time?

Despite these difficulties, observations are powerful tools for researchers. For example, researcher visiting the setting to conduct interviews may unintentionally uncover much interesting data and many themes while waiting for interviewees to arrive (Hornsby-Smith, 1993). Even if you plan to use only interview data, visiting and observing the setting in which the interviewees are located must help you find important topics around the research. You might notice something that nobody has talked about in your interviews because it is so familiar to them that they think it unworthy to refer to or they may simply not want to talk about it.

Example and exercise of field observation
2.3.2 Interviews

‘Some qualitative researchers state that the central method in qualitative research is simply talking and listening to people. In qualitative research every opportunity for investigation and increasing knowledge is important. The unanticipated may often be more useful in highlighting what people really think and really do than answers in a formal survey situation’.

Rogers and Bouey (1996, p. 52) point out, "Without a doubt, the most utilized data collection method in qualitative research studies is the interview." Many authors classify qualitative interviews into three types: structured interviews, unstructured interviews, and semi-structured interviews. 

1. Structured interviews: sometimes called standardised interviews, these are often used in quantitative research. In structured interviews, researchers ask the same set of questions, in the same order, using the same words, to different interviewees. Structured interviews are convenient for comparing different interviewees' answers to the same questions, and when a team of researchers is involved in conducting the interviews. 

2. Unstructured interviews: also called informal conversational interviews, these interviews do not have any predetermined set of questions; instead the researchers and interviewees talk freely (Burgess, 1991b). Unstructured interviews are often used in combination with participatory observation (mentioned above) and although they may look easy to conduct, novices usually find them difficult because the researchers have to generate and develop questions according to what the interviewees say. 

3. Semi-structured interviews: sometimes called guided interviews, these are somewhere between structured and unstructured interviews in format in that the researchers prepare interview guides that consist of a set of questions. The guides allow researchers to generate their own questions to develop interesting areas of inquiry during the interviews. This type of interview is widely used as the qualitative interview (Flick, 1998, p. 76). 

All three types of interview can be used in combination (Patton, 1990, p. 287). For example, after conducting structured interviews, researchers can conduct semi-structured interviews, and finally unstructured interviews or, conversely, they may start with unstructured interviews to relax the interviewees, and move to a semi-structured interview format.

Depending on the focus of investigation, interview questions can range from micro-level details of people's daily lives to detailed questions about ways in which organisations and institutions work, or macro level policies. The distinguishing feature of qualitative interviews is their continual probing and cross checking of information and a cumulative building on previous knowledge rather than adherence to a fixed set of questions and answers.  For this good interpersonal skills are crucial as is careful documentation.

Qualitative interviews can generate quantitative information, depending on the ways in which they are integrated with survey techniques and the sampling strategy used .  For example types of responses can be classed together and numbers of people counted. Qualitative interviews can also be conducted with groups of people (see next paragraph on focus groups
).  They often involve several members of one household, or neighbours who come in to hear what is going on or other members of organisations who happen to be passing by.  They can also use visual methods like those used in participatory research.  Diagram methods like timelines, diagrams and maps are often useful to liven up interviews and build rapport, to help clarify communication and/or to make collection of information more systematic.

Interviews provide very different data from observations: they allow the research team to capture the perspectives of project participants, staff, and others associated with the project. For instance, interviews with rural population can provide information on the early stages of the policy implementation and problems encountered. The use of interviews as a data collection method begins with the assumption that the participants’ perspectives are meaningful, knowable, and able to be made explicit, and that their perspectives affect the success of the policy. An interview, rather than a paper and pencil survey, is selected when interpersonal contact is important and when opportunities for followup of interesting comments are desired.

In-depth interview

Other researcher propose only to two types of interviews in qualitative research: structured interviews, in which a carefully worded questionnaire is administered; and indepth interviews, in which the interviewer does not follow a rigid form. In the former, the emphasis is on obtaining answers to carefully phrased questions. Interviewers are trained to deviate only minimally from the question wording to ensure uniformity of interview administration. In the latter, however, the interviewers seek to encourage free and open responses, and there may be a tradeoff between comprehensive coverage of topics and indepth exploration of a more limited set of questions. Indepth interviews also encourage capturing of respondents’ perceptions in their own words, a very desirable strategy in qualitative data collection. This allows the researccher to present the meaningfulness of the experience from the respondent’s perspective. Indepth interviews are conducted with individuals or focus groups

Two critical features of in-depth interviews

· An indepth interview is a dialogue between a skilled interviewer and an interviewee. Its goal is to elicit rich, detailed material that can be used in analysis (Lofland and Lofland, 1995). Such interviews are best conducted face to face, although in some situations telephone interviewing can be successful.

