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Qualitative Research
and Quasi-Experimental
Frameworks

Qualitative and quantitative research occupy different worlds, and
Donald Campbell has educated us in both. His writings about de-
grees of freedom in the case study (Campbell, 1975), about the
mutual methodological relevance of psychology and anthropology
(Campbell, 1961), and about qualitative knowing in action re-
search (Campbell, 1974) analyze qualitative research as a legiti-
mate form of scientific knowing. His writing about experiments
and quasi-experiments (Campbell and Stanley, 1966; Cook and
Campbell, 1979) demonstrates his high standards for what consti-
tutes science. While Campbell has informed us about both worlds,
the two remain separate in his writings. This chapter is an attempt
to bridge the gap between the two.
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This is an immodest venture, because the division between
qualitative and quantitative research is entrenched in several disci-
plines. In psychology it appears as a tension between experimental
and clinical methods. In sociology it appears in the separation of
fieldwork and statistical work. In the logic of scientific inquiry, it
appears as a difference between hypothetico-deduction and ana-
lytic induction (see, for example, Becker, 1963; Glaser and
Strauss, 1967; Lindesmith, 1968; McCall and Simmons, 1969;
Znaniecki, 1934). The differences between qualitative and quanti-
tative researchers appear also in caricatures; the former are con-
sidered “soft,” and the latter ‘“hard,” or the former called “navel
gazers” and the latter “number crunchers” (see Sherif, 1979).
Without denying some of the real differences, this chapter ex-
plores the similarities. The exploration is one-sided; it applies the
quantitative researcher’s criteria for reliability and validity to qual-
itative work, using the typology that Campbell and his colleagues
have developed (Campbell and Stanley, 1966; Cook and Campbell,
1979).

Not all qualitative research is as different from quantitative
work as appears on the surface. Although field workers or partici-
pant observers do not use the language of quasi-experimental de-
signs, we can discern designs in their studies. By studying naturally
occurring phenomena, participant observers never become experi-
menters in the literal sense. They can seldom control what hap-
pens to whom, but they can observe what happens to whom when,
and their work has an implicit quasi-experimental design. (‘“Partici-
pant observation” is here used in the broad sense, in which actual
participation need not be involved.)

In the pages that follow, I will make explicit the quasi-
experimental designs of several examples of qualitative research
and assess their internal, external, construct, and statistical conclu-
sion validity. I will apply the rules of one to the other, to answer
the question posed by Zelditch (1962, p. 566): “Quantitative data
are often thought of as ‘hard,” and qualitative as ‘real and deep’;
thus, if you prefer ‘hard’ data you are for quantification and if
you prefer ‘real, deep’ data you are for qualitative participant ob-
servation. What to do if you prefer data that are real, deep, and
hard is not immediately apparent.”’




228 Scientific Inquiry and the Social Sciences
Causal Analysis in Qualitative Work

Internal validity as defined by Campbell (Campbell and
Stanley, 1966; Cook and Campbell, 1979) is an issue only for re-
search that reports causal relationships. Some qualitative work is
purely descriptive and therefore not concerned with internal valid-
ity. The descriptive character of some fieldwork may contribute to
its image as “soft,” for it is not engaged in the difficult enterprise
of causal analysis. Some qualitative researchers do make causal as-
sertions, however, handicapped though they are without experi-
mental designs.

Whenever qualitative research presents a career analysis—the
career of a marijuana user, an embezzler, a parole officer—it in-
cludes causal assertions. Careers are socialization patterns or paths,
and the steps necessary to become socialized are links in a causal
chain. Participant observation rarely contains only one or two
causal statements of the “A causes B” variety. Instead, it contains
a set of propositions about the causal chain. The following are
examples of causal statements from participant observation re-
search:

Instead of the deviant motives leading to the
deviant behavior, it is the other way around; the devi-
ant behavior in time produces the deviant motivation.
Vague impulses and desires—in this case, probably
most frequently a curiosity about the kind of experi-
ence the drug will produce—are transformed into defi-
nite patterns of action through the social interpreta-
tion of a physical experience [Becker, 1963, p. 42].

Routine career contingencies reward parole of-
ficers for underreporting deviant behavior. Ceteris
paribus, parole officers will ignore most of the crimes,
incidents, and violations they observe in their case-
loads. The exceptions to this rule are situations where
the parole officer realizes some benefit from report-
ing an incident. . . . Ordinarily, the parole officer will
report an incident and thereby create a record only
when he can use that record to enhance his work en-
vironment [McCleary, 1977, p. 576].
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Many research students and professionals are reluctant to
say “this caused that” when they report the results of their work.
Instead, they claim that theirs is not causal research but a descrip-
tion of a process, or an exploration of a phenomenon, or a report
of a relationship. For instance, I did not say that my own partici-
pant observation study of sojourners in India was a causal analysis;
instead, I claimed to “describe the socialization of aliens into
their role” (Kidder, 1977, p. 48). In fact, I wished to say that
being in India for a long time and occupying a high status caused
sojourners to become more alien rather than more Indian. Without
a true experiment, however, I did not make such a bold claim.
This same problem besets quantitative researchers with nonexperi-
mental designs. In the same study, I had quantitative data on atti-
tudes, and I did not make causal assertions about those data
either. Instead, I reported a relationship: “Favorability toward the
host country . .. [was] examined in relation to the respondent’s
occupational status and elapsed time in India” (Kidder, 1977, p.
48). Reports of relationships and descriptions of processes are re-
treats to a safe position, a position that cannot be attacked be-
cause the writer does not claim to know what caused what.

There are many reasons for the reluctance to be so direct as
to assert “this caused that,” including measurement error and bias.
But one problem plagues qualitative research in particular, because
qualitative researchers work inductively rather than deductively.
They do not begin with a hypothesis; instead, they generate hy-
potheses from their data. Analytic induction proceeds in the direc-
tion opposite from hypothetico-deduction. Hypothetico-deduction
researchers work from the top down; they begin with theoretical
premises, predict a pattern of results, and examine the data to test
the theoretical deduction. Analytic inductive researchers work
from the bottom up—beginning with data and developing theoreti-
cal categories, concepts, and propositions from the data (Glaser
and Strauss, 1967). By forming hypotheses to fit the data, quali-
tative researchers violate some of the assumptions of statistical
testing in quantitative research, and this too may inhibit them
from making claims about causes.

