
Proelium VIII (1) (2018) 7 - 39

- 7 -

Toward UndersTanding and Using of QUaliTaTive 
research MeThods in ManageMenT sTUdies

Artur Saraiva, Military Academy, artur.saraiva@academiamilitar.pt 
Moritz von Schwedler, University of Minho, mschwedler@eeg.uminho.pt
Emília Fernandes, University of Minho, mifernandes@eeg.uminho.pt

ABSTrACT

one of the main difficulties that researchers face to choose the strategy 
that best answers the research question. Often, the main focus is on 
the most appropriate data collection and analysis techniques, without 
first addressing the paradigm underlying the research. Therefore, this 
article has two purposes: on the one hand contribute to understand the 
philosophical position in terms of research in the field of management; on 
the other hand, provide an explanation of how to conduct a qualitative and 
phenomenological investigation and its possibilities of data analysis. This 
article contributes to clarify the methodological options that management 
researchers face during the preparation of a qualitative research project 
and during the subsequent research process.
KEYWorDS:  Qualitative research; interpretative paradigm; 
phenomenology; content analysis; thematic analysis; hermeneutic analysis; 
discourse analysis.

rESumo

Uma das principais dificuldades com que os investigadores atualmente 
se deparam é em escolherem a estratégia metodológica que melhor 
responda à sua pergunta de investigação. Muitas das vezes, o seu foco 
incide nas técnicas de recolha e de análise de dados que consideram 
mais apropriadas, sem primeiro atenderem ao paradigma que está na base 
dessa investigação. Deste modo, este artigo tem dois propósitos: por um 
lado, ajudar a compreender o posicionamento filosófico em termos de 
investigação científica no campo da gestão; por outro lado, trazer uma 
explicação de como conduzir uma investigação qualitativa e fenomenológica 
e das suas possibilidades de análise de dados. Com este artigo pretende-
se contribuir para o esclarecimento das opções metodológicas com que 
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os investigadores no campo da gestão se deparam aquando da fase de 
preparação de um projeto de investigação qualitativo e durante o processo 
subsequente de condução da investigação.

PALAVrAS-CHAVE: Investigação qualitativa; paradigma interpretativo; 
fenomenologia; análise de conteúdo; análise temática; hermenêutica; 
análise de discurso.

1. INTroDuCTIoN

In recent years there has been an increasing and influential number of 
qualitative investigations have grown in the fields of management, because 
of the emergence of new issues related to ethics, globalization, gender, 
social justice, human rights, climate change, sustainability, well-being, 
etc. (Reinecke, Arnold, & Palazzo, 2016). 

However, as with quantitative research qualitative researchers face the 
same challenges as regards transparency and to demonstrate the quality 
and rigor of the methods they employ. Reinecke et al. (2016) recommends 
that qualitative research should contain a theoretical contribution, 
methodological rigor, good writing, and also add a contribution in terms 
of interesting information.

This article intends to make a contribution in terms of the normative criteria 
that should be adopted in qualitative management research. In this way, the 
content of this article will focus on considerations regarding the inductive and 
phenomenological approach, framed by the interpretive paradigm (Burell & 
Morgan, 1979; Deetz, 1996). Additionally, puts forth the recommendations 
proposed by Thompson (1997) regarding the hermeneutic model. 

Accordingly, the article begins by presenting a general explanation 
regarding the possibilities in terms of research philosophy and research 
approach; then, address the qualitative approach and its differences with 
the quantitative approach; afterwards, the ontological and epistemological 
assumptions regarding the interpretative paradigm, and an explanation of 
the research positioning; then, the methodological options for the collection, 
processing and analysis of results. Finally, the article concludes with some 
considerations regarding the quality of the methodological procedures, 
in relation to the validity, reliability, generalization and transferability, 
in social sciences research.
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2. THE NATurE oF THE rESEArCH

Frequently, management researchers find difficulties to clarify the positioning 
of their research. To work around this problem, Saunders, Lewis and 
Thornhill (2007) explain the various possibilities in terms of research 
philosophy, approach, strategies, techniques and methodological procedures 
(see table 1). However, the main focus of the researcher is on aspects 
related to the operationalization of the research method (techniques of 
data collection and analysis), forgetting that these options should be the 
last aspect to be decided, being preceded by several others that determine 
how research should be designed (Saunders et al., 2007). In this regard, 
the first question is to clarify which paradigm1 is applied to research, 
that is, whether the qualitative or the quantitative paradigm. This prior 
orientation defines the basis of how the researcher views the world and 
how he then guides his research, not only in terms of the method (the 
techniques and procedures used to collect and analyse data) but mainly 
in terms of methodology (the theory and the philosophy that guides the 
research): epistemology and ontology (Saunders et al., 2007). 

Illustration 1: The nature of the research
Source: Based on Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2007).

Philosophies
Epistemology

ontology

Positivism
Interpretativism: phenomenology and 
symbolic interactionism

Objetivism
Subjetivism

Deduction: testing theory
Induction: building theory

Approaches to 
scientific reasoning

Experiment, survey, case study, action research, ground theory, 
ethnography, archival researchStrategies

Mono method, mixed method, multi-methodChoices

Data collection

Data analysis

Techniques and 
procedures

Secondary data, survey questionnaire, 
interviews, panels (focus groups), 
participant observation, diaries

Statistical analysis, content analysis, 
discourse analysis, histories/narratives, 
critical incident analysis, netnography
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Epistemology concerns the nature and the origin of knowledge and in 
what constitutes acceptable knowledge in a field of study (Burell & 
Morgan, 1979; Saunders et al., 2007). According to Saunders et al. (2007), 
the two most common positions are: positivism and interpretativism. In 
relation to positivism, it focus on the collection and analysis of ‘facts’ 
that represents reality in an objective way. Emphasizes quantifiable 
observations and statistical analysis, and argues that only external and 
observable phenomena can provide credible data and facts. 