· Indepth interviews are characterized by extensive probing and open-ended questions. Typically, the project evaluator prepares an interview guide that includes a list of questions or issues that are to be explored and suggested probes for following up on key topics. The guide helps the interviewer pace the interview and make interviewing more systematic and comprehensive. Lofland and Lofland (1995) provide guidelines for preparing interview guides, doing the interview with the guide, and writing up the interview. 

The dynamics of interviewing are similar to a guided conversation. The interviewer becomes an attentive listener who shapes the process into a familiar and comfortable form of social engagement - a conversation - and the quality of the information obtained is largely dependent on the interviewer’s skills and personality (Patton, 1990). In contrast to a good conversation, however, an indepth interview is not intended to be a two-way form of communication and sharing. The key to being a good interviewer is being a good listener and questioner. 

Tempting as it may be, it is not the role of the interviewer to put forth his or her opinions, perceptions, or feelings. Interviewers should be trained individuals who are sensitive, empathetic, and able to establish a nonthreatening environment in which participants feel comfortable. They should be selected during a process that weighs personal characteristics that will make them acceptable to the individuals being interviewed; clearly, age, sex, profession, race/ethnicity, and appearance may be key characteristics. Thorough training, including familiarization with the project and its goals, is important. Poor interviewing skills, poor phrasing of questions, or inadequate knowledge of the subject’s culture or frame of reference may result in a collection that obtains little useful data.

Indepth interviews can be used at any stage of the policy research process. They are especially useful in answering questions such as those suggested by Patton (1990):

· What does the policy look and feel like to the participants (farmers)? To other stakeholders? 

· What are the experiences of policy participants? 

· What do stakeholders know about the policy? 

· What thoughts do stakeholders have concerning policy operations, processes, and outcomes? 

· What are participants’ and stakeholders’ expectations? 

· What features of the policy are most salient to the farmers? 

· What changes do participants perceive in themselves as a result of their involvement in the policy implementation? 

Specific circumstances for which indepth interviews are particularly appropriate include

· complex subject matter; 

· detailed information sought; 

· busy, high-status respondents; and 

· highly sensitive subject matter. 

	Exhibit 5. 
Advantages and disadvantages of indepth interviews

	

	 Advantages

	

	Usually yield richest data, details, new insights 

Permit face-to-face contact with respondents
Provide opportunity to explore topics in depth
Afford ability to experience the affective as well as cognitive aspects of responses
Allow interviewer to explain or help clarify questions, increasing the likelihood of useful responses
Allow interviewer to be flexible in administering interview to particular individuals or circumstances

	

	Disadvantages

	

	Expensive and time-consuming 

Need well-qualified, highly trained interviewers
Interviewee may distort information through recall error, selective perceptions, desire to please interviewer 

Flexibility can result in inconsistencies across interviews
Volume of information too large; may be difficult to transcribe and reduce data

	


 
When indepth interviews are being considered as a data collection technique, it is important to keep several potential pitfalls or problems in mind.

· There may be substantial variation in the interview setting. Interviews generally take place in a wide range of settings. This limits the interviewer’s control over the environment. The interviewer may have to contend with disruptions and other problems that may inhibit the acquisition of information and limit the comparability of interviews. 

· There may be a large gap between the respondent’s knowledge and that of the interviewer. Interviews are often conducted with knowledgeable respondents, yet administered by less knowledgeable interviewers or by interviewers not completely familiar with the pertinent social, political, or cultural context. Therefore, some of the responses may not be correctly understood or reported. The solution may be not only to employ highly trained and knowledgeable staff, but also to use interviewers with special skills for specific types of respondents (for example, same status interviewers for high-level administrators or community leaders). It may also be most expedient for the project director or senior evaluation staff to conduct such interviews, if this can be done without introducing or appearing to introduce bias. 

Factors to consider in determining the setting for interviews (both individual and group) include the following:

· Select a setting that provides privacy for participants.

· Select a location where there are no distractions and it is easy to hear respondents speak.

· Select a comfortable location.

· Select a nonthreatening environment. 

· Select a location that is easily accessible for respondents.

· Select a facility equipped for audio or video recording. 

· Stop telephone or visitor interruptions to respondents interviewed in their office or homes.

· Provide seating arrangements that encourage involvement and interaction.

Recording interview data.

 Interview data can be recorded on tape (with the permission of the participants) and/or summarized in notes. As with observations, detailed recording is a necessary component of interviews since it forms the basis for analyzing the data. All methods, but especially the second and third, require carefully crafted interview guides with ample space available for recording the interviewee’s responses. Three procedures for recording the data are presented below. 