If we listen carefully to the conclusions of participant obser-
vation research, however, we hear causal assertions even if they
are not as simply stated as “this caused that.” In his study of how
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parole officers report violations, McCleary (1978, pp. 132-135)
listed five career contingencies that cause parole officers to ignore
crimes: (1) Full reporting cuts into parole officers’ “free” time.
(2) Full reporting places parole officers in jeopardy because they
may have to defend their decisions in a hearing. (3) Parole officers
believe their performance is evaluated on the basis of the good be-
havior of their parolees. (4) Full reporting creates “busy work” for
parole officers. (5) Parole officers limit their ability to counsel or
give a man a “second chance” when they report violations.

In his study of marijuana users, Becker (1963, p. 49) also
made causal assertions and identified a series of events that must
take place if a person is to use marijuana for pleasure: (1) learning
the technique of smoking to produce effects, (2) learning to per-
ceive the effects, (3) learning to enjoy the effects.

And in his study of embezzlers, Cressey (1953) identified
four conditions that must be present if embezzlement is to occur.
The person must (1) be in a position of financial trust, (2) have a
nonshareable financial problem, (3) recognize embezzlement as a
possible solution for the problem, (4) develop a way to rationalize
embezzlement without calling it that, so that it seems like a
“loan” or a justifiable use of someone else’s money. Cressey found
no case of embezzlement that did not have all these elements, and
he concluded that these four conditions as a set are necessary and
sufficient causes of embezzlement.

The five career contingencies that McCleary listed as reasons
for underreporting crimes, the three steps that Becker listed as
necessary for becoming a marijuana user, and the four conditions
Cressey listed as necessary for embezzlement to occur are all
causes. In each case, the researchers have said “This leads to that.”
To make such definite statements about causes and effects, they
must each have ruled out rival explanations. None of these studies
was a true experiment, because the researchers did not control
what happened to whom under conditions of random assignment.
Instead, they each recorded what happened, to whom, when, and
created implicit quasi-experimental designs.

Quasi-Experimental Designs in Participant Observation

Both Cressey and Becker confined their studies to people
who exhibited the phenomenon in question—embezzlement in one
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case and marijuana use in the other. They did not study popula-
tions of nonembezzlers and nonusers of marijuana, but they inter-
viewed users and embezzlers about previous times in their lives
when they had not indulged in marijuana use or embezzlement.
They formulated hypotheses about the conditions necessary for
marijuana use or embezzlement to occur by noting the absence of
those conditions during times of nonuse or nonembezzlement.
Cressey and Becker were able to study the full range of the phe-
nomenon—embezzlement and nonembezzlement of funds, use and
nonuse of marijuana—by obtaining retrospective reports from their
samples of users and embezzlers. They could have reported their
results in a cross-tabulation or covariance table like that in
Table 1.

Table 1. Phenomenon (Embezzlement or Marijuana Use)

Present Absent
Present 100% of the cases 0 cases
Prior Conditions
Absent 0 cases 100% of the cases

The right-hand column is a phantom; it contains retrospec-
tive reports of people who currently exhibit the phenomenon, not
interviews with people who have never embezzled or used mari-
juana for pleasure. It is a within-subjects variable, based on recall.
Had it been possible for either Cressey or Becker to be there be-
fore some of the convicts had embezzled or before some marijuana
users learned to perceive the effects, they could have gathered on-
site observations of the absence of those conditions. They relied
on retrospective reports as a substitute. They did not interview
samples of nonembezzlers or nonusers about why they had not in-
dulged, because such interviews would vyield reasons that have
little bearing on the propositions they were testing. For instance,
people may say they have never used marijuana for pleasure be-
cause they have not had the opportunity or because they consider
it immoral or illegal (Becker, 1963). Such interviews would give in-
formation about the causes for not becoming a marijuana user,
which would be a separate study.

We can depict both Becker’s study of marijuana users and
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Cressey’s study of embezzlers as time series designs. We borrow
the following notation from Campbell and Stanley (1966):

X = treatment or cause
O = observation or effect

The causes are the necessary conditions for the marijuana use or
embezzlement to occur. The effects are the reports that marijuana
use or embezzlement did or did not occur. There are two differ-
ences between a traditional time-series design and the design of
these two studies: (1) the X’s are not single causes but a combina-
tion of necessary conditions, and (2) the X’s and O’s are measured
through retrospective self-reports rather than the investigators’ on-
site observations or archives.

In his analysis of what causes people to become marijuana
users, Becker identified three steps or causes that work in se-
quence. The three steps combined we will represent as follows:
X,-X,-X3. The first step, X, is learning to smoke “properly” to
produce physical symptoms. This is not sufficient to cause mari-
juana use alone, however, because the physical symptoms are not
always obvious. The novice must learn to detect them. Having cold
hands or feet, developing an intense hunger, and having fits of
laughter are signs known to initiates, but novices often need to
have their own symptoms pointed out before they recognize them
as signs of being high. This is the second step, X;. Having learned
to produce and perceive the effects, a novice becomes a continual
user only if he or she also learns to enjoy those effects. The effects
are not obviously pleasant, as the following example shows: “A
new user had her first experience of the effects of marijuana and
became frightened and hysterical. She ‘felt like she was half in and
half out of the room,’ and experienced a number of alarming phys-
ical symptoms” (Becker, 1963, p. 56). Experienced users help nov-
ices reinterpret such feelings as pleasant, exciting, and sought
after. This is the final step, X3.

Becker’s evidence consisted of retrospective reports from
people who had tried smoking and either continued or quit as a re-
sult of the presence or absence of conditions X, X,, and Xj.
When people first begin smoking, they try it a second and third
time, even if they do not experience all the conditions (X1-X2-X3)
during their first try, either because their friends encourage them
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or because they believe there is more to the experience than what
they felt. For instance, the following report describes a progres-
sive accumulation of experience until all three conditions were
met:

“I didn’t get high the first time. . . . The second
time I wasn’t sure, and he [smoking companion] told
me, like I asked him for some of the symptoms or
something, how would I know, you know. . . . So he
told me to sit on a stool. I sat on—I think I sat on a
bar stool—and he said, ‘Let your feet hang,” and then
when I got down my feet were real cold, you know,

“And I started feeling it, you know. That was
the first time. And then about a week after that,
sometime pretty close to it, I really got on. That was
the first time I got on a big laughing kick, you know.
Then I really knew I was on” [Becker, 1963, pp. 49-
50].

