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Part One provides a context for thinking about doing qualitative research. 
A brief introduction to the themes of this book and how best to use it is 
provided in Chapter 1. Chapter 2 compares qualitative and quantitative 
research and raises questions about how to decide whether qualitative 
methods are appropriate for your research topic. Chapters 3 and 4 offer 
examples of early and late stages of research students’ work and show 
what you can learn from their experiences and ideas. Finally, in Chapter 5, 
I address (and seek to demystify) the troubling concept of ‘originality’ in 
research.
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1
How To Use This Book

In this short chapter, I outline the structure of this book and provide some suggestions 
about how to make optimum use of it.

Part One is aimed at the beginning research student. Part Two assumes that you 
have overcome your initial doubts and now need to deal with the nitty-gritty issues 
that arise when you start to design a research study. Chapter 6 discusses how to 
formulate a research topic. Chapters 7 and 8 deal with using theories and choosing 
a methodology. The tricky question of selecting some cases to study (and then 
wondering about how representative they are) is discussed in Chapter 9. Ethical 
issues are coming much more to the fore in all research and are discussed at length 
in Chapter 10. The final chapter in Part Two considers how to write a research 
proposal.

Part Three focuses upon the period when you have begun to gather and analyse 
data. In Chapter 12, I discuss what is involved in collecting qualitative data. The 
next chapter outlines what is to be gained by working early with datasets and shows 
you how to develop your early analysis. The next two chapters consider the use of 
computer-aided qualitative data analysis and validity and reliability. Chapter 16 
shows you how to apply what you have learned in Part Three to evaluate qualitative 
research. Chapter 17 provides a discussion of effective qualitative research and, 
thereby, offers an overview of the main themes of this book.

Pertti Alasuutari describes writing a thesis as rather like learning to ride a bicycle 
through gradually adjusting your balance:

Writing is first and foremost analyzing, revising and polishing the text. The idea that one 
can produce ready-made text right away is just about as senseless as the cyclist who has 
never had to restore his or her balance. (1995: 178)

Following Alasuutari, Part Four is concerned with the ‘writing-up’ stage of research. 
Its five chapters address the following topics: how to begin your research report; how 
to write effective literature review and methodology chapters; how to structure your 
data chapters; and how to produce a lively concluding chapter.

In Part Five, I examine how you can get support during your research. Its two 
chapters discuss making good use of your supervisor and how to get feedback about 
your research from other people.
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INTRODUCTION4

The three chapters in Part Six consider the aftermath of a finished piece of 
research. Depending on the level of your work, this may involve an oral or a viva. 
This is often shrouded in mystery, like some weird Masonic ritual! Chapter 25 
attempts to demystify the PhD examination. Whether or not you face an oral 
examination in the aftermath of submitting your dissertation, you are likely to come 
face to face with two other issues: getting published (discussed in Chapter 26) and 
conveying your findings to non-academic audiences (Chapter 27).

From Part Two onwards, the order of this book very roughly follows the likely 
chronological sequence of doing a piece of research. However, I recognize that text-
books are not usually read in the same way as novels. For instance, although you may 
want to resist the temptation to skip to the final chapter of a whodunnit, no such 
prohibitions are sensible when using a textbook. So, for example, you may want to 
consult Chapter 23 on making good use of your supervisor quite early on. Or, if you 
want a quick summary of the story this book offers, you may turn at once to 
Chapter 17. Each chapter is more or less self-contained and so there should be no 
problems in zigzagging through the book in this way, using the glossary provided 
where appropriate.

Zigzagging also makes sense because qualitative research rarely follows a smooth 
trajectory from hypothesis to findings. As we shall see, this is less a drawback than 
a chance to refocus your work as new ideas and opportunities arise in the field. 
Consequently, most readers will want to move backwards and forwards through the 
book as the occasion arises. Alternatively, you may find it useful to skim read the 
book in advance and then work through certain chapters in greater detail to corres-
pond with different stages of your research.

The examples and exercises in this book are designed to allow the novice to 
emerge with practical skills rather than simply the ability to write good examination 
answers. The exercises mostly rely upon the stage of your research coinciding with 
the chapters where they are found. So when you are zigzagging through the book 
or skimming it, it will usually make sense to return to the exercises at a relevant 
stage of your work, using your supervisor for feedback and advice. When you finish 
each chapter, please take advantage of the additional readings, links and exercises 
available on the website for this book: www.sagepub.co.uk/silverman.

Ultimately, of course, no book can or should provide for how it will be read. 
Complete anarchy is nonetheless rarely very useful to anybody. In this spirit, the 
structure I have provided tries to give you an initial orientation. From then on, it is 
up to you. As the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote:

All we want to do is to straighten you up on the track if your coach is crooked on the rails. 
Driving it afterwards we shall leave to you. (1980: 39e)
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