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introduction

0.1 What is Growing Research In Practice?
Growing Research In Practice (GRIP)  has consisted of an experimental programme 
of workshops and mentoring to eight (initially nine) groups of practitioner 
researchers in social services across the Auckland region of New Zealand.  Funded 
by the Families Commission and SPEaR (Social Policy Evaluation and Research 
Fund of the Ministry of Social Development) and by the ASB Trust in partnership 
with the ANZASW (Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Work) it was 
the brainchild initially of Neil Lunt (then Massey University, now University of 
York) and Christa Fouché (Massey University) in 2005, who were shortly joined 
by Liz Beddoe and Phil Harington of Auckland University. Funding allowed the 
employment of a part-time project manager, Deborah Yates, who has been based at 
Massey University since February 2006. A practitioner advisor or ‘critical friend’, 
Glenda Light, joined this ‘GRIP Team’ in May 2006.

An initial workshop at which prospective researchers were briefed about the project 
produced 18 expressions of interest, from which nine projects were selected to 
participate in the programme of work. Despite a tremendous rate of job changes and 
huge work pressures, only one project has withdrawn and another group, though 
not quite ready to present for the final symposium, is determined to finish.       

0.2 Why this collection of resources? 
We had positive feedback about the value of material used in workshops and 
mentoring related to the GRIP project. This collection, derived from these 
activities and a range of other insights, has been compiled as a resource. We 
resisted the temptation to develop additional material, as the aim is not to present 
a free-standing research resource, but to present a manual of resources used on 
the GRIP journey. 

0.3 Who will benefit from using this collection?
The collection aims to be a guide for practitioners and those supervisors and senior 
practitioners seeking to strengthen research-mindedness or support practitioner 
research activity in social work settings. It is anticipated that practitioners interested 
in research, but overwhelmed by the thought of actually doing a project or enrolling 
for an advanced qualification, will benefit from the information provided here. 
It will certainly not excite existing researchers or people actively engaged in 
research activity. 
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0.4 How should this collection be used?
To be effective as a resource, this manual must be used in discussion and 
consultation with colleagues, researchers and undoubtedly by accessing additional 
material. It is never intended to be used as ‘the’ resource for enabling practitioner 
research. 

0.5 What this collection just won’t do!
This should never be regarded as a research text or a publication on research 
methods. It won’t provide you with answers to all research questions and 
unfortunately won’t take the hard yards out of research! Below we suggest some 
very simple resources (text and web-based) that this collection should be read 
alongside of.

0.6 Accompanying resources to assist alongside this collection
A number of useful resources are listed throughout this collection. In addition, there 
are also some useful introductory books aimed at the novice researcher working 
in social and community settings:

Wadsworth, Y. (1997) Everyday evaluation on the run (2nd Edition), 
St. Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin.

Wadsworth, Y. (1997) Do it yourself social research (2nd Edition), St. 
Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin.

There are some good (free) web-based resources including:

The Research Room:  
http://www.uh.edu/~srama/index.htm

Evaluation Cookbook:  
http://www.icbl.hw.ac.uk/ltdi/cookbook/contents.html

Research methods tutorial:  
http://sociology.camden.rutgers.edu/jfm/tutorial/main.htm#top
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   why research?1  Phil Harington and Neil Lunt

1.1  What drives our interest in research?
• Curiosity
• The wish to solve a problem 
• The desire to improve the evidence base on which we practice and to be 

clear about what we are doing and why we are doing it 
• So that past experience can influence current practice
• The wish to make use of the research skills we have
• Instrumental reasons, such as wishing to go to a conference
Each of these motives, or a mix therein, may offer the inspiration to pursue 
research activities.

There may also be strong ‘external’ reasons for putting research into our work 
plans, such as requests from managers, fellow practitioners and clients that we 
present information that summarises practice efficacy, learn from the stories, and 
understand the aspirations of the families and clients we work with. The question 
is how to make research more central to social work activities, and whether social 
workers (as individuals, teams, and a profession) have sufficient confidence, skills, 
time and resources to pursue research.  Whilst the precise relationship of social 
work and research is the focus of much discussion, arguably social work must 
support practice processes and interventions with data and evidence. Such data 
and evidence will help ensure it earns the respect of fellow practitioners, funders, 
and service users.

Suggested reading: Why research?
 Alston, M. and Bowles, W. (1998) Research for social workers: An 

introduction to methods. St Leonards, NSW: Allen & Unwin. 

 Royse, D. (2004) Research methods in social work. Southbank, Vic.: 
Thomson Brooks/Cole

1.2 What can social research do?
Social research can tackle a range of questions and perform a number of roles, all 
of which may be of interest to the practitioner. Social research can:
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• Describe
Research may allow a systematic description of what is going on in a particular 
setting: for example describing how the process of supervision works, or describing 
the number of clients receiving services from a particular agency.
• Explain
Research may help us understand and explain why a particular thing is occurring. 
For example, why particular cultural groups are under-represented in service usage, 
or why particular service needs are not fed into service planning and delivery.
• Explore 
Research allows us to explore particular issues or hunches we may have, with 
questions and issues perhaps unfolding as the research progresses. For example, 
we may wish to explore what sorts of service issues (health, leisure, transport) 
young people living in a neighbourhood identify as being important.
• Compare
Research allows the possibility to compare, whether it is across site, team, 
organisation, or model of practice. It may be useful for example for an organisation 
to compare client views about two intake policies that operate at different sites.
• Evaluate
Research also addresses the fundamental questions of how well something is 
working. Thus a new model of practice or programme may be evaluated for efficacy 
prior to a decision being taken to continue, discontinue or expand the initiative. 

 1.3  What is this thing called ‘practitioner research’?
Practitioner research is research carried out by practitioners using the information 
and research questions arising from practice to inform and improve practice.  This 
may include data on client characteristics, patterns of attendance at social services 
and client perceptions of service delivery. Using data we gather from practice 
settings we can assess the effectiveness of interventions with a view to ensuring 
best practices are shared amongst colleagues. Doing research in practice sites and 
having it undertaken by practitioners may require the shape of the project to be 
crafted to fit into the particular demands of the work environment. Practitioner 
research is very likely to be small-scale, localised and short-term. Results do 
however have the potential to be shared with similar environments and improved 
on through dialogue and networking. The drive and context for practitioner research 
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activity may emanate from the requirements of tertiary study, agency imperative, 
or practitioners themselves (Shaw, 2005).   

 
Suggested reading: Practitioner research

 Fawcett, B (2000) ‘Action evaluation: A framework for practice’ in 
Social Work Review Spring, 37-40.

 Gibbs, A (2000) ‘The changing nature of social work research’ in 
British Journal of Social Work, 31, 686-704. 

 Shaw, I (2005) ‘Practitioner research: Evidence of critique?’ in British 
Journal of Social Work, 35, 1231-1248. 
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  getting started 2  Liz Beddoe and Phil Harington

2.1 How do we turn ideas into projects?
During an early GRIP seminar we asked the following questions of a group of 
practitioners:
• What sorts of conversations do you have in the office?
• What are the kinds of questions you ask about your practice?
• Where do those conversations lead?
These questions generated a series of responses that suggested that research was 
implicit in the day-to-day realities of social workers. Responses included:
• We ask why people don’t use the free service we offer.
• We wonder how to identify gaps and help-seeking behaviour.
• We’re interested in what works and what doesn’t work.
• We’re talking about managing high caseloads.
• We wonder what it is we want to measure, and how we can achieve this 

when we lack the tools and rely instead on anecdotal information.
• We wonder ‘how well are we doing’ and are we making a difference in 

peoples’ lives?
Turning these research questions into projects raises a number of problems 
including:
• getting the right people around the table to have the right conversations
• feeling safe to ask the question
• recognising that managers and practitioners may have different agendas 
• whether we are willing to listen to potentially negative feedback from 

clients and to change behaviours accordingly
• framing the right questions and turning conversations and interest into a 

viable project.
Constructing your research idea as a ‘research project’ has value in creating space 
for the task to be undertaken. This may enable various resources to be ‘attached’ 
to the activity in order to legitimate and support it: time, workload recognition, 
administrative assistance, and supervision. Devising a ‘research project’ requires 
you to have a research plan that will help focus your attention on roles, leadership, 
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responsibilities, reporting requirements, timeline, and resources required. Your 
project may even have a specific identity given to it as something with a title, 
logo, account code, perhaps even a nickname.

Suggested reading: Planning a  project  
 Bell, J. (2005) Doing Your Research Project: A guide for first time 

researchers in education, health and social science. Maidenhead: 
Open University Press.

A case in point - A social worker gets involved 
In 1990 Moira Carmody published a paper on her role as a social worker in a Sydney 
Hospital emergency department showing how her role of caring for street worker 
victims of sexual assault, created an information flow to which she had privileged 
access. This position created a responsibility to act, providing the capacity, indeed 
a responsibility, for her as a social work practitioner, to be involved in research 
and policy development. She saw her social work role covering clinical activities, 
service planning, client advocacy, multidisciplinary liaison, interagency liaison, policy 
development, community and professional education, political action, and research 
and publication. The social work mandate to act and apply practice skills in these 
roles drew on:

• Her professional wisdom

• Her respect for the social work code of ethics

• Her organisational position and the mandate of the organization (a   
hospital, in the welfare of the local community)

• Her knowledge of client circumstances

• Her facility to support the community seeking self determination. 

Carmody, M. (1990) ‘Midnight companions: Social work involvement in the 
development of sexual assault services in New South Wales’. In Australian Social 
Work, 43, 4, 9-16.  

2.2 How do we design a project?
In attempting to get started there is room for creativity and imagination. 
Brainstorming potential research topics was one thing we suggested and helped 
facilitate in the early stages of GRIP. 
1. Go for it: Brainstorm ideas and write them on a whiteboard.  Include all 

the ideas at this stage.
2. Sort the ideas: 

• What are topic ideas and sub-themes?
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• Which of the topics need to be explored as a first step? 
• What techniques/methods/questions/processes could be used in the 

study?
• What forms of assistance would be required for each? 
• What are the ethical issues that arise for topics and sub-themes?
• What managerial support will be required?
• What range of stakeholders would we need to consult, perhaps 

including services users themselves?
3. Percolate a while: Have a break to allow some reflection time.  Perhaps 

reconvene at a later date.
4. Decide:  There will always be more suggestions than capacity. At some point 

you and your team will need to decide on one topic through discussion, a 
process of elimination, and perhaps even a system of voting.
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Once a project idea has been agreed, the first step is to shape our thinking to 
produce a viable and constrained project. Once we have decided what the object 
of inquiry is, decisions need to be made about how to define particular processes, 
what data will be collected to address our question, and how best to collect that 
information. Having developed ideas on what we will focus on and how we can 
get reliable information on the various themes, we also need to consider how the 
process may work ethically and logistically in our research setting. Following 
these preliminary considerations there are a set of further research questions that 
we can usefully ask:

 What is your research objective? A general statement of the topic to 
elaborate the specific aims of the 
study.

What literature guides your thinking 
on the focus and approach of the 
study?

Explains why your approach is 
plausible and links to existing ideas 
and literature. 

What is the data you wish to gather 
or examine?

Do you want to collect numbers in order 
to gauge frequencies and patterns 
or are you interested in perceptions 
and feelings and how these are 
expressed?

Who holds this information and how 
might you access it?

Given what you need to know, who has 
the information and how do you propose 
to access it?

Are there issues involved in gaining 
this access?

The proposal has to show ethical 
consideration of the processes and 
relationships involved. 

What will be your data collection 
method?

What do you envisage will be the data 
collection method and how might it be 
organised?

How do you intend to analyse the 
data?

How wil l  you be analysing and 
presenting the data? 

What is your likely schedule for 
completing the work and will it 
require resource allocation?

Given the focus, the context, the 
methods and the analysis involved 
what is your schedule for completing 
the work and how realistic is this given 
other constraints on your time?
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Suggested reading: Constructing a research design
Alston, M. and Bowles, W. (1998) Research For social workers: An 
introduction to methods. St Leonards, NSW. Allen & Unwin. 

Bell, J. (2005) Doing Your Research Project: A guide for first time 
researchers in education, health and social science. Maidenhead: Open 
University Press.