1. the interviewer (or in some cases the transcriber) listens to the tapes and writes a verbatim account of everything that was said. Transcription of the raw data includes word-for-word quotations of the participant’s responses as well as the interviewer’s descriptions of participant’s characteristics, enthusiasm, body language, and overall mood during the interview. Notes from the interview can be used to identify speakers or to recall comments that are garbled or unclear on the tape. This approach is recommended when the necessary financial and human resources are available, when the transcriptions can be produced in a reasonable amount of time, when the focus of the interview is to make detailed comparisons, or when respondents’ own words and phrasing are needed. The major advantages of this transcription method are its completeness and the opportunity it affords for the interviewer to remain attentive and focused during the interview. The major disadvantages are the amount of time and resources needed to produce complete transcriptions and the inhibitory impact tape recording has on some respondents. If this technique is selected, it is essential that the participants have been informed that their answers are being recorded, that they are assured confidentiality, and that their permission has been obtained.

2. A second possible procedure for recording interviews draws less on the word-by-word record and more on the notes taken by the interviewer or assigned notetaker. This method is called "note expansion." As soon as possible after the interview, the interviewer listens to the tape to clarify certain issues and to confirm that all the main points have been included in the notes. This approach is recommended when resources are scarce, when the results must be produced in a short period of time, and when the purpose of the interview is to get rapid feedback from members of the target population. The note expansion approach saves time and retains all the essential points of the discussion. In addition to the drawbacks pointed out above, a disadvantage is that the interviewer may be more selective or biased in what he or she writes.

3. In the third approach, the interviewer uses no tape recording, but instead takes detailed notes during the interview and draws on memory to expand and clarify the notes immediately after the interview. This approach is useful if time is short, the results are needed quickly, and the evaluation questions are simple. Where more complex questions are involved, effective note-taking can be achieved, but only after much practice. Further, the interviewer must frequently talk and write at the same time, a skill that is hard for some to achieve.

	GOOD PRACTICE IN QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS:

Probing and cross-checking

· Questions or topics are tailored to different informants and stages of enquiry making use of findings from previous interviews

· Informants can be identified progressively to explore a range of different types of knowledge and perspectives,

· Findings reduced to understandable patterns using qualitative analysis and/or diagrams

· Findings are validated by cross-checking with other questions and information from other informants
Good interpersonal skills

· sensitivity to the respondents’ mood, body language and time constraints and to the different cultural norms that may shape these;

· ability to really listen to answers, and to probe and cross-check in a thorough but sensitive manner;

· taking notes in a discrete, non-threatening way which does not interrupt the flow of conversation; tape-recording is often a possibility

· using humour and personal experience to bring up sensitive issues or to challenge a response.

Careful documentation

· continually examining own biases

· as far as possible quoting an interviewee’s exact words and making clear where the  interviewer’s own analysis and interpretation has been added




2.3.3 Focus groups

Focus groups combine elements of both observation (par 2.3.1) and interviewing (par 2.3.2).

The focus group session is, indeed, an interview (Patton, 1990) not a discussion group, not a problem-solving session, or not a decision-making group. At the same time, focus groups capitalize on group dynamics. The hallmark of focus groups is the explicit use of the group interaction to generate data and insights that would be unlikely to emerge without the interaction found in a group. The technique inherently allows observation of group dynamics, discussion, and firsthand insights into the respondents’ behaviors, attitudes, language, etc. 

Focus groups are a gathering of 8 to 12 people who share some characteristics relevant to the evaluation. Originally used as a market research tool to investigate the appeal of various products, the focus group technique has been adopted by other fields, such as education, as a tool for data gathering on a given topic. Focus groups conducted by experts take place in a focus group facility that includes recording apparatus (audio and/or visual) and an attached room with a one-way mirror for observation. There is an official recorder who may or may not be in the room. 

When to use focus groups? When conducting research, focus groups are useful in answering the same type of questions as indepth interviews, except in a social context. Specific applications of the focus group method include

· identifying and defining problems in policy formulation and implementation; 

· identifying policy strengths, weaknesses, and recommendations; 

· assisting with interpretation of quantitative findings; 

· obtaining perceptions of project outcomes and impacts; and 

· generating new ideas. 

Although focus groups and indepth interviews share many characteristics, they should not be used interchangeably. Factors to consider when choosing between focus groups and indepth interviews are included in Exhibit 7.

 

	Exhibit 7. 
Which to use: Focus groups or indepth interviews?

	

	Factors to consider
	Use focus groups when...
	Use indepth interview when...


	Group interaction
	interaction of respondents may stimulate a richer response or new and valuable thought.
	group interaction is likely to be limited or nonproductive.


