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 • Major approaches to information gathering
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Differences in the methods of data collection  
in quantitative and qualitative research

Most methods of data collection can be used in both qualitative and quantitative research. The 
distinction is mainly due to the restrictions imposed on flexibility, structure, sequential order, 
depth and freedom that a researcher has in their use during the research process. Quantitative 
methods favour these restrictions whereas qualitative ones advocate against them. The classi-
fication of a method into the quantitative or qualitative category depends upon your answers 
to the following questions: 

 • What philosophical epistemology is underpinning your approach to research enquiry?
 • How was the information collected? Was it through a structured or unstructured�Áexible 

format of data collection?
 • Were the questions or issues discussed during data collection predetermined or developed 

during data collection?
 • how was the information you gathered recorded? Was it in a descriptive, narrative, categorical, 

quantitative form or on a scale?
 • how was the information analysed? Was it a descriptive, categorical or numerical analysis?
 • How do you propose to communicate the findings? 'o you want to write in a descriptive or 

analytical manner?

For example, if an observation is recorded in a narrative or descriptive format, it becomes 
qualitative information, but if it is recorded in categorical form or on a scale, it will be classi-
fied as quantitative information. Similarly for data collected through interviews. An unstruc-
tured interview, recorded in a descriptive or narrative form, becomes a qualitative method, but 
in a structured interview, if the information is recorded in response categories or if the cat-
egories are developed and quantified out of descriptive responses, it is a quantitative method. 
Descriptive responses obtained in reply to open-ended questions are all qualitative but if the 
responses are in numerals they will be considered quantitative. If you develop categories and 
quantify the categorisation as a part of the analysis of descriptive responses to an open-ended 
question, it becomes a quantitative analysis. Data generated by focus groups, oral histories, 
narratives, group interviews is always qualitative in nature.

Major approaches to information gathering

There are two major approaches to gathering information about a situation, person, problem 
or phenomenon. When you undertake a research study, in most situations, you need to collect 
the required information; however, sometimes the information required is already available 
and need only be extracted. Based upon these broad approaches to information gathering, 
data can be categorised as: 

 • primary data; 
 • secondary data. 
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Information gathered using the first approach is said to be collected from primary sources, 
whereas the sources used in the second approach are called secondary sources. Examples of 
primary sources include finding out first-hand the attitudes of a community towards health 
services, ascertaining the health needs of a community, evaluating a social programme, deter-
mining the job satisfaction of the employees of an organisation, and ascertaining the quality 
of service provided by a worker are examples of information collected from primary sources. 
On the other hand, the use of census data to obtain information on the age–sex structure 
of a population, the use of hospital records to find out the morbidity and mortality patterns 
of a community, the use of an organisation’s records to ascertain its activities, and the collec-
tion of data from sources such as articles, journals, magazines, books and periodicals to obtain 
historical and other types of information, are all classified as secondary sources. In summary, 
primary sources provide first-hand information and secondary sources provide second-hand 
data. Figure 9.1 shows the various methods of data collection.

None of the methods of data collection provides 100 per cent accurate and reliable infor-
mation. The quality of the data gathered is dependent upon a number of other factors, which 
we will identify as we discuss each method. Your skill as a researcher lies in your ability to 
take care of the factors that could affect the quality of your data. One of the main differences 
between experienced and amateur researchers lies in their understanding of, and ability to 
control, these factors. It is therefore important for a beginner to be aware of them.

Methods of data collection

Secondary sources Primary sources

Observation Interviewing Questionnaire

Participant Structured

Unstructured

Mailed
questionnaire

Collective
questionnaire

Non-participant– Govt publications
– Earlier research
– Census
– Personal records
– Client histories
– Service records

Documents

figuRE 9.1  Methods of data collection
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Collecting data using primary sources

Several methods can be used to collect primary data. The choice of a method depends upon 
the purpose of the study, the resources available and the skills of the researcher. There are 
times when the method most appropriate to achieve the objectives of a study cannot be used 
because of constraints such as a lack of resources and/or required skills. In such situations you 
should be aware of the problems that these limitations impose on the quality of the data.

In selecting a method of data collection, the socioeconomic–demographic characteristics 
of the study population play an important role: you should know as much as possible about 
characteristics such as educational level, age structure, socioeconomic status and ethnic back-
ground. If possible, it is helpful to know the study population’s interest in, and attitude towards, 
participation in the study. Some populations, for a number of reasons, may not feel either at 
ease with a particular method of data collection (such as being interviewed) or comfortable 
with expressing opinions in a questionnaire. Furthermore, people with little education may 
respond differently to certain methods of data collection compared with people with more 
education.

Another important determinant of the quality of your data is the way the purpose and 
relevance of the study are explained to potential respondents. Whatever method of data col-
lection is used, make sure that respondents clearly understand the purpose and relevance of 
the study. This is particularly important when you use a questionnaire to collect data, because 
in an interview situation you can answer a respondent’s questions but in a questionnaire you 
will not have this opportunity.

In the following sections each method of data collection is discussed from the point of view of 
its applicability and suitability to a situation, and the problems and limitations associated with it.

Observation 

Observation is one way to collect primary data. Observation is a purposeful, systematic and 
selective way of watching and listening to an interaction or phenomenon as it takes place. 
There are many situations in which observation is the most appropriate method of data collec-
tion; for example, when you want to learn about the interaction in a group, study the dietary 
patterns of a population, ascertain the functions performed by a worker, or study the behav-
iour or personality traits of an individual. It is also appropriate in situations where full and/
or accurate information cannot be elicited by questioning, because respondents either are not 
co-operative or are unaware of the answers because it is difficult for them to detach them-
selves from the interaction. In summary, when you are more interested in the behaviour than 
in the perceptions of individuals, or when subjects are so involved in the interaction that they 
are unable to provide objective information about it, observation is the best approach to collect 
the required information.

Types of observation

There are two types of observation:
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1 participant observation; 
2 non-participant observation.

Participant observation is when you, as a researcher, participate in the activities of the 
group being observed in the same manner as its members, with or without their knowing 
that they are being observed. For example, you might want to examine the reactions of the 
general population towards people in wheelchairs. You can study their reactions by sitting in 
a wheelchair yourself. Or you might want to study the life of prisoners and pretend to be a 
prisoner in order to do this.

Non-participant observation, on the other hand, is when you, as a researcher, do not 
get involved in the activities of the group but remain a passive observer, watching and listen-
ing to its activities and drawing conclusions from this. For example, you might want to study 
the functions carried out by nurses in a hospital. As an observer, you could watch, follow and 
record the activities as they are performed. After making a number of observations, conclu-
sions could be drawn about the functions nurses carry out in the hospital. Any occupational 
group in any setting can be observed in the same manner.

