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Chapter 16: Phenomenology, Ethnography, and Grounded Theory
Learning Objectives
16.1 Explain how to conduct phenomenological research.
16.2 Explain how to conduct ethnographic research.
16.3 Explain how to conduct grounded theory research.
Annotated Chapter Outline
I. Phenomenology
A. Foundational question: What is the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of this phenomenon by an individual or by many individuals?
B. Phenomenology: The form of qualitative research in which the researcher attempts to understand and describe how one or more individuals experience a particular phenomenon.
C. Life-world: An individual’s inner world of immediate experience.
D. Bracket: To suspend your preconceptions or learned feelings about a phenomenon to experience its essence.
E. Examples of Phenomenology
i. Two phenomenological journal articles are listed in the appendix.
ii. Four additional phenomenological research studies:
a. Cross and Stewart (1995): A Phenomenological Investigation of the Lebenswelt of Gifted Students in Rural High Schools.
b. Nuñez and Yoshimi (2017): A Phenomenology of Transfer: Students’ Experiences at a Receiving Institution.
c. Cassol et al. (2018): Qualitative Thematic Analysis of the Phenomenology of Near-Death Experiences.
d. Muller (1994): Toward an Understanding of Empowerment: A Study of Six Women Leaders.
F. Types of Phenomenology
i. Phenomenologists generally assume that there is some commonality in human experience.
ii. Essence: An invariant structure of an experience.
iii. Different individuals might experience a phenomenon somewhat differently.
iv. Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA): A new type of phenomenology more focused on situated, interpreted, and particular lived experiences than on transcendental experiences.
a. Uses the double hermeneutic concept to emphasize that descriptions of experiences are the result of both:
i. The individual’s interpretation of their experience.
ii. The researcher’s interpretation of what they are told.
v. Mixed methods phenomenology (MM-P): Attempting to understand individual and group experiences and adding structured or quantitative data to the qualitative data.
a. Also recommends understanding group-level experiences.
b. Can enable comparison of different groups’ experiences.
G. Data Collection, Analysis, and Report Writing
i. Researchers typically use homogeneous sampling.
a. Data are usually collected through in-depth interviews.
ii. Researchers attempt to reduce statements to the essence of the experience as described by the participants.
iii. Strategy for eliciting data from participants:
a. Ask each participant to recall a specific experience they have had.
i. Think about that experience deeply and carefully (including thoughts, feelings, emotions, and context).
ii. Describe that experience to you in some detail.
b. You may need to prompt for greater detail.
iv. During data analysis, the researcher searches for significant statements—statements that have particular relevance to the phenomenon being studied.
a. The researcher then searches for themes in the data.
b. Finally, researchers should use member checking as a validity check whenever possible in this process.
v. The final report is a narrative that includes a description of the participants and the methods used to obtain the information from them.
II. Ethnography
A. Foundational question: What are the cultural characteristics of this group of people or of this cultural scene?
B. Ethnography: A form of qualitative research focused on discovering and describing the culture of a group of people.
C. The Idea of Culture
i. Culture: A system of shared beliefs, values, practices, perspectives, folk knowledge, language, norms, rituals, and material objects and artifacts that members of a group use in understanding their world and in relating to others.
ii. Shared beliefs: The specific cultural conventions or statements that people who share a culture hold to be true or false.
iii. Shared values: The culturally defined standards about what is good or bad or desirable or undesirable.
iv. Norms: The written and unwritten rules that specify appropriate group behavior.
v. Individuals become members of a culture through socialization.
a. This is the process by which they learn and are trained about the features of the culture.
b. Usually internalize the culture; that is, they take the values and beliefs to be their own.
c. Cultures are maintained over time through socialization and a social-sanctioning process.
vi. Culture can be viewed as varying on a continuum, with macro culture on one end and micro culture on the other end.
vii. Subculture: A culture embedded within a larger culture.
viii. In general, humans are members of and are affected by multiple cultures or subcultures simultaneously.
D. Examples of Ethnographic Research
i. Deering (1996): An Ethnographic Study of Norms of Inclusion and Cooperation in a Multiethnic Middle School.
ii. Tunnicliffe (1995): The Content of Conversations About the Body Parts and Behaviors of Animals During Elementary School Visits to a Zoo and the Implications for Teachers Organizing Field Trips.
iii. Harry (1992): An Ethnographic Study of Cross-Cultural Communication With Puerto Rican–American Families in the Special Education System.
E. Types of Ethnographic Research
i. Ethnology: The comparative study of cultural groups.
a. Involves conducting or comparing a series of separate ethnographic studies of the same or different cultural groups.
b. Greater interest in general patterns than in particular patterns, leading to higher external validity.
c. LeCompte and Preissle (1992): Toward an Ethnology of Student Life in Schools and Classrooms: Synthesizing the Qualitative Research Tradition.
ii. Ethnohistory: The study of the cultural past of a group of people.
a. Often done during the early stages of an ethnography.
b. Provides the researcher with a deeper sense of the people being studied.
c. Relies on data such as official documents, oral histories, journals, and newspapers, and interview with older people.
iii. Autoethnography: Like an autobiography written by a qualitative researcher; focuses on self-examination, self-reflection, and purposive inclusion of extensive cultural and contextual description and detail of one’s life.