	Group/peer pressure
	group/peer pressure will be valuable in challenging the thinking of respondents and illuminating conflicting opinions.
	group/peer pressure would inhibit responses and cloud the meaning of results. Color Color Color Color 


	Sensitivity of subject matter
	subject matter is not so sensitive that respondents will temper responses or withhold information.
	subject matter is so sensitive that respondents would be unwilling to talk openly in a group.


	Depth of individual responses
	the topic is such that most respondents can say all that is relevant or all that they know in less than 10 minutes.
	the topic is such that a greater depth of response per individual is desirable, as with complex subject matter and very knowledgeable respondents.


	Data collector fatigue
	it is desirable to have one individual conduct the data collection; a few groups will not create fatigue or boredom for one person.
	it is possible to use numerous individuals on the project; one interviewer would become fatigued or bored conducting all interviews.


	Extent of issues to be covered
	the volume of issues to cover is not extensive.
	a greater volume of issues must be covered.


	Continuity of information 
	a single subject area is being examined in depth and strings of behaviors are less relevant.
	it is necessary to understand how attitudes and behaviors link together on an individual basis.


	Experimentation with interview guide 
	enough is known to establish a meaningful topic guide.
	it may be necessary to develop the interview guide by altering it after each of the initial interviews.


	Observation by stakeholders
	it is desirable for stakeholders to hear what participants have to say.
	stakeholders do not need to hear firsthand the opinions of participants.


	Logistics geographically
	an acceptable number of target respondents can be assembled in one location.
	respondents are dispersed or not easily assembled for other reasons.


	Cost and training
	quick turnaround is critical, and funds are limited.
	quick turnaround is not critical, and budget will permit higher cost.


	Availability of qualified staff
	focus group facilitators need to be able to control and manage groups
	interviewers need to be supportive and skilled listeners.



 
The participants are usually a relatively homogeneous group of people. Answering the question, "Which respondent variables represent relevant similarities among the target population?" requires some thoughtful consideration when planning the evaluation. Respondents’ social class, level of expertise, age, cultural background, and sex should always be considered. There is a sharp division among focus group moderators regarding the effectiveness of mixing sexes within a group, although most moderators agree that it is acceptable to mix the sexes when the discussion topic is not related to or affected by sex stereotypes.

Determining how many groups are needed requires balancing cost and information needs. A focus group can be fairly expensive, costing $10,000 to $20,000 depending on the type of physical facilities needed, the effort it takes to recruit participants, and the complexity of the reports required. A good rule of thumb is to conduct at least two groups for every variable considered to be relevant to the outcome (sex, age, educational level, etc.). However, even when several groups are sampled, conclusions typically are limited to the specific individuals participating in the focus group. Unless the study population is extremely small, it is not possible to generalize from focus group data.

Recording focus group data. The procedures for recording a focus group session are basically the same as those used for indepth interviews. However, the focus group approach lends itself to more creative and efficient procedures. If the evaluation team does use a focus group room with a one-way mirror, a colleague can take notes and record observations. An advantage of this approach is that the extra individual is not in the view of participants and, therefore, not interfering with the group process. If a one-way mirror is not a possibility, the moderator may have a colleague present in the room to take notes and to record observations. A major advantage of these approaches is that the recorder focuses on observing and taking notes, while the moderator concentrates on asking questions, facilitating the group interaction, following up on ideas, and making smooth transitions from issue to issue. Furthermore, like observations, focus groups can be videotaped. These approaches allow for confirmation of what was seen and heard. Whatever the approach to gathering detailed data, informed consent is necessary and confidentiality should be assured.

Having highlighted the similarities between interviews and focus groups, it is important to also point out one critical difference. In focus groups, group dynamics are especially important. The notes, and resultant report, should include comments on group interaction and dynamics as they inform the questions under study.

 
Role play: Blue Flowers Policy
2.3.4 Case study

Case study is not a methodological choice, but a choice of object to be studied. A case study is about the process of learning about the case and the product of our learning. 

Definition case study (From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia): The case study is but one several ways of doing social science research. Other ways include experiments, surveys, a histories, and analysis of archival information.(Yin 2003). Rather than using large samples and following a rigid protocol to examine a limited number of variables, case study methods involve an in-depth, longitudinal examination of a single instance or event: a case. They provide a systematic way of looking at events, collecting data, analyzing information, and reporting the results. As a result the researcher may gain a sharpened understanding of why the instance happened as it did, and what might become important to look at more extensively in future research. Case studies lend themselves good to generating hypotheses (Flyvbjerg, 2006).
Case study should be defined as a research strategy, an empirical inquiry that investigates a phenomenon within its real-life context. Case study research means single and multiple case studies, can include quantitative evidence, relies on multiple sources of evidence and benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions. Case studies should not be confused with qualitative research and points out that they can be based on any mix of quantitative and qualitative evidence (Yin, 2002). This is also supported and well-formulated in (Lamnek, 2005): "The case study is a research approach, situated between concrete data taking techniques and methodologic paradigms".