Problems with using observation as a method of data collection

The use of observation as a method of data collection may suffer from a number of problems, 
which is not to suggest that all or any of these necessarily prevail in every situation. But as a 
beginner you should be aware of these potential problems:

 • When individuals or groups become aware that they are being observed, they may  
change their behaviour. Depending upon the situation, this change could be positive or nega-
tive – it may increase or decrease, for example, their productivity – and may occur for a number 
of reasons. When a change in the behaviour of persons or groups is attributed to their being 
observed it is known as the Hawthorne effect. The use of observation in such a situation may 
introduce distortion: what is observed may not represent their normal behaviour.

 • There is always the possibility of observer bias. if an observer is not impartial, s/he can easily 
introduce bias and there is no easy way to verify the observations and the inferences drawn 
from them.

 • The interpretations drawn from observations may vary from observer to observer.
 • There is the possibility of incomplete observation and/or recording, which varies with the 

method of recording. An observer may watch keenly but at the expense of detailed record-
ing. The opposite problem may occur when the observer takes detailed notes but in doing so 
misses some of the interaction.

Situations in which observations can be made

Observations can be made under two conditions:

1 natural; 
2 controlled.
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Observing a group in its natural operation rather than intervening in its activities is classified 
as observation under natural conditions. Introducing a stimulus to the group for it to react to 
and observing the reaction is called controlled observation.

Recording observations

There are many ways of recording observations. The selection of a method of recording 
depends upon the purpose of the observation. The way an observation is recorded also deter-
mines whether it is a quantitative or qualitative study. Narrative and descriptive recording is 
mainly used in qualitative research but if you are doing a quantitative study you would record 
an observation in categorical form or on a numerical scale. Keep in mind that each method 
of recording an observation has its advantages and disadvantages:

 • Narrative recording – in this form of recording the researcher records a description of the 
interaction in his/her own words. Such a type of recording clearly falls in the domain of qualita-
tive research. usually, a researcher makes brief notes while observing the interaction and then 
soon after completing the observation makes detailed notes in narrative form. in addition, some 
researchers may interpret the interaction and draw conclusions from it. The biggest advan-
tage of narrative recording is that it provides a deeper insight into the interaction. however, 
a disadvantage is that an observer may be biased in his/her observation and, therefore, the 
interpretations and conclusions drawn from the observation may also be biased. in addition, 
interpretations and conclusions drawn are bound to be subjective reÁecting the researcher·s 
perspectives. Also, if a researcher·s attention is on observing, s�he might forget to record an 
important piece of interaction and, obviously, in the process of recording, part of the interac-
tion may be missed. hence, there is always the possibility of incomplete recording and/or 
observation. in addition, when there are different observers the comparability of narrative 
recording can be a problem. 

 • Using scales – at times some observers may prefer to develop a scale in order to rate various 
aspects of the interaction or phenomenon. The recording is done on a scale developed by 
the observer/researcher. a scale may be one-, two- or three-directional, depending upon the 
purpose of the observation. )or example, in the scale in )igure �.� – designed to record the 
nature of the interaction within a group – there are three directions: positive, negative and 
neutral.

�   The main advantage of using scales in recording observation is that you do not need to 
spend time on taking detailed notes and can thus concentrate on observation. On the other 
hand, the problems with using a scale are that it does not provide specific and in�depth infor-
mation about the interaction. in addition, it may suffer from any of the following errors:

� –  8nless the observer is extremely confident of his�her ability to assess an interaction, s�he 
may tend to avoid the extreme positions on the scale, using mostly the central part. 7he 
error that this tendency creates is called the error of central tendency.

� –  Some observers may prefer certain sections of the scale in the same way that some teachers 
are strict markers and others are not. When observers have a tendency to use a particular part 
of the scale in recording an interaction, this phenomenon is known as the elevation effect.
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� –  another type of error that may be introduced is when the way an observer rates an indi-
vidual on one aspect of the interaction inÁuences the way s�he rates that individual on 
another aspect of the interaction. again something similar to this can happen in teaching 
when a teacher·s assessment of the performance of a student in one subject may inÁuence 
his�her rating of that student·s performance in another. 7his type of effect is known as the 
halo effect.

 • Categorical recording – Sometimes an observer may decide to record his/her observation 
using categories. The type and number of categories depend upon the type of interaction and 
the observer·s choice about how to classify the observation. )or example, passive�active �two 
categories�; introvert�extrovert �two categories�; always�sometimes�never �three categories�; 
strongly agree�agree�uncertain�disagree�strongly disagree �five categories�. 7he use of cat-
egories to record an observation may suffer from the same problems as those associated with 
scales.

 • Recording on electronic devices – Observation can also be recorded on videotape or other 
electronic devices and then analysed. The advantage of recording an interaction in this way is 
that the observer can see it a number of times before interpreting an interaction or drawing 
any conclusions from it and can also invite other professionals to view the interaction in order 
to arrive at more objective conclusions. however, one of the disadvantages is that some people 
may feel uncomfortable or may behave differently before a camera. Therefore the interaction 
may not be a true reÁection of the situation.

The choice of a particular method for recording your observation is dependent upon the 
purpose of the observation, the complexity of the interaction and the type of population 

5
Participation

Aspects of interaction

A study of the nature of interaction in a group

Positive Neutral Negative

Rapport

Confidence

Aggressiveness

Withdrawnness

Friendliness

Aloofness

4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5

5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5

5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5

5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5

5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5

5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5

5 4 3 2 1 0 1 2 3 4 5

figuRE 9.2  A three-directional rating scale
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being observed. It is important to consider these factors before deciding upon the method for 
recording your observation.

The interview 

Interviewing is a commonly used method of collecting information from people. In many 
walks of life we collect information through different forms of interaction with others. 
There are many definitions of interviews. According to Monette et al. (1986: 156), ‘an inter-
view involves an interviewer reading questions to respondents and recording their answers’. 
According to Burns (1997: 329), ‘an interview is a verbal interchange, often face to face, 
though the telephone may be used, in which an interviewer tries to elicit information, 
beliefs or opinions from another person’. Any person-to-person interaction, either face to 
face or otherwise, between two or more individuals with a specific purpose in mind is called 
an interview. 

When interviewing a respondent, you, as a researcher, have the freedom to decide the 
format and content of questions to be asked of your respondents, select the wording of your 
questions, decide the way you want to ask them and choose the order in which they are 
to be asked. This process of asking questions can be either very flexible, where you as the 
interviewer have the freedom to think about and formulate questions as they come to your 
mind around the issue being investigated, or inflexible, where you have to keep strictly to the 
questions decided beforehand – including their wording, sequence and the manner in which 
they are asked. Interviews are classified into different categories according to this degree of 
flexibility as in Figure 9.3.

Unstructured
interviews

Interviews at different levels of
flexibility and specificity

Interviewing

– Flexible interview
 structure
– Flexible interview
 contents
– Flexibility in interview
 questions

– Rigid interview structure
– Rigid interview contents
– Rigidity in interview
 questions and their
 wording

Structured
interviews

figuRE 9.3  Types of interview
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Unstructured Interviews 

The strength of unstructured interviews is the almost complete freedom they provide in terms 
of content and structure. You are free to order these in whatever sequence you wish. You also 
have complete freedom in terms of the wording you use and the way you explain questions 
to your respondents. You may formulate questions and raise issues on the spur of the moment, 
depending upon what occurs to you in the context of the discussion. 