On the other hand, interpretativism is appropriate when one intends to 
investigate a social phenomenon such as attitudes, values and feelings, and 
is particularly useful in the fields of organizational behaviour, marketing, 
and human resource management. Saunders et al. (2007) use the term 
‘social actors’ and the theatre metaphor to suggest that humans play a role 
“on the stage of human life” (p. 106), interpreting social roles according 
to the meaning that we give to them. The big challenge is, therefore, to 
understand the social world from the point of view of these ‘social actors’. 

Usually, qualitative methods are supported by an interpretive approach to 
social sciences, offering a particularistic and contextual view of reality 
(Reinecke et al., 2016). In this vein, the interpretative paradigm consists 
in investigating the social world at the level of subjective (individual) 
experience. Therefore, knowledge is captured not from the standpoint of 
an external and objective position, but from the individual participation 
in action, through the use of qualitative methods (Tadajewski, 2004). In 
terms of comparison with the positivist paradigm, the main divergence is 
“that social reality is held to be subjectively re-created, thereby denying 
the possibility for objective social research” (Tadajewski, 2004, p. 317). 
According to Wetherell et al. (2001), there are multiple realities and truths. 
Unlike the positivist tradition, where the researcher tries to generalize 
the findings to other contexts, in interpretative research it is not intended 
to capture this reality, but to investigate the partial, the meanings and 
significance due to the diversity of views and experiences. In this sense, 
researcher is part of what is being researched and cannot be separated 
from the context (Saunders et al., 2007).

Interpretativism is influenced by two intellectual currents (Saunders et al., 
2007): (1) phenomenology, related to how researcher perceive the social world 
that surrounds him; (2) symbolic interactionism, related to the interpretation 
of actions with whom the researcher interacts. In turn, this interaction leads 
to adjustment in their own action and understanding of the social world.
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The other philosophical perspective, ontology, is centred on the nature of 
the reality. Saunders et al. (2007) establish two main ontological approaches 
equally accepted as valid for management are: (1) objectivism, in which 
reality is defined from an external perspective to the social actors, through 
quantitative methods; and, (2) subjectivism, in which the social phenomena 
is created from the perceptions and consequent action of ‘social actors’.

Another important point about the research design is related to the theory 
approach. A deductive perspective, closer to positivism, can be adopted 
when it is intended to test hypotheses and generalize the results to a 
large population. By adopting an inductive approach, data are collected 
and a theory developed as a result of this subsequent analysis (Saunders 
et al., 2007). Therefore, and in order to explain underexplored subjects, 
an inductive approach seems to be appropriate for ‘discovery’ (Park & 
Park, 2016) and by following an interrogative strategy (Barnham, 2015).

3. THE QuALITATIVE PArADIGm AND ITS ComPArISoN WITH 
THE QuANTITATIVE PArADIGm

In recent years, qualitative research has gained rapid expansion in the 
social sciences, relying on techniques that seek to understand, predict 
and explain human behaviour, and the way in which humans view their 
social world (Bailey, 2014; Mayer, 2015; Park & Park, 2016).

Qualitative research is usually characterized through the use of methods “that 
make the world visible” (Mayer, 2015, p. 56) and which includes, at least, 
in-depth interview techniques; researchers knowledge and skills to implement 
procedures and the subsequent interpretations of the results; and the ability 
to answer questions such as ‘why?’ and ‘how? (Bailey, 2014). In this sense, 
the objective of qualitative research is to “understand and explore descriptive 
accounts, similarities and differences of various social events” (Park & Park, 
2016, p. 4), and for this reason it works with open, flexible questions that 
may even be altered during the course of the investigation (Mayer, 2015).

One of the main characteristics of the qualitative research is to focus 
on the dynamic nature of reality, studying the complexity of different 
points of view, the idiosyncrasy of particular cases, understanding them 
and reflecting on those cases. For this reason, qualitative research has 
a holistic orientation, considering the social phenomenon as a single 
system, within which one looks for “patterns, consistencies, repetitions 



Artur Saraiva, Moritz von Schwedler & Emília Fernandez / Proelium VIII (1) (2018) 7 - 39

- 12 -

and manifestations pertinent to research question(s)”, and participating 
in the construction of theory (Park & Park, 2016, p. 5).

for these reasons, qualitative research contrasts with the qualitative 
perspective (table 2 summarizes some of the differences). Of these, it is 
emphasized that quantitative research is concerned with using statistical 
methods to select and treat a large number of cases, the results of which 
tend to be generalized to large populations. However, the main difference 
between the two paradigms lies in the perspective about reality, that is, 
their ontological assumptions. On the one hand, quantitative research is 
concerned with finding facts, so it uses ‘what’ questions (Barnham, 2015). 
on the other hand, the qualitative approach understands social reality as 
“complex and pluralistic”, and looks at reality as socially constructed by 
participants’ lenses, regarding their perceptions and experiences “rather 
than through the lens of abstract categories and concepts imposed by the 
researchers” (Reinecke et al., 2016, p. xiii, xiv).

Illustration 2: The comparison of qualitative and quantitative methods
Source: Based on Park and Park (2016, p. 4).

Qualitative Quantitative

objective/purpose

Sample

To quantify data and generalize results 
from a sample to the population of 
interest; to measure the incidence 
of various views and opinions in a 
chosen sample; sometimes followed 
by qualitative research, which is used 
to explore some findings further.

To gain an understanding of underlying 
reasons and motivations; to provide 
insights into the setting of a problem, 
generating ideas and/or hypotheses 
for later quantitative research; to 
uncover prevalent trends in thought 
and opinion.

Usually a large number of cases 
representing the population of interest; 
randomly selected respondent.

Usually a small number of non-
representative cases. 

Structured techniques such as on-
street or telephone interviews.

Unstructured or semi-structured 
techniques, e.g.: individual depth 
interviews or group discussions.

Data collection

Statistical; findings are conclusive 
and usually descriptive in natureNon-statisticalData analysis

objective/purpose

Exploratory and/or investigative; 
findings are not conclusive and cannot 
be used to make generalizations about 
the population of interest; develop an 
initial understanding and sound base 
for further decision making.