2.3 What about relationships? 
Social work research is inherently concerned with building relationships. There 
are a number of ways that building research relationships are also fundamental 
to the success of any practitioner project. These include:
• Ensuring buy-in from management for a project.
• Building a research team amongst practitioners within a practice setting.
• Perhaps, building a research team of interested practitioners across different 

organisations.
• Building relationships with particular communities of interest for your 

research project (e.g. mental health advocacy groups if your area is mental 
health, or Pasifika providers if working in the field of Pacific provision).

• Building relationships with those who may have specialist knowledge 
about research design and procedure.

• And most significantly, building good relationships with those providing 
research information for your study (organisations, families and clients).  
This includes making them fully aware of the research objectives and their 
rights should they decide to participate in the study.

Building good relationships may require more fundamental consideration of your 
project, with a decision perhaps being made that those with interests in your study 
become involved in a more formal partnership arrangement that agrees research 
objectives and approach, negotiates ownership of data, and decides the appropriate 
consultative and feedback mechanisms. 

2.4 Using the literature?
Each research project aims to build the knowledge on a particular topic or 
phenomenon. While your question may be unique it is highly likely that other 
practitioners or researchers will have considered related matters. One of the first 
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tasks you need to do, once you have decided on your topic, is to go to the literature 
in the field you want to study.

Going to the literature involves searching, locating material, reading and taking 
notes and thinking about what you find in terms of how it might influence the next 
steps in your research project.  The literature you consult will commonly be found 
in books, journals, research reports, but there are other sources such as policy 
documents, annual reports of organisations, manuals, and web-based resources. 

A significant role for literature is to inform decisions and to guide your research 
design.  Decisions on practice, intervention strategies, research designs, 
comparisons, and the significance of data, methodology, ethics and so forth can 
all be influenced by a good literature review.  We must be able to see/defend our 
decision in the light of literature as published professional guidance. You may be 
lucky and find another researcher has developed a tool or a framework that you can 
use in your project (permissions may be needed – please check for copyright!) or 
you may be able to build on his/her findings.  Davidson and Tolich (2003, p. 95) 
describe the literature review as an ‘academic whakapapa’ in that it helps you to 
locate the topic or field in a particular context and establishes connections to what 
is already known and what ideas and theories informed other researchers. 

Reading the literature exposes you to the different views and reminds you of the 
need to contextualize your own position. If another researcher discovered some 
particular evidence, what might be different (or similar) in your environment? It 
is also important to be up to date and know what the current state of knowledge 
is in the general area of your topic. One of the GRIP projects, the Auckland City 
Hospital team, found there was a great deal of literature on the nature of family 
meetings taking place in healthcare settings, but most related to working with 
Anglo-European families. This didn’t stop their project but made them more 
determined to ensure that they considered the significance of worldview and 
cultural practice in their project set in diverse multi-cultural Auckland.

Reading the literature can help you refine your views, deepen your critical 
thinking and strengthen your argument. It can model good practice, writing, and 
debate to you. Your literature review creates depth to your endeavour by being 
a component of professional practice in which you can demonstrate knowledge, 
aptitude and stance.
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Suggested reading: reviewing the literature 
Davidson, C., and Tolich, M. (Eds.) (2003). Social science research in 
New Zealand (Second ed.). Auckland: Pearson Education. Chapter 8 
‘Starting and restarting the research’, 94-96

D’ Cruz, H., and Jones , M. (2004) Social work research: Ethical and 
political contexts. London: Sage. Chapter 2 ‘The research question’, 
particularly 22-27

Rountree, K. in Rountree, K. and Laing, T. (1996) Writing by degrees. 
Auckland: Addison Wesley Longman. Chapter 6 ‘Library research’, 
88-97

 
2.4.1 Finding ‘the literature’ 
There is seldom ‘nothing’ there. Think about why you’re not finding ‘it’.

Academic literature is designed to be accessible to the target audience but it can 
also be elusive.  And it can be esoteric, erudite and even pretentious!

Use a search strategy. Your first step is to write down a list of all the possible 
sources of material (book, journals and so forth) and where you might find these. 
Consider what access you have to libraries and information systems through 
your employing agency. If these are limited, visit your local public library, they 
are very well ‘connected’ and library staff is generally happy to help budding 
researchers find materials, or at least guide you to a starting point. Joining your 
local public library is easy and cheap and you may well be able to access some 
excellent electronic databases. 

Use internet search engines such as GoogleTM  to find public domain material that 
may be of great use e.g. statistics, government policy and research papers, public 
commissions, and charitable  foundations. Try starting with an easy, free search for 
articles at Social Care On-Line (UK):  http://www.scie-socialcareonline.org.uk/ 

The next step is to consider how to start sifting through all your sources. Titles, 
abstracts, indexes and tables of content often provide quick access. If you are able 
to access databases through a library then you need to develop a search strategy 
as there may be millions of places where your topic is addressed, but you’ll need 
to narrow the search.  If you have access to them, big bibliographic databases 
such as EBSCOHostTM and Proquest TM are good but library catalogues are 
also very searchable. 
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Use GoogleTM, especially Google Scholar, to help you find researchers in your 
area – you can then use library databases to lead you to that person’s published 
work. Researchers’ WebPages often list their publications or they may even have 
some links to articles in full text. Using keywords is critical.

Keyword searching
• Library websites often have ‘help’ sections on search techniques –see 

for example http://voyager.auckland.ac.nz/help/titlesearch.htm

• Or type ‘keyword search techniques’ in Google TM and you will find 
lots of help

• Be careful with spelling

• Use variations to ensure you do a wide sweep e.g. hospice care, 
palliative care, care for the dying

• Limit your search by year or type of publication if you get too many 
hits

2.4.2 Reading published research
Reading research articles and books critically requires particular strategies. If you 
care to get the most out of articles and reports you have found you will need to 
learn to analyse as you read. You have to learn to read critically or analytically, 
that is, to break down an article into its components. Being clear about how an 
author communicates effectively will also help you write well, when you write 
your project up. Here are some practical tips to help you do just that:
1. Purposeful reading usually involves having some questions in your mind 

as you read. Scan the entire text beforehand: read the abstract, look at the 
keywords if they are supplied and check the sub-headings. Look to see what 
data the author has provided e.g. tables, direct quotes from textual sources 
and so forth.  You’ll be more confident of picking up the main components 
and key findings or argument(s) in the text if you know in advance what 
to look for. 

2. When you find your first useful article use this guide to help you read 
critically:
• Look for the headings and sub-sections
• If they are not already present, write in the headings you might expect 

in a research report. Where could they be inserted? e.g. 
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� Introduction
� Methods
� Results
� Discussion
� Conclusion

• If they cannot be easily discerned, consider how the author(s) may have 
covered these components anyway or failed to offer an appropriate 
structure. 

3. Use a highlighter to help you retain the key points of an article:
• Highlight an example where the authors have used and acknowledged 

other literature.
• Indicate the sentences in the paper where the authors indicate their 

intentions / objectives, of both the study and this particular paper.
• From your reading of the introduction write a sentence that summarizes 

what this research is about.
• Highlight down the side of a paragraph where the method for the 

research is outlined. 
• Then with additional highlighters find a portion in the paper which 

sets out any of the following: 
� Explains their key concepts and theoretical base 
� Elaborate on the data collection process
� Explained how the data was analysed 
� Analysed the data

• Highlight places in the report where the authors recognize their ethical 
responsibilities as researchers.

• Highlight a statement that states the prime result.
• Find any indication the authors give that the results may be qualified, 

read with caution or placed in a context to enable better understanding 
of the implications of the results.

• Highlight sentences where the authors draw their conclusions. Write 
a one-sentence summary of the implications of the research as the 
authors see them.

4. Finally, write a paragraph giving your own assessment of this research. It 
should be partly summative and partly your own critical reflection on the 
study.

As a result of these steps you should be able to comprehend how well the paper 
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has been constructed, if 
the research has merit 
and if the implications 
can have some value 
to your professional 
development. Don’t 
forget to scan the 
references as well and 
jot down any you want 
to follow up. Even if 
the article you have just 
read is only of limited 
value for your project, 
the author may have 
cited articles closer to 
your topic area.

2.4.3 Keeping track of your reading
You will need to keep a record of all your reading as you go along. It will need to 
be referenced in the final report and in any publications. If you leave it until later 
you may encounter the following problems:
• The book is lost, out, misfiled in the stacks, or you have loaned it to a 

colleague and they are now away!  
• The article was found on-line but you can’t remember the journal title and 

can’t find it again
• The information was on a website but you can’t find the page, or it has 

been moved 
So, keep a notebook or cut and paste information into a table on your computer, or 
use a Bibliographic manager system like EndnoteTM.It is important that you keep 
a record of all this information, because different publications use different styles, 
for example some just want authors’ initials while others want full names.

NB: When making notes from a book that has to be returned, make sure it is clear 
when you have used a direct quote and record the actual page number. Be careful 
when summarizing another’s work that you do cite them even if you don’t quote 
them.  
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Recording the right information for referencing when you write your 
project up
• Journal article – Volume, Issue number and date of issue, full title 

of article and page numbers, all authors’ surnames and names or 
initials.

• Book – All authors names, (date) full title (with subtitle), (edition 
if relevant) place of publication and publisher.

• Part of book – All authors’ names, (date) full title of chapter (with 
subtitle) and authors (full title of book, edition), place of publication 
and publisher.

Website resources
• If it is an article from an electronic source, such as an electronic 

journal, you must record the same information as for a journal article 
and the URL and date you accessed the site. You may not eventually 
require all of this, but it is helpful to have it. 

Other web resources – URL, main name of website or organisation e.g. 
The Centre for Evidence-based Practice and the date of access.

Referencing examples:
Do it right from the beginning and you save a great deal of time later, not having 
to chase up missing articles or books. 

Book 

Nash, M., Munford, K. and O’Donoghue, K. (Eds.). (2005). Social work theories 
in action. London: Jessica Kingsley.

Book Chapter

Jones, M. (2004). ‘Supervision, learning and transformative practices’. In N. 
Gould and M. Baldwin (Eds.), Social work, critical reflection and the learning 
organisation (pp. 11-22). Aldershot: Ashgate.

Journal Article 

Mafile’o, T. (2004). Exploring Tongan social work: Fekau’aki (connecting) and 
fakatokilalo (humility). Qualitative Social Work, 3, 3, 239-257.
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Conference paper 

Eruera, M. (2005). ‘He korero korari’. In L. Beddoe, J. Worrall and F. Howard 
(Eds.), Weaving together the strands of supervision: Proceedings of the 2004 
Conference, Auckland New Zealand (pp. 59-66). Auckland: Faculty of Education, 
University of Auckland.

Literature Review Template
You can use this template for collecting information for each item that you read, 
and to keep track of referencing. Having done several such summaries of individual 
references, you can begin to look for commonalities and differences in the literature 
and draw your own conclusions. 

Reference Author (year) article title, publisher: place.  
Or the full URL of an article sourced from a website and the date that you 
accessed it. 
Date you read it or accessed it if on a website. 

Note extent of your reading of the item. Entire, some, a chapter, partial, 
skimmed etc. Plus note any page numbers of possible future quotation.

Summary of the key points made by the author(s): 
•  Overall key messages 
•  Types of data used 
•  Summary of the case the author offered 
•  Identify the implications of the material as seen by the author

Your reactions to the material 
•  Overall reaction 
•  Specific critiques on items/issues 
•  Concerns, faults and flaws 
•  Mitigating factors 
•  What comment or advice would you offer a third person on this reference?

Other relevant issues:
   •  Is the material applicable to your interests? 

•  Is the material free of bias, prejudice, poor practice, etc? 
•  How does the material fit in the context of other literature/ opinion/            
      perspectives?

 

Template Source: Phil Harington and Liz Beddoe, University of Auckland 
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   thinking about methodology 3  Christa Fouché and Neil Lunt

The aim of this section is to explore issues of design, data collection and sampling 
in executing your practice research project. 

3.1  Is the project more suitable to information that reflects  
 quantity or quality? 
Qualitative research and quantitative research differ in many ways, but they 
complement each other as well. To appreciate the strengths of each style, it is 
important to understand the distinct orientations and worldviews of quantitative vs. 
qualitative researchers. One of the main differences between the two styles comes 
from the nature of the data.  Qualitative research lends itself to the use of ‘soft’ data, 
in the form of impressions, words, sentences, photos and symbols, while quantitative 
research is dictated by ‘hard’ data in the form of numbers.