We can diagram this report as a time series, in which the ef-
fect (becoming a regular user) appeared only after all three neces-
sary conditions were present:

0 X, (0] X,-X, 0 X,-X,-X, o
not smoked, not smoked, not smoked, became
regular feltno  regular felt regular feltand regular
user effects  user effects  user enjoyed  user

effects

As evidence that all three conditions must be present for a
person to become a regular user, Becker reports cases where one
or more conditions were absent and a person did not become a
marijuana user. For instance:

“It was offered to me and I tried it. I’ll tell you
one thing. I never did enjoy it at all. I mean, it was just
nothing that I could enjoy. [Well, did you get high
when you turned on?] Oh, yeah, I got definite feelings
from it. But I didn’t enjoy them. I mean I got plenty
of reactions, but they were mostly reactions of fear”

[Becker, 1963, p. 54].
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In another instance, a person who had been a regular user
quit because he had some unpleasant and frightening experiences
which made him discontinue use for three years:

“It was too much, like I only made about four
tokes, and I couldn’t even get it out of my mouth, I
was so high, and I got real flipped . . . I walked out-
side, and it was five below zero, and I thought I was
dying . . . I fainted behind a bush. I don’t know how
long I laid there...all weekend I started flipping,
seeing things there and going through hell, you know,
all kinds of abnormal things . . . I just quit for along
time then” [Becker, 1963, p. 57].

If we draw the time series for this person, it includes the
onset, offset, and onset of marijuana use, as follows:

0000 X-X,-X3 O X;-X,-X53 O X,-X, 0 X,-X, O
nonuse onset and use offset and nonuse

X,-X,-X; O
onset

Not all participant observation relies on retrospective re-
ports alone to deduce the pattern of the career. McCleary, in his
study of the socialization of parole officers, write field notes while
he observed parole officers. He used both his own observations of
their behavior and their retrospective reports of what happened
earlier. His work provides a useful illustration of how qualitative
researchers can rule out threats to internal validity.

Threats to Internal Validity in Qualitative Research

McCleary’s research on parole officers describes both the
causes for underreporting and the causes for full reporting among
parole officers. Parole officers do not always ignore crimes or
violations by their parolees. If parole officers can benefit from re-
porting incidents, they do so.

McCleary (1977, p. 576) makes a straightforward causal
assertion: “Routine career contingencies reward parole officers for
underreporting deviant behavior. . . . The exceptions to this rule
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are situations where the parole officer (PO) realizes some benefit
from reporting an incident.”

In addition to the five causes of underreporting listed ear-
lier, McCleary identified three causes or occasions for full report-
ing:

1. To threaten a parolee. Parolees know their dossiers can be used
against them, so a PO may threaten to report an incident to
control a particular parolee.

2. To get rid of a parolee. By reporting incidents that show a
parolee is in need of special treatment, a PO can have that pa-
rolee transferred from his caseload to a special treatment pro-
gram.

3. To protect himself. A PO can write full reports to demonstrate
he is doing his job, following the rules, and keeping track of
“dangerous men.”

To diagram the implicit time-series designs for McCleary’s
study, we adopt the following notation:

O = observations of parole officers’ reports of incidents
Xy = routine career contingencies that reward underreporting
Xy = special conditions that reward full reporting

Some of the observations of full reporting of incidents were made
directly by McCleary. Some of the observations were told to him
by parole officers. Since full reporting was the exception to the
rule, McCleary observed fewer of those instances and had to rely
on informants. For instance, when two newspapers began an inves-
tigation of the department of corrections, parole officers panicked
and began putting their files in order to protect themselves and
their supervisors. One parole officer told McCleary: “That’s the
only time I ever saw all nine POs in the office at the same time. We
wrote a lot of paper that week. When the story hit, we were all
protected” (McCleary, 1978, p. 145).

The research, therefore, contains a mixture of McCleary’s
direct observations of X’s and O’s and indirect observations given
to him by his respondents. For instance, a time series for a new re-
cruit may look like the following:
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0O 0 O XyO XyO Xyo

The initial O’s are stories about that recruit rather than McCleary’s
firsthand observations. He was told that this new PO first wrote
overlong reports and had to learn to underreport: “His first re-
ports give vivid descriptions of the ‘personal, social, financial,
family, employment, and psychological problems’ of the clients he
has contacted. He is quite proud of these reports, so he is shocked
when his supervisor hands them back to him. All are rejected. All
require ‘further investigation’ or ‘more work’ ”* (McCleary, 1978,
p. 159). Contrary to the novice’s belief that his reports were too
brief, he gradually learned that they were too long. He learned
that if he wanted to make statements about a client’s financial
problems, he had to back up his claims by contacting the client’s
employer, family, friends, and landlord. “Each sentence of a three-
page report will require ten pages of corroboration. . .. When he
seeks his trainer’s help with the reports, he is advised to keep his
reports brief. . .. The novice knows that DC [department of cor-
rections] rules and regulations call for more detailed reports and
he points this out to his trainer. The trainer counters this argu-
ment by pointing out the many ways in which reports can be mis-
interpreted by DC officials and by other criminal justice agencies”
(McCleary, 1978, p. 159). Full reporting means extra work and
perhaps extra trouble for parole officers.

Sometimes the extra trouble is worth it, however, and pa-
role officers report incidents to coerce a parolee, to get rid of a
troublesome parolee, or to protect themselves in case of investiga-
tions. Since full reporting is the exception rather than the rule,
McCleary does not describe any long series of incidents that led to
a parole officer’s learning to write full reports. Instead, he presents
one-shot incidents and quick lessons that are short or truncated
time series. For instance, an office supervisor said:

“There’s something final about the written
word. A PO can talk himself blue in the face and get
no response from the parolee. If he puts it down on
paper, though, he gets results. Parolees know that
once something gets written down, it’s final. I encour-
age my POs to utilize their reports that way”
[McCleary, 1978, p. 140].
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This and the following description from a parole officer summarize
what may be years of experience. They condense a series of XpO
XpO X0 into a single report of X50:

“One time I had this junkie—a white kid. His
mother was causing problems for him. She didn’t
have any respect for me or for the job I was trying to
do. Well, I finally gave him an official warning and
mailed a copy to his mother. I never had any trouble
with him after that” [McCleary, 1978, p. 139].