Used to recommend a final course of 
action.
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Another important difference between the two paradigms is that qualitative 
research is commonly understood as “theory elaboration and theory generation 
rather than theory testing”, proceeding inductively from the data to the theory, 
exploring “domains and questions where quantitative research would struggle 
to formulate hypotheses or find sufficient data” (Reinecke et al., 2016, p. xiii).
To sum up, qualitative research follows an exploratory character, and seeks 
new knowledge about complex phenomena. As Mayer (2015) point out, 
the intention is not to arrive at definitive conclusions or absolute truth, 
but to serve as a starting point for future research.

4.  THE INTErPrETATIVE rESEArCH PoSITIoNING: 
oNToLoGICAL AND EPISTEmoLoGICAL ASSumPTIoNS

According to Deetz (1996), much of the investigation conducted in 
the social sciences falls in the interpretive paradigm. According to the 
conceptualization established by this author, “interpretivists acquire the 
‘subjective’ (implying personal and/or particularistic) label since they 
claim a double hermeneutic (an interpretation of an interpreted world)” 
(p. 193). By this, it is meant that the researcher must have a special 
ability to interpret findings (Bailey, 2014), to make a reflective work and 
actively participate in the investigation process. 
According to Mayer (2015), research philosophy is related to the development 
of knowledge and the nature of this knowledge, representing, therefore, 
a certain vision of the world in the perspective of the researcher. In 
terms of philosophical assumptions within the social sciences proposed 
by Morgan and Smircich (1980, p. 492), the interpretative research can 
be positioned as following.

(1) Core Ontological assumptions
Reality is a social construction and a symbolic discourse.

(2) Human Nature assumptions
Man as actor and a social constructor.

(3) Basic epistemological stance
To obtain a phenomenological insight and to understand how 
social reality is created.

(4) Research methods
To explore subjectivity using a hermeneutic and discourse 
interpretation process. 
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In terms of research strategy, qualitative paradigm design is usually useful 
to induce results. Hypotheses are not necessary and the researcher could 
simply ask questions, because qualitative research is concerned with meaning 
and not making generalized hypothesis statements in order to provide a 
deeper understanding of human experiences (Locke, 2007; Mason, 2010). 

Under these circumstances a ‘humanistic perspective’ should be followed 
(Deshpande, 1983). That is, the researcher cannot distance himself from the 
phenomena nor can the phenomenon be understood without his personal 
involvement. This is why qualitative research is developed in the natural 
setting (Reinecke et al., 2016) and “locate the observer in the world” (Mayer, 
2015, p. 56). Therefore, according to Hirschaman (1986), sensitivity and 
personal immersion are required to guide research and to translate experience 
into a verbal interpretation, according to the ‘humanistic perspective’. 
This author defines ‘humanistic inquiry’ as following: (1) human beings 
construct multiple realities; (2) researcher and phenomenon are mutually 
interactive; (3) research inquiry is directed toward the development of 
idiographic knowledge; (4) phenomenal aspects cannot be segregated into 
‘causes and effects’; (5) inquiry is inherently value-laden.

The philosophical argument behind the qualitative paradigm is to show 
how participant sees the world – ‘the social construction of reality’ and 
not to search for objective truths (Atkinson, 2014; Barnham, 2015). In this 
particularistic perspective, the phenomenological approach can be useful to 
get a more in-depth knowledge of the research topic, in order to explore 
the meanings behind the individual lived experience through each narrative 
(Thompson et al., 1989, 1990; Thompson, 1997). According to Thompson, 
Locander and Pollio (1989, 1990), in an phenomenological perspective, the 
life of a person is socially constructed in context where their experiences are 
interrelated in a coherent and meaningful way. Therefore, the results assume 
a contextual character based on the discretion of the person’s subjective 
experience first-hand. In what concerns the nature of the methodology (Burell 
& Morgan, 1979), this category of research is positioned as ‘idiographic’, 
because the emphasis of the analysis is on the subjective accounts of the 
individual, highlighting his subjective experiences, and the way he/she 
interprets the world (Thompson et al., 1989).

Accordingly, Thompsons et al. (1990) propose three central requirements 
to phenomenological approach: 
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(1) Intentionality
Experience and the object of experience are the same unit. That is, 
lived experience must be understood in relation to the context from 
which it emerges.

(2) Emergent dialogue
During the interviews, the interviewer conducts the conversation in 
a way that portrays each person’s experience and the questions or 
comments are added to participants’ responses in a natural emerging 
dialogue. As Thompson et al. (1990) emphasizes, the “method is 
adapted to fit the phenomenon” (p. 347).

(3) Hermeneutic endeavour
The process of interpretation is permanent and involves a “back-and-
forth process of relating a part of the text to the whole” (p. 434), with 
the interviews being interpreted idiographically and trying to identify 
common patterns throughout the interviews (emerging themes). 

The following table describes the main characteristics of the 
phenomenological approach identified by Thompson et al. (1989).

Illustration 3: Phenomenological characteristics
Source: Based on Thompson et al. (1989).

Characteristic DescriptionNature

World view Contextual Patterns emerge from a context

Nature-of-being In-the-world Experience and world are viewed 
as co-constructing

Research focus Experience
Research focus is on experience as 
described from a first-person view

Research perspective first person

Research logic

Research strategy

Research goal

Apodictic Researchers seek to apprehend a 
pattern as it emerges

Holistic

Thematic description

Seeks to relate descriptions of 
specific experiences of each other, 
with each other, and with the 
general context
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As regards the problem of neutrality and the identity of the investigator, 
Thompson et al. (1989) refer that it cannot be ruled out as a limitation of 
the research. On the one hand, it is not possible to separate the individual 
from the context in which he is inserted. On the other hand, the separation 
is impossible, because the researcher acts in the world and the world acts 
on the investigator, “in the loop” (wetherell et al., 2001, p. 17). 