Unstructured interviews are prevalent in both quantitative and qualitative research. The 
difference is in how information obtained through them in response to your questions is 
likely to be used. In quantitative research you develop response categorisations from responses 
which are then coded and quantified. In qualitative research the responses are used as descrip-
tors, often in verbatim form, and can be integrated with your arguments, flow of writing and 
sequence of logic. As unstructured interviews are dominantly used in qualitative research, they 
are described in greater detail under ‘Methods of data collection in qualitative research’ later 
in this chapter. 

Structured interviews

In a structured interview the researcher asks a predetermined set of questions, using the same 
wording and order of questions as specified in the interview schedule. An interview schedule 
is a written list of questions, open ended or closed, prepared for use by an interviewer in a 
person-to-person interaction (this may be face to face, by telephone or by other electronic 
media). Note that an interview schedule is a research tool/instrument for collecting data, 
whereas interviewing is a method of data collection.

One of the main advantages of the structured interview is that it provides uniform infor-
mation, which assures the comparability of data. Structured interviewing requires fewer 
interviewing skills than does unstructured interviewing.

The questionnaire

A questionnaire is a written list of questions, the answers to which are recorded by respon-
dents. In a questionnaire respondents read the questions, interpret what is expected and then 
write down the answers. The only difference between an interview schedule and a ques-
tionnaire is that in the former it is the interviewer who asks the questions (and if necessary, 
explains them) and records the respondent’s replies on an interview schedule, and in the latter 
replies are recorded by the respondents themselves. This distinction is important in accounting 
for the respective strengths and weaknesses of the two methods.

In the case of a questionnaire, as there is no one to explain the meaning of questions 
to respondents, it is important that the questions are clear and easy to understand. Also, 
the layout of a questionnaire should be such that it is easy to read and pleasant to the eye, 
and the sequence of questions should be easy to follow. A questionnaire should be devel-
oped in an interactive style. This means respondents should feel as if someone is talking 
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to them. In a questionnaire, a sensitive question or a question that respondents may feel 
hesitant about answering should be prefaced by an interactive statement explaining the 
relevance of the question. It is a good idea to use a different font for these statements to 
distinguish them from the actual questions. Examples in Figures 9.4 and 9.5 taken from 
two surveys recently carried out by the author with the help of two students explain 
some of the above points.

Ways of administering a questionnaire

A questionnaire can be administered in different ways.

figuRE 9.4  Example 1 

Where to go? A study of occupational mobility among immigrants

The questionnaire opened with the following interactive statement:

Before asking questions about family background, the following interactive statement was inserted in 
the questionnaire:

Before ascertaining respondents’ experiences with respect to recognition of their qualifications in 
Australia, the following interactive statement prepared them to be at ease with the area of inquiry:

Personal circumstances, and educational and occupational background, to a great extent determine 
the occupational mobility of an individual. This is especially true for immigrants. We would therefore 
like to ask you some questions about you and your family background. Knowledge of these factors 
is also important for assessing the representativeness of those who partici pated in the study and to 
understand the extent, nature and reasons of occupational mobility in relation to your background. We 
would appreciate your answering these questions as the information you provide will be very useful 
to us. We would like to emphasise that your responses are extremely valuable to us and we would 
greatly appreciate your answering all questions. However, if you feel that you do not want to answer 
a particular question, we will gladly accept your decision. We can assure you that your responses will 
be completely anonymous and will not be used for any other purpose.

Now, we would like to ask some questions about your family. Your family circumstances can affect 
your choice of an occupation after immigration. Again, we assure you of the complete anonymity 
of your responses.

Recognition of educational and professional qualifications, in addition to other factors, plays a 
major role in determining an individual’s occupational mobility in a new country. In this section 
we would like to ask your opinion about the process of getting your qualifications recognised. We 
would also like to know how satisfied or dissatisfied you are with the outcome. If you are dissatis-
fied, we would like to know your reasons as this information may help decision makers to improve 
the process. Again, we assure you that your answers will be completely confidential. However, if 
you still feel that you do not want to answer a particular question, please feel free to omit it.
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 • The mailed questionnaire – The most common approach to collecting information is to 
send the questionnaire to prospective respondents by mail. Obviously this approach presup-
poses that you have access to their addresses. usually it is a good idea to send a prepaid, 
self-addressed envelope with the questionnaire as this might increase the response rate. 
a mailed questionnaire must be accompanied by a covering letter �see below for details�. 
One of the major problems with this method is the low response rate. in the case of an 
extremely low response rate, the findings have very limited applicability to the population 
studied.

 • Collective administration – One of the best ways of administering a questionnaire is to 
obtain a captive audience such as students in a classroom, people attending a function, 
participants in a programme or people assembled in one place. This ensures a very high 
response rate as you will find few people refuse to participate in your study. Also, as you have 
personal contact with the study population, you can explain the purpose, relevance and 

figuRE 9.5  Example 2

Occupational redeployment – a study of occupational redeployment among state government 
employees 

The following interactive statement was inserted in the questionnaire before questions asking about 
the socioeconomic–demographic background of respondents:

Questions about occupational history were prefaced by the following statement:

Before asking questions about the impact of redeployment, the following interactive statement was 
incorporated into the questionnaire:

In order to gain an understanding of the situation of employees who have experienced occupational 
redeployment in state government departments during the last three years, we would like to ask 
some questions about your background. Your answers will help us to determine the types of 
occupation where redeployment has occurred and the backgrounds of the employees who have 
been affected by it. Please do not feel obliged to answer a question if you do not wish to, though we 
assure you that any information you provide will be treated with strict confidentiality.

We would like to ask some questions about your work history. The answers to these questions 
will enable us to compare the type of work you have been doing since entering the workforce with 
the job you have been assigned after redeployment. This will help us to establish the nature and 
extent of change in your job before and after redeployment. Again, there is no obligation to answer 
a question if you do not want to. However, answers to these questions are extremely important to 
us. We assure you of the anonymity of the information you provide.

The following questions ask you to express your opinion about different aspects of your job after and 
before redeployment. Your answers will help us to gauge the impact of redeployment on different 
aspects of your work and family situation. We would appreciate your honest opinions. Be assured 
that your responses will be completely anonymous.
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importance of the study and can clarify any questions that respondents may have. 7he author·s 
advice is that if you have a captive audience for your study, don·t miss the opportunity – it is the 
quickest way of collecting data, ensures a very high response rate and saves you money on 
postage.

 • Administration in a public place – Sometimes you can administer a questionnaire in a pub-
lic place such as a shopping centre, health centre, hospital, school or pub. Of course this 
depends upon the type of study population you are looking for and where it is likely to be 
found. 8sually the purpose of the study is explained to potential respondents as they approach 
and their participation in the study is requested. apart from being slightly more time consum-
ing, this method has all the advantages of administering a questionnaire collectively.