Unlike Becker’s analysis of the causes of becoming a mari-
juana user, McCleary’s analysis does not specify a sequence of
conditions. The five causes of underreporting need not all occur
together or in a particular order. They operate singly or in com-
bination. For this reason, I have simply used the Xy, to symbolize
any combination of causes for underreporting and X to symbol-
jze any combination of causes of full reporting. The time-series
lines shown above have different lengths, and the observations
(either direct or indirect) are not evenly spaced. Some observa-
tions or stories about individual parole officers are so brief that
they qualify only as one-shot observations rather than actual time
series, as in the preceding example, which quotes a parole officer
as saying that he never again had trouble after he sent an official
warning to a parolee, with a copy mailed to his mother. No one of
the lines is as regular and elegant as the archival data described by
Campbell in his discussions of time series (Campbell and Stanley,
1966; Cook and Campbell, 1979). This is because McCleary did
not “design” his research to take the shape of a time-series design.
He did not know what the causes or X’s were before he began. He
discovered them through analytic induction, so the design is an ex
post facto or retrospective creation. Nonetheless, we can decipher
the design that emerges, and we can examine the validity of the
causal assertions by seeing whether there are plausible rival expla-
nations. The list of rival explanations that follows is taken from
Campbell and Stanley (1966) and Cook and Campbell’s (1979)
lists of threats to internal validity.

. Selection. We need not concern ourselves with this because
McCleary did not try to compare one group of parole officers
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with another. He traced the careers of individuals and recorded
how they changed, so preexisting selection factors make no dif-
ference in his research. Selection is no threat to time-series de-
signs.

* History. Is it plausible that some historical quirk was the cause
of underreporting? Could something like a change in the police
chief, or police department regulations, or mayor, or criminal
Justice regulations or legislation (for example, in a 1971 decision
in the case of Morrissey v. Brewer, the Supreme Court declared
that agencies must protect the due process rights of parolees)
explain the underreporting? None of these are plausible explana-
tions, because McCleary tracked the parole officers’ behaviors
over time and found that each one had to learn to write brief re-
ports. Moreover, their shortened reports did not appear simul-
taneously, so no single event precipitated a sudden drop in re-
porting. History does not explain the underreporting.

* Maturation. As POs became tired, fatigued, or sophisticated, did
they underreport incidents? There was no evidence that fatigue
or boredom alone caused underreporting, because POs would
immediately give full reports when the contingencies changed,
no matter how fatigued.

* Testing. Did McCleary’s observations sensitize the POs and make
them change their reporting? If they were aware of what he was
observing, they might have done and reported more paperwork
rather than less, since being observed might have caused them to
feel evaluated. Thus, McCleary’s presence was not a likely cause
of underreporting; more important were the threatened checks
by the department of corrections, which led to a flurry of re-
port writing and office attendance. Becker and Geer (1957)
compare the demand characteristics of participant observation
and isolated interviews and point out that, because the interview
Is a unique situation, interviews are more likely to produce reac-
tive effects and effects of testing. In the isolation and anonym-
ity of an interview, respondents are free from the constraints of
social intercourse. Interviewers hope that respondents will tell
the “truth” under such conditions;but respondents are also free
to lie or respond to the demand characteristics of the interview
(see Rosenthal and Rosnow, 1969). In an ongoing social setting
such as a parole office, the daily constraints of the job, the so-
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cial group, and the expectations of one’s associates are greater
than the constraints of being observed, so testing is less likely to
influence a respondent’s subsequent behavior.

. Instrumentation. Did McCleary change his way of perceiving or
reporting what was going on? Was the change in the observer ra-
ther than the observed? This would be a plausible threat if
McCleary had observed one cohort of parole officers, all of
whom changed at the same time. Had he observed full reporting
at the beginning of this research and underreporting at the end
(or vice versa), ‘nstrumentation would be a rival explanation be-
cause changes in his research procedures could have coincided
with the purported changes in the parole officers. Two features
of McCleary’s research make instrumentation implausible as a
rival explanation. The first is that the POs were not a cohort
whom McCleary observed from beginning to end. They were an
assorted group who had been in the profession for varying
lengths of time; POs entered and dropped out during the course
of his observations. The second feature is that much of
McCleary’s data of how POs learned to underreport came not
from his direct observations but from retrospective reports by
other observers—supervisors and the POs themselves. Both of
these features desynchronized changes in the parole officers and
changes in the researcher or his instruments, making instrumen-
tation an implausible rival explanation.

« Regression. Were the POs observed by McCleary an extreme
group of prolific report writers whose behavior could change in
only one direction? If anything, the nature of a PO’s job at-
tracts people who have another occupation, such as operating a
restaurant or studying for a master’s degree. They seek parole
work because it does not require full-time office attendance,
and it is unlikely that they would want to fill their spare time
with unnecessary paperwork. They are, therefore, not likely to
be compulsive report writers who can only become less so.
There is also no indication that those POs whom McCleary ob-
served or heard about were an unusual sample of officers. No
one ever described himself or another as being atypical. We can
be reasonably confident, therefore, that neither POs as a whole
nor those whom McCleary observed represent an extreme sam-
ple whose behavior could only regress toward the mean.
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* Mortality. Do those POs who insist on full reporting drop off
the force? This is possible, but McCleary has no evidence that
noncompliers left. He does have evidence that an original non-
complier changed because of social pressure:

A new PO in one of the branch offices often
wrote lengthy site investigation reports. The other
POs in the office disapproved of this, and from time
to time would make jokes at the nonconformist’s ex-
pense. The jokes were meant to be a norm-enforcing
mechanism, but as the new PO was not aware of the
norm for site investigation reports, the jokes were in-
terpreted as a personal attack: “Whitney called me
Sally Social Worker. I don’t think that’s funny and I
don’t think he means it as a joke either. He only says
it when the other fellows are around. I'm Jjust trying
to fit in here....My site investigation reports do
have something to do with it but I don’t think that
it’s anybody’s business. I’m not saying that anybody
has to do it my way. I just happen to think that the
site investigation is the most important part of this
Job. It’s a free country, though, and if other people
have a different opinion, that’s their right. I don’t
tell them how to do their work and I don’t want
them telling me how to do mine” [McCleary, 1978,
p. 58].

Within a few weeks this PO became “one of the fellows,” as a
result of both the group’s ridicule and his supervisor’s refusal to
accept long reports.