5. QuALITATIVE mETHoDoLoGICAL ProCEDurES

5.1. The saMple

In qualitative research, the participants’ selection is a critical task within 
data collection process. In this category of research, participants can be 
recruited through a process of purposive sampling (Noy, 2008). The first 
participants can be selected from the researcher’s personal contacts, and the 
following by using the snowball technique via invitation (Zamwel et al., 
2014). According to Noy (2008, p. 330), this non-probabilistic technique 
provides an exceptional way of reaching to some ‘hidden populations’ 
and tracking social networks. It can also be employed as a particularly 
effective tool when analysing the social dynamics of those who share similar 
social experiences (Noy, 2008). Snowball sampling implies interrelations 
between ‘in-depth’ interviewed in the way that those participants whom the 
researcher meets are those who supply the referrals. Therefore, the quality 
of the referring process is related to the quality of the interaction and also 
how participants perceive or frame the interview encounter (Noy, 2008).

The size of the sample and knowing when it is enough has always 
worried researchers. Qualitative research contrasts with the traditional 
quantitative requirements wherein sufficiently large samples are used to 
obtain a representative population allowing the generalization. Given the 
idiosyncratic nature of qualitative research, the results are not intended to 
represent the entire universe of the phenomenon. According to Mills et 
al. (2010), the argument around theoretical saturation is to assure that the 
research question was rigorously answered, systematically explored and as 
complete as possible. In that way, from a certain moment, the information 
emerging from the interviews becomes increasingly repetitive, indicating 
that the data collection data does not need to be continued. However, 
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these authors argue that theoretical saturation is a “speculative construct” 
(p. 928) and that a researcher can never be sure that theoretical saturation 
has been achieved. fugard and Potts (2015) also argue that in qualitative 
research the determination of sample size “should not trouble qualitative 
researchers” (p. 680). However, even a small sample should be sufficient 
to justify that revealed patterns are shared by other members of the context 
and to ensure that most or all the emerging concepts were discovered 
(Mason, 2010; wetherell et al., 2001).

5.2. daTa collecTion

As shown in table 1, there are various techniques and procedures for collecting 
data (Saunders et al., 2007). According to some authors, the best method to 
be used in this type of research is in-depth interviews when the concern is 
the meaning of a phenomenon (Connolly & Prothero, 2003; Newholm & 
Shaw, 2007). This detailed interview strategy allows participants to have the 
opportunity to express through narrative experiences, feelings about their 
human behaviour, preferably in their natural environment, where patterns 
are difficult to study by other research methods (Arnould & wallendorf, 
1994; Autio, 2005; Bryman & Bell, 2011; Moisander & Pesonen, 2002). 

Before the interview, as much information as possible should be collected 
about the participant in order to better conduct the interview. The context 
of the interview is also very important, providing the necessary environment 
for participants to speak and detail their experiences (Baker, Thompson, 
Engelkensen, & Huntley, 2006). 

It is preferable that the interviews take place in the participant’s private 
space in order to increase the level of intimacy and trust (Dobscha & 
Ozanne, 2001). The trust relationship enables subsequent contacts with 
the interviewees to clarify doubts that emerged during the transcription of 
interviews. Thompson et al. (1989) refer that interviewer and interviewee 
should be in a position of equality, so the questions should be posed 
as the dialogue flows. They also suggest avoiding ‘why’ questions in 
order not to give the interviewer an intrusive role. Moreover, this type 
of questions can generate feelings of prejudice and defensive responses.

These phenomenological interviews (Black & Cherrier, 2010; Cherrier & 
Murray, 2007; Cherrier, 2006, 2007; Cherrier, 2005; Cherrier, 2009; Connolly 
& Prothero, 2003; Deshpande, 1983; Holt, 2002; Holt, 1997; Sitz, 2008; 
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Thompson et al., 1989; Thompson, 1997) aims to explore subjectivity, 
and is based on the assumption that responses do not represent facts but 
the individual experiences. Due to the nature of the phenomenological 
approach, the format of the interview raises some ethical issues related 
to prior consent, its recording, and ensuring confidentiality (Thompson 
et al., 1989). Anonymity must be guaranteed and all the interviewees’ 
names should be changed to pseudonymous in order to protect the identity 
of each participant. 

5.3. daTa analysis

According to Mayer (2015), data analysis is an important step in qualitative 
research and its application has a major impact on the results. 

Moisander and Valtonen (2006) consider that in research social science, 
reality is not fixed, that meanings are constructed in different contexts, 
so texts must be interpreted as an autonomous body of data. within this 
interpretative perspective, the objective is to identify cultural particularities 
that represent ways of acting, speaking and relating. The first step in the 
data analysis process is to conduct a verbatim transcription of interviews 
and field notes observations (Black & Cherrier, 2010). These aspects that 
have been observed by the researcher related to the context in which the 
interviewees live, their social relations, or where they work, must also 
recorded in writing and provide as well empirical material for analysis. It 
is recommended that the transcription process should began shortly after 
the first interview in order to integrate in the script aspects that appear 
in the interviews or even as self-criticism, to improve the performance 
of the investigator during the interview.

As a starting point for interpretation process, Moisander and Valtonen 
(2006) recommend that the researcher should obtain a pre-understanding 
of the disciplines that make up the theoretical reference in order to 
provide an “orientating frame of reference, or horizon, from which texts 
are interpreted” (p. 109). 

It is also recommended to use a data analysis software (e.g.: NVivo) in 
order to facilitate the process of coding and comparing of data. In general 
terms, the analysis began with a reading of the transcripts, to have a vision 
as a whole and to create a holistic understanding (Connolly & Prothero, 
2003). The text should later be analysed from the perspective of the 
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conceptual framework; and the conceptual framework is interpreted based 
on the broader perspective of informants’ narratives and meanings, in an 
interactive movement (Thompson, 1997). 

During the analysis phase, Moisander and Valtonen (2006) suggests to 
“de-familiarizing” (p. 121) from data, that is, to move away from aspects 
that are taken for granted, allowing them to be seen more analytically. 
furthermore, this enables a deeper dive into the phenomenon, changing 
the researcher perspective and incorporating points of view, similarities 
and differences in analysis.