Quantitative studies are generally more traditional, run to strict boundaries, 
and involve quantitative measurement and statistics, often as part of medical, 
demographic, or market research. An example of quantitative research would 
be the regular Census that is conducted by Statistics New Zealand. Quantitative 
research can also be far more focused, including telephone surveys that ask about 
our satisfaction with particular services or our perceptions of particular consumer 
products and spending plans. Most, if not all, of the questions in such studies are 
‘closed’, requiring us to answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’, put ourselves in a suitable category, 
or place our views on a scale. 

Qualitative research on the other hand may be generated through detailed 
discussion either between researcher and participant or in groups asking, for 
example, how we feel about issues or behave in particular settings. Qualitative 
information could also be generated if we were asked to take photos of places 
that matter to us most.  

Qualitative vs. quantitative approaches to research 

Quantitative Qualitative
Researcher as an expert who is 
detached from the research situation

Researcher as an involved partner 
with connections, beliefs and interests
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Truth as waiting to be discovered 
and simply requiring that appropriate 
methods be deployed in order to 
achieve absolute objectivity.

Truth more a process of consensus 
and pragmatism. What is held as truth 
is also more dependent on place and 
time and subject to change.

Research discovers laws to enable 
prediction, given humans are shaped 
by external forces.

Focus is on meaningful social action 
and how humans generate meaning in 
their encounters.

Good evidence is about precise 
observations.

Good evidence is embedded in the 
context of social interaction.

Social research activity is value free. Social research activity cannot be 
drained of values. 

It has become increasingly popular in recent times to combine quantitative and 
qualitative approaches. However, many authors discourage this and find the 
approaches so incompatible that any project executed with a combined approach 
gets discredited.  Others offer models that attempt to encourage a scientific way 
to combine approaches.  The three models to combine qualitative and quantitative 
approaches, as identified by Creswell (1994), offer clear options and have distinct 
advantages. Other authors offer ‘triangulation’ as a solution to effectively combine 
qualitative and quantitative approaches. Denzin (1989), who originally coined 
the term, described four types of triangulation. These include methodological 
triangulation combining quantitative and qualitative methods to focus on a 
particular research topic, and also investigator triangulation where there are 
multiple observers or interviewers (see also Padgett, 1998). 

Suggested reading: Qualitative / quantitative / combined approaches
Brannen, J. (2005) ‘Mixing methods: the entry of qualitative and 
quantitative approaches into the research process’ in International 
Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8, 3, 173-184

Creswell, J.W. (1994) Research Design – Qualitative and Quantitative 
Approaches. Thousand Oaks: Sage

Denzin N. (1989) The Research Act (3rd Edition) Chapter 10 ‘Strategies 
of Multiple Triangulation’, 234-247

Padgett, D.K. (1998) Qualitative Methods in Social Work Research: 
Challenges and rewards. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications
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3.2 What does the research question suggest could be a   
 suitable design?
Definitions of research design are rather ambiguous. The potential confusion in the 
use of the term is addressed by Rubin and Babbie (2001:107) in their statement 
that the term ‘research design’ basically has two meanings. One, which we shall 
use here, refers to a range of logical arrangements (such as experimental designs, 
correlation designs etc).  The other deals with the broader act of designing the 
overall study itself. This refers to all the decisions made in planning the study – not 
only about the type of design, but also sampling, procedures for data collection 
etc. The term ‘research plan’ is often used, and we use it here, for the second 
meaning, rather than ‘design’. 

Any research plan is a trade-off. It means you have to make decisions on what can 
be attempted, what arrangements need to be made to allow for the project to take 
place and what needs to be recognised as limits to the study. You may lose some 
qualities that in an optimal and ‘people-less’ world may have been possible, but 
with the constraints operating – methodological, ethical and logistical – are not.  

Various authors offer different classifications of designs and it may often be 
confusing to the novice reader of research publications. These designs are often of 
particular importance to the applied sciences and each has its own dynamic. You 
are not expected to implement or even know/understand them all. It is absolutely 
fine and certainly not regarded as uncommon practice (even amongst experienced 
researchers!) to ask someone more informed about a particular design to assist/
train/present information. One such design popular with social workers is the 
case-study design (see textbox). 

Case study
Aim: An exploration or in-depth analysis of a “bounded system” (bounded by time 
and/or place) or a single or multiple case, over a period of time. 

Action: Examines a process, activity, event, program, individual or multiple individuals 
over a period of time.

Theory: Enter the field with a knowledge of the literature before conducting the field 
research – i.e. a level of understanding of the ‘system’ is expected. 

Methods of data collection: Interviews, documents, observations or archival 
records. 

Sampling: Multiple sources of information – rich in context. 

Product: An in-depth description of a case or cases.



20                            Growing Research In Practice

  
Suggested Reading: Research designs / Types of research 
Bell, J. (2005) Doing your research project: A guide for first time 
researchers in education, health and social science.  Maidenhead: Open 
University Press.

Rubin, A and Babbie, E. (2001). Research methods for social work. 
Belmont: Wadsworth.

3.3 Collecting the data 
The next main decision is the method(s) of data collection. There are many 
traditional and innovative ways of capturing information from research participants 
or to explore sources of information. These are most often linked to whether a 
qualitative or quantitative strategy is pursued. As with all methodological decisions, 
the purpose of the research will guide the researcher to choose the most effective 
method. There are several advantages and disadvantages of the most popular 
methods of data collection that need to be considered by social workers.  

Qualitative work is particularly useful when the aim of the research is to:
• Explore an issue or area that is relatively unknown and set questions or 

measures cannot be determined in advance
• Illustrate the workings of a particular area of social life 
• Provide in-depth insights
• Unpack a complex issue
• Provide understanding where not much is known about an issue.
A quantitative study in a social work setting may have the purpose of, for 
example:
• Finding out the demographic profile of a client base of an agency or 

programme in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, distanced travelled etc;
• Finding out how many people participated, completed, didn’t complete a 

programme and to classify the reasons they gave, perhaps on a feedback 
questionnaire;

• To analyse the number and types of actions and/or interventions taken 
in order to better understand the social work task, activities and use of 
resources.
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3.3.1  Methods of data collection
Mainly quantitative methods of data-collection

Standardised Methods, 
Scales and Tests

Example: the Barthal Index measures a person’s 
functional ability. A high score will reflect a high 
degree of functional ability (feeding, bathing, 
dressing etc.) while a lower score will indicate lower 
functional ability. 
The Walmyr assessment scales consist of more than 
20 short-form scales designed for assessing a variety 
of personal and relational problems, including marital 
satisfaction, peer relations, self-esteem etc. 

 Structured 
Observation 

Example: Observing behaviour in a drop-in service 
waiting area by ticking boxes on a pre-determined 
checklist, i.e. where do clients choose to sit; how long 
do they wait before approaching the desk. Observing 
children at play and recording types of aggressive 
behaviour in 5 minute timeframes.

Questionnaires /
Surveys
• Individual

• Mail

• Group 

• Telephone

Examples:
You are stopped in the mall and asked 5 questions 
about your usage and views of local transport
You receive a survey in the mail sent to you by your 
union through the workplace
You are part of a parenting group requested to 
evaluate the service you received. You complete your 
own questionnaire as part of the group feedback. 
You may also respond as a group of social workers 
to a set of questions about proposed changes in your 
agency that may affect the psychologists, nurses, 
etc. differently 
A market research company calls to ask about your 
voting preference in the forthcoming election
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Mainly qualitative methods of data-collection:

Documentation Example: There is a rich variety of material to be 
used as data, such as minutes, letters, reports, 
diaries etc.

Participatory 
observation

Example: A researcher might collect information 
about a specified gang’s behaviour via covert or 
overt involvement with the respondents. This may 
range from participating fully in their activities 
whilst observing and recording, to avoiding 
contact with the group, but collecting information 
by eavesdropping and reconnaissance.

Interviews

•        informal 

•        semi- structured

•        structured

Example: You are requested to reflect on 
your experience after a merger between two 
organisations. 
You talk to this experience freely and the 
interviewer listens / records the information.
You are asked to respond to certain topics / 
themes related to the merger, i.e. relationships,  
productivity, strategic direction etc. 
You are asked a series of open-ended questions 
about the experience (very structured, closed 
questions will be developed as a questionnaire 
and dealt with as a survey). 

Focus groups An intensive group discussion by 6-10 participants 
on a programme recently introduced and 
implemented in your agency.

Audio-visual 
methodologies

Recording a family meeting on audio or video 
tape. Having children take photos of important 
events in their lives in a given week/month.

Several valuable techniques and hints are available in the literature on the best 
method and how to use it effectively. Choose a method, but don’t be too ambitious 
– each has drawbacks! The most important considerations in choosing a data 
collection method, is whether it will be suitable: 

a) to answer the research question, and 

b) for cultural or practical reasons (i.e. ethnicity, age, cost, time)
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Suggested reading: Data collection
Garland, D.R., O’Connor, M.K., Wolfer, T.A.  and Netting, F. (2005) 
‘The focus group interview as an in-depth method’, in International 
Journal Of Social Research Methodology, 8, 4, 331-344.

Linhorst, D. M. (2002) ‘A review of the use and potential of focus groups 
in social work research’, in Qualitative Social Work, 1, 208-228.

Rubin, A and Babbie, E. (2001). Research Methods for Social Work. 
Belmont: Wadsworth.

3.3.2 Individual and focus groups interviews
Here we take a more detailed look at these two qualitative techniques given they are 
likely to be of great use to beginning practitioner researchers. Most of the material 
in this section is adapted with permission from Carl Davidson’s presentation to 
the GRIP teams (Davidson 2006a). For a number of (free) papers about focus 
groups and interviewing, you are encouraged to visit http://www.nodoubt.co.nz/
research_whitepapers.html.

Individual interviewing and focus group interviewing are both systematic 
qualitative discussion-based techniques. They share strengths and weaknesses, 
purpose, guide-based designs, question design, analytical techniques and 
presentation techniques. Both focus group interviews and individual interviews 
require good questioning techniques and listening skills. They also require the 
interviewer to be flexible in the conduct of the research because they use an 
interview guide, not a questionnaire.  

An interview guide should have:
1. Introductory questions to start the informant talking
2. A list of recurrent themes that represent the project’s research interests
3. A set of generic prompts
Social skills, and especially active listening skills are as important as the questions 
asked.  Sometimes in an interview or focus group you will find yourself not 
listening to what the informant is saying. You may have been formulating the next 
question for a minute or so before the person has stopped talking. Furthermore, as 
the number of interviews conducted grows, your immersion into the informants’ 
world produces a wealth of information which can inhibit subsequent interviews. 
And remember - the objective is to learn from the interviewee, not to impress the 
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person with how much you already know about it!

People don’t answer questions when...
• They don’t understand the question
• They don’t know the answer to the question
• They do know the answer but cannot recall it
• They do not want to answer in this context.

People answer poorly when the question...
• Is a leading question or assumes a type of answer
• Blends more than one question
• Asks about facts or historical events
• Is repetitive, boring, or the interview has gone on too long.

The nature of qualitative interviewing 
• Allows for ‘unstructured’ or ‘semi structured’ interviewing
• Very different from that used in face-to-face survey research 
• Content is largely shaped by what the respondents tell the researcher
• The researcher guides the respondent into particular areas
• Closer to a friendly conversation than the stimulus-response model found 

in a survey research interview
• Interviewers have a list of themes they wish to cover, and a list of prompts 

to keep respondents focused on those.

Aspects to consider when conducting interviews 

The topic guide lists questions as an aide: you do not have to ask them in exactly 
the same way or order in each and every interview
Questions flow in natural manner as with a good conversation
Introduce simple questions early
Aim to open interview up with searching questions that avoid ‘yes’ and ‘no’ type 
responses
Ask simple questions: often short questions are most effective
Be prepared to pause and think before you ask your next question
Probe and explore responses but do not prompt

Leave enough time to address all of the questions on your topic guide 
Debrief and reflect after the interview is complete 
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Think about each individual interview (before and after). Each interview should 
be ‘special’
Try to avoid added stress: be in the right place at the right time for the 
interview
Will you tape? Check how to use the equipment. And check again. 
If you decide to take notes instead of taping will your notes be word for word or 
summarise the main content? 
Constantly remind yourself of the focus of research (themes of research)
Remember: interviews and ensuing discussion are to answer questions you have 
set yourself. Interviews can be somewhat open-ended but they must have some 
focus if they are to be part of a practitioner research process

The nature of focus groups 
• An intensive group discussion ‘focused’ around particular issues
• Small groups (6 – 10 participants) led by a moderator who guides the 

discussion
• Those in the group share some common characteristics
• More like a dinner party conversation than conventional research
• Opportunity to record the group to replay bits in the presentation later
• The group process reproduces how opinions and beliefs are created in the 

wider social world (i.e. through social interaction). 
• Focus groups provide the opportunity to process opinions in a social 

setting. 
• The group setting fosters (indeed, demands) interchange between the 

respondents. 