No participant observation study has ever included an ex-
plicit discussion of these threats to internal validity, but this exer-
cise demonstrates how it could be done. In fact, if the researchers
themselves were asked to rule out the threats to validity, they
could do so even more convincingly, because they have much
more data to draw on than appears in the published report. What
makes it possible for participant observers to rule out threats to
validity in the absence of an explicit design is the richness of the
data, the longitudinal observations, and the nonsimultaneity of
treatments across persons. The researcher has many pieces of in-
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formation about each person or incident. Much of this informa-
tion is gathered without the researcher’s foreknowledge of how
useful it will be. One of the few rules for participant observation
is “write down everything,” and it is this which helps the research-
er rule out rival explanations and check hypotheses that are for-
mulated after the fact.

Cressey formulated and revised his hypothesis five times
before he arrived at his conclusion about the causes of embezzle-
ment. Each time he formulated a new hypothesis, he checked it
against not only new interviews but also all of his previously re-
corded interviews and observations. This ex post facto procedure
is a necessary practice in participant observation. It forms the
basis for analytic induction and negative case analysis. Negative
case analysis requires that the researcher look for disconfirming
data in both past and future observations. A single negative case
is enough to require the investigator to revise a hypothesis. When
there are no more negative cases, the researcher stops revising the
hypothesis and says with confidence “This caused that.”

This process of revising hypotheses with hindsight which
gives the qualitative researcher confidence in his or her findings is
the same process that gives a quantitative researcher doubts. It
threatens the statistical conclusion validity of findings. Although
qualitative researchers do not use statistics and therefore would
not discuss statistical conclusion validity, I will examine the pro-
cedure from the point of view of a quantitative researcher, because
negative case analysis still remains suspect from a hypothetico-
deductive standpoint.

Statistical Conclusion Validity and Negative Case Analysis

Cressey (1953) reports in detail how he used negative case
analysis to formulate and revise his hypothesis five times: “The
first hypothesis . . . was that positions of financial trust are vio-
lated when the incumbent has learned in connection with the busi-
ness or profession in which he is employed that some forms of
trust violation are merely technical violations and are not really
‘llegal’ or ‘wrong,” and, on the negative side, that they are not
violated if this kind of definition of behavior has not been learned”

(p. 27).
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He formulated this hypothesis on the basis of other litera-
ture and research on white-collar crime. After interviewing only a
few inmates, however, he learned that they knew all along that
embezzling was illegal. He revised his hypothesis, therefore, to
read: “Positions of trust are violated when the incumbent defines
a need for extra funds or extended use of property as an ‘emer-
gency’ which cannot be met by legal means” (p. 27).

Some embezzlers whom he subsequently interviewed said
theirs had been an emergency, but others said they had taken the
money even without a financial “emergency.” Still others said
there had been financial emergencies earlier in their lives, when
they had not embezzled. Both of these groups contradicted the
second hypothesis, so Cressey developed a third: “It shifted the
emphasis from emergency to psychological isolation, stating that
persons become trust violators when they conceive of themselves
as having incurred financial obligations which are . . . nonsocially
sanctionable and which . . . must be satisfied by a private means”
(p- 28). He checked this hypothesis against both subsequent and
previous interviews. These checks revealed that “in a few of them
there was nothing which could be considered as a financial obliga-
tion, that is, as a debt which had been incurred in the past for
which the person at the present time felt responsible. Also, in
some cases there had been nonsanctionable obligations at a prior
time, and these . . . had not been alleviated by means of trust vio-
lations” (p. 28).

Cressey revised his hypothesis again. The fourth version dif-
fered by “emphasizing this time not financial obligations . . . but
nonshareable problems . . . that is,. .. the subject could be in
financial difficulty not only because of an acknowledged respon-
sibility for past debts, but because of present discordance between
his income and expenditures as well” (p. 29). The fourth revision
accounted for men who had not developed debts but who had
been living above their means and had been afraid to admit this
to their families or friends. It also included some who had been
maintaining separate households without telling their family or
friends. Again, however, there were exceptions: men who said
they had experienced the nonshareable problem for a long time
before they embezzled. “Some stated that they did not violate the
trust at the earlier period because the situation was not in sharp
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enough focus to ‘break down their ideas of right and wrong’ ” (p.
30).

This led Cressey to the final revision: “Trusted persons be-
come trust violators when they conceive of themselves as having
a financial problem which is nonshareable, are aware that this
problem can be secretly resolved by violation of the position of
financial trust, and are able to apply to their own conduct in that
situation verbalizations which enable them to adjust their concep-
tions of themselves as users of the entrusted funds or property”
(p. 30). Cressey tested this hypothesis against all the data he had
gathered, against two hundred cases of embezzlement collected by
another researcher, and against additional interviews that he con-
ducted in another penitentiary. He found no negative cases.

Negative case analysis produces the perfect pattern of re-
sults shown in Table 1. All four conditions necessary for embezzle-
ment were present in 100 percent of the cases where embezzlement
occurred, and one or more conditions were absent whenever
embezzlement did not occur. The method ensures a perfect corre-
lation, because the causal hypotheses are continually revised until
they fit every case. This is precisely what researchers using the
hypothetico-deductive approach consider illegitimate. If the hy-
potheses are revised to fit the data, the researcher capitalizes on
chance, and the probability levels associated with the statistics are
meaningless.

The conclusions of participant observation do not depend
on comparing a signal-to-noise ratio, as do the conclusions of
quantitative research. They are more like the conclusions of some
operant conditioning research, which depend not on statistics but
on graphic illustrations that demonstrate that a reinforcer works
or does not work (Hersen and Barlow, 1976). When we use nega-
tive case analysis, we continue until there are no outliers or excep-
tions to the rule. This is very different from quantitative analysis,
which incorporates outliers or exceptions to the rule in the ran-
dom error term. When we use statistical analysis, we assume there
will be error variance. Statistical tests are necessary when the ratio
of explained variance to error variance is not obviously great.
When the ratio is big enough so that the distributions do not over-
lap and the difference between treatment and no-treatment condi-
tions can be seen with the naked eye, statistical tests are super-
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fluous. This is the case with qualitative analysis, because there are
no outliers, no random error variance. Negative case analysis elimi-
nates all exceptions by revising hypotheses until all the data fit.

