
The Paper III workbook
This workbook is designed to help you to prepare for Paper III. The focus of the 
paper is qualitative research. First you will see some text to supplement your core 
text. The second section it gives you questions to test your understanding of 
concepts. This should give you a good idea of what to expect on the exam. Remember 
that you will have one hour to answer three questions based on a stimulus piece. 
Therefore, it will be necessary for you not only to be able to recall and understand 
the ideas in this workbook, but also to apply them. We will be doing a lot of practice 
papers throughout the course. However, the first step is knowing what things mean…

Important information for Paper III

Depending on their philosophical perspectives, some qualitative researchers reject 
the concept of validity that is commonly accepted in more quantitative research in 
the social sciences. They reject the basic assumption that there is a reality external 
to our perception of it. Consequently, it doesn't make sense to be concerned with the 
"truth" or "falsity" of an observation with respect to an external reality - which is a 
primary concern of validity. These qualitative researchers argue for different 
standards for judging the quality of research.

For instance, Guba and Lincoln proposed four criteria for judging the soundness of 
qualitative research as an alternative to more traditional quantitatively-oriented 
criteria. They felt that their four criteria better reflected the underlying 
assumptions involved in much qualitative research.

Credibility

The credibility criteria involves establishing that the results of qualitative research 
are credible or believable from the perspective of the participant in the research. 
Since the purpose of qualitative research is to describe or understand the 
phenomena of interest from the participant's eyes, the participants are the only ones 
who can legitimately judge the credibility of the results.
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Transferability

Transferability refers to the degree to which the results of qualitative research can 
be generalized or transferred to other contexts or settings. From a qualitative 
perspective transferability is primarily the responsibility of the one doing the 
generalizing. The qualitative researcher can enhance transferability by doing a 
thorough job of describing the research context and the assumptions that were 
central to the research. The person who wishes to "transfer" the results to a 
different context is then responsible for making the judgment of how sensible the 
transfer is.

Dependability

The traditional quantitative view of reliability is based on the assumption of 
replicability or repeatability. Essentially it is concerned with whether we would obtain 
the same results if we could observe the same thing twice. But we can't actually 
measure the same thing twice -- by definition if we are measuring twice, we are 
measuring two different things.

The idea of dependability, on the other hand, emphasizes the need for the 
researcher to account for the ever-changing context within which research occurs. 
The research is responsible for describing the changes that occur in the setting and 
how these changes affected the way the research approached the study.

Confirmability

Qualitative research tends to assume that each researcher brings a unique 
perspective to the study. Confirmability refers to the degree to which the results 
could be confirmed or corroborated by others. There are a number of strategies for 
enhancing confirmability. The researcher can document the procedures for checking 
and rechecking the data throughout the study. Another researcher can take a 
"devil's advocate" role with respect to the results, and this process can be 
documented. The researcher can actively search for and describe any negative 
instances that contradict prior observations. And, after the study, one can conduct a 
data audit that examines the data collection and analysis procedures and makes 
judgments about the potential for bias or distortion.
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There has been considerable debate among methodologists about the value and 
legitimacy of this alternative set of standards for judging qualitative research. On 
the one hand, many quantitative researchers see the alternative criteria as just a 
relabeling of the very successful quantitative criteria in order to accrue greater 
legitimacy for qualitative research. They suggest that a correct reading of the 
quantitative criteria would show that they are not limited to quantitative research 
alone and can be applied equally well to qualitative data. They argue that the 
alternative criteria represent a different philosophical perspective that is 
subjectivist rather than realist in nature. They claim that research inherently 
assumes that there is some reality that is being observed and can be observed with 
greater or less accuracy or validity.

Traditional Criteria for Judging
Quantitative Research

Alternative Criteria for Judging
Qualitative Research

internal validity credibility

external validity transferability

reliability dependability

objectivity confirmability

TRIANGULATION

What is triangulation? Triangulation is the application and combination of several 
research methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon. Triangulation was 
originally used in social sciences and has now spread to psychology.

By combining multiple observers, theories, methods, and empirical materials, 
sociologists can hope to overcome the weakness or intrinsic biases and the problems 
that come from single method, single-observer, single-theory studies. Often the 
purpose of triangulation in specific contexts is to obtain confirmation of findings 
through convergence of different perspectives. The point at which the perspectives 
converge is seen to represent reality.
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Types of Triangulation

There are four basic type of triangulation

 Data triangulation, involving time, space, and persons
 Investigator triangulation, which consist of the use of multiple, rather than 

single observers;
Theory triangulation, which consists of using more than one theoretical 

scheme in the interpretation of the phenomenon;
 Methodological triangulation, which involves using more than one method and 

may consist of within-method or between-method strategies.

Multiple triangulation is when the researcher combines in one investigation multiple 
observers, theoretical perspectives, sources of data, and methodologies.

The case study method

The case study method originated in clinical medicine, i.e. the case history. Case 
studies employ a holistic approach to the study of an individual, known as an 
idiographic method. Case studies use the person’s own memories, the memories of 
friends and relatives, or records of various types such as diaries or photographs.