Challenges with focus groups
1. Process effects
 The group-based nature of focus groups means that selecting the right 

participants and managing the group process are crucial to the method’s 
success. The logic of focus groups builds on having a homogenous 
collection of participants, precisely so they can start from their shared 
understandings. Equally, the moderator/s themselves may ‘contaminate’ 
the data by talking too much or ‘leading’ respondents’ responses.

2. Managing time
 There is less time per participant in focus groups than in most interview 

situations. A key responsibility of the moderator is ensuring everyone gets 
to have a say.
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• ‘The Attention Economy’ Problem: You have to make content attractive 
to get and keep the group’s attention.

• Avoid the traditional ‘MEGO’ (My Eyes Glazeth Over) response.
• Think: What would it take to get your attention???

3. Managing people
 Meet the participants: The experts, dominant talkers, shy respondents, 

people who can’t stop talking, the pain-in-the-ass, the bigot, the straight 
shooter (swearing etc.), the easily swayed. Encourage and control the 
group discussion (atmosphere, pauses and prompts, probing, rephrasing, 
reminder questions, hypothetical questions).

The shared strengths and weaknesses of interviews and focus groups 

Depth of Insight These methods ‘get close to the data’, 
and provide a depth of ‘texture’ that 
few other methods can.

Flexibility They are much more accommodating 
towards novelty than conventional, 
quantitative, research techniques. 
Provide the opportunity to uncover 
dimensions to the research question 
that would otherwise have been 
overlooked.

Ability to Target Specific 
Subgroups

Can pinpoint respondents of interest 
instead of trawling through large 
samples for them.

Generalisability Ongoing problems with having those 
unfamiliar with these techniques 
accept that you can generalise their 
results. Considerable confusion 
between ‘representativeness’ and 
‘generalisation’.

Interpretation These methods aim to get at 
‘qualities’ that can then be used to 
interpret and explain behaviour. This 
means the data collected tend to be 
anecdotes, illustrative examples, and 
quotes. But the interpretation of the 
data collected is always going to involve 
a measure of subjectivity
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Preparing for individual and focus group interviews
Don’t under estimate the value of preparation
• Start with a literature review 
• Understand the research needs
• Pretest questions, then evolve organically
• Pre-interview and prepare thoroughly
• Checklists and debriefing

‘The first step in qualitative research is to ‘prepare oneself, read the 
literature, and defocus’.       
    Neuman and Kreuger (2003, p. 350)

‘To qualitative researchers, the world they wish to explore is not awash with 
discrete, measurable variables but is a whole that must be first experienced, 
by standing – as it were – in the shoes of those being studied’  
   - Davidson and Tolich (2003) 

Suggested reading: Interviews and focus groups 
Tolich, M and Davidson, C. (1999) Starting fieldwork: an introduction 
to qualitative research in New Zealand, Auckland: Oxford University 
Press. 

3.3.3 Survey methods
The survey is potentially an extremely useful tool for practitioner researchers. It is, 
however, more difficult for a beginning researcher to develop a robust questionnaire 
(mail or telephone) without ongoing support. Where such help is not available 
there are some short-cuts that may be useful. These include:
• using particular questions that more experienced researchers have 

developed;
• with permission perhaps even replicating or adapting complete surveys 

that experienced researchers have developed;
• using on-line survey software.
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Mail survey 

Advantages Disadvantages
Relatively low cost Low response rates likely
Respondents can read and respond 
in own time

Assumes certain literacy and cultural 
issues that may be inappropriate with 
groups such as children or elderly

Responses are confidential and 
anonymous

Questions can’t be clarified

Lower chance of researcher 
influencing how respondent replies

Do not allow in-depth exploration or 
give opportunity for detailed response 
in own words

Readily available for completion and 
return

Not always clear who fills it in (e.g. 
within organisation or household)

Telephone survey

Advantages Disadvantages
Relatively low cost Target only telephone users or those 

at home during timing of survey 
Quick Miss important non-verbal responses
Can clarify questions Keeping interview going may be 

difficult 
Reach those with lower literacy skills Simple questions only

Email survey

Advantages Disadvantages
Relatively low cost Target only internet users
Quick Low response rates 
Can allow ongoing analysis to be 
undertaken

Miss important non-verbal responses

Simple questions only

Surveymonkey is an on-line programme that allows beginners to develop an email 
survey and was used by North Shore Council of Social Services within the GRIP 
project.  Further details of Surveymonkey are at: http://www.surveymonkey.
com. 

There are professional and basic subscription rates for Surveymonkey. The basic 



thinking about methodology               29

subscription is free.

Aspects to consider in using surveys
• Are you interested in 

1) opinion – public or specific group 
2) profile – individual participants or groups 

• Be clear about who you are asking/who you are not asking.
• Use clear and agreed definitions and explanations that do not change.
• Questions may be closed-response (are answered in the same way; easy 

to answer; and easily analysed).
• Questions may be open-response (where respondents can answer in their 

own words). Here be very careful – asking too many open-ended questions 
may result in a mass of information that you must then deal with.

• Multiple answers to questions are possible and questions and analysis must 
reflect this (e.g. people may identify as more than one ethnic group).

• When asking survey questions verbally, use the same wording/order.
• There is a diverse range of ways that questions may be asked. This can 

involve scales, agreements with statements, choices of categories.
• During analysis and write up always consider: who has responded/ who 

has not?
Considerations when using questionnaires (whether mail, telephone or 
email) 

A survey must meet the objectives of the research
Your coverage of respondents will be constrained by time and resources (e.g. 
even a lengthy mail survey will take longer to plan, write and analyse)
Ask questions that will get the information required (questions that are 
superfluous to the main focus of the research should be cut)

Order is important – questions should have logical and natural flow.  This may 
take time.
Format is important – aim for an attractive and professional questionnaires
Proof-read your questions (and get someone else to proof-read your 
questions) before you send them out
Avoid lengthy questionnaires
Avoid ambiguous questions and response sets that are unclear or overlapping 
Clarity (here a pilot may be essential to ensure respondents will understand 
the questions).
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Avoid leading questions
Hypothetical questions are difficult to answer (what if…)
Questions that involve recall or define time periods are difficult (in last 12 
months…)
There may be reluctance to answer sensitive questions 
Answers must be interpreted. Even factual questions get invalid responses if 
people misunderstand the question or aim to mislead in their answer!
Remember that what people say and what they do may differ

Always pilot it with one or more people resembling your target participants. Be 
prepared to make many changes before it is ready to use. Getting it ‘right’ saves 
a lot of regrets later on. For example, the question: ‘How many times have you 
rung our office?’ Possible answers include: ‘Lots!’ Or ‘I can’t remember’. Is this 
what you were expecting?

Suggested reading: Survey research
Bouma, G. (2000) The Research Process (4th Edition), Melbourne: 
OUP.

Neuman, W. L. and Kreuger, L. W. (2003) Social Work Research 
Methods: qualitative and quantitative approaches. Boston: Allyn and 
Bacon. 

Punch, K. (2005) Introduction to Social Research. Sage: London

3.3.4  Using case files 
Don’t underestimate the value of written material e.g. case notes, assessments, 
notes of interventions, official material, correspondence etc as a data source! Also 
numerical records of meetings, visits, interventions, demographic data. 

Looking through case files can tell us some important things about practice 
processes and outcomes. You have to decide what you are going to look for and 
have a data collection instrument. This will need piloting with a few files first. 
You can still sample in looking at files (see below).
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There are some important things to remember when reviewing case files: 
• They are an official ‘narrative’: what is recorded may give you one 

important perspective about practice and outcomes.
• They tell us about the culture of agency (what is required to be recorded/not 

recorded, and how such recording takes place).
• They tell us a lot about the culture of practice and perhaps the work of a 

range of practitioners.
• The record is an interpretation of events, albeit a professional one. 

Sometimes, however, it can be written to make the writer’s actions and 
interactions sound better than they were. Conversely, in some cases, the 
recording may not do justice to the work.

• Vocabulary and definitions may be used differently in different sites and 
over time.

• The purpose of the files may be different from your purpose.
• It can be time-intensive to look at them in detail.

3.4 Who must provide this information / where can it be   
 sourced? 
The next decision in thinking about the execution of the research, deals with the 
issue of where or with whom the data is located. Consequently, this decision is 
focused on what/who the ‘unit of analysis’ in the study will be. Is it an individual, 
a group, a work team or an organisational unit? Or is the data archival by nature, 
located somewhere in the organisation’s information system? 

3.4.1  Sampling
Sampling is about deciding your population of interest:
• What is the population of interest?
• How will you choose and access participants?
• Is it a complete sample from your population (e.g. all basic grade social 

workers attending a focus group)?
• Will you select using a list?
• Who is taking part or responding?
• Who is NOT taking part or responding?

Remember: “The manner in which a sample is drawn determines to 
what extent we can generalise from the findings” (Bouma, 2000)
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When identifying the source of the data, it is also important to define the sampling 
frame of the study.  here are no rules for sample size in qualitative inquiry. Sample 
size depends on what you want to know, the purpose of the inquiry, what will have 
credibility and what can be done with available time and resources. In quantitative 
studies though, it is generally stated that the larger the population, the smaller 
the percentage of the population the sample needs to be. If the population itself 
is relatively small, the sample should comprise a reasonably large percentage of 
the population.  

Factors that influence the eventual size of a sample are the heterogeneity of the 
population, the desired degree of accuracy, the type of sample and the availability 
of a reliable measuring instrument. For more information about sample size, 
consult Bouma (2000).

Two major groups of sampling procedures exist – probability and non-probability 
sampling. In the most general sense a probability sample is one in which each 
person in the population has the same known chance of being selected. In non-
probability sampling the odds of selecting a particular individual are not known. 
In qualitative investigations non-probability sampling techniques are used almost 
without exception. 

Non-Probability sampling strategies

Availability Use anyone suitable to the study you can find to provide 
data.

Purposive Deliberately seek certain types of respondents judged to 
be typical to the topic of interest.

Quota Select respondents on the basis of categories assumed 
to exist. 

Snowball Begin with a small number of likely informants and rely on 
these people to generate contact with others who share 
the activity being explored.

Theoretical Decide on analytical grounds what information to collect 
next and where to find it, based on typical cases.
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Probability sampling strategies

Simple random You must have access to a complete, 
numbered sampling frame to then 
select numbers from this by using a 
random number table. 

Systematic Pick a random starting point in a 
randomly organised sampling frame 
and take any nth (e.g. 5th or 50th) 
item that corresponds to the final 
sampling number required.

Stratified Treat each sub-group in the sampling 
frame as a sampling frame in itself 
and use systematic sampling to select 
the appropriate proportion from each 
group.

Cluster Identify hierarchical groups (clusters) 
in the population for which there 
is no sampling frame and draw a 
random sample from each in order 
to obtain finer samples that are more 
manageable.

 
 
Suggested reading: Sampling
Bell, J. (2005) Doing Your Research Project: A guide for first time 
researchers in education, health and social science.  Maidenhead: Open 
University Press.

Bouma, G. (2000) The Research Process (4th Edition). Melbourne: 
OUP.