A case study is also described as events in a framework within an environment. The problems are not always highlighted or even made clear; they emerge as the case material is subjected to analysis. A conclusion is not necessarily stated nor is the situation reached in the case irreversible. It is usually possible to ‘take over’ operations at a suitable point in the role of an external adviser or from a position in the case. Most business cases fall into this category.

Different researches have different purposes of case studies:

· Intrinsic case study: one want to better understand a particular case, not because the case represent other cases. The case itself is of prime interest. The purpose is not to come to some abstract construct of generic phenomenon. The purpose is not theory building. 

· instrumental case study: a particular case is examined to provide insight into an issue or refinement of theory. The case is of secondary interest, it plays a supportive role, facilitating our understanding of something else. 

· collective case study. with even less interest in one particular case, researchers may study a number of cases jointly in order to inquire into the phenomenon, population or general condition. 

History of the case study

As a distinct approach to research, use of the case study originated only in the early 20th century. The Oxford English Dictionary traces the phrase case study or case-study back as far as 1934, after the establishment of the concept of a case history in medicine.

The use of case studies for the creation of new theory in social sciences has been further developed by the sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss who presented their research method, Grounded theory, in 1967.

The popularity of case studies as research tools has developed only in recent decades. One of the areas in which case studies have been gaining popularity is education and in particular educational evaluation. Some of the prominent scholars in educational case study are Robert Stake and Jan Nespor (see references). Case studies have, of course, also been used as a teaching method and as part of professional development. They are well-known in business and legal education. The problem-based learning (PBL) movement is one of the examples. When used in (non-business) education and professional development, case studies are often referred to as critical incidents (see David Tripp in references).

Types of case study

· Illustrative case studies describe a domain; they use one or two instances to analyze a situation. This helps interpret other data, especially when researchers have reason to believe that readers know too little about a program. These case studies serve to make the unfamiliar familiar, and give readers a common language about the topic. The chosen site should typify important variations and contain a small number of cases to sustain readers' interest.

The presentation of illustrative case studies may involve some pitfalls. Such studies require presentation of in-depth information on each illustration; but the researcher may lack time on-site for in-depth examination. The most serious problem involves the selection of instances. The case(s) must adequately represent the situation or program. Where significant diversity exists, no single individual site may cover it.

· Exploratory case studies condense the case study process: researchers may undertake them before implementing a large-scale investigation. Where considerable uncertainty exists about program operations, goals, and results, exploratory case studies help identify questions, select measurement constructs, and develop measures; they also serve to safeguard investment in larger studies.

The greatest pitfall in the exploratory study involves premature conclusions: the findings may seem convincing enough for inappropriate release as conclusions. Other pitfalls include the tendency to extend the exploratory phase, and inadequate representation of diversity.

· Critical instance case studies examine one or a few sites for one of two purposes. A very frequent application involves the examination of a situation of unique interest, with little or no interest in generalizability. A second, rarer, application entails calling into question a highly generalized or universal assertion and testing it by examining one instance. This method particularly suits answering cause-and-effect questions about the instance of concern.

Inadequate specification of the evaluation question forms the most serious pitfall in this type of study. Correct application of the critical instance case study crucially involves probing the underlying concerns in a request.

· Program effects case studies can determine the impact of programs and provide inferences about reasons for success or failure.

· Prospective case studies. In a prospective case study design, the researcher formulates a set of theory-based hypotheses in respect to the evolution of an on-going social or cultural process and then tests these hypotheses at a pre-determined follow-up time in the future by comparing these hypotheses with the observed process outcomes using "pattern matching" (Campbell, 1966; Trochim, 1989) or a similar technique.

· Cumulative case studies aggregate information from several sites collected at different times. The cumulative case study can have a retrospective focus, collecting information across studies done in the past, or a prospective outlook, structuring a series of investigations for different times in the future.

· Narrative case studies, Case studies that present findings in a narrative format are called narrative case studies. This involves presenting the case study as events in an unfolding plot with actors and actions.

· Embedded case studies, A case study containing more than one sub-unit of analysis is referred to as an embedded case study (Yin, 2002).

Other typology of case studies and their usefulness

	Types of case
	Usefulness


	Unusual, extreme, or deviant cases (programme dropouts, failures, or successes)
	Useful in understanding puzzling cases which seem to break the rules, and why certain people or organisations seem to achieve particularly good or bad results. Useful in understanding the reasons for exceptionally good or bad performance.




	Typical or average cases
	Useful in understanding the situation of most people, communities, and organisations. Findings maybe replicable in other ‘normal’ situations.