During the data analysis, the literature should be permanently revisited 
and kept up-to-date, in order to provide a comprehensive and recent 
overview of the state of the art. 

Taking into account the objectives and complexity of the research, several 
qualitative techniques can be employed. The qualitative methodologies 
are related to the best approach that responds to the question of research 
and to reach an understanding of a particular phenomenon (Vaismoradi, 
Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). As Reinecke et al. (2016) suggests, the 
qualitative methodology works as an “umbrella” both in terms of data 
source and in terms of how they are analysed. Thus, in this article the 
following methodologies will be addressed: content analysis, thematic 
analysis, discourse analysis, and hermeneutic endeavour. 

5.3.1. Content Analysis

Content analysis is a widely used tool in qualitative research to determine 
the presence of meanings, concepts, terms and words when faced with a 
large amount of information (Mills et al., 2010). 

This systematic approach to coding and categorization allows to compress 
a lot of information in all types of recorded communications, such as 
transcripts of interviews, discourses, observations, documents, etc. (Mayring, 
2000). Its purpose is to determine trends and patterns on words, their 
frequency, and categories, examining who says what, to whom and to what 
effect, so as to make inferences about the subject of study, an audience 
or a particular culture (Mills et al., 2010; Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

In researches that follow an inductive approach content analysis proves to 
be a useful tool for developing categories following the research question 
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and objectives (Mayring, 2000). Braun and Clarke (2006) propose the 
following steps in the process of generating codes: 

(1) familiarising with data
The first phase consisted of the integral transcription of the interviews. 
Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 88) recommend an “orthographic transcript”, 
that is to say, a verbatim transcription (verbal language and other 
non-verbal aspects such as pauses, laughs, anger, etc.), allowing the 
researcher to immediately know and understand the data that have 
been collected. In this phase, it is recommended to start to take notes 
and ideas for the codification phase. Transcriptions should be read 
several times to be understood as a whole.

(2) Generating (initial) codes
In this phase, importance should be given to detail in order to carry out 
the codification process and to determine the presence of meaning and 
concepts, gathering words in content categories (Mills et al., 2010). A 
code is the most basic element of analysis and allows to identify, in 
a later phase, patterns according to frequency and participating in the 
subsequent identification of analysis units (themes) (Bendassolli, 2013; 
Braun & Clarke, 2006). To do so, NVivo is an useful tool which allows 
to codify, and establishing connections between codes. Also, facilitate a 
thematic analysis allowing an immediate visualization of codifications 
and themes associated, making the interpretation process easier.

Considering now another data coding perspective, four levels of analysis 
can be applied (Mills et al., 2010):

(1) Level of words
During the transcription phase, it is possible to familiarize with 
empirical material while still raw, and to come to know better the 
participants, their arguments and their social context. 

(2) Level of codes
The codes capture the researcher’s interpretation of the text and allows 
the connection between the conceptual level and the empirical level.

(3) Level of concepts
The discovery of relevant concepts, themes, dimensions, and the 
relationship between them. These elements can be translated through a 
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conceptual model that summarizes: (1) the identification of categories 
and subcategories, that is, codes that refer to the same concept or 
theme; and (2), their hierarchical structure within the category, 
determined by the frequency (number of times the participant referred 
to a concept during the interview).

(4) Level of memos
Used to assist in the writing of the results and includes reflections, 
interpretations and actions investigated.

To summarize, content analysis consists of transforming initial codes 
into more abstract levels of information, using relevant categories and 
good memos (Mills et al., 2010). Additionally, it can be combined with 
other qualitative procedures according to the research question and the 
characteristics of the collected material (Mayring, 2000). 

5.3.2 Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis is a systematic approach largely used in qualitative 
research that involves the identification of themes, patterns and frequencies, 
based on the volume of information, using a codification process of 
transcriptions, interpreting results, establishing relations and theoretical 
constructs (Mills et al., 2010; Vaismoradi et al., 2013). According to 
Mills et al. (2010), thematic analysis should not be considered a research 
methodology but an “analytical approach and synthesizing strategy used as 
part of the meaning-making process” (p. 926). It is therefore considered a 
strategy for synthesizing voluminous information, making the researcher 
familiar with collected data, separating the text into small content units 
(Mills et al., 2010; Vaismoradi et al., 2013).

Thematic analysis uses a descriptive approach to codify and interpret purely 
qualitative and detailed data based on what the researcher collects and 
identifies as common topics present in an interview or set of interviews 
(Vaismoradi et al., 2013).

Necessarily, the thematic analysis is preceded by a content analysis. In 
the following figure, Braun and Clarke (2006) propose the main phases 
to develop the thematic analysis. It should be noted that phases 1 and 2 
are related to the content analysis already described above.



Artur Saraiva, Moritz von Schwedler & Emília Fernandez / Proelium VIII (1) (2018) 7 - 39

- 22 -

Illustration 4: Thematic analysis phases
Source: Based on Braun and Clarke (2006).

(3) Searching for themes
After all of the interviews have been subjected to a codification process 
based on the long list of codes and categories and text frequency, a 
wider analysis and higher level of abstraction must be done in order 
to identify potential themes and establish the connection between them 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Therefore, the categories are collapsed into 
themes in the possible segments of analysis (Dapkus, 1985). A theme 
is the integration of part of a text that coherently retains important 
aspects of data regarding the research question (Braun & Clarke, 
2006; Vaismoradi et al., 2013).

(4) Reviewing, defining and naming themes
In this phase, themes are named in order to reflect and represent the 
meaning of the related data. Each one should be distinct and coherent. 
The literature must be revisited in order to confront the substantive 
codes (emerged from data) with the theoretical codes (based on 
reference literature) (Ulusoy, 2016). Themes are then compared and 
redundancies eliminated (Bendassolli, 2013; Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Dapkus, 1985).