3.5 Is it worth testing the plan? 
A pilot study can be regarded as a small-scale trial run of all the aspects planned 
for use in the main inquiry. A pilot study helps the researcher to fine-tune the study 
before implementation. Very few literature sources exist on this subject, but all 
research books encourage researchers to consider the value and feasibility of a 
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pilot study with regards the following elements: 
• Suitability of the sampling frame
• Suitability of the procedure of data collection (e.g. the questionnaire)
• Expected non-response rate
• Method of analysis
• Effectiveness of planning
• Cost estimates

3.6  What about ethics?
Only some practitioner projects will require a formal application to an institutional 
ethics committee or research access committee (such as Health and Disability 
Ethics Committee, or the CYF Research Access Committee). As a practitioner–
researcher you may need to clarify (and/or challenge!) this with your employer. 
All projects, however, will need to pay attention to ethical issues and discuss 
ethical considerations that relate to their own progress. This can be done in many 
ways and does not necessarily involve approval from an ethics committee, if your 
agency isn’t geared for this. These discussions are likely to be:

Before the project commences 

During the life of the project

After the study is completed

Remember, ethical review is an ongoing process not a once-off consideration. All 
practitioner research raises issues of ethical conduct because:

• You are doing research with human participants

• These are likely to involve vulnerable groups

• Practitioner activities involve organisations and resources

• Issues of power arise (between staff, and between clients and staff)

Tips about ethical conduct of research

Recognise that ethical issues arise and set about tackling them
Put safety mechanisms in place
Think about the sorts of issues that may arise – here you need to seek advice
Ethical dilemmas and problems do not mean a piece of work is unachievable 
Core ethical principles
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A number of institutions and organisations, including Universities, research 
organisations and government departments, have their own ethical codes and 
principles. Across this wide range of organisations there is broad agreement about 
the key ethical principles that research with human participants should seek to 
uphold. For example:

Massey University 
Human Ethics 
Committee
Principles 

Auckland University 
Human Participants 
Ethics Committee

SPEaR 
Best Practice 
Guidelines
Principles 

Respect for persons Respect for the rights of 
participants

Respect 

Respect for privacy and 
confidentiality

Respect for privacy Integrity

Informed and voluntary 
consent 

Informed and voluntary 
consent

Reciprocity

Minimisation of harm Minimisation of harm
The avoidance of 
unnecessary deception

Transparency

Avoidance of conflict of 
interest 

Avoidance of conflict of 
interest

Social and cultural 
sensitivity to the age, 
gender, culture, religion, 
social class of the 
participants 

Social and cultural 
sensitivity
Acknowledgement of the 
Treaty of Waitangi

Responsiveness

Justice Soundness of research 
methodology

Competency

www.huamnethics.
massey.ac.nz

www.auckland.ac.nz/
uoa/about/research/
ethics/ethics.cfm

www.spear.govt.nz

You may find it useful to discuss such questions as:
• How can we ensure participants really want to take part in the study and 

do not simply feel obliged or pressured?
• How can we best explain the study to them?
• What will we do if someone is unhappy about the conduct or use of 

interview material?
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• How can we better involve service users in what we are doing in terms of 
research?

• Where will we store information?
• What will we do with information once the study is complete?
• What if issues of dangerous practice or potential harm are revealed during 

interviews?
• Is there any conflict of interest in the study?
• What if someone discloses commercially-sensitive information?
• What will be the benefits for those participants taking part in the study?
For some projects these issues may be unlikely to arise. On the other hand, there 
may be further issues that you identify during preliminary discussions. Do not 
worry if potential ethical dilemmas arise – in most cases it is possible to address 
these by putting safeguards and procedures in place. Moreover, such discussions 
will increase the quality of your study by helping you focus the purpose and 
rationale of your study.  

 
Remember – a good study is always an ethical and reflective 
study

 
All methods may involve ethical dangers:
• Interviews (clients or staff could become upset when talking about the past 

or present)
• Surveys (a group of your staff may object to the assumptions that are made 

about their role or culture)
• Focus groups (junior staff may not want to be open if the group contains 

senior staff)
• Observations (what if unsafe practice is observed?)
• Case files (what if the files reveal examples of poor practice?)
• Secondary data (what if analysis of existing data could reveal the identity 

of an organization or a client?)
• Stories (how can you faithfully present the stories that were told to 

you?)
Important first steps:
• Consider core ethical principles (e.g. select a set from the table above)
• Discuss core principles and the screening tool within your team 
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• Identify how ethical dilemmas can be resolved to the satisfaction of team 
members (and also to the satisfaction of others in the organisation who 
may not be part of the team) 

• Continuously review ethical issues during the life of the project

Suggested readings: Social research ethics
Campbell, L. (1997) ‘Good and proper: considering ethics in practice 
research’, in Australian Social Work, 50, 4, 29-36.

Massey University Code of Ethics www.humanethics.massey.ac.nz

SPEaR Code of Ethics www.spear.govt.nz

Tolich, M. (Ed.) (2001) Research Ethics in Aotearoa New Zealand: 
Concepts, practice, critique, Auckland: Longman.

 
3.7  How do you respect the interests of particular    
 participants?
Good research ethics require projects to take account of diversity in their 
relations with participants and wider community interests. In the last decade 
or so, there have been major debates around the ethics and best practice of 
undertaking research with a range of user groups such as young people, mental 
health service users, community interests, and those in receipt of family services, 
etc. In terms of minority and diverse ethnic cultures, as Ruth DeSouza (2006) 
suggests, there is likely to be a diversity of experience, including immigrants, 
refugees, asylum seekers, international students, long-term settled communities 
and transnationals. 

3.7.1 Some considerations about diversity in research:
• It is always important to provide information to respondents in a clear, 

easy-to-understand format so populations can best decide whether and 
how they wish to participate. 

• The assumptions we make about what exists (ontology) affect what we 
consider we can know about a subject (epistemology), this in turn affects 
how we decide to study it (methodology). These three are interrelated.

• Each methodology brings epistemological and ontological assumptions.
• Epistemologies (what we think we know) are determined by the situation 

and our own cultural biases. 
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• They reflect the values and interests of their creators.
• Epistemology is both a way of knowing and a system of knowing that has 

a legitimating force.
 
Suggested readings: Respecting the interests of particular participants
Greenstein, T.N. (2006) Methods of family research (2nd Edition), 
Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Munford, R. and Sanders, J. (2004) ‘Recruiting diverse groups of young 
people to research: Agency and empowerment in the consent process’, 
in Qualitative Social Work, 3, 469-482.

Peterson, D. (1999) Encouraging ethical and non-discriminatory 
research with mental health consumers: A discussion paper. Mental 
Health Commission www.mhc.govt.nz/publications

3.7.2 Is culture significant in research?
During her presentation to the GRIP project, Ruth DeSouza (2006) introduced 
key debates around the significance of culture to research.

The case against:
• Glaser (1978, p. 60) argues that the researcher should not assume the 

relevance of a variable, for example, culture or gender, unless it has emerged 
as significant.

• Meleis (1996) rejects a focus on culture as a unit of analysis when it does 
not include other factors, arguing that this can result in stereotyping, 
homogenising and reductionism, which then ignores structural factors on 
the basis of cultural relativism.

The case for:
• Bhatia and Ram (2001) argue that assigning of colonial history, gender 

and race to the status of ‘variables’ means that their embeddedness in a 
network of multiple and contested practice is overlooked. 

• DeVault (1995) argues that race and ethnicity are always significant and 
integral to analysis and that active attention is needed to hear the relevance, 
rather than passive listening and recording. 

• Ruth also drew on Allen’s (1999) suggestion of the risks we face in
o creating generalizations that facilitate talking or working across 
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‘differences’
o attempting to identify meanings that are generally held by a group of 

people 
o the development of stereotypes or over-generalisations
o failing to contextualize and dangers of stereotyping

Suggested readings: Significance of culture in research
Allen, D. G. (1999). ‘Knowledge, politics, culture and gender: A 
discourse perspective’, in Canadian Journal of Nursing Research, 
30(4), 227-234.

Bhatia, S. and Anjali R. (2001) ‘Locating the dialogical self in the age 
of transnational migrations, border crossings and diasporas’, in Culture 
& Psychology, 7 , 3, 297-309.

DeVault, M. L. (1995) ‘Ethnicity and expertise: Racial-ethnic knowledge 
in sociological research’, in Gender & Society, 9, 5,, 612-631.

Glaser, B.G. (1978) Theoretical sensitivity: Advances in the methodology 
of grounded theory. Mill Valley, California: Sociology Press. 

Meleis, A. I. (1996) ‘Culturally competent scholarship: Substance and 
rigor’, in Advances in Nursing Sciences, 19, 2, 1-16.

Both the diverse nature of New Zealand society and the requirements of the 
Treaty of Waitangi mean that projects should continuously review their cultural 
assumptions, approaches and expectation.  Given the diverse client-base of many 
agencies, all projects will have to review cultural competency and sensitivity within 
their study design and throughout their projects. There are some extremely helpful 
guidelines developed that will help agencies begin these processes.  

Consultation is a vital, necessary step: 
• Do it early in the research design, throughout the project, results, 

dissemination and beyond.
• Document that consultation.
• It’s a two-way communication process for presenting and receiving 

information before final decisions are made. 
• Consider cultural practices and values – and the impact these have on the 

research process – i.e. common Pacific values according to Tanya Wendt 
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Samu, include: respect, reciprocity, communalism, collective responsibility, 
gerontocracy, humility, love, service, spirituality.

Who should you consult? 
• The ‘community’ to consult with is a social construction so care is needed 

in the choice – is it cultural, professional or geographic?
• Credibility is important.
We are not suggesting that ‘culture’ is something that is considered after 
methodology, method, and sample. As suggested in 3.1, there are distinct 
orientations and worldviews of quantitative vs. qualitative researchers and the 
cultural standpoints of researchers and their topics of investigation may themselves 
suggest certain methodologies and methods. All researchers have a worldview and 
in recent years there has been a far better recognition of this (within practice and 
research).  As part of these and associated debates, attention has been focused of 
the relationship of a Māori world-view and social research. In a GRIP Workshop 
Leland Ruwhiu (2006) guided the GRIP groups through some important reflections 
on research and Māori.

3.7.3  Research with Māori 
As Nelson Mandela said “I could see the history and culture of my own people 
as part and parcel of the history and culture of the entire human race” (Sampson, 
1999)

He taniko ara rau (Leland Ruwhiu 2006): “Behold the child . . . see, where ’mid 
work of his own hand he lies . . . with light upon him from his father’s eyes”

Te rongonui o te taniko kei roto I te whiriwhiri noa mau tonu tona ataahua: The 
beauty of taniko (Maori weaving) is that there is more than one pattern.
• A Māori worldview is real
• A Māori worldview is complex
• A Māori worldview reinforces and develops behaviour
• A Māori worldview provides navigation points.
• A Māori worldview is placed on a historical context that has different roots 

to Western views.
• A Māori worldview is legitimate and valid and thus can contribute to 

research on Maori.
A Māori worldview may include:
• The depth of Wairuatanga (Ideology)
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• The depth of Whanau (Relational development)
• The depth of Tikanga (Protocols of engagement)
• The depth of Hauora (Levels of wellbeing)
• The depth of Ko au (Identity and interconnectedness)
• The depth of Oritenga (Cultural wisdom)
• The depth of Mana (Respect)
Key foundational principles informing Māori research:
• Continuity
• Cultural integrity
• Cultural relevance
• Tino rangatiratanga
• Integration/balance
• Centricity of root culture
Navigating Whanau Māori
• Principle of Whanau socialization signifies the view that a Whanau unit is 

the most individual beginning point of human engagement, primal to the 
isolate individual.

• Principle of Whanau plurality is based on the view that those living are 
incomplete without their past, current configurations of human support 
and potential seeds of their posterity.

• Subsequently, there are layers upon layers of stories that inform the mahi 
with Whanau.

 
Suggested readings: Research and Maori
Cunningham, C. (2003) ‘Application of the TPK guidelines for conducting 
research with Maori’ in Lunt, N., Davidson, C. and McKegg, K. (Eds.) 
Evaluating Policy and Practice: A New Zealand Reader (pp. 142-146), 
Pearson: Auckland. 

Guidelines for Research and Evaluation with Maori have been developed 
to assist Ministry of Social Development staff and contractors who 
undertake projects that require input from Maori. www.msd.govt.nz/
about/csre.html#guidelines

Moewaka Barnes, H. (2003) ‘Maori and evaluation: Some issues to 
consider’, in Lunt, N., Davidson, C. and McKegg, K. (Eds.) Evaluating 
policy and practice: A New Zealand reader (pp. 146-151), Pearson: 
Auckland. 
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Suggested readings: Research and Maori (cont’d)

Pipi, et al. (2004) ‘A research ethic for studying Māori and iwi provider 
success’, Social Policy Journal of New Zealand, Issue 23, 141-153.

SPEAR (2005) Best Practice: Research and evaluation involving Maori. 
www.spear.govt.nz

Te Puni Kokiri (1999) Evaluation for Māori: Guidelines for government 
agencies. May. www.tpk.govt.nz/publications

Tuhiwai Smith, L. (1999) Decolonising methodologies: Research and 
indigenous peoples. Zed Books/University of Otago Press: London/
Dunedin.