No statistical tests are necessary once negative cases are re-
moved, because the data clearly fit the hypotheses. The obvious fit
between hypotheses and data can make qualitative research seem
cither very good or very bad. When the conclusions are so clear
that the reader says to him or herself, “Of course, now I see it,”
the work may appear to be true and insightful. When the conclu-
sions are clear and the reader says, “Of course, it’s obvious,” the
work sometimes appears trivial, because it tells the reader nothing
new. The same is true of quantitative research. When the statistical
tests are significant and the effects large, the findings may be
either very clear and exciting, or very clear, obvious, and uninter-
esting.

When statistical tests are marginally significant and the ef-
fects are small, quantitative work may be interesting but is often
unconvincing without additional evidence. Similarly, when the
data for qualitative analysis are sparse, and there is not abundant
evidence to support the hypothesis, even though there are no nega-
tive instances, the conclusions are weak and further evidence is
needed.

Therefore, even though inductive analysis violates the as-
sumptions of statistical testing by forming hypotheses to fit the
data rather than finding data to test hypotheses, the consequences
are not so different. When qualitative research has abundant evi-
dence, it rings true, the conclusions are obvious, and they may be
either interesting or trivial. When qualitative research has sparse
evidence, it is not persuasive, even though there are no negative
cases. Abundant evidence in qualitative research results when one
has made many observations and recorded many instances. This is
the equivalent of having a large N. The larger the N, the more con-
vincing the conclusions in either case.

Negative case analysis replaces statistical analysis in qualita-
tive research. Both are means to handle error variance. Qualitative
analysis uses ‘“‘errors” to revise the hypothesis; quantitative analy-
sis uses error variance to test the hypothesis, demonstrating how
large the treatment effects are compared to the error variance.
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Construct Validity and Reliability in Qualitative Research

Construct validity is the appropriate naming of a variable,
be it a cause or an effect (Meehl, 1977; Cook and Campbell,
1979). That is, the measurement of a variable must correlate with
some other measurement of the same variable, and the theory
underlying the variable must be correct. Campbell and Fiske
(1959) introduced the multitrait-multimethod matrix as a tool for
assessing construct validity. The matrix includes some correlations
that should be low in addition to others that should be high as evi-
dence of construct validity. One variable should have low or near
zero correlations with another variable which is presumed to be
different from the first, even though they are measured by similar
methods; and it should have high correlations with other measures
of itself, even though the methods of measurement are maximally
different. In both cases, the validity rests on correlations between
measures which differ in either the method or the trait. Reliabili-
ity, on the other hand, is the consistency or similarity or replica-
bility of observations. To assess reliability, we make repeated mea-
surements of the same trait with similar or identical methods.
Validity and reliability, therefore, represent opposite ends of a
continuum of measurement, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. The Validity-Reliability Continuum

Reliability Validity
Maximally similar Maximally different
methods of measurement methods of measurement

Reliability coefficients indicate how much agreement there is be-
tween maximally similar methods of measuring a concept. Validity
coefficients indicate how much agreement there is between maxi-
mally dissimilar methods of measuring the same construct.
Reliability and validity, broadly construed, are requirements
for both quantitative and qualitative research, but the technology
for assessing them has been developed primarily in quantitative re-
search on individual differences. Calculating reliability and validity
coefficients requires quantifying observations. Deciding whether
concepts or observations are reliable or valid does not necessarily
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require quantification, however. Qualitative researchers make such
decisions regularly, without the explicit calculations of reliability
and validity coefficients. Mills (1951), in his book on white-collar
workers, illustrated how qualitative researchers assess the reliabil-
ity and validity of their observations in the absence of quantified
measures. He developed the argument that clerical workers ex-
perience ‘“‘status panic’ as a result of the ambiguous position of
their work. As a result, they “conceal the nature of their own
work, and borrow prestige from the firm or industry, by identify-
ing themselves with such phrases as ‘I am with Saks,’ or ‘I work at
Time.” They saved up their salaries and spent them for an evening
at expensive places of entertainment, or for a vacation at a costly
resort, in order to ‘buy a feeling, even if only for a short time, of
higher status.” A salesgirl dealing with ‘Park Avenue’ customers
will try to behave with greater dignity and distinction in her off-
the-job contacts than the girl who works on 34th Street” (Barton
and Lazarsfeld, 1969, p. 242).

These repeated observations of what Mills called “status
panic” lie somewhere on the continuum between reliability and
validity checks. They are like reliability replications in that they
are observations made by the same observer; they are like validity
confirmations in that they are different manifestations of the same
construct. Mills gathered many instances of status panic, not to
demonstrate how frequent it is but to “demonstrate that the vari-
able . .. does exist, that it exists in a number of manifestations,
and that some of these manifestations have been observed among
white-collar workers of various sorts” (McCall and Simmons,
1969, p. 244).

Repeated observations of a variable or concept in partici-
pant observation do not constitute frequency distributions. If
something was recorded ten times, we cannot assume that the
number 10 represents the frequency with which that event occurs
in the population, because a participant observer normally does
not select a random sample of people, times, or locations and ob-
tain data from each unit in that sample to ascertain frequencies.
Instead, the ten observations demonstrate that the variable exists.
When participant observers list repeated instances of an event, the
list serves as a reliability check. It shows that the event (and the
variable it represents) occurs and that the concept is not based on
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a chance observation. For instance, in my research on a hypnosis
workshop, I argued that the hypnotists rewarded people who be-
haved like good hypnotic subjects and punished those who re-
sisted. As evidence I listed the following statements made by two
different hypnotists at different times during the workshop:

(a) “Sometimes the very analytic person won’t
go along—he thinks to himself ‘The hypnotist said I'm
going to go tosleep, but hell, I'm not asleep, I'm wide
awake, and he’s crazy!” ”

(b) “The most difficult one is the compulsive.
... He also has the constant doubt ‘Am I or am I not
in trance?’ Or the terribly rational person who cannot
allow himself to go into any fantasy would be terribly
difficult.”

(c) “There is a myth about hysterics—that they
are better subjects. But really, normal persons are
better subjects.”

(d) People who can throw themselves into art,
nature, sports—involve themselves in a role and relin-
quish reality orientation for a time—these are the peo-
ple who make good hypnotic subjects” [Kidder,
1972, p. 319].