(5) Producing the report
It is an important phase of the analysis process and the report must be 
brief, coherent and logical. A ‘story’ of the research question must be 
created using extracts of the transcriptions that evidence and represent 
the content of each theme, that is to say, that capture its essence. 
The report must go from a descriptive level to an interpretative level, 
comparing the discovered themes with other results of reference 
literature (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

In epistemological terms, thematic analysis may assume two forms: (1) an 
inductive approach (data-driven), when the emerging themes are closely 

1. Familiarising
with data

2. Generating
initial code

3. Searching
for themes

4. reviewing, defining 
and naming themes

5. Producing
the report→ → → →
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linked to data without the concern of placing them in a pre-defined 
theoretical framing; or (2), a theoretical thematic analysis, when the 
researcher is focused on a particular aspect of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

To summarize, thematic analysis is a method to identify, analyse and report 
patterns or themes inserted in data. It is therefore not a linear process. 
It provides a flexible approach, easily applied to qualitative analysis of 
data, and includes a “constant back and forward movement between the 
entire data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86). 

5.3.3. Hermeneutical Analysis

This analysis strategy is considered appropriate to find meaning in the 
extensive transcripts, to emphases on a part-to-whole, and to interpret 
the chronological sequence of a phenomenon (Black & Cherrier, 2010; 
Shaw & Moraes, 2009; Thompson et al., 1990; Thompson et al., 1989; 
Thompson, 1997). This type of research analysis, also referred to as 
‘hermeneutic circle’ (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006; Thompson, 1997), is 
based on participants’ stories generated by ‘phenomenological’ or ‘long’ 
interviews (Thompson, 1997, p. 443). The idea is to develop an integrated 
and comprehensive report, a “discovery-oriented research” (Thompson, 
1997, p. 439) with specific elements and the whole, in an interactive 
process of interpretation. In other words, the “‘parts’ and ‘wholes’, 
and back-and-forth movement” (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006, p. 111). 
Consequently, Moisander and Valtonen (2006) describes the hermeneutic 
circle process as following: 

“The task of the interpreter, is to focus on and analyse the specific 
words and expressions that respondents use themselves, as indicators 
of their ‘inner experiences’, as the most relevant ‘parts’ of the 
whole that is to be studied, the ‘whole’ being the transcript of the 
individual’s interview”. (p. 111)

Under these circumstances, interpretation plays a crucial role in the hermeneutics 
circle process. Moisander and Valtonen (2006) consider hermeneutics, not just 
a mere method or technique of producing interpretation, but a philosophy 
itself, as a “way of being in the world” (p. 124). Therefore, they point out 
two important aspects in this interpretation process: (1) on the one hand, 
taking into account that the human being belongs to a social and historical 
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context, the pre-understanding of a given phenomenon should be considered 
as a starting point for interpretation. Thus, as these authors proposed, the 
pre-understanding of the phenomenon is a condition that precedes the process 
of interpretation and is something that the investigator cannot ignore; (2) on 
the other hand, during the process of interpretation, Moisander and Valtonen 
(2006) warn about the focus on cultural discourse that guides and constrains 
people’s life. Therefore, data “must be contextualized to a particular historical 
and local discourse space in which have been produced” (p. 112).
Under these circumstances, Thompson et al. (1989) and Thompson (1997) 
suggests the following phenomenological interpretation phases: 

(1) An ‘ideographic’ phase

• First, the text is completely read to gain meaning as a whole 
(intratext circle).

• An individual understanding of each interview, identifying key 
patterns regarding the meanings expressed by each consumers, that 
is, each “person as a text” (p. 440).

(2) A ‘part-to-whole’ phase 

• That is, a part-to-whole (intertextual) movement across different 
participants. In this sense, the data are used to describe the personal 
history of each participant, engendering a holistic understand 
participants stories. 

• Also, an interactive movement between participant narratives and a 
broader context of the system. The narratives should be contextualized 
taking into account the background and cultural value systems, in “a 
frame of reference” (p. 440).

• Another aspect that should be considered is the ‘plot’ that constitutes 
the structure of consumption histories, that is, the chronological 
order in which events and meanings are organized, which Thompson 
(1997) calls “narrative movement” (p. 43). Through the meanings 
that participants attribute to phenomenon, they construct their 
biographical narratives within the circumstances of their lives. 
Therefore, special attention must be given to the sequence in order 
to identify the main phases of a particular event (past-present-future). 

• After this analysis, the next step is to go through the various 
narratives looking for common traits that lead to levels of abstraction 
(Cherrier & Murray, 2007).
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To sum up, the hermeneutic process is very useful for determining the 
chronological sequence of a phenomenon and to identify the stages of a 
social phenomenon. Accordingly to Cherrier and Murray’s (2007) suggestion, 
the interpretation of each story plot should follow an narrative framing, by 
selecting and highlighting details of experience; and a narrative movement, 
by giving to the story a sense of temporal sequence. Then, the investigator 
should look at various narratives and looking for common traits that lead to 
levels of abstraction and therefore the corresponding stages of the phenomenon.

5.3.4. Discourse Analysis

The discourse analysis approach to social sciences began to be used 
by scholars such as Jacques Derrida & Michel Foucault and has been 
labelled as postmodernist2 (Mills, Eurepos & Wiebe, 2010), wherein all 
versions of reality are “socio-discursive construction (…) where language 
signifies reality in the sense of constructing meanings for it” (Titscher 
et al., 2000, p. 176). Some versions of discourse analysis are strongly 
influenced by Foucault’s work on social disadvantage, power relations 
and domination. Other versions are more focused on the conversation 
analysis appearance (Fairclough, 2003; Kelan, 2008). 