3.7.4  What is Pasifika research? 

Pasifika research has also been subject to a great deal of discussion and elucidation 
about the interrelations of Pasifika world-views, epistemologies and methods. 
During a GRIP workshop Tanya Wendt Samu (2006) provided an introduction to 
the definition and nature of Pasifika research. She drew on a Ministry of Education, 
Health Research Council, and Tertiary Education Commission Guidelines.     

Ministry of Education (2001) Pasifika education research guidelines:
• Educational research involving Pacific participants (2001:1)
• ‘The role of Pacific research is… to identify and promote a Pacific world 

view….[and] interrogate the assumptions that underpin western structures 
and institutions’  (2001:7)

• ‘….begin by identifying Pacific values and the way in which Pacific 
societies create meaning, structure and construct reality’ (2001:7)

Health Research Council (2004) Guidelines on Pacific health research:
• ‘….primary role of Pacific research is to generate knowledge and 

understanding  both about, and for, Pacific peoples…’ 
• ….Pacific research requires the active involvement of Pacific peoples (as 

researchers, advisors and stakeholders) and demonstrates that Pacific people 
are more than just the subjects of research.  Pacific research will build the 
capacity and capability of Pacific peoples in research, and contribute to 
the Pacific knowledge base….’

The Tertiary Education Commission’s (2003) Draft guidelines for assessing evidence 
portfolios that include Pacific research offers the following definitions:

Paradigm: Pacific research is informed by and embedded with… Pacific world- 
views, knowledge, practices and values
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Participation: Pacific research involves the active participation of Pacific people... 
and validates relationships between researcher and ‘researched’….engages the 
Pacific community

Contribution: Pacific research has a demonstrable impact on Pacific communities…
contributes to Pacific knowledge base…relevant and responsive to needs of Pacific 
peoples…

Capacity and capability: Pacific research builds capacity and capability of Pacific 
researchers…enhances the capacity of relevant Pacific communities to access and 
use research.

Tanya Wendt Samu (2006) cited discussion of local residents who complained: 
• ‘Crime, health, housing – the research never stops and Otara people are 

sick of it…’ 
• ‘The people of Otara are tired of being poked and prodded, researched and 

studied…’
• ‘They take information from us, but we don’t see any feedback…’
• ‘They send in people who know nothing about Otara; they try to use 

methods that they believe work in the slums of London, but will never 
work in Otara’ (MOE 2001, p. 20)

From: Guidelines for Pacific Health Research (Health Research Council, 2004)

She noted the importance of:
• Avoiding the ‘Bounty Bar’ Syndrome in Pasifika Research method 

and design – simply having Pacific researchers and talking to Pasifika 
participants are not enough
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• Consultation and clearly articulated Pacific values being embedded in 
different stages of research

Suggested readings: Research and Pacific peoples
SPEAR (2005) Best Practice: Research and evaluation involving Pasifika 
www.spear.govt.nz

Newport, C. (2003) ‘Pacific evaluation: Values, voices and methodological 
considerations’, in Lunt, N., Davidson, C. and McKegg, K. (Eds.) 
Evaluating Policy and Practice: A New Zealand Reader (pp. 151-157), 
Pearson: Auckland. 

3.7.5 Researcher relationships
Ethics does involve considering the potential harm to respondents as well as others 
who have a stake in your research. Many of the respondents will be relatively 
disadvantaged, or subject to social assumptions and stereotypes and it is important 
that research does not further exacerbate these. 

Given social research is fundamentally about relationships – between research and 
respondents – it is important not to overlook the potential difficulties and uncomfortable 
feelings that research may also generate for researchers themselves. 

It is also important to recognise, however, that involving service users and 
communities in research processes may give them a strong voice in shaping 
services and programmes. As well as participation being potentially rewarding 
and enjoyable, closer research collaboration between users and researcher has 
the potential to be empowering. Whether and how this occurs depends on the 
type of partnership that is developed and there are many models of possible user 
involvement in social research.   

Suggested reading: Research as relationship
Davison, J. (2004) ‘Dilemmas in research: Issues of vulnerability and 
disempowerment for the social workers/researcher’, Journal of Social 
Work Practice, 18, 3, 379-393. 
Hill, S. (2004) ‘Doing collaborative research: Doing what feels right and 
makes sense’, in International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 
7, 2, 109-126. 
Hallowell, N., Lawton, J. and Gregory, S. (Eds.) (2005) Reflections 
on research: The realities of doing research in the social sciences. 
Maidenhead: Open University Press. 
Lowes, L. and Hulatt, I. (Eds.) (2005) Involving users in health and 
social care research. NY: Routledge. 
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3.8 Surmounting hurdles!
There will be plenty of hurdles to surmount during the planning and conduct of 
your practitioner research project. We would always recommend reading about 
the experiences of other researchers because their stories contain useful tips and 
encouragement.

Reflection on a piece of research done by practitioners at Box Hill Hospital in 
Melbourne (Cleak, 1996) suggests some useful messages:  

1.        Ideal research conditions never exist.
2. Try to develop shared goals on the part of the research team and the staff.
3. Build on systems already in operation.
4. Determine in advance exactly what kind and how much data you really 

need.
5. You cannot possibly look at data from every angle. Select findings that are 

likely to be clinically and administratively meaningful.
6. Don’t underestimate the time and effort it takes to move from project design 

to implementation and analysis.
7. If at all possible, set aside or secure funds and personnel-release time to 

accomplish your research goals.
8. If using such a partnership, make sure that the technical ‘specialist’ is also 

familiar with social work practice.
9. Any research design must include careful consideration of how you will 

present your results, in what format, and for what audience.
 
Suggested reading: The experiences of others
A useful starting point for those that want to hear about how other 
researchers have undertaken their own small scale research for the 
first time is the set of reflections collected in: Gilling, M. (Ed.)(2000) 
Research: The art of juggling, Wellington: Massey University 

An excellent and fascinating collection of numerous research stories 
is in the volume: Hallowell, N., Lawton, J. and Gregory, S. (2005) 
Reflections on Research: The realities of doing research in the social 
sciences, OUP: Maidenhead

3.8.1  What about time?
The main barrier that continues to exist around practitioner research conduct and 
use seems to be time and managing the endlessly expanding caseloads! It is not 
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uncommon for social work practitioners to neglect any activities that keep them 
away from front-line involvement with clients – justifiably so! But when these 
practitioners have a commitment to participate in research and a passion to keep it 
going, it seems as though the only way to find time to get this done, is a really fine 
management of time.  For most of the GRIP groups it seemed to work extremely 
well to book a morning/afternoon (or for an odd luxury, a whole day!) to meet as a 
team with a very specific agenda for both the meeting time and for preparation that 
needed to be done by that time.  It might include identifying or finding particular 
resources, reading an article and reporting this in a summarised format to the team 
(see the use of a template as discussed in section 2). The further ahead these days 
are booked, the easier it is to attempt to keep the time open and to ensure that every 
member of the team can be accommodated. In addition, it is helpful if time allocated 
for research activities can be negotiated in advance with your manager.  

Useful tips on managing time
• Book a time to meet as a team well in advance
• Decide on a number of dates evenly distributed over a period of time
• Agree on an agenda for every meeting
• Agree before each meeting on preparation that must be done

3.8.2  What about teamwork?
Doing practitioner research with a team provides tremendous strength and 
support compared with working alone. There are people to discuss concepts and 
ideas with, to present the need for the research to colleagues and management, 
to share the work, to encourage flagging spirits, to celebrate small achievements 
and milestones.

There are also potential pitfalls. The ideal practice research team might be a group 
of colleagues already working closely together in a supportive environment, but 
most often research teams develop on interest and as such, new teams are most 
often the norm. A lot has been written in various disciplines about managing group 
dynamics, but at this point, it is a timely reminder to re-visit (or discover for the 
first time), the elements to be negotiated in a group and the importance of this 
to the outcome of the research undertaking. Acknowledge the development of a 
group culture; communication and interaction patterns; cohesion, and norms and 
roles associated with the research.  A team leader is needed to coordinate tasks 
and facilitate group interaction and participation, but in most cases the power 
dynamic might make it less favourable to have the manager or existing team 
leader appointed to this role. The importance of food and drink (kai) and a sociable 
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environment for the team, should not 
be underestimated! 

Loss of shared vision is often the cause 
for research projects to fail and it is 
important to ensure team members 
have the passion to contribute (and 
keep on contributing!) to the project. 
With a highly mobile workforce and 
constant change associated with 
structural re-organisation in some 
organisations, it might be a challenge 
to keep a shared vision.  Efforts 
should be made early on to ensure 
this is maintained. The team should 
discuss how the expectations of all 
the individuals can be met. 

An important part of succeeding 
with practitioner research is support 
from the organisation in which this 
takes place. Unfortunately limited resources and high demands do not always 
allow managers to be accommodating in terms of time for research. However, by 
maintaining a positive profile and frequently reporting to managers and colleagues 
alike, researchers can help them to appreciate the advantages the research will 
bring to the whole workplace and this will increase moral and perhaps practical 
support. 

Useful tips on teamwork 
• Be aware of the group’s dynamics.
• Appoint a group facilitator with good leadership skills and motivation – not 

necessarily the manager or existing team leader.
• Create a sociable environment with enough food and fun.
• Obtain moral and peer support in the organisation.
• Ensure a shared vision is maintained.
• Be prepared to navigate the emotions of partnerships.
• Be clear about the expectations of individual members of the team.
• Discuss contingency measures to replace members when needed.
• Plan all your meetings for 6 or 12 months ahead and stick to them.
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   thinking about data analysis 4  Christa Fouché and Neil Lunt

4.1 Making a start on data analysis
Data analysis is the process of relating the data that we collect to the research 
question/s to see what it is telling us.

4.1.1 How is it done?
At the core of all data gathered, is the question of how it is to be analysed.  In 
the case of quantitative research, the data should be analysed using appropriate 
statistical procedures.  The selection of the appropriate statistical procedure is 
normally guided by the kind of research question asked or by the hypothesis 
one wants to test. Expert advice on the selection and use of correct statistical 
procedures is always advisable and available.  However, these should be explored 
prior to the collection of data, as certain statistical procedures depend on particular 
requirements linked to the collection of the data.  

In the case of qualitative research designs, the use of statistical techniques is not 
appropriate and other appropriate techniques such as identification of patterns, 
relationships or common themes should be used. Once again, one should determine 
the correct technique to apply in analysing all data prior to the collection thereof. 
This will be covered in more detail in the next section on data analysis. 

All forms of data analysis, both quantitative and qualitative, should aim to be:
• Systematic in its interrogation of the data
• Comprehensive in ensuring no data is disregarded
• Easy to work with and orderly
• Able to ensure sameness and difference across cases is identified
• Dynamic – you may change categories and the ways you organise your 

data
• Transparent to others wishing to understand and replicate what you have 

done 

4.1.2 Where do we start?
Quantitative and qualitative analysis go through a similar set of steps. A preliminary 
is data familiarity (listening to tapes, reading transcripts, or getting a ‘feel’ of the 
mail surveys).  Then go through:
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Step One:  Data reduction (and data cleaning)
Step Two:  Data organisation
Step Three:  Data interpretation

4.2 Analysing qualitative data 
Here we focus only on the analysis of qualitative data, particularly in-depth 
interview data and focus groups as that has been the focus for most of the 
participating GRIP teams. While there are a number of computer packages that 
can be used to help analyse qualitative data for small projects and relatively 
inexperienced researchers we would recommend ‘paper’ methods and techniques 
that make use of nothing more complex than simple word processing packages. 

First you will need some essentials: 
• your interview tapes, transcripts or notes
• coloured pens or coloured tags; scissors
• some large sheets of paper
Carl Davidson (2006b) suggests that qualitative analysis is not a distinct step in 
the research process but an on-going, incremental process:
• Analysing qualitative data is about familiarity with the content of data, 

and about making decisions as to where the material should go.
• In this sense, the researcher is the computer because no computer can 

answer the right kinds of analytical question for you.
• Analytical programmes deal with the structure of language not its 

meaning.

4.2.1 Reducing the data
• You must aim to move from transcripts and detailed notes to ‘charts’ of 

key themes and issues.  
• To do this you need to read your transcripts/notes and to colour-code and 

index the interesting material.  
• To make data manageable you then need to lift colour-coded material from 

original transcripts.  This may involve you cutting out sections of useful 
text and assembling it on one large chart according to the colour codes.

• It is common in data reduction to use annotation and codes.