Choosing between an interview and a questionnaire

The choice between a questionnaire and an interview schedule is important and should 
be considered thoroughly as the strengths and weaknesses of the two methods can affect 
the validity of the findings. The nature of the investigation and the socioeconomic– 
demographic characteristics of the study population are central in this choice. The selection 
between an interview schedule and a questionnaire should be based upon the following 
criteria:

 • The nature of the investigation – if the study is about issues that respondents may feel reluc-
tant to discuss with an investigator, a questionnaire may be the better choice as it ensures 
anonymity. 7his may be the case with studies on drug use, sexuality, indulgence in criminal 
activities and personal finances. However, there are situations where better information about 
sensitive issues can be obtained by interviewing respondents. it depends on the type of study 
population and the skills of the interviewer.

 • The geographical distribution of the study population – if potential respondents are scat-
tered over a wide geographical area, you have no choice but to use a questionnaire, as 
interviewing in these circumstances would be extremely expensive.

 • The type of study population – if the study population is illiterate, very young or very old, or 
handicapped, there may be no option but to interview respondents.

Advantages of a questionnaire

A questionnaire has several advantages:

 • It is less expensive. as you do not interview respondents, you save time, and human and 
financial resources. 7he use of a questionnaire, therefore, is comparatively convenient and 
inexpensive. 3articularly when it is administered collectively to a study population, it is an 
extremely inexpensive method of data collection.

 • It offers greater anonymity. as there is no face-to-face interaction between respond-
ents and interviewer, this method provides greater anonymity. in some situations where 
sensitive questions are asked it helps to increase the likelihood of obtaining accurate 
information.
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Disadvantages of a questionnaire

Although a questionnaire has several disadvantages, it is important to note that not all data 
collection using this method has these disadvantages. The prevalence of a disadvantage depends 
on a number of factors, but you need to be aware of them to understand their possible bearing 
on the quality of the data. These are:

 • Application is limited. One main disadvantage is that application is limited to a study popula-
tion that can read and write. it cannot be used on a population that is illiterate, very young, 
very old or handicapped. 

 • Response rate is low. Questionnaires are notorious for their low response rates; that is, people 
fail to return them. if you plan to use a questionnaire, keep in mind that because not every-
one will return their questionnaire, your sample size will in effect be reduced. The response 
rate depends upon a number of factors: the interest of the sample in the topic of the study; 
the layout and length of the questionnaire; the quality of the letter explaining the purpose and 
relevance of the study; and the methodology used to deliver the questionnaire. you should 
consider yourself lucky to obtain a 50 per cent response rate and sometimes it may be as low 
as 20 per cent. however, as mentioned, the response rate is not a problem when a question-
naire is administered in a collective situation.

 • There is a self-selecting bias. not everyone who receives a questionnaire returns it, so there 
is a self-selecting bias. Those who return their questionnaire may have attitudes, attributes or 
motivations that are different from those who do not. hence, if the response rate is very low, 
the findings may not be representative of the total study population.

 • Opportunity to clarify issues is lacking. if, for any reason, respondents do not understand 
some questions, there is almost no opportunity for them to have the meaning clarified unless they 
get in touch with you – the researcher �which does not happen often�. ,f different respondents 
interpret questions differently, this will affect the quality of the information provided.

 • Spontaneous responses are not allowed for. Mailed questionnaires are inappropriate when 
spontaneous responses are required, as a questionnaire gives respondents time to reÁect 
before answering.

 • 7he resSonse to a TXestion Pa\ be inÁXenFed b\ the resSonse to other TXestions� as 
respondents can read all the questions before answering �which usually happens�, the way 
they answer a particular question may be affected by their knowledge of other questions.

 • It is possible to consult others. With mailed questionnaires respondents may consult other 
people before responding. ,n situations where an investigator wants to find out only the study 
population·s opinions, this method may be inappropriate, though requesting respondents to 
express their own opinion may help.

 • A response cannot be supplemented with other information. an interview can sometimes 
be supplemented with information from other methods of data collection such as observation. 
however, a questionnaire lacks this advantage.

Advantages of the interview

 • The interview is more appropriate for complex situations. it is the most appropriate 
approach for studying complex and sensitive areas as the interviewer has the opportunity 
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to prepare a respondent before asking sensitive questions and to explain complex ones to 
respondents in person.

 • It is useful for collecting in-depth information. in an interview situation it is possible for an 
investigator to obtain in-depth information by probing. hence, in situations where in-depth 
information is required, interviewing is the preferred method of data collection.

 • Information can be supplemented. an interviewer is able to supplement information obtained 
from responses with those gained from observation of non-verbal reactions.

 • Questions can be explained. it is less likely that a question will be misunderstood as the inter-
viewer can either repeat a question or put it in a form that is understood by the respondent.

 • Interviewing has a wider application. an interview can be used with almost any type of 
population: children, the handicapped, illiterate or very old.

Disadvantages of the interview

 • Interviewing is time consuming and expensive. This is especially so when potential respond-
ents are scattered over a wide geographical area. however, if you have a situation such as an 
office, a hospital or an agency where potential respondents come to obtain a service, interviewing 
them in that setting may be less expensive and less time consuming.

 • The quality of data depends upon the quality of the interaction. in an interview the quality 
of interaction between an interviewer and interviewee is likely to affect the quality of the infor-
mation obtained. also, because the interaction in each interview is unique, the quality of the 
responses obtained from different interviews may vary significantly.

 • The quality of data depends upon the quality of the interviewer. in an interview situation 
the quality of the data generated is affected by the experience, skills and commitment of the 
interviewer.

 • The quality of data may vary when many interviewers are used. use of multiple interviewers 
may magnify the problems identified in the two previous points.

 • The researcher may introduce his/her bias. Researcher bias in the framing of questions and 
the interpretation of responses is always possible. if the interviews are conducted by a per-
son or persons, paid or voluntary, other than the researcher, it is also possible that they may 
exhibit bias in the way they interpret responses, select response categories or choose words 
to summarise respondents· expressed opinions.

Contents of the covering letter 

It is essential that you write a covering letter with your mailed questionnaire. It should very 
briefly:

 • introduce you and the institution you are representing;
 • describe in two or three sentences the main objectives of the study;
 • explain the relevance of the study;
 • convey any general instructions;
 • indicate that participation in the study is voluntary – if recipients do not want to respond to the 

questionnaire, they have the right not to;
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 • assure respondents of the anonymity of the information provided by them;
 • provide a contact number in case they have any questions;
 • give a return address for the questionnaire and a deadline for its return; 
 • thank them for their participation in the study. 

Forms of question 

The form and wording of questions used in an interview or a questionnaire are extremely 
important in a research instrument as they have an effect on the type and quality of infor-
mation obtained from a respondent. The wording and structure of questions should there-
fore be appropriate, relevant and free from any of the problems discussed in the section 
titled ‘Formulating effective questions’ later in this chapter. Before this, let us discuss the 
two forms of questions, open ended and closed, which are both commonly used in social 
sciences research.

