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Reflective questions

The use of both qualitative and simple quantitative data collection methods has enabled 
a more complex analysis of the intellectual puzzle posed (does the internet enable 
democratization of information?). Can you think of other areas of research where a simi-
lar mix might prove beneficial? Reflect on this perhaps somewhat surprising finding that 
internet-based cancer information is broadly similar to other media in terms of its con-
tent and style of representation; that is, it reproduces existing norms of gender relations. 
Why do you think this might be? 

What additional question(s) might you like to ask in a study like this? If the research-
ers had chosen to ask questions about readership, rather than content and structure, 
might they have reached different conclusions about the democratizing effect of new 
media? How might this have been investigated?

Feedback

This would be useful for many studies: for instance, on patients’ experiences of a new 
health service, we would benefit from knowing both what they say about it and whether 
or not more or different people use it. It is not perhaps surprising that new media have 
not disrupted existing gender norms and roles, as websites such as these are designed 
by existing voluntary organizations, within existing funding structures. 

You might want to ask additionally: who uses the site? Is that different from the tar-
geted audience? That is, does the anonymity of both searching and reading web pages allow 
a wider audience (for instance, men reading ‘women’s pages’ and vice versa?) Does the fact 
that it is free and easily available mean that whilst potentially still only appealing to the 
same segmented target audience (in terms of perhaps social class and gender), more of 
those targeted groups are able to access it? Looking at readership could be done by content 
analysis of other social media such as Facebook, Twitter, web fora, for instance.

Research outputs
In many ways, existing research outputs, whether primary data collected by other 
researchers or secondary sources (such as research reports and peer-reviewed journal 
articles), are the ideal source of data for projects when resources are limited. Primary 
data (typically, interview transcripts or diaries collected in the course of previous 
research) can be analysed to address new research questions, or re-analysed from new 
perspectives. Analysis of secondary sources is an efficient strategy for topics on which 
there has already been considerable previous research, as much can be gleaned by 
synthesizing existing research evidence. With the growth in interest in qualitative 
research within more applied fields and in mixed methods research, there has been 
an increasing demand for these syntheses of existing bodies of research knowledge, 
which we discuss in Chapter 10.

Using existing primary data
The efficiency gains of re-analysis of primary data such as interview transcripts from 
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there was less focus on this, and more on the need to make services more ‘efficient’ for 
the health of the public (rather than the nation). The Northern Ireland documents also 
contained a rather broader concept of health, with concepts of ‘equity’, ‘well-being’ and 
‘disability’ appearing. However, there was a large degree of overlap in both actants and 
plot across the four countries, with all emphasizing a need for ‘change’ and re-organization, 
and focusing on such issues as partnerships and monitoring. All four narratives were 
located in the context of a general acceptance of the worth of a nationalized health care 
system free at the point of delivery. 

Using the visual concept maps also enabled an analysis over time, to explore how 
stable concepts in the four sets of documents were across the years. This suggested that 
the main concepts were relatively similar across the period. This analysis of four sets of 
policy documents over time therefore suggested that the narratives from each country 
framed health services differently, in terms of the national symbols and rhetoric that 
were important politically, but that they did not utilize vastly differing concepts. This 
analysis provides some empirical data to contribute to debates around how far health 
care policies are diverging or converging, and illustrates one way to strengthen the valid-
ity of qualitative analysis with quantitative techniques.

Reflective questions

How far do you think this approach does establish validity? How might you ensure that 
your sample (selection of documents) is representative of all national policy narrative 
over these years?

Feedback

The identification of concepts is reliant on a computer algorithm, so in so far as you trust 
the software package to identify all the ‘concepts’, where they may be couched in other 
forms of language (i.e. words not immediately associated with the concept), negative 
sentence constructions, or other more colloquial forms of expression. To look at all policy 
discourse over the period, you might want to take a representative sample including 
sources such as ‘grey literature’.

Methodological issues in using documentary sources
Using existing sources if possible is, we have argued, often an efficient approach to 
research and one that can be used to address a wide range of different qualitative 
research questions. It is not, though, always the method of choice, and a number of 
potential limitations need to be considered. First, the researcher is limited to what is 
available and accessible. Pat Holden, whose study of nursing in Uganda was discussed 
above, could draw on papers kept by the Overseas Nursing Association, but not all 
organizations keep their records, or would allow a researcher access to them. Second, 
data collected or generated for one purpose (even for research purposes) might be 
difficult to use to answer a different research question. It can be difficult to know 
before becoming immersed in the data what kind of research questions they will 
answer. This is a particular problem when designing research studies that need a clear 
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