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profiling, many state and local law enforcement agencies have been mandated or have volunteered to collect traffic stop 
data to monitor the behavior of officers to determine the extent of such profiling. However, to actually determine if racial 
minorities such as African Americans are stopped for an infraction like speeding more than whites, researchers would 
first have to determine the percentage of African American drivers relative to whites who were actually driving along a 
given highway, and then the percentage of these motorists who were actually speeding, to get a true base rate of speeding 
per population group. This would entail many hours of monitoring a given highway during various times of day. While 
some researchers have actually collected these data, Williams and Stahl decided to examine whether race was a deter-
mining factor in whether a driver was searched, not in the original police stop. The questions they asked were, “Who is 
being searched, and what are the results of these searches?” Using data collected in 24 local Kentucky law enforcement 
agencies along with two state agencies, they concluded that of the motorists pulled over on the interstate for compliance 
and courtesy stops, African American and Hispanic motorists were significantly more likely to be searched compared 
to white motorists. To test the second question, they examined whether there were differences in positive search results 
(e.g., finding contraband) across race or ethnic groups. Consistent with other research, there was no statistical difference 
in the likelihood that white, African American, or Hispanic motorists who were searched actually had illegal material.

To better contextualize these quantitative findings, Williams and Stahl (2008) conducted focus groups with police 
officers to determine their perceptions about a number of issues, including whether traffic stops and searches were 
effective in preventing some of the problems in their communities. A purposive sample of 24 officers participated in 
five focus groups. After comparing the perceptions, attitudes, and experiences across groups and individual officers, 
several themes emerged. The first was that drug use and sales as well as drunk driving were major community prob-
lems. The second was that the police perception was that if you wanted to target a particular problem, you had to target 
a particular group: African Americans were perceived to be associated with crack cocaine, driving under the influence 
was perceived to be associated with Hispanic motorists, and methamphetamine was perceived to be associated with 
whites. Moreover, officers were confident that traffic stops helped deter the drug trade and improve the quality of life of 
their local communities. Williams and Stahl concluded that the officers shared a perception that they were community 
problem solvers who profile the problems and not a particular group. However, these qualitative data, combined with 
the quantitative analysis of search data, led the researchers to conclude, “If police want to be efficient and effective in 
their efforts to stop drugs, it seems that they need to disregard the ‘profile,’ as our analysis has found that it is an inef-
fective tool for turning up illegal substances” (p. 238). This triangulation of methods was extremely helpful in placing 
the quantitative data within the perceptions shared by police officers.

22 Analyzing Qualitative Data

The distinctive features of qualitative data collection methods are also reflected in the methods used to analyze the 
data collected. The focus on text, on qualitative data rather than on numbers, is the most important feature of qualita-
tive data analysis. The “text” that qualitative researchers analyze is most often transcripts of interviews or notes from 
participant observation sessions, but text can also refer to pictures or other images that the researcher examines.

Good qualitative data analyses are distinguished by their focus on the interrelated aspects of the setting, group, or 
person under investigation—the entire case—rather than breaking the whole into separate parts. The whole is always 
understood to be greater than the sum of its parts, and so the social context of events, thoughts, and actions becomes 
essential for interpretation. Within this framework, it would not make sense to focus on two variables out of an inter-
acting set of influences and test the relationship between just those two.

Qualitative data analysis is a ref lexive process that begins as data are being 
collected rather than after data collection has ceased (Stake, 1995). Next to his 
or her field notes or interview transcripts, the qualitative analyst jots down ideas 
about the meaning of the text and how it might relate to other issues. This pro-
cess of reading through the data and interpreting them continues throughout 
the project. The analyst adjusts the data collection process itself when it begins 

Qualitative data analysis  Techniques used 
to search and code textual, visual, or other 
content and to explore relationships among the 
resulting categories