Case studies are based upon the principle of methodological triangulation., often using 
a combination of interviews, psychometric testing, questionnaires and observations. 
The case study method involves observing what happens to, as well as often 
reconstructing the case history of a single participant or group of individuals - such 
as a school class or a specific social group. 

The case study is not itself a research method, but researchers select methods of 
data collection and analysis that will generate material suitable for case studies such 
as qualitative techniques (semi-structured interviews, participant observation), 
personal notes (e.g. letters, photographs, diaries) or official documents (e.g. case 
notes, clinical notes, appraisal reports). All the approaches mentioned here focus on 
the individual case without reference to a comparison group.

Data collection in case studies

Researchers gather information in different ways, so although interviewing is a 
widely used method, it is not the only one used by case-study researchers. Clinical 
neuropsychologists who are investigating someone who has suffered a distinctive 
brain injury will use a number of specific tasks, designed to reveal if there are 
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neurological deficits occurring as a result of the injury. These may range from 
specific memory tasks (e.g. the person is asked to listen to something like a news 
report and then tell the researcher what it was about), to drawing tasks in order to 
detect if the person shows any kind of visual neglect, to single-eye and handedness 
tasks, which might indicate whether there are unusual differences in functioning 
between the two halves of the participant’s brain.

Smith (1997) studied the experience of pregnancy undergone by four women. By 
seeing each of the women at regular intervals throughout their pregnancy and 
afterwards, Smith was able to explore detailed aspects of their experiences, and also 
to see how their memories of the experience changed over time and in retrospect. 
The women’s experiences were explored using a number of different techniques, 
including repertory grids and diary methods, i.e. triangulation was used in order to 
take up different perspectives on how pregnancy is perceived by different women 
over time.

The main characteristics of a case study

 Case studies are highly descriptive. The data collected describe 
psychological processes and events,and the contexts in which they occurred. 
Because most case studies occur over a significant period of time, a high level of 
detail is provided.

 Case studies are narrowly focused. Typically a case study offers a 
description of only a single individual or group. For example, it may be a case 
study of a single firm or school. In addition, often the case study focuses on a 
limited aspect of a person or organization, such as their psychopathological 
symptoms or stress in the workplace.

 Case studies combine objective and subjective data. All data are regarded 
as valid data for analysis, and as a basis for inferences within the case study.

 Case studies are process oriented, not outcome oriented. The case study 
method enables the researcher to explore and describe the nature of processes, 
which occur over time. In contrast to the experimental method focuses 
primarily on outcome. The case study often takes a longitudinal approach to how 
processes develop over time - for example, the development of language in 
children.
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Advantages of the case study method (Searle 1999)
Hayes, N. (2000) Doing Psychological Research. Gathering and analysing data. Buckingham: Open
University Press. p. 133.

  Case studies stimulate new research. A case study can sometimes highlight 
extraordinary behaviour, which can stimulate new research. For example, Luria’s 
study of the memory man “S” enabled researchers to begin to investigate cases 
of unusual memory abilities and the cognitive mechanisms that made such 
phenomena possible. Without the case study, it is unlikely that this area of 
research would have been opened up in the same way.

 Case studies may contradict existing theory. Case studies may sometimes 
contradict established psychological theories. Searle cites the case study of 
severely deprived Czechoslovak twins, and the remarkable recovery they showed 
when placed in a caring social environment, as an example of a case study which 
challenged the established theory of the early years of life being a critical 
period for human social development.

 Case studies may give new insight into phenomena or experience. Because 
case studies are so rich in information, they can give insight into phenomena, 
which we could not gain in any other way. For example, the case of S.B., a blind 
man given sight in adulthood, gave researchers a particularly detailed insight 
into the processes and experiences of perception, highlighting aspects of the 
experience, which had not yet previously been suspected.

 Case studies may permit investigation of otherwise inaccessible situations. 
Searle claimed that the case study gives psychological researchers the 
possibility to investigate cases, which could not possibly be engineered in 
research laboratories. One example of this is the case of Genie, the severely 
deprived child whose case enabled researchers to study the effect of extreme 
social deprivation continued from infancy to puberty. To create such a situation 
for research purposes would be totally unethical and not possible but when Genie 
was discovered by social workers, the use of case-study methodology permitted 
much deeper insights into the mechanisms, processes and consequences of her 
experience and recovery.

Disadvantages of the case study method

Searle (1999) also identified a number of disadvantages to case study research.
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 Replication of case studies is not possible. Uniqueness of data means that 
they are valid for only one person. While this is strength in some forms of 
research, it is a weakness for others, because it means that findings cannot be 
replicated and so some types of reliability measures are very low.

 The researcher’s own subjective feelings may influence the case study 
(researcher bias). Both the collection of data and the interpretation of them. 
This is particularly true of many of the famous case studies in psychology’s 
history, especially the case history reported by Freud. In unstructured or 
clinical case studies the researcher’s own interpretations can influence the way 
that the data are collected, i.e. there is a potential for researcher bias.