4.2.2 Organising the data
• Charting is done according to questions, categories, or themes.
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• Those are open to revision.
• The aim is to have one or two large sheets of paper containing the interesting 

material from each interview.
• Using a ‘grid system’ allows you to see across each interview case and 

within each case.
• Data organisation often includes the use of memos and summaries.

Example of a simple grid for analysing qualitative data

THEMES Interview 
with John

Interview 
with Chris

Interview 
with Ben

Interview 
with Tane

Interview 
with…

Theme 1 Material 
on Theme 
1 from 
interview 
with John

Material 
on Theme 
1 from 
interview 
with Chris

Material 
on Theme 
1 from 
interview 
with Ben

Material 
on Theme 
1 from 
interview 
with Tane

Theme 2 Material 
on Theme 
2from 
interview 
with John

Material 
on Tfheme 
2 rom 
interview 
with Chris

Material 
on Theme 
2 from 
interview 
with Ben

Material 
on Theme 
2 from 
interview 
with Tane

Theme 3 Theme 3 Theme 3 Theme 3
Theme … And so 

on…
And so 
on…

And so 
on… 

4.2.3 Interpreting the data
• Remember, you asked questions about certain things. You already have a 

thematic framework of sorts.
• After initial charting you may revise your charts.
• New categories may emerge; others will be combined.
• Analysis is an ongoing process. Generate themes. Reflect. Be creative.
• ‘Mapping’ is where you look at the grid and charts and see concepts, range 

of occurrences, typologies, associations, explanations, gaps etc. Look across 
and within cases.

• You will then be in a position to draw conclusions and to begin to write.
• Data interpretation is about interpreting stories. Carl Davidson (2006b) 

suggests you look for:
▪ Themes (broad themes)
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▪ Exemplars (instances and examples of themes)
▪ ‘Zingers’ (quotes and particular occurrences of exemplars)  

4.2.4 Pitfalls to avoid when attempting qualitative analysis
When the researcher acts as analyst (as the computer if you like) there are always 
some potential drawbacks:
• Data overload
• Being swayed by first impressions
• Ignoring difficult information
• Taking more note of positive instances
• Discounting the novel
• Uneven reliability within the data (some sources taken as more reliable 

because of their position role)
• Missing information that we fail to recognise has a bearing on the 

conclusions we can draw
• Seeking a fictional base (e.g. using an ‘average’ in discussion of qualitative 

material)
• Taking co-occurrence as correlation!
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• Ignoring inconsistencies within data
From: Robson, C. (2002) Real World Research: A resource for social 
scientists and practitioner-researchers, Blackwell: Oxford.

4.3 Analysing quantitative data 
Barry McDonald (2006) explained that analysing quantitative data is about: 
• summarising and presenting data so it can be understood
• checking whether findings can be put down to chance (e.g. luck in terms 

of who chose to answer the survey questions). 

Types of data
There are three main types of statistical data:

(a) Categories and counts 
 e.g.  There are various categories of client e.g. A,B,C, …, 
 We count how many people fall into each category. 
(b) Measurements 
 e.g. How long does a client’s file stay open before they are dealt 

with? 
What is the cost of dealing with each case? 
(c) There is also an intermediate type: Ordinal data i.e. we have categories 

which have an order in them. 

Examples:
Income group: 1= <$10,000 ; 2 = $10,000-14,999; 3 = $15,000-$19,999;

Education level: 1= no qualifications; 2 = School Cert/NCEA 1; to ; 7 = University 
graduate 

We may :
• just treat these as unordered categories, as in (a), or 
• treat them like measurement data, as in (b) by assigning the categories 

numbers 1, 2 , 3 , 4 etc. so we can look for a trend - a tendency for one 
set of numbers to rise or fall as the category changes. 

Layout
Data is usually set out in case-by-case format, with one row of data per individual 
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and the answers to particular questions set out as columns e.g. Here is some survey 
data from a research company: 

Note:
• Usually each individual should have a unique identifier (ID number) 
• All the data above are stored as numbers, but some of these are just codes 

so these could be replaced by letters or words e.g. 
o Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female 
o Marital status:  1 = married/partnered , 2 = single, 3 = separated/

widowed/divorced. 
• Some data are measurements e.g. age-group (years), number of newspapers 

the individual reads per week. 
• Some data are ordinal e.g. PersIncm (personal income category)
• This case-by-case format gives the most opportunity for data analysis. 
With data in case-by-case format you can explore a wide variety of possible 
connections within the data. For example:

In a large random sample from a research company, is there a relationship between 
the marital status of respondents and their gender? 
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Single Married Separated All
Men 789

44.15
451
49.83

159
25.24

1399
42.11

Women 998
55.85

454
50.17

471
74.76

1923
57.89

All 1787
100.00

905
100.00

630
100.00

3322
100.00

Tabulated statistics gender and marital status

The column percentages (bolded numbers) show that 74.76% of respondents in the 
Separated/Widowed/Divorced category were female, which is much higher than the 
proportion of females in the other categories. This may be due to female longevity, 
or to the unwillingness of separated males to answer questions! Or both. 

Typically we would describe marital status as a demographic (or background 
variable) since it is unlikely to be the focus of a study. However such demographics 
may tell us about potential biases or unusual features in our data that may make 
it hard to generalise to the wider NZ population or if we took a similar number of 
respondents from somewhere else. 

Categories and Chance
In this example from a survey of New Zealanders’ newspaper reading habits, the 
question was: Is there a trend for people with higher educational qualifications to 
be more likely to subscribe to a newspaper? 
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Could it just be chance? 
In a research context, a typical question when you find something interesting is, 
“Is it statistically significant?” This means, could the results we have found just 
be explained by chance?

For example, in this survey there was a trend for people with tertiary qualifications 
to be more likely to subscribe than people without tertiary.

 No Yes All
No  1375 1378  2753
Yes  216  353  569
All  1591 1731 3322

Rows: Tertiary education 
Columns: Subscribe
Could this difference just be explained by a ‘lucky’ sample? Maybe the differences 
would disappear if we took more respondents? Or if we took a similar number of 
respondents from somewhere else? 

To quantify chance we could imagine randomly choosing 569 people and calling 
them ‘group A’ (tertiary) and the remaining 2753 ‘group B’ (not tertiary). How 
likely is it that we would get this big a difference in percentage of subscribers 
between groups A and B just by chance? 

This sort of argument is called ‘hypothesis testing’. It is answered by making some 
assumptions and then computing a P-value (or probability value) for how likely 
the results are through chance alone. 

Other statistical tools
You will probably need to use an add-in for Excel, or a statistical program such 
as SPSS or Minitab to make the most of the data. 
• Minitab is a simple Stats program and has a 30-day free demo, or students 

can buy it cheap.
• SPSS is more costly, but more well-known in Psychology or Business 

research. 
• Excel has some data analysis tools, but they often require the data to be in 

the right format, e.g. all the columns of numbers next to each other in the 
right order

• Some data analysis add-ins are free in Excel, some you can get with statistics 
textbooks from the library and some you can download off the Web. 
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  writing and dissemination  5  Liz Beddoe

“The hardest thing about writing is simply getting started. The best tip we 
can offer is ‘start anywhere’ ”. (Tolich and Davidson, 2003, p.177).

Completing the writing up completes the research process. For many new (and 
seasoned) researchers this may be a very challenging activity, for others the 
exciting part. 

Why write up?
• Writing up enables you to draw all the parts of the research process - the 

questions, the design, the literature review, data collection, data analysis 
– together, and into a communicable whole.

• Writing up enables you to communicate your findings to the various 
stakeholders in your research projects. These may include participants, 
colleagues, organisations, funders, your professional community, interest 
groups and so forth.

• It completes the ethical commitment you have made to reporting to the 
participants and others who may have shared their time, knowledge and 
other resources with you.

• It enables the wider professional community to access, review and utilise 
what you have found.

5.1 Key considerations in writing up
Eva McLaren (2007) suggests six key considerations in the writing up process:
• Who is the target audience? (Peers, managers, conference delegates, funding 

bodies).
• Why is your work relevant to them and why will they read it?  (Maybe 

a requirement of funding, payback for time and resources granted, 
stakeholders with a personal or professional interest in your findings, or 
colleagues whom you may wish to influence).

• What are the key findings you wish to communicate?
• What are the implications for your target audience?
• How can you communicate sufficient information to present your findings 

in a credible manner to your target audience?
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• Where should your results be published? (May include one or more formal 
research reports for funding and ethical bodies, a reviewed conference 
paper, a scholarly journal, a professional magazine or an ‘interest group’ 
newsletter). 

5.1.1 Planning for dissemination 
Thinking about dissemination of your results is not just an activity that happens 
at the end of your research journey. Funding bodies or managers, and sometimes 
ethics bodies may ask you to indicate your plans for dissemination at the beginning, 
and most will require some reporting. Each category of readership may require a 
slightly different approach. 

Develop an action plan for this:

Audience Types of publication Timeframe Responsibility

Funding body Formal research 
report 

Managers  and 
governing bodies 
in agencies 

Presentation
Formal report
Executive summary

Participants Presentation
Newsletter
Summary
Full report
Link to website 

Peers Presentation
Newsletter
Journal article
Link to website

Interest groups Presentation
Newsletter
Summary
Full report
Link to website

5.2  Writing a research report
The writing process describes the entire project – its concepts, its goals and the 
methodologies used. It also relates it to existing literature and sets the context for 
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it.  Much of the writing of this part of the report can begin early and be in draft 
by the time the data analysis is complete.

Eva McLaren (2007) suggested that we should ‘write early, write often’ to keep 
the momentum going and maintain enthusiasm.  Many researchers will keep notes 
or record memos throughout the research process.  These may later help you start 
the writing off, as will the work you did on your literature review. 

Writing up the data as findings and the conclusion and recommendations completes 
the writing process. We move from the raw data (transcripts, statistical data), to the 
categorization and organisation of this data into thematic sections, or numerical 
categories, and from there to data displayed in a written form.  This written-up 
research presents the data (quotes from transcripts, photos, tables, diagrams, graphs 
and so forth) as it takes the reader on a coherent, logical journey and underpins 
the argument or conclusions that you are making. 

5.2.1  Getting started on the writing process
There are a number of things you can do to use your writing time wisely:
• Decide structure and headings for your report or article.
• Decide size and style of headings and sub-headings.  Use ‘styles’ in your 

word processor to set up a format and stick to it.
• Plan the use of tables, graphics, photos and so forth and get help organized 

if you think you will need it to have these look their best 
• Plan the visual layout at the beginning and do an outline of the whole piece 

of writing – this will help you keep on track and also provide signposts to 
your readers.

• For each section of writing collect all the material (the corpus) and organize 
it so you can access it easily. This will include the data, notes, research 
journals, books, articles, your notebook of references or your electronic 
bibliography.  You will be ready to write without losing your train of thought 
while hunting! 

One other task to undertake in preparation is to decide on the ‘voice’ you will 
use in your writing. Your report or paper can use a formal ‘passive’ style or, as is 
becoming increasingly common, a more contemporary ‘active’ style. Eva McLaren 
(2007) gives this example:

Participants were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the 
proposed changes in policy (passive)

     Or
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We asked participants whether they agreed or disagreed with the 
proposed changes in policy (active) 

5.2.2 What is included in a research report?
A research report will generally include these basic sections, regardless of the 
methodological paradigm used:
• An abstract or summary 
• A literature review
• The research questions and hypotheses
• The research design
• Sampling strategy or participant selection rationale
• Data collection methods and analysis  
• Findings
• Discussion
• Limitations
• Recommendations for further research
• The implications 
In the GRIP programme we asked our project groups to provide us with a report so 
that we could assemble these into one short (roughly10-page) document to inform 
funders, managers and colleagues on this part of the programme. The following 
section illustrates a set of expectations for use in more complex reporting also.

 Introduction

Heading and explanation Suggested Content
1 AIM 

What the project set out to 
do

•  What you wanted to study
•  Why
•  Who you are as a group

2 RESEARCH QUESTION
How we arrived at the research 
question

•  What options were possible
•  What led you to making the selection 

you did
•  What you were hoping to achieve
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW
What the review of  the 
literature revealed

 •  What literature was found (maybe 
what search strategy you used)

•  What literature was found (maybe 
what search strategy you used)

•  What literature was found (maybe 
what search strategy you used)

•  What literature was found (maybe 
what search strategy you used)

•  What did the literature tell you?
•  How did it guide your decisions?
•  What theory/theories helped form 

the focus of this study?
4 SUMMARY OF GOALS OF 

RESEARCH
What, as a result of our 
deliberations as a group, did 
we set out to do?  How did our 
context influence that?  This 
could amount to a research 
objectives statement.