In an open-ended question the possible responses are not given. In the case of a ques-
tionnaire, the respondent writes down the answers in his/her words, but in the case of an 
interview schedule the investigator records the answers either verbatim or in a summary. In 
a closed question the possible answers are set out in the questionnaire or schedule and the 
respondent or the investigator ticks the category that best describes the respondent’s answer. It 
is usually wise to provide a category ‘Other/please explain’ to accommodate any response not 
listed. The questions in Figure 9.6 are classified as closed questions. The same questions could 
be asked as open-ended questions, as shown in Figure 9.7.

When deciding whether to use open-ended or closed questions to obtain information 
about a variable, visualise how you plan to use the information generated. This is important 
because the way you frame your questions determines the unit of measurement which could 
be used to classify the responses. The unit of measurement in turn dictates what statistical 
procedures can be applied to the data and the way the information can be analysed and 
displayed. 

Let us take, as an example, the question about the variable: ‘income’. In closed questions 
income can be qualitatively recorded in categories such as ‘above average/average/below 
average’, or quantitatively in categories such as ‘under $10 000/$10 000–$19 999/…’. Your 
choice of qualitative and quantitative categories affects the unit of measurement for income 
(qualitative uses the ordinal scale and quantitative the ratio scale of measurement), which in 
turn will affect the application of statistical procedures. For example, you cannot calculate 
the average income of a person from the responses to question C(a) in Figure 9.6; nor can 
you calculate the median or modal category of income. But from the responses to question 
C, you can accurately calculate modal category of income. However, the average and the 
median income cannot be accurately calculated (such calculations are usually made under 
certain assumptions). From the responses to question C in Figure 9.7, where the income for a 
respondent is recorded in exact dollars, the different descriptors of income can be calculated 
very accurately. In addition, information on income can be displayed in any form. You can 
calculate the average, median or mode. The same is true for any other information obtained 
in response to open-ended and closed questions.
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In closed questions, having developed categories, you cannot change them; hence, you should 
be very certain about your categories when developing them. If you ask an open-ended 
question, you can develop any number of categories at the time of analysis.

Both open-ended and closed questions have their advantages and disadvantages in different 
situations. To some extent, their advantages and disadvantages depend upon whether they 

A. Please indicate your age by placing a tick in the appropriate category.

Under 15  

15–19 years  

20–24 years  

B. How would you describe your current marital status?

Married  

Single  

De facto  

Divorced  

Separated  

C. What is your average annual income?

Under $10 000  

$10 000–$19 999  

$20 000–$29 999  

$30 000–$39 999  

$40 000+  

OR

C(a). How would you categorise your average annual income?

Above average  

Average  

Below average  

D. What, in your opinion, are the qualities of a good administrator?

Able to make decisions  

Fast decision maker  

Able to listen  

Impartial  

Skilled in interpersonal communication  

Other, please specify

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

figuRE 9.6  Examples of closed questions
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are being used in an interview or in a questionnaire and on whether they are being used to 
seek information about facts or opinions. As a rule, closed questions are extremely useful for 
eliciting factual information and open-ended questions for seeking opinions, attitudes and 
perceptions. The choice of open-ended or closed questions should be made according to the 
purpose for which a piece of information is to be used, the type of study population from 
which information is going to be obtained, the proposed format for com municating the 
findings and the socioeconomic background of the readership.

Advantages and disadvantages of open-ended questions

 • 2pen�ended questions provide in�depth information if used in an interview by an experienced 
interviewer. in a questionnaire, open-ended questions can provide a wealth of information 
provided respondents feel comfortable about expressing their opinions and are Áuent in the lan-
guage used. 2n the other hand, analysis of open�ended questions is more difficult. 7he researcher 
usually needs to go through another process – content analysis – in order to classify the data.

 • ,n a questionnaire, open�ended questions provide respondents with the opportunity to express 
themselves freely, resulting in a greater variety of information. Thus respondents are not ‘con-
ditioned· by having to select answers from a list. 7he disadvantage of free choice is that, in a 
questionnaire, some respondents may not be able to express themselves, and so information 
can be lost.

 • As open�ended questions allow respondents to express themselves freely, they virtually elimi-
nate the possibility of investigator bias �investigator bias is introduced through the response 
pattern presented to respondents). On the other hand, there is a greater chance of interviewer 
bias in open-ended questions.

Advantages and disadvantages of closed questions

 • One of the main disadvantages of closed questions is that the information obtained through 
them lacks depth and variety.

A. What is your current age? ————— years

B. How would you describe your current marital status? ————— 

C. What is your average annual income? $ —————

D. What, in your opinion, are the qualities of a good administrator?

1 —————————

2 —————————

3 —————————

4 —————————

5 —————————

figuRE 9.7  Examples of open-ended questions
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 • There is a greater possibility of investigator bias because the researcher may list only the 
response patterns that s/he is interested in or those that come to mind. Even if the category of 
¶other· is offered, most people will usually select from the given responses, and so the findings 
may still reÁect researcher bias.

 • in a questionnaire, the given response pattern for a question could condition the thinking of 
respondents, and so the answers provided may not truly reÁect respondents· opinions. 5ather, 
they may reÁect the extent of agreement or disagreement with the researcher·s opinion or 
analysis of a situation.

 • The ease of answering a ready-made list of responses may create a tendency among 
some respondents and interviewers to tick a category or categories without thinking 
through the issue.

 • &losed questions, because they provide ¶ready�made· categories within which respondents 
reply to the questions asked by the researcher, help to ensure that the information needed by 
the researcher is obtained and the responses are also easier to analyse.

Formulating effective questions

The wording and tone of your questions are important because the information and its qual-
ity largely depend upon these factors. It is therefore important to be careful about the way you 
formulate questions. The following are some considerations to keep in mind when formulating 
questions:

 • Always use simple and everyday language. your respondents may not be highly educated, 
and even if they are they still may not know some of the ¶simple· technical jargon that you are 
used to. 3articularly in a questionnaire, take extra care to use words that your respondents 
will understand as you will have no opportunity to explain questions to them. A pre�test should 
show you what is and what is not understood by your respondents. )or example�

 is anyone in your family a dipsomaniac? �%ailey ����� ����

 in this question many respondents, even some who are well educated, will not understand ‘dipso-
maniac· and, hence, they either do not answer or answer the question without understanding.

 • Do not use ambiguous questions. an ambiguous question is one that contains more than 
one meaning and that can be interpreted differently by different respondents. This will result 
in different answers, making it difficult, if not impossible, to draw any valid conclusions from 
the information. The following questions highlight the problem:

 ,s your work made difficult because you are expecting a baby? �0oser 	 .alton ����� 
323)  yes F no F

 in the survey all women were asked this question. Those women who were not pregnant ticked 
¶1o·, meaning no they were not pregnant, and those who were pregnant and who ticked ¶1o· 
meant pregnancy had not made their work difficult. 7he question has other ambiguities as 
well: it does not specify the type of work and the stage of pregnancy.