	Homogenous or similar cases 
(for example, looking at impact on a group of women of the same age, or looking at a number of credit projects)


	Useful in looking at particular sub-groups in depth, which may be important when many different types of people or activities are involved.


	Varied or heterogeneous cases (deliberately seeking out different groups of people, organisations, or types of programmes)
	Useful in exploring common or distinct patterns across great variance. Common patterns in such cases are likely to indicate core and central impacts of wider relevance, precisely because they occur across diverse groups.




	Critical cases
(may have wider relevance; can be used for broader purposes, such as innovative work or work with new groups: or may produce results which have high political impact)


	Useful when a single case study can dramatically make a point; statements such as ‘if it happens here it can happen anywhere’ or ‘if it doesn’t work here it won’t work anywhere’ indicate that a case is critical.


	Snowballing cases
(one starts with a few cases and then selects others on the basis of the findings)
	Useful when the information to select all case studies is not available or are dependent on a greater understanding of the situation.




	Convenience cases
(where case studies are chosen solely because it is easy - the information already exists, the site is very close, and so on)
	Generally a bad idea if these are the only or most important reasons for choosing case studies.



Source Roche 1999  adapted from Patton (1990)

Case selection

When selecting a case for a case study, researchers often use information-oriented sampling, as opposed to random sampling (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This is because the typical or average case is often not the richest in information. Extreme or atypical cases often reveal more information because they activate more basic mechanisms and more actors in the situation studied. In addition, from both an understanding-oriented and an action-oriented perspective, it is often more important to clarify the deeper causes behind a given problem and its consequences than to describe the symptoms of the problem and how frequently they occur. Random samples emphasizing representativeness will seldom be able to produce this kind of insight; it is more appropriate to select some few cases chosen for their validity.

1. The following three types of information-oriented cases may be distinguished: (1) Extreme or deviant cases, (2) Critical cases, and (3) Paradigmatic cases.

2. The extreme case can be well-suited for getting a point across in an especially dramatic way, which often occurs for well-known case studies such as Freud’s ‘Wolf-Man.’

3. A critical case can be defined as having strategic importance in relation to the general problem. For example, an occupational medicine clinic wanted to investigate whether people working with organic solvents suffered brain damage. Instead of choosing a representative sample among all those enterprises in the clinic’s area that used organic solvents, the clinic strategically located a single workplace where all safety regulations on cleanliness, air quality, and the like, had been fulfilled. This model enterprise became a critical case: if brain damage related to organic solvents could be found at this particular facility, then it was likely that the same problem would exist at other enterprises which were less careful with safety regulations for organic solvents. Via this type of strategic sampling, one can save both time and money in researching a given problem. Another example of critical case sampling is the strategic selection of lead and feather for the test of whether different objects fall with equal velocity. The selection of materials provided the possibility to formulate a generalization characteristic of critical cases, a generalization of the sort, ‘If it is valid for this case, it is valid for all (or many) cases.’ In its negative form, the generalization would be, ‘If it is not valid for this case, then it is not valid for any (or only few) cases.’

4. A paradigmatic case may be defined as an exemplar or prototype. Thomas Kuhn has shown that the basic skills, or background practices, of natural scientists are organized in terms of ‘exemplars’ or 'paradigms' the role of which in the scientific process can be analyzed. Similarly, scholars like Clifford Geertz and Michel Foucault have often organized their research around specific cultural paradigms: a paradigm for Geertz lay for instance in the ‘deep play’ of the Balinese cockfight, while for Foucault, European prisons and the ‘Panopticon’ are examples. Both instances are examples of paradigmatic cases, that is, cases that highlight more general characteristics of the societies or issues in question. Kuhn has shown that scientific paradigms cannot be expressed as rules or theories. There exists no predictive theory for how predictive theory comes about. A scientific activity is acknowledged or rejected as good science by how close it is to one or more exemplars; that is, practical prototypes of good scientific work. A paradigmatic case of how scientists do science is precisely such a prototype. It operates as a reference point and may function as a focus for the founding of schools of thought.

Generalizing from case studies

The case study is effective for generalizing using the type of test that Karl Popper called falsification, which forms part of critical reflexivity (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Falsification is one of the most rigorous tests to which a scientific proposition can be subjected: if just one observation does not fit with the proposition it is considered not valid generally and must therefore be either revised or rejected. Popper himself used the now famous example of, "All swans are white," and proposed that just one observation of a single black swan would falsify this proposition and in this way have general significance and stimulate further investigations and theory-building. The case study is well suited for identifying "black swans" because of its in-depth approach: what appears to be "white" often turns out on closer examination to be "black."