•  So the goal of the study was ….?
•  In the final sentence, comment on 

the factors that were likely to guide, 
constrain or impact on your choice 
of methodology?

Research Methods

Heading and explanation Suggested Content
1 RESEARCH DESIGN 

What was the initial idea about 
how to gather data? 

•  How did a design evolve from the 
first ideas? (Summarise how the 
initial ideas came to be modified, 
changed or refined?)

2 The constraints we had on our 
design options

•  Factors that influenced your selection 
(e.g. design advice, GRIP mentoring 
and workshops) 

•  Identify how limitations of the work 
environment and the resources of 
the group played some role.

METHODS & RESEARCH 
CONSIDERATIONS
What did we finally decide 
would be the data gathering 
process?  What data would be 
gathered by the research? 

• Summarise the method. Indicate if 
there were demographic, quantitative 
and/or qualitative elements to 
the data.  What ‘amount’ of data 
collection you expected to get,

                                        (cont’d)
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3 METHODS & RESEARCH 
CONSIDERATIONS
(cont’d)

 i.e. number of focus groups, number 
of responses etc, and indicate how 
any design in this context could 
have been ‘scaled  back’ to ensure 
it was feasible. 

4 The intended ‘participants’ or 
source of data.
Who are the likely respondents 
or what source would provide 
the data e.g. file or existing 
data set?

•  Summarise the ‘community’ or 
situation from which you intended 
to gather data i.e. the respondents, 
the files, the potential participants.  
How would they be approached?  
How many could be involved?

•  What would have to be considered 
to make the process feasible and 
reliable etc?

5 Ethical care – to approach 
these sources of data you 
had to be ethical.  By knowing 
who/what they are you can 
design the appropriate care 
or strategy.  

•  What were the ethical care factors in 
the setting and how did they impact 
on the design choice?

•  If there was an ethics process 
summarise briefly the steps and 
impact on the design.

6 Cultural sensitivity •  What ‘cultural factors’ existed in 
your setting/study?  These could be 
ethnic but they could also be related 
to age, gender etc. 

•  How was the design adapted to 
these? 

7 So given the decision on the 
shape or design of the study 
the process followed was…?

•  Summarise the process that was 
the data collection phase of the 
study? 

Results

Heading and explanation Suggested Content
1 FINDINGS OF THE STUDY 

What happened??? 
• First, state if the design generated 

the expected data. ‘The response 
outcome’.

•  Secondly, there may be other outcomes 
that are significant and they should be 
identified.  (These two points should 
mostly just indicate how the results 
section is to be structured at this point)
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2 How are the results to be 
presented? 
•  You can rattle off the key 

4-6 ‘results’ then discuss 
them. 

•  Or you can take one, 
present it and discuss it 
a little and then go to the 
next etc. 

•  Results often need to be 
‘qualified’ i.e. presented in 
terms that reminds readers 
to be cautious. 

• Conclusions you can 
draw from a result  will be 
limited. 

•  The discussion section 
then discusses the study 
and results in more ‘global’ 
terms. 

• Why was this study undertaken (the 
theory behind your design)?  Will the 
results fulfil that purpose? 

•  Show how the results section will be 
arranged and presented and which 
ones you wish to concentrate on in 
the report. 

•  Present the key outcomes even if 
they are sometimes not as clear as 
was hoped. 

•  Discuss other ‘results’, learning 
about the strengths and weaknesses 
of your design and things learnt by 
serendipity.

3 Present the 2-5 most salient 
‘results’.  

•  Present the key results clearly, under 
headings or in separate sections with 
any ‘qualifications’ or cautions. 

•  Choose your preferred formatting 
– with tables, diagrams, quotations 
(indented) etc. 

•  Label any table. 
•  Be careful to protect confidentiality. 
•  Some content may be identified in an 

appendix attached. 

4 Acknowledge the group 
experience as practitioners 
working on a common 
project. 

• Offer some comment on the 
experience 

•  This may be elaborated on in the 
next section discussing the overall 
outcomes. 
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Discussion

Heading and explanation Suggested Content
1 RESEARCH

What has the study revealed 
about the research question 
and the process we used to 
elucidate it? 
What were the ‘big’ gains from 
the experience?

•  How does the outcome contribute to 
your understanding of the research 
question? 

•  Wa s  t h e  i n t e n t i o n / t h e o r y 
confirmed? 

•  Did a more complicated picture 
emerge? 

•  What  other  factors may be 
considered? 

•  Have cultural factors played a part 
in the outcome? 

• Critically reflect now on how your 
process or method worked? 

• Implications for professional 
practice? 

•  Were there faults in the design? Do 
they compromise the outcome? 

•  How would you advise social work 
on the basis of your findings? 

2 Are there any recommendations 
resulting from the project to 
influence social work practice, 
agency policy or procedure?

•  How should social work gain from 
the study, in terms of practice, policy, 
agency behaviour or personal 
perspective? 

• What resources do practitioners 
need to assist with research activity 
as a feature of their professional 
work?.

3 Reflections on the project as 
a group. 

• How, as a result of this experience, 
do you feel social workers should go 
about research in practice?

 
4 CONCLUSION

As a result what is your 
advice?

• What would you do differently next 
time? 

•  What would be a useful way to 
approach the topic/issue in any 
further study?
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 5.3 Writing for a journal 
Social workers are often reluctant to consider writing up and submitting an article 
to a journal. You may lack confidence that your findings are worthy of publication 
and that what you have to say is interesting to anyone else. Alternatively, you may 
lack confidence in your ability to write well enough.

Writing up research for journals is easier once you have written your formal 
research report. You will be able to ‘cut and paste’ a lot of what is needed into the 
article. You will need to reduce the article to comply with the word length guide 
provided by the journal.  Contributor guidelines are usually in the back of each 
issue or you will find them on the journal’s website. Read these before you start 
writing to save time reformatting or reducing your text later.  A quick checklist:

Preparing papers for a journal:
• Read a few articles in a recent issue to see what the journal is focusing 

on
• Read the editorial for any comment on what the journal is looking for and 

there is usually a statement at the front of the journal about the journal’s 
scope and aims

• Follow the journal’s style guidelines (usually at the back)
• Check the word length 
• Check the style of referencing and in-text citation  and use it consistently 

(e.g. APA or Harvard)
• Check whether you can use footnotes or endnotes
• Write plain English
• Bibliographic style books can be found in libraries and online
• If you really feel stuck ask a colleague who has published for help
• Write a good draft and ask a colleague to peer review it for you – ask them 

to be honest! 
• Check and recheck before you submit it
• Wait for the response 

5.3. 1  The peer-reviewing process 
A major part of submitting to journals is dealing with the reviewing process. This 
can be difficult but it is an important part of good practice, whatever our activities, 
to learn to cope with challenging feedback. 
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One of the GRIP team (Liz Beddoe) provides this example:

“I got an awful review of an article I had really enjoyed writing early on in my 
writing career.  I carried it around for almost a year. It sat in my briefcase 
and I felt unable to open the document and start working. I read it many 
times.  And eventually I was able to read the reviews without feeling bad 
- in fact I started to be curious about some of the points the reviewers were 
making.  I had to deal with a cycle of feelings – disappointment, anger, 
tiredness (I thought it was finished, disagreement, irritation they didn’t read 
it properly, they didn’t understand it, they don’t know the literature as well 
as I do……).

What I do now:

Yes, I still get very critical reviews even though I have quite a few things 
published.  First, I read through quickly and estimate the time it will take to 
do any rewriting and amendment (then triple it!!!). I decide a deadline for 
doing the work.  I do the easy bits first - fixing typographical and referencing 
errors but I always check the style guide for the journal before I change too 
much …Sometimes the reviewers get it wrong!

I then move on to the more demanding bits.  I check both reviews (you should 
get two) and check for similarities of feedback. Open your document and 
read the offending sentences or sections and note whether the reviewers 
are right or alternatively that they didn’t understand because I haven’t made 
it clear.  If there are things you simply don’t agree with then write to the 
journal’s editor and ask for advice.  

After I have done the rewrites I go through for consistency and to check that 
the referencing is still ok – also if you have moved lots of bits of text check 
for overall flow and sense.  Lastly I have a careful read through – you may 
now be your own critic and find things you think can be improved”.

5.4 Presenting at a conference
Presenting at conferences is a good way of getting started with dissemination of 
your research. Why present at conferences?
• At a conference you will meet people with an interest in your topic and 

the comments and questions you receive will be helpful to you. 
• It is the first step in communicating your results to a wider audience.
• It is career-enhancing and builds your confidence as a practitioner/

researcher.
The first thing you will need to do is write an abstract.  Most conferences call for 
abstracts and use these to determine who is able to present.  An abstract is a very 
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short overview of what your paper/presentation/workshop is going to cover.  It is 
intended to guide the reader to enable them to make a judgement about whether 
to read further.

A good abstract may only need about 4 – 5 sentences. To write a good abstract 
write these sentences: an introductory one that perhaps describes the phenomenon 
or problem you are studying; a sentence saying what you studied and why and 
how; one saying what your findings were; and the last sentence making some 
assertions about the topic and referring and possibly supporting or suggesting 
further research.

Example 

The registration of social workers in Aotearoa New Zealand, as in other jurisdictions, 
raises issues of cost, benefit and equity of access to opportunities for further education. 
There is frequently a lack of clarity or a common perspective among employers, 
registration and examining boards and professional associations about what continuing 
professional education is appropriate or valued.  This paper is a report of a national 
survey of social workers: what they value and identify as barriers and bridges to 
continuing professional education. Almost all of the 285 social worker respondents 
in the study highly value continuing professional education, and would like clarity 
and increased support in order to carry it out.

If your abstract is accepted then you will need to prepare your presentation.  
Drawing on the advice outlined in Ruth DeSouza’s presentation (2007), there are 
a number of qualities of good presenters:
• They never just read their paper
• They use PowerPoint TM   to guide and enhance their presentation and 

don’t use them, instead of the paper, to read from.
• They keep slides to no more than six bullet points and six words per 

bullet. 
• They keep it simple  –  don’t use all the ‘bells and whistles’. 
• They keep graphics clear and readable. 
• They don’t use photocopied text!!!
• They start strongly and end strongly. 
• They use humour or anecdotes to illustrate points and keep the audience’s 

attention.
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• They know their work and can answer questions.
• They have a clear message to impart and the presentation provides factual 

data to support this message. 
Ruth suggests that your introduction is very important as it provides a ‘roadmap’ 
of the journey you will take.  In the introduction you can introduce yourself and 
your team, contextualize your research, introduce new terminology and emphasise 
the main direction of your work.  

Use this guide to help you plan how to use your time. You can adjust this for the 
time allocated and then work out how many slides you can have in each section. 
The structure of an average 20-25 minute presentation consists of:

Section Time
Introduction 3 minutes 
The body (broad background, literature, 
research process etc) 

2 minutes per slide 

Specific findings 2 minutes per slide 
Conclusions and implications of your 
work 

3 minutes 

Question time (don’t use it all up!) 5 minutes 

Suggested reading: Writing it up 
Davidson, C. and Lunt, N. (2000). The Art of Getting Published, 
Palmerston North: Dunmore Press. 

Davidson, C. and Tolich, M. (Eds.) (2003). Social Science Research in 
New Zealand (2nd Edition). Auckland: Pearson Education. Chapter 12 
‘Presenting the text’, 176-186.

D’ Cruz, H. and Jones , M. (2004) Social Work Research: Ethical and 
political contexts. London: Sage. Chapter 8 Reporting and disseminating 
research ’, 167-177

Holliday, A. (2002). Doing and Writing Qualitative Research. London: 
Sage.

Padgett, D. K. (Ed.) (2004). The Qualitative Research Experience. 
Belmont CA: Wadsworth, Chapter 14 Spreading the word, 289- 300. 
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6  a simple glossary

Often, just trying to understand ‘research speak’ discourages its use in  
practice. Child Trends has written an easy-to-read, easy-to-understand glossary 
of common research and evaluation terms. To access this guide, visit: 
http://www.childtrends.org/Files/Child_Trends-2007_01_05_FS_ 
ResearchGlossary.pdf 

The use of common research jargon is explored in a light-hearted fashion at: 
http://www.nodoubt.co.nz/pdfs/research/researchjargon.pdf
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