 Are you satisfied with your canteen? �0oser 	 .alton ����� ����
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 This question is also ambiguous as it does not ask respondents to indicate the aspects of the 
canteen with which they may be satisfied or dissatisfied. ,s it with the service, the prices, 
the physical facilities, the attitude of the staff or the quality of the meals? Respondents may 
have any one of these aspects in mind when they answer the question. Or the question should 
have been worded differently like, ‘are you, on the whole, satisfied with your canteen?·

 • Do not ask double-barrelled questions. a double-barrelled question is a question within a 
question. The main problem with this type of question is that one does not know which par-
ticular question a respondent has answered. Some respondents may answer both parts of the 
question and others may answer only one of them.

 how often and how much time do you spend on each visit? 

 This question was asked in a survey in Western australia to ascertain the need for child-mind-
ing services in one of the hospitals. The question has two parts: how often do you visit and 
how much time is spent on each visit? in this type of question some respondents may answer 
the first part, whereas others may answer the second part and some may answer both parts. 
,ncidentally, this question is also ambiguous in that it does not specify ¶how often· in terms of 
a period of time. is it in a week, a fortnight, a month or a year?

 Does your department have a special recruitment policy for racial minorities and women? 
�%ailey ����� ���

 7his question is double barrelled in that it asks respondents to indicate whether their office has a 
special recruitment policy for two population groups� racial minorities and women. A ¶yes· response 
does not necessarily mean that the office has a special recruitment policy for both groups.

 • Do not ask leading questions. a leading question is one which, by its contents, structure or 
wording, leads a respondent to answer in a certain direction. Such questions are judgemental 
and lead respondents to answer either positively or negatively.

 8nemployment is increasing, isn·t it?

 6moking is bad, isn·t it?

 7he first problem is that these are not questions but statements. %ecause the statements 
suggest that ¶unemployment is increasing· and ¶smoking is bad·, respondents may feel that 
to disagree with them is to be in the wrong, especially if they feel that the researcher is an 
authority and that if s�he is saying that ¶unemployment is increasing· or ¶smoking is bad·, it 
must be so. 7he feeling that there is a ¶right· answer can ¶force· people to respond in a way that 
is contrary to their true position.

 • Do not ask questions that are based on presumptions. in such questions the researcher 
assumes that respondents fit into a particular category and seeks information based upon 
that assumption. 

 How many cigarettes do you smoke in a day? �0oser 	 .alton ����� ����

 What contraceptives do you use?

 %oth these questions were asked without ascertaining whether or not respondents were 
smokers or sexually active. ,n situations like this it is important to ascertain first whether or 
not a respondent fits into the category about which you are enquiring.
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Constructing a research instrument in quantitative research 

The construction of a research instrument or tool is an extremely important aspect of a research 
project because anything you say by way of findings or conclusions is based upon the type of 
information you collect, and the data you collect is entirely dependent upon the questions that 
you ask of your respondents. The famous saying about computers – ‘garbage in, garbage out’ – is 
also applicable to data collection. The research tool provides the input to a study and therefore 
the quality and validity of the output, the findings, are solely dependent upon it.

In spite of its immense importance, to the author’s knowledge, no specific guidelines for 
beginners on how to construct a research tool exist. Students are left to learn for themselves 
under the guidance of their research supervisor. The guidelines suggested below outline a 
broad approach, especially for beginners. The underlying principle is to ensure the validity of 
your instrument by making sure that your questions relate to the objectives of your study. Therefore, 
clearly defined objectives play an extremely important role as each question in the instrument 
must stem from the objectives, research questions and/or hypotheses of the study. It is 
suggested that a beginner should adopt the following procedure:

6tep ,  ,f you have not already done so, clearly define and individually list all the specific 
objectives, research questions or hypotheses, if any, to be tested.

Step ii  for each objective, research question or hypothesis, list all the associated questions 
that you want to answer through your study. 

6tep ,,,  7ake each question that you identified in 6tep ,, and list the information required to 
answer it.

6tep ,9  )ormulate question�s� that you want to ask of your respondents to obtain the required 
information.

In the above process you may find that the same piece of information is required for a number 
of questions. In such a situation the question should be asked once only. To understand this 
process, see Table 9.1 for which we have already developed a set of objectives in Figure 4.4 
in Chapter 4.

Asking personal and sensitive questions

In the social sciences, sometimes one needs to ask questions that are of a personal nature. 
Some respondents may find this offensive. It is important to be aware of this as it may affect 
the quality of information or even result in an interview being terminated or questionnaires 
not being returned. Researchers have used a number of approaches to deal with this problem 
but it is difficult to say which approach is best. According to Bradburn and Sudman:

no data collection method is superior to other methods for all types of threatening 
questions. If one accepts the results at face value, each of the data gathering methods is 
best under certain conditions. (1979: 12–13)
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In terms of the best technique for asking sensitive or threatening questions, there appears to 
be two opposite opinions, based on the manner in which the question is asked: 

1 a direct manner; 
2 an indirect manner. 

The advantage with the first approach is that one can be sure that an affirmative answer is 
accurate. Those who advocate the second approach believe that direct questioning is likely to 
offend respondents and hence they are unlikely to answer even the non-sensitive questions. 
Some ways of asking personal questions in an indirect manner are as follows:

 • by showing drawings or cartoons;
 • by asking a respondent to complete a sentence;
 • by asking a respondent to sort cards containing statements; 
 • by using random devices.

To describe these methods in detail is beyond the scope of this book.

The order of questions

The order of questions in a questionnaire or in an interview schedule is important as it affects 
the quality of information, and the interest and even willingness of a respondent to participate 
in a study. Again, there are two categories of opinion as to the best way to order questions. The 
first is that questions should be asked in a random order and the second is that they should 
follow a logical progression based upon the objectives of the study. The author believes that 
the latter procedure is better as it gradually leads respondents into the themes of the study, start-
ing with simple themes and progressing to complex ones. This approach sustains the interest 
of respondents and gradually stimulates them to answer the questions. However, the random 
approach is useful in situations where a researcher wants respondents to express their agree-
ment or disagreement with different aspects of an issue. In this case a logical listing of state-
ments or questions may ‘condition’ a respondent to the opinions expressed by the researcher 
through the statements.

Pre-testing a research instrument 

Having constructed your research instrument, whether an interview schedule or a question-
naire, it is important that you test it out before using it for actual data collection. Pre-testing 
a research instrument entails a critical examination of the understanding of each question and 
its meaning as understood by a respondent. A pre-test should be carried out under actual field 
conditions on a group of people similar to your study population. The purpose is not to collect 
data but to identify problems that the potential respondents might have in either understanding or 
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interpreting a question. Your aim is to identify if there are problems in understanding the way 
a question has been worded, the appropriateness of the meaning it communicates, whether dif-
ferent respondents interpret a question differently, and to establish whether their interpretation 
is different to what you were trying to convey. If there are problems you need to re-examine the 
wording to make it clearer and unambiguous. 