These statements, and others, were made in response to questions
from people in the workshop who said they did not feel they had
been in a trance. They wondered whether it was “normal” to have
difficulty going into a hypnotic trance. Rather than assure them
that they were normal, the hypnotists countered by saying that
they might be compulsive, very analytic, or terribly rational. Nor-
mal people are better subjects, said the hypnotists. The messages
in these responses were clear to the questioners, all of whom were
psychologists, “and given the public nature of the situation, no one
could have ignored such rewards and punishments meted out to
persons who became hypnotized and others who refused” (Kidder,
1972, p. 319).

The repeated observations of how people were rewarded for
behaving like hypnotized subjects and punished for noncompli-
ance can be regarded either as reliability or validity checks or as
some combination of the two. The continuum between reliability




248 Scientific Inquiry and the Social Sciences

and validity shown in Table 2 is both a conceptual and a proce-
dural continuum. Therefore, even in quantitative analysis, the dis-
tinction between reliability and validity becomes blurred when the
methods of measurement are neither identical nor maximally dis-
similar. Both technically and conceptually, reliability and validity
are even less distinct in qualitative work. Nonetheless, multiple
observations of measurements of the same phenomenon are im-
portant in analytic induction, because each observation provides
further evidence for the argument.

One reason that qualitative researchers are less concerned
with the precise form of measurement—and therefore cannot dis-
tinguish between reliability and validity checks—is that they are
concerned more with the content than the form of the observa-
tion. What matters is that each additional piece of evidence is con-
sistent with the other observations and not that each observation
is identical. This is an important difference between quantitative
and qualitative procedures. Reliability in fieldwork lies in an ob-
servation’s not being contradicted and proved wrong rather than
its being repeated in detail.

What I have said about reliability and validity in measure-
ment in fieldwork is also true of the reliability and validity of con-
clusions. They rest on not being contradicted rather than on being
repeated. As a graduate student in social psychology at North-
western, I occasionally heard Donald Campbell and Howard
Becker disagree over the virtues of exact replication. The problem,
as Campbell defined it, was that field workers are not interested in
replicating results; each would rather make his or her own unique
discovery. And even if one field worker tried to replicate another’s
study, the attempt would probably fail, because the second re-
searcher would probably discover something new and pursue that
rather than try faithfully to reproduce the original observations.
Becker considered Campbell’s description accurate, but said it
presents no problem because the reliability of fieldwork lies in its
not being contradicted rather than its being repeated in detail. In-
stead of looking for the same phenomenon, one will do better to
look for new information that may be consistent or inconsistent
with the first. This is true for reliability across studies as well as
within a single study. Therefore, rather than test-retest reliability
or research-replication reliability, qualitative research calls for
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something akin to an internal consistency measure of reliability.
What matters in each instance is that there be no negative or in-
consistent evidence. Negative case analysis exemplifies the proce-
dure: The researcher “searches for negative or qualifying, as well
as for supporting, instances. It has been said that science turns up-
on negative evidence,” writes Strauss (see Strauss, Schatzman,
Bucher, Ehrlich, and Sabshin, 1964, p. 21); and that is the ra-
tionale for the approach to reliability described above.

External Validity

Conclusions that are externally valid can be replicated across
other persons, times, places, and operationalizations of the treat-
ment and effects. The external validity of experiments and quanti-
tative research depends on the researcher’s demonstration that the
same results can be found in other laboratories, or with another
sample of subjects, or with other measures of the same variables.
The external validity of qualitative research depends on the re-
searcher’s demonstration that similar results occur in other settings.
In neither case does the researcher intend to make statements only
about the subjects or observations made in that particular study.

Psychological experiments with college sophomores are
never intended to be studies of college sophomores; they are in-
tended to be studies about people in general. The same is true of
qualitative research. McCleary did not intend his study of parole
officers in Chicago to be read as an analysis that is true only of pa-
role officers in Chicago, or even only of parole officers. He wished
to make statements about social service agencies in general. He
writes in his concluding chapter, “Rule breaking characterizes the
official behavior of the social service bureaucrat” (McCleary,
1978, p. 171). Becker’s study of marijuana users was not intended
to be a study of those particular marijuana users, or even of mari-
juana users alone. The analysis says something about “the social
interpretation of a physical experience which is . . . ambiguous”
(Becker, 1963, p. 42). Seldom does a study purport to be about
only the people or process examined in that study.

How do qualitative researchers achieve or assess external
validity, particularly in the absence of replications? They do so by
showing how the process they studied is similar to processes that
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occur in other places and with other people. For instance, my re-
search on how people become hypnotized was a study not only of
hypnosis but of the phenomenon Becker observed among mari-
juana users. I also found that novices had to go through a series of
stages to become good hypnotic subjects. The first was learning to
behave as though they were hypnotized. The second was redefin-
ing that behavior to attribute it to a trance state rather than to a
conscious act. The third was redefining “hypnosis” to include the
behaviors and feelings the person experienced while behaving hyp-
notized. The steps in becoming hypnotized are similar to the steps
in becoming a marijuana user. The novice first acquires some new
behaviors—trancelike behaviors for hypnosis and effective smoking
behaviors for marijuana use. Next, the novice must attribute those
behaviors to the force of hypnosis rather than to conscious voli-
tion. Finally, the novice must change his or her criteria for what
can pass as hypnosis, and call even mild states of relaxation hyp-
nosis.

Becoming hypnotized, I argued, is like changing one’s atti-
tudes about one’s own experiences and behaviors. The change is
accomplished through negotiations between the hypnotist and the
subject. The hypnotist’s first step is to convince the subject that
he or she acted like a hypnotized person. The second step is to
attribute the behaviors not to compliance or coercion but to the
trance state. For instance, when a subject asked: “How do you
know if you were in a trance or not? I mean, I know I did some
things, but I think they were all under conscious voluntary con-
trol,” the hypnotist replied: “I think you can tell if someone is in
a trance by looking at them. .. the facial expressions. I could
walk around the room and tell who wasn’t and who was, by how
they responded. I thought you were, but maybe you didn’t think
you were.” A second hypnotist reinforced this by saying to the
same questioner: “You were actually the one that I thought went
into trance the quickest” (Kidder, 1972, p. 317).

In addition to pointing out to subjects that they looked as
though they had been in a trance, the hypnotists pointed out that
the subjects looked and acted that way not because they had been
forced but because they were under the influence of the trance.
When participants said that although they behaved like hypnotic
subjects, they felt they were just “playing the game,” the hypno-
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tists pointed out that there were no external constraints that
forced them to do so. The responsibility lay with the subjects, who
were asked: “Why did you feel that you wanted to play the
game?”

