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What are Qualitative Methods?

Distinguish between methods of data collection and methods
of data analysis

Common qualitative methods of data collection:
• interviews + focus groups
• ethnography + participant observation
• analyzing texts (digital and archival)

The interview transcripts, fieldnotes, and texts are themselves
pieces of qualitative data that can then be analyzed
qualitatively or quantitatively (or with mixed methods).

3
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What are Qualitative Methods?

My very broad, atypical definition of qualitative methods
grounds QM in methods of data analysis:

Any systematic analysis of data excluding tests of sig-
nificance (e.g., fancy statistics, regression)

Purposely expansive, big-tent definition, but it excludes:
• quantitative methods
• pure theory
• “advocacy”

*Can be combined with others, but be clear about their
differences
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Motivations for Writing the Book

Deep frustration with standard advice given to qualitative
scholars

• Well-meaning faculty’s comments to students that don’t fit
the research project

Teaching qualitative methods, arguing with the assigned texts

• …even the ones rejecting canonical approach transplanting
quantitative logic

→ General emphasis on one particular, usually rigid right way
(which varied across fields, interestingly!)

6



.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

Qualitative Methods Motivations and Overview Dirtbagging Social Science Conclusion

Motivations for Writing the Book
The “right” way often includes:

• Narrowly defined research question (esp. relationship
between two variables)

• RQ Motivated by the literature/theory
• RQ selected before data collection bc RQ shapes research design
• You can basically write most of your paper (except Findings and

Discussion) before data collection
• Research design (responding to research question)
finalized before data collection

• Case(s) carefully selected (from approved list of
techniques) to answer research question

• Data analysis follows data collection
7
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Motivations for Writing the Book

The “wrong” way includes:

• Not choosing a project motivated by the literature/theory
• Choosing your research question based on your data
• Choosing a broad research question that doesn’t involve
the relationship between two variables

• Choosing an interesting or “convenient” case
• Sampling on the dependent variable
• Makes a mess of the scientific method (follows the steps
but in the “wrong” order) 8
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Goals of the Book
1. Carve out space for “dirtbagging social scientists” – the

ones often told they are “doing it wrong”

2. Acknowledge and explain multiple right ways of doing
qualitative methods (esp. disciplinary and methodological
variations)

3. Provide a cradle-to-grave overview of how to do
qualitative methods well (but had to cut the writing
section for length)

• Including how to defend your work against legitimate and
illegitimate criticism, and

• How to work through some of the anxiety that comes with
qualitative research

• But not the last book you need to read on methods

4. Serve as a “pocket mentor” for someone who needs
support, advice, and reassurance

9
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How I Go About It
Informal tone, first-person

…swearing

Assume broad array of methods
interviews, ethnography, analyzing
texts (digital and archival)

Lots of (recurring) examples
including personal experiences (for
purposes of illustration and inside
look)

Draw on multiple methods texts
build on others’ insights, but also
represent diversity of approaches

The TOC

10
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How I Go About It
Weaving in stories from rock climbing for the inspirational
ethos, fun stories, and fantastic metaphors (h/t Luker 2010)

Ex. OPTIMISTIC VISIONARIES: looking at a super tall
mountain and saying, I don’t know how, but I’m going to
climb that thing—the trick is just figuring out how

Ex. DIVERSITY OF APPROACHES: different climbers can
climb the same route differently (bc body
size/flexibility/strength, preference, etc.)

Ex. FLEXIBILITY: sometimes you start climbing according to
a pre-made plan, but then you have to change plans
midway through the climb or even get off the wall and
start again

11
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Rock Climbing Gone Mainstream

13
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Dirtbaggers?

Billy Westbay, Jim Bridwell and John
Long celebrating first Nose-in-a-Day
ascent, 1975

• Countercultural
• Made their own rules
• Visionaries; accomplished
amazing feats

14
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Dirtbaggers?
Inductive?

Theory generating

Case study?

Ethnography?

Grounded theory?

etc.

Not limited to any of these!

Generally a collection of things we’re told not to do, but that
you really can and should do for certain types of projects/goals.

15



.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

.
.
.

.

Qualitative Methods Motivations and Overview Dirtbagging Social Science Conclusion

Dirtbagging Social Science
1. Interest-driven research, starts with broad/non-specific goals

“Because it’s there!”
George Leigh Mallory on
why he wanted to climb
Everest in 1924

• Literature/theory usually
comes in later

• Not setting out for
hypothesis testing/theory
testing

• Goal is usually
understanding a
phenomenon; exact angle
TBD during/after data
collection

• Broad research question
that will change over time

16
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Dirtbagging Social Science
2. Requires flexibility: research design perfected by the end

• post-hoc case justification
• but also usually case selection doesn’t matter (in the

conventional sense)
• concerns about external validity and generalizability

usually overstated for this type
• so really just “considerations”

• sampling always matters: always be aware of your
limitations

• can adjust with collecting more data for triangulation,
alternative explanations, and counterfactuals

17
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Adjust Your Research Process to Your Project
Goals

Narrow Research Question (Conventional style) →
Rigid Research Design – finalized before going into the field

• literature-driven
• relationship between two variables
• maybe hypothesis testing
• very specific rules for case selection must be followed

Broad Research Question (Dirtbagger style) →
Flexible Research Design – developing & tweaking as you go

• interest-driven
• looking to see what the data hold
• not setting out to test hypotheses (but might add them in
later)

• interesting cases are legit
! might take longer

Do not mix and match! 18
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Not Everyone is a Dirtbagger

Not every project should follow the Dirtbagging approach!
• For some projects, it would lead to bad results!

But everyone can follow the Dirtbagger ethos :
• embrace methodological pluralism

there’s no one right way , even if there are wrong ways

• recognize that rigorous doesn’t have to mean rigid

• recognize that different approaches let you do different
things

• be supportive of each other: help each other figure out
how to climb the impossible mountain

19
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Mahalo!

Questions?

Keep in touch:
@ashleytrubin

atrubin@hawaii.edu
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