Prerequisites for data collection

Before you start obtaining information from potential respondents it is imperative that you 
make sure of their:

 • motivation to share the required information – it is essential for respondents to be willing 
to share information with you. You should make every effort to motivate them by explaining 
clearly and in simple terms the objectives and relevance of the study, either at the time of the 
interview or in the covering letter accompanying the questionnaire and/or through interactive 
statements in the questionnaire.

 • clear understanding of the questions – 5espondents must understand what is expected 
of them in the questions. if respondents do not understand a question clearly, the response 
given may be either wrong or irrelevant, or make no sense.

 • possession of the required information – The third prerequisite is that respondents must 
have the information sought. This is of particular importance when you are seeking factual 
or technical information. if respondents do not have the required information, they cannot 
provide it. 

Methods of data collection in qualitative research 

To draw a clear distinction between quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection is 
both difficult and inappropriate because of the overlap between them. The difference between 
them mainly lies in the manner in which a method is applied in an actual data collection situ-
ation. Use of these methods in quantitative research demands standardisation of questions to be 
asked of the respondents, a rigid adherence to their structure and order, an adoption of a process 
that is tested and predetermined, and making sure of the validity and reliability of the process as 
well as the questions. However, the methods of data collection in qualitative research follow a 
convention which is almost opposite to quantitative research. The wording, order and format of 
these questions are neither predetermined nor standardised. Qualitative methods are character-
ised by flexibility and freedom in terms of structure and order given to the researcher. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, most qualitative study designs are method based: that 
is, the method of data collection seems to determine the design. In some situations it becomes 
difficult to separate a study design from the method of data collection. For example, in-depth 
interviewing, narratives and oral history are both designs and methods of data collection. This 
may confuse some but here they are detailed as methods and not designs. 
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There are three main methods of data collection in qualitative research:

1 unstructured interviews;
2 participant observation; 
3 secondary sources.

Participant observation has been adequately covered earlier in this chapter and secondary 
sources will be covered in a later section, so at this point we will focus on unstructured inter-
views, which are by far the most commonly used method of data collection in qualitative 
research.

Flexibility, freedom and spontaneity in contents and structure underpin an interaction in 
all types of unstructured interview. This interaction can be at a one-to-one (researcher and a 
respondent) or a group (researcher and a group of respondents) level. There are several types 
of unstructured interview that are prevalent in qualitative research, for example in-depth inter-
viewing, focus group interviewing, narratives and oral histories. Below is a brief description of each 
of them. For a detailed understanding readers should consult the relevant references listed in 
the Bibliography. 

In-depth interviews 

The theoretical roots of in-depth interviewing are in what is known as the interpretive 
tradition. According to Taylor and Bogdan, in-depth interviewing is ‘repeated face-to-face 
encounters between the researcher and informants directed towards understanding informants’ 
perspectives on their lives, experiences, or situations as expressed in their own words’ (1998: 77). 
This definition underlines two essential characteristics of in-depth interviewing: (1) it involves 
face-to-face, repeated interaction between the researcher and his/her informant(s); and (2) it 
seeks to understand the latter’s perspectives. Because this method involves repeated contacts 
and hence an extended length of time spent with an informant, it is assumed that the rapport 
between researcher and informant will be enhanced, and that the corresponding understanding 
and confidence between the two will lead to in-depth and accurate information. 

Focus group interviews

The only difference between a focus group interview and an in-depth interview is that the 
former is undertaken with a group and the latter with an individual. In a focus group inter-
view, you explore the perceptions, experiences and understandings of a group of people who 
have some experience in common with regard to a situation or event. For example, you may 
explore with relevant groups such issues as domestic violence, physical disability or refugees. 

In focus group interviews, broad discussion topics are developed beforehand, either by the 
researcher or by the group. These provide a broad frame for discussions which follow. The 
specific discussion points emerge as a part of the discussion. Members of a focus group express 
their opinions while discussing these issues.
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You, as a researcher, need to ensure that whatever is expressed or discussed is recorded 
accurately. Use the method of recording that suits you the best. You may audiotape discus-
sions, employ someone else to record them or record them yourself immediately after each 
session. If you are taking your own notes during discussions, you need to be careful not to 
lose something of importance because of your involvement in discussions. You can and should 
take your write-up on discussions back to your focus group for correction, verification and 
confirmation. 

Narratives

The narrative technique of gathering information has even less structure than the focus group. 
Narratives have almost no predetermined contents except that the researcher seeks to hear 
a person’s retelling of an incident or happening in his/her life. Essentially, the person tells his/
her story about an incident or situation and you, as the researcher, listen passively. Occasionally, 
you encourage the individual by using active listening techniques; that is, you say words such 
as ‘uh huh’, ‘mmmm’, ‘yeah’, ‘right’ and nod as appropriate. Basically, you let the person talk 
freely and without interrupting. 

Narratives are a very powerful method of data collection for situations which are sensitive 
in nature. For example, you may want to find out about the impact of child sexual abuse on 
people who have gone through such an experience. You, as a researcher, ask these people to 
narrate their experiences and how they have been affected. Narratives may have a therapeutic 
impact; that is, sometimes simply telling their story may help a person to feel more at ease with 
the event. Some therapists specialise in narrative therapy. But here, we are concerned with 
narratives as a method of data collection.

As with focus group interviews, you need to choose the recording system that suits you 
the best. Having completed narrative sessions you need to write your detailed notes and give 
them back to the respondent to check for accuracy. 

Oral histories

Oral histories, like narratives, involve the use of both passive and active listening. Oral histories, 
however, are more commonly used for learning about a historical event or episode that took 
place in the past or for gaining information about a cultural, custom or story that has been 
passed from generation to generation. Narratives are more about a person’s personal experiences 
whereas historical, social or cultural events are the subjects of oral histories.

Suppose you want to find out about the life after the Second World War in some regional 
town of Western Australia or about the living conditions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people in the 1960s. You would talk to persons who were alive during that period 
and ask them about life at that time. 

Data collection through unstructured interviewing is extremely useful in situations where 
either in-depth information is needed or little is known about the area. The flexibility allowed 
to the interviewer in what s/he asks of a respondent is an asset as it can elicit extremely rich 
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information. As it provides in-depth information, this technique is used by many researchers 
for constructing a structured research instrument. On the other hand, since an unstructured 
interview does not list specific questions to be asked of respondents, the comparability of 
questions asked and responses obtained may become a problem. As the researcher gains expe-
rience during the interviews, the questions asked of respondents change; hence, the type of 
information obtained from those who are interviewed at the beginning may be markedly 
different from that obtained from those interviewed towards the end. Also, this freedom can 
introduce investigator bias into the study. Using an interview guide as a means of data col-
lection requires much more skill on the part of the researcher than does using a structured 
interview. 

Constructing a research instrument in qualitative research

Data in qualitative research are not collected through a set of predetermined questions but by 
raising issues around different areas of enquiry. Hence there are no predetermined research 
tools, as such, in qualitative research. However, many people develop a loose list of issues that 
they want to discuss with respondents or to have ready in case what they want to discuss does 
not surface during the discussions. This loosely developed list of issues is called an interview 
guide. In the author’s opinion, particularly for a newcomer, it is important to develop an 
interview guide to ensure desired coverage of the areas of enquiry and comparability of infor-
mation across respondents. Note that in-depth interviewing is both a method of data collec-
tion and a study design in qualitative research and the interview guide is a research tool that 
is used to collect data in this design. 