The exchanges between hypnotists and their subjects were
negotiations about who was responsible for the subject’s becoming
hypnotized. The following are samples of negotiated responsibility:

Hypnotist: Dr. Z tried to help those of you
who weren’t able to do the arm lift. He said, “For
those for whom this was difficult, the arm can get
very heavy” [so persons could let their arms go down
instead of up]....He pointed out the successes in-
stead of failures and gave other possibilities for achiev-
ing success.

Subject: You make it sound as if it’s the pa-
tient’s fault instead of yours if he doesn’t go into
trance. . ..

Hypnotist: Well, let me say this. Earlier hypno-
sis was done in an authoritarian fashion—now it is
much more permissive and we conceive of hypnosis as
the achievement of the subject, in which the hypno-
tist helps. . . . Does this answer your question? [Kid-
der, 1972, p. 319.]

The hypnotist thus placed the responsibility with the subject. If he
behaved like a hypnotized person, it was attributable to him or to
his trance, not to external coercion.

The hypnotists negotiated several aspects of reality with
their subjects. They negotiated the facts—whether or not someone
appeared to have been in a trance; and they negotiated the locus
of causality or responsibility for behaving hypnotized. I regard this
as a study of negotiated realities and consider it similar to other
studies of the social construction of reality (Berger and Luckman,
1967). The process I studied is like the process that Becker (1963)
studied in his report on individuals who become marijuana users,
and like the process Scheff (1968) studied in his report of ther-
apist’s and patient’s negotiations and assessments of responsibility.
I am less concerned with generalizing to other hypnosis workshops
than I am with generalizing to other situations where two or more
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parties negotiate definitions of what happened and who was re-
sponsible.

The external validity of research depends on what the re-
searcher claims to have discovered. In the study of this particular
hypnosis workshop, I claim to have discovered something about
attitude change and negotiated responsibility more than to have
discovered anything about hypnosis in general. It is likely, as the
hypnotists themselves pointed out, that other, more “authoritar-
ian” hypnotists would not place responsibility with their subjects,
and the process of becoming hypnotized may be quite different.
Rather than generalize to other hypnosis workshops which I have
not observed, therefore, I wished to generalize to other phenomena
which may appear very different on the surface but which share
the stages and the negotiations that I described.

By saying this was not a study of hypnosis alone, I am not
saying that no one could replicate the research or test it by exam-
ining another hypnosis workshop or by examining the same tape
recordings that I analyzed. Instead, I contend that the external
validity of my findings depends on their similarity to findings
from very different settings, such as learning to become a mari-
Jjuana user or learning to accept someone else’s definition of one’s
ailment. This is not so different from the meaning of external
validity for laboratory experiments. Their external validity de-
pends not only on demonstrations that the same results can be ob-
tained in another laboratory with another group of subjects but
also on the apparent similarity between the laboratory observations
and observations in a nonlaboratory “real-world” setting. With the
exception of experiments designed to study the social psychology
of the psychology experiment (for example, Orne, 1962, 1969),
laboratory research is not meant to be generalizable only to other
laboratories. It is designed to be an analogue of social processes
outside the laboratory, which may bear no surface similarity to
the laboratory procedures.

To demonstrate the external validity of any research, we
must actually replicate it, varying either the subjects, the setting,
the operational definitions of treatments and effects, or all of
these. To assess the external validity of research short of replicat-
ing, we work inductively, and we compare the procedures and re-
sults of the study in question with the process to which the
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researcher wishes to generalize. What matters is not their surface
similarity but the apparent similarity of their processes, structure,
or meaning. Since this comparison depends on inferred rather than
obvious similarities, “the question of external validity, like the
question of inductive inference, is never completely answerable”’
(Campbell and Stanley, 1966, p. b).

Conclusions

I have argued that qualitative research can be not only
“deep” and “rich” but also “hard.” The same criteria that we
apply to quantitative research—criteria for internal, external, and
construct validity—can be applied to qualitative research. These
criteria are not relevant for all qualitative research, only for that
research which contains causal assertions. When qualitative re-
search contains causal assertions, we can discern an implicit quasi-
experimental design in the research. Since participant observation
is seldom explicitly designed, the timing and frequency of obser-
vations rarely match exactly any of the quasi-experimenta.l designs
illustrated in the literature. They most nearly resemble multiple
time-series designs, however, because they are frequently longitu-
dinal observations of a socialization career. The multiple observa-
tions and nonsimultaneous treatments permit the investigator to
rule out threats to external validity. Although this has nowhere
been done explicitly, I demonstrated how qualitative researchers
can and perhaps do rule out rival explanations in arriving at their
conclusions about the necessary steps, stages, or conditions for
socialization to proceed. These steps or conditions are the alleged
causes. They are seldom single causes, and the conclusions do not
say “This caused that.” They are multistage, multideterministic
analyses.

The construct validity and reliability of participant observa-
tion depend on the researcher’s demonstration that there are mul-
tiple instances of a given construct. These multiple observations
act like the multiple items or repeated measurements of a quanti-
tative scale—they demonstrate that the construct exists. They
demonstrate the reliability of the observations. The methods of
making such observations are more varied than identical, so the
multiple observations also provide convergent validation. Since
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procedures for demonstrating reliability and validity differ in de-
gree, and reliability and validity lie on a continuum, I am not vio-
lating our understanding of these terms when I say that the multi-
ple observations of a construct may provide evidence of reliability
or validity or something in between.

The external validity of qualitative research is ascertainable
in the same way as the external validity of quantitative research. I
do not claim that qualitative studies outrank quantitative studies
in external validity, because naturally occurring events or field set-
tings do not automatically confer high external validity. Field re-
searchers may wish to generalize not to similar field settings but to
similar processes in very different settings, as was the case with my
study of a hypnosis workshop. The external validity of qualitative
research, like that of quantitative research, depends on the under-
lying rather than the surface similarity between the process
studied and the processes the researcher names as analogues.

Qualitative research can be assessed by the same criteria as
quantitative research. The logic of internal, external, and construct
validity is the same, regardless of whether the researcher uses
words or numbers. Good qualitative research, like good quantita-
tive research, is both rich and rigorous.
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