According to Titscher et al. (2000, p. 178), discourse analysis is a “powerful 
method for studying social phenomena”. The language in a text must be 
understood in articulation with the specific process and social context (social 
locus) in which the discourse is produced (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000; 
Titscher et al., 2000). Thus, the solution is to consider the interpretations of 
the various narratives and stories, identifying patterns of meanings that are 
sometimes hidden, which offer interesting clues about context, ideas, values, 
and other aspects of ‘subjectivity’ (Atkinson, 2014; Titscher et al., 2000). 
In this sense, “discourse” is understood as “particular view of language in 
use (…) as an element of social life which is closely interconnected with 
other elements” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 3). Therefore, according to Kelan 
(2016), discourse analysis sees “the world as socially constructed, with 
discourse both constitutive of and constructed by social reality” (p. 1179). 
In a more complete way, Fairclough (2003) describes discourses as follows:

“ways of representing aspects of the world – the processes, relations 
and structures of the material world, the ‘mental world’ of thoughts, 
feelings, beliefs and so forth, and the social world. Particular aspects 
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of the world may be represented differently, so we are generally 
in the position of having to consider the relationship between 
different discourses. Different discourses are different perspectives 
on the world, and they are associated with the different relations 
people have to the world, which in turn depends on their positions 
in the world, their social and personal identities, and the social 
relationships in which they stand to other people”. (p. 124)

Alvesson and Karreman (2016)  suggest four versions of discourse analysis:

(1) Micro-discourse approach
Seeks for the detail of the language at the individual level and in a 
micro-context.

(2) Meso-discourse approach
Meets the language in use in a context, but seeks to generalize patterns 
to similar contexts.

(3) Grand discourse approach
Considers a set of integrated discourses that convey a dominant 
organizational reality (cultural or ideological).

(4) Mega-discourse approach 
Captures a standardized idea that characterizes a given universal 
phenomenon.

However, Alvesson and Karreman’s (2016) warn regarding the problem 
of making ‘discourse’ into ‘Discourse’ from a ‘micro’ to a ‘macro’ level, 
forcing it to become too grandiose. 

In order to establish the relationship between different discourses, that is, 
different perspectives about the world, Norman Fairclough’s road map, 
“Analytical Discourse - Textual analysis for social research” is a suitable 
method for applying discourse analysis. According to Titscher et al. (2000, 
p. 153), Fairclough’s method is based on three components: the description 
of linguistic properties; the interpretation of the discursive practice and 
the text; and the explanation of the relationship between discursive and 
social practice. This ‘explanatory critique’ (Fairclough, 2003)  includes 
the following generic main steps represented in the figure below.
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Illustration 5: Fairclough’s discourse analysis method
Source: Based on Fairclough (2003) and Titscher et al. (2000).

(1) The description of linguistic properties

• Start by questioning a social problem, in order to trigger an emancipatory 
change.

• Identify obstacles to understanding the social problem and to what 
extent it is rooted in social life:

– To study the practices in use in the networks and ‘semiosis’ within 
the particular practices, such language, visual images, communication, 
and other social elements.

– Analysing the discourse (the semiosis) itself, such as: the structural 
analysis (the order of discourse); and the textual/intratextual analysis, 
and linguistic analysis.

(2) The interpretation of the relation between the discursive practice and text
Identify possible ways to overcome obstacles and opportunities for 
change in how social life is currently organized.

(3) The explanation of the relationship between discursive and social practice. 
Reflect critically on analysis, which involves an interpretation of 
meanings at the level of representation, action, and identification.

Fairclough (2003) also argues that “the (social) world is socially constructed” 
(p. 5), and that the texts (language and discourses) have a role in the 
construction of the social world, where the interpretation of meaning plays 
an important role in the analysis of text. In this vein, he identifies three 
important aspects regarding the interpretation of meanings (p 28, 225.):

Questioning the 
social problem

Identify and understand
the social problem

• The practices (language, visual images, 
communication, other social events)

• The discourse (structural, textual/intra 
textual and linguistic analysis)

How social life 
is organized

Identify possible
opportunities for

change

Reflect critically
on analysis

The interpretation of meanings:

• 1 Representation
• 2 Action
• 3 Identification

X XX
Description (text analysis) Interpretation Explanation (social analysis)
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(1) Representation
Meanings of the world that appear represented in the text. It is related 
to knowledge but also to get control over things. 

(2) Action
Meanings that a text contains when it takes an active part in a social 
event. It is related to others, to act on others and with power.

(3) Identification
Meanings that reflect the construction of identities of people reflected 
in textual construction. It is related to relations with oneself, ethics, and 
the ‘moral agent’.

As regards specifically to the interpretation of meanings, these can include 
the following elements:

(1) The process
Looking for words or elements that soften or not the discourse. Events 
represented in a congruent or metaphorical form.

(2) Participants (social actors)
It suggests the analysis of elements that represent the agency: activated/
passivated; personal/impersonal; named/classified; specific/generic; 
exclusion/inclusion.

(3) The circumstances (of time and space)
Time and space are interrelated concepts and are social constructs 
different in each society, “within the domain of policy” (p.155). 
Fairclough’s (2003) suggestion is to look for different “scales” of social 
life (local, national, regional or global); and past, present and future.

(4) Styles and identification
In Fairclough’s (2003) point of view, styles are “discoursal aspects of 
ways of being, identities” (p.159), and are associated with identification, 
that is, how people identify and how they are identified by others. 
Individuals participate and act on social events by constructing 
their identity continuously - “self-consciousness”. This element is a 
precondition for the process of the construction of social identity in 
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the discourse that leads to the elaboration of the concept of agency, 
“the way in which situated agents produce events, action, texts, etc., 
in potentially creative and innovative way” (p. 225).

(5) Other elements
The ‘genre chain’ (various ways of acting and producing social life); 
the difference (if they represent a new position); intertextuality (the 
‘voices’ represented, or not, in the text); and assumptions (what is 
taken for granted).

fairclough (2003) recommends investigating to what extent these elements 
are present or excluded from texts and those with higher ledge. One can 
also compare them in terms of knowing how concrete or abstract these 
social elements are represented. Then, these elements are linked with 
other particular social practices (contextualization), associated with genres 
chains, in order to perceive how social events are arranged, explained, 
legitimized and evaluated.

6. QuALITY CrITErIA

Qualitative research that follows an inductive and phenomenological 
approach requires an interpretive effort by the researcher. Moisander and 
Valtonen (2006) point out that “interpretative frameworks are culturally 
constructed through social interaction in historically and locally specific 
systems of representation and are thus infused with values, norms and role 
expectations” (p. 22). In this context, the knowledge produced is always 
“contextual, plural, contested and subject to change” (p. 22). However, 
this paradigm is not exempt from the quality demands that are required 
in management research. Moisander and Valtonen (2006) propose some 
criteria to ensure the quality of research discussed below.