Recently the author conducted a study using in-depth interviewing and focus group 
methodologies to construct a conceptual service delivery model for providing child protec-
tion services through family consultation, involvement and engagement. The project was 
designed to develop a model that can be used by the field workers when dealing with a 
family on matters relating to child protection. The author conducted a number of in-depth 
interviews with some staff members working at different levels to gather ideas of the issues 
that service providers and managers thought to be important. On the basis of the informa-
tion obtained from these in-depth interviews, a list of likely topics/issues was prepared. 
This list, the interview guide, became the basis of collecting the required information from 
individuals and focus groups in order to construct the conceptual model. Though this list 
was developed the focus groups were encouraged to raise any issue relating to the service 
delivery. The following topics/issues/questions formed the core of the interview guide for 
focus groups:

1 What do you understand by the concept of family engagement and involvement when 
deciding about a child? 

� What should be the extent and nature of the involvement?
3 how can it be achieved?
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4 What do you think are the advantages of involving families in the decision making? 
5 What in your opinion are its disadvantages?
6 What is your opinion about this concept?
7 What can a field worker do to involve a family?
� How can the success or failure of this model be measured?
9 how will this model affect current services to children?

Note that these served as starting points for discussions. The group members were encour-
aged to discuss whatever they wanted to in relation to the perceived model. All one-to-one 
in-depth interviews and focus group discussions were recorded on audiotape and were 
analysed to identify major themes that emerged from these discussions.

Collecting data using secondary sources

So far we have discussed the primary sources of data collection where the required data was 
collected either by you or by someone else for the specific purpose you have in mind. There 
are occasions when your data have already been collected by someone else and you need only 
to extract the required information for the purpose of your study. 

Both qualitative and quantitative research studies use secondary sources as a method of data 
collection. In qualitative research you usually extract descriptive (historical and current) and narra-
tive information and in quantitative research the information extracted is categorical or numerical. 
The following section provides some of the many secondary sources grouped into categories:

 • Government or semi-government publications – There are many government and semi-
government organisations that collect data on a regular basis in a variety of areas and publish 
it for use by members of the public and interest groups. 6ome common examples are the 
census, vital statistics registration, labour force surveys, health reports, economic forecasts 
and demographic information.

 • Earlier research – for some topics, an enormous number of research studies that have 
already been done by others can provide you with the required information.

 • Personal records – 6ome people write historical and personal records �e.g. diaries� that may 
provide the information you need.

 • Mass media – Reports published in newspapers, in magazines, on the internet, and so on, 
may be another good source of data.

Problems with using data from secondary sources

When using data from secondary sources you need to be careful as there may be certain prob-
lems with the availability, format and quality of data. The extent of these problems varies from 
source to source. While using such data some issues you should keep in mind are:
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 • Validity and reliability – The validity of information may vary markedly from source to source. 
)or example, information obtained from a census is likely to be more valid and reliable than 
that obtained from most personal diaries.

 • Personal bias – The use of information from personal diaries, newspapers and magazines 
may have the problem of personal bias as these writers are likely to exhibit less rigorousness 
and objectivity than one would expect in research reports.

 • Availability of data – it is common for beginning researchers to assume that the required 
data will be available, but you cannot and should not make this assumption. Therefore, it is 
important to make sure that the required data is available before you proceed further with 
your study.

 • Format – %efore deciding to use data from secondary sources it is equally important to ascer-
tain that the data is available in the required format. )or example, you might need to analyse 
age in the categories ��–��, ��–��, and so on, but, in your source, age may be categorised 
as 21–24, 25–29, and so on.

Summary 

in this chapter you have learnt about the various methods of data collection. information 
collected about a situation, phenomenon, issue or group of people can come from either 
primary sources or secondary sources. 

primary sources are those where you or someone else collects information from respond-
ents for the specific purpose for which a study is undertaken. These include interviewing, 
observation and the use of questionnaires. all other sources, where the information required 
is already available, such as government publications, reports and previous research, are 
called secondary sources. 

There is a considerable overlap in the methods of data collection between quantitative 
and qualitative research studies. The difference lies in the way the information is generated, 
recorded and analysed. in quantitative research the information, in most cases, is generated 
through a set of predetermined questions and either the responses are recorded in categori-
cal format or the categories are developed out of the responses. The information obtained 
then goes through data processing and is subjected to a number of statistical procedures. 
in qualitative research the required information is generated through a series of questions 
which are not predetermined and pre-worded. in addition, the recording of information is in 
descriptive format and the dominant mode of analysis is content analysis to identify the main 
themes. Structured interviews, use of questionnaires and structured observations are the 
most common methods of data collection in quantitative research, whereas in qualitative 
research unstructured interviews �oral histories, in�depth interviews and narratives� and par-
ticipant observation are the main methods of data collection from primary sources. 

The choice of a particular method of collecting data depends upon the purpose of collecting 
information, the type of information being collected, the resources available to you, your skills 
in the use of a particular method of data collection and the socioeconomic–demographic char-
acteristics of your study population. Each method has its own advantages and dis advantages 
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and each is appropriate for certain situations. The choice of a particular method for collecting 
data is important in itself for ensuring the quality of the information but no method of data 
collection will guarantee 100 per cent accurate information. The quality of your information is 
dependent upon several methodological, situational and respondent-related factors and your 
ability as a researcher lies in either controlling or minimising the effect of these factors in the 
process of data collection.

7he use of open�ended and closed questions is appropriate for different situations. %oth of 
them have strengths and weaknesses and you should be aware of these so that you can use 
them appropriately.

The construction of a research instrument is the most important aspect of any research 
endeavour as it determines the nature and quality of the information. This is the input of your 
study and the output, the relevance and accuracy of your conclusions, is entirely dependent 
upon it. a research instrument in quantitative research must be developed in light of the objec-
tives of your study. The method suggested in this chapter ensures that questions in an instru-
ment have a direct link to your objectives. The wording of questions can pose several problems 
and you should keep them in mind while formulating your questions.

in qualitative research you do not develop a research instrument as such but it is advisable 
that you develop a conceptual framework of the likely areas you plan to cover, providing 
sufficient allowance for new ones to emerge when collecting data from your respondents. 

For You to Think About

 � Refamiliarise yourself with the keywords listed at the beginning of this chapter and if 
you are uncertain about the meaning or application of any of them revisit these in the 
chapter before moving on.

 � ,dentify two or three examples from your own academic field where it may be better to 
use a questionnaire rather than interviewing, and vice versa. 

 � identify three situations where it would be better to use open-ended questions and three 
where closed questions might be more useful.

 � There is a considerable overlap in the methods of data collection between quantitative 
and qualitative research. in spite of that they are different. Make a list of a few of the 
factors that differentiate them. 
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