F. Data Collection, Analysis, and Report Writing
i. Ethnography relies on extended fieldwork.
a. Spending 6 months to 1 year in the field is not at all uncommon.
ii. Data collection and analysis are alternating.
a. Ethnographers typically collect some data and analyze those data, then return to the field to collect more data.
iii. Ethnography is an emergent, fluid, and responsive approach.
a. The original research questions sometimes change.
b. Holland and Eisenhart (1990) were originally interested in the influence of peer groups on females’ role identities and how peer groups affected the women’s choices of college majors.
c. As their study progressed, they decided that the more important questions emerging from their study were how the women responded to their college culture, how they specifically responded to the patriarchal conditions that they faced, and what important subcultural differences existed among the women.
iv. A cardinal rule is not to be ethnocentric toward the people you are studying.
a. Ethnocentrism: Judging people from a different culture according to the standards of your own culture.
b. When we are being ethnocentric, we don’t try to understand people who are different from us.
c. Take a nonjudgmental stance toward the people you are studying.
v. Ethnographers try to take on the emic and etic perspectives.
a. Emic perspective: The insider’s perspective.
i. This means considering questions and issues for study that are important to insiders.
b. Emic terms: Special words or terms used by people in their social and cultural groups.
i. See Table 16.1.
c. Etic perspective: An external, social scientific view of reality.
i. The goal is to use social science concepts, terms, and procedures to describe the people and explain their behavior.
d. Etic terms: “Objective” outsiders’ words or special terms used by social scientists to describe a group.
e. Effective ethnographers are able to use both perspectives.
i. Going native: Identifying so completely with the group being studied that you can no longer provide an “objective outsider” or etic perspective.
vi. Ethnographers should constantly triangulate their observations and data sources.
vii. When writing the final report, ethnographers contextualize their study.
viii. Holism: The idea that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.
a. Parts are not ignored—their analysis is essential to understanding the whole.
b. Holistic description involves examining:
i. The characteristics of the individuals in a group.
ii. How the individuals in the group interact with one another.
iii. How the individuals come together to form the group.
III. Grounded Theory
A. Foundational question: What theory or explanation emerges from an analysis of the data collected about this phenomenon?
B. Grounded theory: A general methodology for developing theory that is grounded in data systematically gathered and analyzed.
C. A grounded theory is not generated a priori.
i. Instead, it is based on concepts that are generated directly from the data that are collected in one or more research studies.
D. Characteristics of a Grounded Theory
i. The theory must fit the data.
ii. The theory should be clearly stated and readily understandable to people working in the substantive area, even to nonresearch types.
iii. The theory should have generality, meaning that it should not be so specific that it only applies to one small set of people or to only one specific situation.
iv. The theory should offer control, meaning its users should have some control over the phenomenon that is explained by the theory.
E. Example of a Grounded Theory
i. Shim et al. (2017): A Model of Dance/Movement Therapy for Resilience-Building in People Living With Chronic Pain.
ii. This was an explanatory research study.
iii. In Phase 1, Shim collected qualitative interview and text data to discover or generate a grounded theory based on qualitative data.
iv. In Phase 2, Shim collected the new qualitative interview data to further understand the process of change in the research participants.
v. Shim provided an excellent visual depiction of their grounded theory.
a. See Figure 16.1.
vi. Shim also provided a good narrative description of their visual grounded-theory depiction.
a. See Figure 16.2
F. Data Collection, Analysis, and Report Writing
i. Data analysis starts at the moment of initial contact with the phenomenon being studied, and continues throughout the theory’s development.
ii. Popular methods of data collection include:
a. Open-ended interviews.
b. Direct observations.
c. Open-ended questionnaires.
iii. Constant comparative method: Data analysis in grounded theory research.
a. The researcher constantly compares:
i. Inductively generated codes/categories to the data.
ii. Codes to other codes in the data.
iii. Newly collected data to the codes for further development or expansion.
iv. Theoretical sensitivity: When a researcher is effective at thinking about what kinds of data need to be collected and what aspects of already collected data are the most important for the grounded theory.
v. There are three types or stages of data analysis.
a. The stages tend to follow each other, but they can also feed back into earlier stages in the theory development.
b. Open coding: The first exploratory/inductive stage in grounded theory data analysis.
i. Begins after some initial data have been collected
ii. Is exploratory and inductive
iii. Involves examining the data, naming and categorizing discrete elements
c. Axial coding: The second stage in grounded theory data analysis refining concepts and identifying process.
i. Develops concepts into categories
ii. Organizes the categories
iii. Looks for possible relationships among the categories
d. Selective coding: The final stage in grounded theory data analysis, where the researcher finishes development of the explanatory theory in the research study.
i. Looks for the story line of the theory
ii. Rechecks the theory with the data to make sure no mistakes were made
vi. The grounded theorist has finished analyzing the data when theoretical saturation occurs.
vii. Theoretical saturation: Occurs when no new information or concepts are emerging from the data and the grounded theory has been validated.
viii. A grounded theory research report reflects the process of generating the theory.
a. First, the major research question or topic is discussed.
b. Then, the methods of data collection are discussed.
c. Finally, the results section discusses the final grounded.
IV. Action Research Reflection
A. Action researchers especially like qualitative research methods because these methods help them to understand the world from their students’ or participants’ perspectives.
B. What qualitative method(s) discussed in this chapter (phenomenology, ethnography, grounded theory) would you most want to use to learn about your students or participants?
C. What information might each of these three major methods provide you with in relation to something you might like to study?
D. Think about the distinction we made earlier about nomothetic versus idiographic causation (e.g., see the Chapter 12 Action Research Reflection on page 334). How might a broadened view and use of grounded theory help connect these two levels of general and local causation and help produce a "practical theory"? (Hint: How would a mixed methods researcher use grounded theory?)