6.1. validiTy

According to Moisander and Valtonen (2006), ‘validity’ refers to the “truth 
or accuracy of the representation and generalizations made by the research” 
(p. 24). These authors refer that validity is difficult to discuss because truth 
and knowledge are culturally constructed “in complex networks of power” 
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(p. 24), so it is not appropriate to speak about objectivity and absolute 
truth of research results.

However, the methods and the process employed in qualitative research 
must give a more precise and objective representation of the phenomenon 
investigated. Moisander and Valtonen (2006) suggest to follow a research 
protocol and a triangulation process. The premise of triangulation is to 
combine theories, methods, observations and empirical material, that is, 
to ensure a methodological pluralism (Atkinson, 2005; Moisander & 
Valtonen, 2006). In this aspect, triangulation is employed to look at the 
objective of the study from different points of view in order to enhance 
and demonstrate the reliability of research findings (Moisander & Valtonen, 
2006; Reinecke et al., 2016). Moreover, Reinecke et al. (2016) recommends 
methodological triangulation by combining in the same study different 
methods for analyse data (e.g.: content analysis and thematic analysis). 

The review of the literature also contributed to improve the credibility 
of the research in the sense in which it could compare and contrast its 
results with other results found in the literature on the subject. Overall, 
combining multiple methods of analysis, empirical material, perspectives and 
observations in a single study should also be understood as a strategy to 
add “rigor, breadth, complexity, richness and depth to the inquiry” (p. 25). 

6.2. reliabiliTy

Moisander and Valtonen (2006) refers that reliability is related to 
‘replicability’, in the way that other researchers can repeat the research and 
arrive at the same “results, interpretation and claims” (p. 27). However, 
in Moisander and Valtonen’s (2006) point of view, cultural knowledge 
is localized, and therefore does not reproduce the same social reality. 
Nevertheless, Moisander and Valtonen (2006) recommends particular 
attention to the methodological coherence (such as the research procedure 
developed, the analytical procedures of interpretation and the conclusions 
obtained), as well as methodological transparency. For example, the 
interviews must follow a protocol, field notes and the interview material 
should be fully transcribed. In this sense, Thompson et al. (1989) notes that 
verbatim transcription ensures the following methodological criteria: (1) 
emic approach, where interpretation is based on the experience described 
by participants; (2) autonomy of the text, in which text is treated as a 
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single body of data, and should not be incorporated inferences, hypotheses 
or conjectures that exceed own descriptions provided by the transcriptions.

6.3. generalizaTion and TransferabiliTy

According to Moisander and Valtonen (2006), ‘generalization’ refers to 
the extent to which the findings and conclusions of a particular population 
sample can be applied to the general population. These authors argue that 
in qualitative studies, the logic of generalization cannot be applied and has 
no utility. Firstly, because very small samples are often used, so sampling 
and statistical inference are not applied. Secondly, cultural research is 
concerned with understand and interpreting meanings in a particular context 
where whereby “quantitative notions of generalizability are misplaced” 
(p. 29). Thompson et al. (1990) also reinforce this idea, arguing that if a 
phenomenon is put into language it cannot be discussed in the abstract. 
Accordingly, all qualitative studies based on a phenomenological approach, 
the experiences of each participant can only be discussed in the context 
in which they were produced. Therefore, phenomenology is concerned 
with the meaning of experience for individuals as situated in life-world 
(Thompson et al., 1990).

In terms of ‘transferability’, that is, the capacity in which readers can transfer 
study results to other contexts and familiar situations, Moisander and Valtonen 
(2006) use the same argument to support that there is no such concern in 
qualitative studies. 

To sum up, considering the phenomenological nature and that the experiences 
of each individual are unique facts, findings cannot be generalized to 
a large population (Connolly & Prothero, 2003). Unlike the positivist 
tradition, where the researcher tries to generalize the findings to other 
contexts for being universal, in this type of research no attempt is made 
to capture ‘reality’. The goal is, rather, to investigate the meanings and 
significance due to the diversity of views and experiences. 

7. CoNCLuSIoNS

The main objective of this article is to present the some assumptions regarding 
the type of qualitative research that follows an inductive nature, and an 
interpretive and phenomenological approach. with this research philosophy, 
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it is intended to deepen the understanding of the phenomenon seen through 
the lenses of the participants, in which the goal is to understand their 
subjective experiences. Therefore, this type of research can be positioned 
as ‘discovery-oriented’ (Cherrier & Murray, 2007; Deshpande, 1983; Heath 
& Heath, 2008; Holt, 1997).

This article also explains the technique of collecting, processing and 
analysing data, in particular the recommendations suggested by Thompson’s 
et al. (1989) regarding the context of the interviews, the dialogue, and 
the way of interpreting the data. The content of the interviews are then 
treated as an autonomous body of data, using the hermeneutical circle 
and the identification of global themes. According to these authors, the 
phenomenological approach has as main assumptions the following: (1) 
describe a contextualise world view; (2) observe the individual within 
the context in which he or she lives: human-being-in-the-world; (3) focus 
on the description of the individual lived experience; and (4), consider 
experience always situated and subjective. 

In addition to this methodological perspective, several techniques of data 
analysis can be applied (content analysis, thematic analysis, discourse 
analysis, and hermeneutic analysis). 

Finally, the article concludes with considerations regarding the quality of 
the research methodology. Thus, it is important to highlight the ontological 
and epistemological principles that guide this type of research. Since 
cultural research is usually based on the understanding that claims of 
knowledge and truth about social reality are always culturally constructed 
in complex networks of power, and thus never value-free. Hence, it 
seems inappropriate to talk about the “objectivity” or “objective truth” of 
research findings (Moisander & Valtonen, 2006, p. 24) using qualitative 
research methods in management studies.
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