For instance, Galileo’s rejection of Aristotle’s law of gravity was based on a case study selected by information-oriented sampling and not random sampling. The rejection consisted primarily of a conceptual experiment and later on of a practical one. These experiments, with the benefit of hindsight, are self-evident. Nevertheless, Aristotle’s incorrect view of gravity dominated scientific inquiry for nearly two thousand years before it was falsified. In his experimental thinking, Galileo reasoned as follows: if two objects with the same weight are released from the same height at the same time, they will hit the ground simultaneously, having fallen at the same speed. If the two objects are then stuck together into one, this object will have double the weight and will according to the Aristotelian view therefore fall faster than the two individual objects. This conclusion seemed contradictory to Galileo. The only way to avoid the contradiction was to eliminate weight as a determinant factor for acceleration in free fall. And that was what Galileo did. Historians of science continue to discuss whether Galileo actually carried out the famous experiment from the leaning tower of Pisa, or whether it is simply a myth. In any event, Galileo’s experimentalism did not involve a large random sample of trials of objects falling from a wide range of randomly selected heights under varying wind conditions, and so on. Rather, it was a matter of a single experiment, that is, a case study, if any experiment was conducted at all.

Galileo’s view continued to be subjected to doubt, however, and the Aristotelian view was not finally rejected until half a century later, with the invention of the air pump. The air pump made it possible to conduct the ultimate experiment, known by every pupil, whereby a coin or a piece of lead inside a vacuum tube falls with the same speed as a feather. After this experiment, Aristotle’s view could be maintained no longer. What is especially worth noting, however, is that the matter was settled by an individual case due to the clever choice of the extremes of metal and feather. One might call it a critical case: for if Galileo’s thesis held for these materials, it could be expected to be valid for all or a large range of materials. Random and large samples were at no time part of the picture. Most skilled scientists simply do not work this way with this type of problem.

By selecting cases strategically in this manner one may arrive at case studies that allow generalization.

Another view on Case Studies

Case studies may use either of the above methods in order to compile a comprehensive and systematic picture of a particular case. Case studies may be of many different types including:

· individuals

· households

· communities

· markets

· programmes and organisations

· events 

· policies

They typically combine investigation of:

· context

· aspirations and perceptions, 

· resources and power relations

· institutions and development interventions. 

Case studies are useful:

· where broad, complex questions have to be addressed in complex circumstances

· where individual, rather than standardised, outcomes are sought

· providing a focus for debate and further probing of sensitive issues in informal interviews with other respondents.

· or illustrative purposes of typicality and/or limitations of findings and/or to highlight particular issues 

· for demonstrating and communicating impact in presentation of findings, dissemination, publicity and training 

These may often be combined for comparative purposes or to follow through processes at different levels. Case studies may not only be used to look at micro level impacts.  They are also potentially useful in investigating macro level policies, for example following through the ways in which policies are implemented from their process of formation, through to their implementation by different agencies atdifferent levels, down to their impacts on individuals and households.  Following processes through in this way is likely to be very useful in indicating the ways in which macro level policies might need to be changed in order to have the desired outcomes.

Given the amount of time needed to compile a comprehensive case study, careful and purposive selection of the particular cases to be studied is crucial.  The ways in which cases should be selected will depend on the use to which case studies are to be put as summarised in below.

2.3.5 Document analysis

Existing documents and records often provide insights into a setting and/or group of people that cannot be observed or noted in another way. This information can be found in document form. Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined a document as "any written or recorded material" not prepared for the purposes of the evaluation or at the request of the inquirer. Documents can be divided into two major categories: public records, and personal documents (Guba and Lincoln, 1981). 

Public records are materials created and kept for the purpose of "attesting to an event or providing an accounting" (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Public records can be collected from outside (external) or within (internal) the setting in which the evaluation is taking place. Examples of external records are census and vital statistics reports, county office records, newspaper archives, and local business records that can assist an evaluator in gathering information about the larger community and relevant trends. Such materials can be helpful in better understanding the project participants and making comparisons between groups/communities. 

For the evaluation of educational innovations, internal records include documents such as student transcripts and records, historical accounts, institutional mission statements, annual reports, budgets, grade and standardized test reports, minutes of meetings, internal memoranda, policy manuals, institutional histories, college/university catalogs, faculty and student handbooks, official correspondence, demographic material, mass media reports and presentations, and descriptions of program development and evaluation. They are particularly useful in describing institutional characteristics, such as backgrounds and academic performance of students, and in identifying institutional strengths and weaknesses. They can help the evaluator understand the institution’s resources, values, processes, priorities, and concerns. Furthermore, they provide a record or history not subject to recall bias.

