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DEVELOPING QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS

literature on issues such as ‘independence’ and ‘stigma’ and these were used to help 
make sense of the accounts of people with glaucoma.

The constant comparative approach, then, helped develop initial categories for cod-
ing, helped inform sampling, and provided a framework for looking at relationships 
between categories.

Reflective questions

Think back over the case study you have just read. Can you recall the elements of 
grounded theory used in the analysis?

Feedback

The analysis used open coding to derive the finding that the more straightforward codes rep-
resenting ‘triggers’ and barriers’ are in fact post hoc descriptions: an important finding for 
health promotion. The analysis also looked for deviant cases. This led to further investigation 
of the experience of older people (theoretical sampling) and subsequent refining of the mean-
ing of the conceptual categories of ‘dependence’ and ‘independence’ amongst this group.

Narrative analysis
The term ‘narrative analysis’ covers a number of approaches to data analysis, but 
what they share is a focus on the ways in which we make sense of the world through 
stories. Narratives have come to the fore over the last decade or so in both medicine 
(Greenhalgh and Hurwitz 1998; Charon 2006) and social science (Chamberlayne 
et al. 2000; Andrews et al. 2008; Riessman 2008), in part arising from a recognition 
of the role stories have in health and healing, as ways through which we understand 
illness in the context of our lives, and through which healers come to understand, 
and offer therapy for their patients. Charon (2006) also suggests that a focus on nar-
ratives in health and medicine acts as a counterpoint to what many experience as the 
growing bureaucratization of health care in many countries. Accounting for the 
explosion of interest in narrative in the social sciences, Catherine Kohler Riessman 
(2008) suggests a number of contributing factors, including the legacy of ‘identity 
politics’ movements such as those of feminism, post-colonialism and gender identity, 
in which the personal experience was politicized and thus became a legitimate 
object of social scrutiny, and the cultural Western preoccupation with identity in 
modern times, which has prioritized the notion of a reflexive self that can account 
for his or her own biography. Broader cultural shifts mirror these developments, 
with, for instance, the rise of interest in such genres as personal memoirs. In much 
research from narrative traditions, the story is the topic of the analysis. Riessman 
(2008) suggests this as one of three ways in which the term ‘narrative’ can be used 
in analysis:

•• The narrative can be considered the practice of story-telling, that is, of organizing events in an 
order that is intended to be meaningful for a given audience. 

•• Narrative data can be used as the topic for analysis. 
•• Narrative can refer to the methods for analysing those data.
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Reflective questions

This study, by using a narrative method of analysis, makes a theoretical link between the 
stories told in the interviews and the wider social structure. 

Can you think of other studies you might conduct where this kind of linkage could be made?

Feedback

You might for example be interested in linking the narrative accounts of the experiences 
of health workers or patients to wider aspects of social or political change. Any link (or 
lack of one) would then need to be located in some kind of theoretical explanation for 
these apparent changes.

In health research, then, narratives can be the topic of analysis, but can also be an 
analytical device, used to help understand what is going on in the data. We can use 
narratives in this way because we assume that much of the meaning of a narrative lies 
in the unconscious structures, conventions and norms that speakers use to tell their 
stories. The ways in which accounts are given, in interviews or other settings, follow 
cultural rules of meaning-sharing, and paying close attention to how these are used 
provides us with some access to the narrative rules that pertain to our topic, as well 
as to just the style in which interviewees relate experiences.

Some strategies for thinking more analytically
Grounded theory and approaches to narrative analysis provide some ways of thinking 
about your data that move beyond the simply descriptive, and to start to answer the 
question ‘what is going on here’ in ways that are likely to be more useful for policy and 
practice. Even if researchers are not planning to do a full grounded theory, or a narrative 
analysis, the techniques and sensibilities that these approaches bring can be used to 
develop the kind of thematic content analysis introduced in Chapter 8. Both novice 
researchers and the more experienced often find themselves ‘stuck’ with data, unable 
to think outside their own pre-existing assumptions or to move beyond simply sum-
marizing the content of the accounts they have generated. Some general suggestions for 
ensuring that you have developed a more analytical grasp of your data are to:

•• Read and discuss widely: not just within your own topic and discipline, but from other disci-
plines, to look for connections and transferable concepts.

•• Ask constantly about the context of the data: think about them in terms of historical, political, 
social and cultural contexts.

•• Return frequently to the theoretical assumptions embedded in your research question (see 
Chapter 2): challenge them; think about how different assumptions might provide a fresh look 
at what is going on. These will help develop thematic analysis beyond the descriptive. 

Drawing on the literature and on the experiences of colleagues working together on 
data analysis, we suggest some more specific strategies for using these approaches, 

(Continued)
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