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Preface 
jane Mills and Melanie Birks 

The aim of this book is to provide a practical guide to the very early stages of design
ing a qualitative research study, with readers introduced to concepts that are the 
building blocks of this process. Qualitative methodologies as opposed to qualitative 
methods are the main focus of this book although we do briefly address common 
methods used in each to provide context. Elsewhere (Birks and Mills, 2011), we 
define the difference beh\'een methodology and methods as follows: 

Stemming from a congruent philosophy, a methodology is a set of principles 
and ideas that inform the design of a research study. Methods, on the other 
hand, are practical procedures used to generate and analyse data. (p. 4) 

A research design therefore includes three components: philosophy, methodology 
and methods. There are many excellent research methods books (Flick, 2009; Nagy 
Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011; Silverman, 2009, 2011) providing guidance on the 
'nuts and bolts' of conducting a qualitative study, however before heading out into 
the field, there is a lot of important 'thinking' work that needs to be accomplished 
to make sure the mechanics of a research study successfully generate quality data 
that meet the aim of the study. Methodology is all about thinking, reflecting and 
positioning yourself as a researcher so that you are both informed and confident in 
implementing the subsequent research design to achieve a quality outcome. As 
Denzin and Lincoln (2011) state 'the question of methods begins with the design 
of the qualitative research project. This always begins with a socially situated 
researcher who moves from a research question, to a paradigm or perspective, to the 
empirical world' (p. xi). In this book we will challenge and support you to locate 
yourself philosophically and methodologically in relation to your qualitative 
research question prior to entering the field. 

Part I addresses the foundations of qualitative research. We introduce the devel
opment of qualitative research over time, and address the concept of a generic 
qualitative research process. The first building block of a qualitative research study 
is writing a research question that works, followed by an exploration of the idea of 
practical philosophy as a place to begin positioning yourself methodologically. The 
differences between methodology and methods, and the impact that choosing a 
particular philosophical stance and methodology can have on how methods are 
used and the resultant outcome generated, will be illustrated through the use of a 
number of examples in the final chapter in this section. 



Part II scaffolds the reader's learning by examining eight qualitative methodolo
gies: action research, discourse analysis, ethnography, grounded theory, historical 
research, case study, narrative inquiry and phenomenology. Choosing methodologies 
for inclusion in this text was an arbitrary process guided by our experiences of teach
ing, listening to international conference presentations and reading both journal arti
cles and books. A recent analysis of articles published in Qualitative Health Research 
between the years of 1999-2007 supports the majority of our choices, ranking the 
most popular research designs in the following order: grounded theory, phenomenol
ogy, ethnography and narrative analysis (Shin et aI., 2009). Case study and historical 
research we consider important as they offer researchers the methods necessary to 
capture, and most importantly contextualize, the experience of individuals and com
munities during a particular point in time, while action research creates a space where 
researchers can work with partiCipants to develop both understanding and incremen
tal change. An examination of discourse analysis, with its roots in post-structural and 
postmodern thinking, provides the reader with an opportunity to consider the rele
vance of qualitative enquiry denoting the 'humanist individual' (Adams St Pierre, 
2011) possessive of agency and usually the subject of many of the other seven meth
odologies discussed in Part II. We are the first to acknowledge however, that qualita
tive research studies are never as clear-cut as this list makes out. Kincheloe (2001), 
famously extends the discussion first posited by Denzin and Lincoln (2000) that the 
work of a qualitative researcher is that of a bricoleur or a 'handyman or handywoman 
who makes use of the tools available to complete a task' (Kincheloe, 2001: 680). 
Often, qualitative researchers will draw upon a range of research traditions in order 
to best answer the question they pose, however it is the congruence of the philo
sophical underpinnnings with the methodology and methods adopted that makes for 
a rigorous design, an argument we will extend in Chapters 3,13 and 14. 

Each chapter in Part II is written using an identical format to enable easy com
parison ben. ... een different aspects of each qualitative methodology and includes: 

• History of the methodology 
• Philosophical underpinnings 
• Positioning the researcher 
• Aligning philosophy and methodology with purpose 
• Data generation and collection 
• Analysis of data 
• Quality and rigour 
• Presentation and dissemination of findings 

When reading Part II, a solid qualitative research question formulated as an out
come of Part I can be used as the basis for a cross methodological examination. 
What would it mean if phenomenology as opposed to ethnography is used to 
answer the question posed? How does grounded theory compare to action research 
from the perspective of positioning the researcher? Clearly, this book will not pro
vide all the answers to these types of questions relating to each of the qualitative 
methodologies included, however it's a starting point, with some signposts about 

xvi PREFACE 



where to go next. Being a new qualitative researcher can be difficult and sometimes 
a simple explanation provides enough direction to start the proverbial 'journey' to 
acquire knowledge and skills on the right path, rather than getting lost and taking a 
lot of time consuming wrong turns before even getting going. 

Part III examines planning a qualitative study in detail Concrete strategies for 
writing a full, qualitative research proposal, including an ethics application, are 
provided. Processes for appraising the quality of your own and others' qualitative 
research findings are addressed, while the final chapter discusses current debates in 
qualitative research using the theory of generational difference as a framework for 
discussion. The politics of evidence, causality and impact, and the challenges faced 
by Generation Y are explored in the context of qualitative research. 

Throughout the book there are a number of recurring features to support the 
reader's knowledge and skill development in qualitative research. Case studies titled 
'windows into' illustrate particular points made in the text. Contributors to the 
'windows into' series, speak from their own experience about the pragmatics of 
conducting a qualitative research study. Activities are provided to prompt reader 
activity and help connect their own potential study to theory. Key points from each 
chapter are summarized to give a 'snapshot' of each methodology for the purpose 
of succinct comparison. 
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