Personal documents are first-person accounts of events and experiences. These "documents of life" include diaries, portfolios, photographs, artwork, schedules, scrapbooks, poetry, letters to the paper, etc. Personal documents can help the evaluator understand how the participant sees the world and what she or he wants to communicate to an audience. And unlike other sources of qualitative data, collecting data from documents is relatively invisible to, and requires minimal cooperation from, persons within the setting being studied (Fetterman, 1989). 

The usefulness of existing sources varies depending on whether they are accessible and accurate. In the hypothetical project, documents can provide the evaluator with useful information about the culture of the institution and participants involved in the project, which in turn can assist in the development of evaluation questions. Information from documents also can be used to generate interview questions or to identify events to be observed. Furthermore, existing records can be useful for making comparisons (e.g., comparing project participants to project applicants, project proposal to implementation records, or documentation of institutional policies and program descriptions prior to and following implementation of project interventions and activities).

The advantages and disadvantages of document studies are outlined in Exhibit 8.

	Exhibit 8. 
Advantages and disadvantages of document studies 

	

	Advantages

	

	Available locally 
Inexpensive
Grounded in setting and language in which they occur
Useful for determining value, interest, positions, political climate, public attitudes, historical trends or sequences
Provide opportunity for study of trends over time
Unobtrusive

	

	Disadvantages

	

	May be incomplete 
May be inaccurate; questionable authenticity
Locating suitable documents may pose challenges
Analysis may be time consuming 

Access may be difficult

	


There are usually many documents associated with our research settings. According to Burgess (1991a), there are three sorts of distinctions among documents. One is made between primary sources and secondary sources. Primary sources have a direct relationship with those who are studied. They include letters, diaries, and reports. Although these documents describe first-hand accounts of situations, we should not accept them uncritically and "it is essential to locate them in context." where they were produced (Burgess, 1991a, p. 124). On the other hand, secondary sources are transcribed or edited from primary sources, and we should remember that they may include errors that the transcribing and editing processes made. 

Another distinction is made between public and private documents. For example, in a residential home for children, the public documents would include newsletters and books published by the organisation running the home about their history. Private documents would include the children's diaries, and letters written by children to their parents and vice versa. Among public documents, for social work researchers, official documents records (Berg, 1998, p. 182) may be important. They include case files and staff diaries that social workers share as information resources for treatment. 

The third distinction is made between solicited and unsolicited documents. Solicited documents are produced with requests of the researchers. For example, researchers can ask users of a social service to keep diaries in which users jot down whatever come into their mind. Unsolicited documents are naturally produced and later taken by researchers. They include personal diaries and letters. 

 
Key Informant
A key informant is a person (or group of persons) who has unique skills or professional background related to the issue/intervention being evaluated, is knowledgeable about the project participants, or has access to other information of interest to the evaluator. A key informant can also be someone who has a way of communicating that represents or captures the essence of what the participants say and do. Key informants can help the evaluation team better understand the issue being evaluated, as well as the project participants, their backgrounds, behaviors, and attitudes, and any language or ethnic considerations. They can offer expertise beyond the evaluation team. They are also very useful for assisting with the evaluation of curricula and other educational materials. Key informants can be surveyed or interviewed individually or through focus groups. 

In the hypothetical project, key informants (i.e., expert faculty on main campus, deans, and department chairs) can assist with (1) developing evaluation questions, and (2) answering formative and summative evaluation questions.

The use of advisory committees is another way of gathering information from key informants. Advisory groups are called together for a variety of purposes:

· To represent the ideas and attitudes of a community, group, or organization; 

· To promote legitimacy for project; 

· To advise and recommend; or 

· To carry out a specific task. 

Members of such a group may be specifically selected or invited to participate because of their unique skills or professional background; they may volunteer; they may be nominated or elected; or they may come together through a combination of these processes.

The advantages and disadvantages of using key informants are outlined in Exhibit 9.

	Exhibit 9.
Advantages and disadvantages of using key informants 

	

	Advantages

	

	Information concerning causes, reasons, and/or best approaches from an "insider" point of view 

Advice/feedback increases credibility of study
Pipeline to pivotal groups
May have side benefit to solidify relationships between evaluators, clients, participants, and other stakeholders

	

	Disadvantages

	

	Time required to select and get commitment may be substantial 

Relationship between evaluator and informants may influence type of data obtained 

Informants may interject own biases and impressions
May result in disagreements among individuals leading to frustration/ conflicts

	


See annex 1:  Exercise Livelihood strategies for Northern Vietnam (in folder ‘documents Wednesday 16 May’). Assignment: Read the article and list methods used?
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Semi- structured interviews
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� state or quality of something that exhibits the appearance of truth or reality.


� A special case of the group interview is called a focus group. Although we discuss focus groups separately in next paragraph, several of the exhibits in this section will refer to both forms of data collection because of their similarities.
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