 Case studies are heavily dependent on self-reported data which is 
subject to memory distortions and social-desirability effect. The heavy 
reliance on memory when reconstructing the case history means that the 
information about past experiences and events may be notoriously subject to 
distortion. Very few people have full documentation of all various aspects of 
their lives, and there is always a tendency that people focus on factors which 
they find important themselves while they may be unaware of other possible 
influences.

  Most case studies are retrospective, not prospective.

 It may not be possible to generalize from a case study of an individual or 
group being studied to a more general population. Serious problems in 
generalizing the results of a unique individual to other people because the 
findings may not be representative of any particular population.

Ethical aspects of the case-study method

In a case study, the researcher often obtains deeply personal information, which is 
not usually shared with other people. The nature of the study means that some of 
this information will eventually be published, or at least written up as a research 
report. It is therefore essential that anyone conducting a case study is very 
protective of their research participant’s identity and that they must try to obscure 
details that can lead to deduction of identity. Also it is important that the 
researcher has the professional competence to deal with the problems of the case 
study, e.g. in the case of child abuse or anorexia nervosa. Therefore the ethical 
guidelines such as informed consent, no deception, right to withdraw, debriefing and 
confidentiality must always be observed.
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Part II. Questions to check for understanding

A. Basic concepts

1. What are the key differences between quantitative and qualitative data?

2. What would be the advantage of gathering qualitative data for a study instead of 
quantitative data? Give an example to illustrate your argument.

3. What would be the advantage of gathering quantitative data for a study instead of 
qualitative data? Give an example to illustrate your argument.

4. To what extent can one generalize from qualitative studies? (Be sure to use the 
terminology that is discussed in this workbook with regard to Guba & Lincoln’s 
vocabulary for discussing qualitative research studies).

5. In general, what are the ethical considerations that must be made when carrying 
out qualitative research? Is this in any way different from the ethical 
considerations that must be followed when carrying out experimental research?
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6. What are two participant effects? How may they affect the findings of a 
qualitative research study?

7. What is researcher bias? How can a researcher try to minimize its effect on 
research?

8. What does it mean if we say that a study lacks “credibility?” Why is this important 
in qualitative research?

9. Define triangulation, giving two examples of how it works.

10.Why is triangulation important in qualitative research? How does it affect the 
credibility of the study?

11. Explain what is meant by reflexivity – and why it is an important part of qualitative 
research.
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II. Sampling techniques

1. Explain what is meant by “purposive sampling.” Why is this often used in qualitative 
research studies?

2. In order to achieve a purposive sample, researchers often use self-selected 
samples. What is one strength and one limitation of this type of sampling?

3. Two other types of sampling used are snowball samples and quota samples. Explain 
why a psychologist may choose to use these samples, and explain one disadvantage 
of each.
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III. Interviews

1. What is meant by a “semi-structured interview?” Why would a researcher use this 
method? What would be the strengths and limitations of this interviewing 
technique?

2. What is meant by a “focus group?” Why would a researcher use this method? What 
would be the strengths and limitations of this interviewing technique?

3. What is meant by a “narrative interview?” Why would a researcher use this 
method? What would be the strengths and limitations of this interviewing 
technique?

4. What are three things that a researcher should do when setting up or planning to 
conduct an interview?

5. What are three things that a researcher should remember when carrying out an 
interview?
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6. What are some of the difficulties of carrying out a one-on-one interview? A group 
interview?

7. What ethical considerations must be made when carrying out an interview?

8. What is the difference between traditional and postmodern transcription 
methods?

9. Explain how an inductive content analysis would be used to analyze and interpret an 
interview.

10. Define back translation. Why would an interviewer use this technique?

11.How could an interviewer increase the credibility of his findings?
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IV Observations

1. Define participant observation. What is one advantage of this method? One 
disadvantage?

2. Discuss how two different participant effects may overly influence an observation.

3. What is a naturalistic observation? Explain one strength and one limitation of 
carrying out a naturalistic observation rather than a controlled observation.

4. What are the advantages of a non-participant observation?

5. What is a covert observation? When would this technique most likely be used? 
What are some of the limitations of this technique?

6. Discuss three things that a researcher must do to prepare to carry out an 
observation.
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7. What is meant by inter-coder or inter-rater reliability?

8. Explain the three techniques of recording data during an observation: event 
sampling, time sampling, and point sampling.

9. Explain how an inductive content analysis might be used to analyze and interpret an 
observation. How could the researcher increase the credibility of the findings?

10. What are the limitations of the technique of inductive content analysis?
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V Case Studies

1. A case study, in and of itself, is not a method. What is meant by this statement?

2. Case studies use an idiographic approach. Explain what is meant by this term.

3. What are two advantages of using a case study approach?

4. What are three disadvantages of using a case study approach?

5. What ethical considerations must be made when carrying out a case study?

6. Discuss how you would set up and carry out a case-study on our school.

7. To what extent could you generalize the findings from the case study that you 
planned out for question 6?
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