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ABSTRACT 

~If men define situations as real they are real in their consequences. ~ 

W.1. Thomas Dictum 

Abstrac t: This Working Paper is an attempt to provide a broad-strokes overview of qualitative research (QR): 

what it is, its purpose, the methods and techniques it uses, its units of analysis and the handling of data, how 

validity and reliability are defined and the new frontiers brought about by the growth in IT. the Intemet and the use 

of computers - the method in the madness. Rather than to get embroiled in the competing paradigms within 

qualitative research itself (amongst others modemism, postmodemism, critical theory and feminism), the purpose 

of the paper is to out/ine the most commonly held views of the elements of qualitative research and to provide 

guidelines for and about the use of qualitative research as is popularly practiced. Also, the paper wiff not involve 

itself in the quantitative-qualitative debate and no comparisons betweon the two methods and their underlying 

paradigms and methods are discussed. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Oualitative research (OR) has come into its own over the last few decades, and is now recognised as being able 

to make a significant contribution 10 the development of knowledge and providing an understanding of and insight 

into issues under study, whether they be, amongst others, in the marketing, business management, social and 

behavioural sciences. Although there are many sources that contain detailed descriptions of qualitative research 

and its methods (see, for example, Chappell, 2004; Denzin and Uncoln, 2005; Eisner. 1991; Hancock, 2002; 

Hesse·Biber and Leavy 2004; Patton. 1990; Strauss and Corbin, 1990), the purpose of this working paper is to 

provide a summary overview of the most commonly held views of the elements of OR as is popularly practiced. 

The intention is to extract the salient aspects of OR to provide overview guidelines for the application, practice 

and understanding of qualitative research. 

As such, the paper will not only outline what is OR and its purpose, but it will also describe the design of OR 

studies, its methods, the handling of qualitative dala and the aspects of validity and reliability in OR. The 

comparison of OR to quantitative research and its methods, the discourse between qualitative and quantitative 

research and the debates within OR itself fall outside the scope of this paper and will therefore not be addressed. 

2. WHAT IS QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

This section will provide an outline of the ~uildin9 blocks~ of OR - what it Is. the paradigm and philosophical base 

in which it Is rooted and ethical issues of importance. It sets the context within which OR is conducted by 

describing the underlying perspectives and view of the world upon which OR practice rests. 
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