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6

Methods of Exploring
Chapter Summary

This chapter profiles methods of displaying data to provide initial compilations for 
exploration. They are methods of documenting fieldwork in progress, exploring salient 
variables as they emerge, and preparing preliminary outlines for the final report.
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Introduction

Theoretically, virtually everything about a research study can be exploratory in one 
way or another, from initial conceptualization to final write-up. But exploratory in this 
chapter refers to methods that are documentary and provisional in their analyses—“first 
draft” attempts, if you will, at making sense of qualitative data. Exploratory displays are 
not necessarily developed for final publication. They are intended as heuristics for the 
researcher to analyze data in progress. In the exploratory mode, it’s as if we are trying 
to solve an unstated or ambiguous problem, which has to be framed and reframed as we 
go. Wolcott (1992) talks about this as the “theory first” or “theory after” approach. Both 
are workable.

Exploring Fieldwork in Progress describes methods to keep the researcher from 
getting overwhelmed by the voluminous accumulation of qualitative data. They 
are ways of staying ahead of the game through occasional summary and synthesis. 
Exploring Variables looks at those constituent elements of the data corpus to 
examine their properties, dimensions, and overall qualities. And Exploring Reports 
in Progress shows how the write-up builds over time and contributes to further 
studies.

Exploring Fieldwork in Progress

The data accounting log is a record-keeping tool for the types and quantity of data 
collected. A contact summary form is a one-page form that logs a field site visit’s most 
salient data. The case analysis meeting systematically documents a research team’s 
discussion about a study, to date. The interim case summary is a provisional draft of the 
study’s fieldwork and its written report, to date.

A partially ordered meta-matrix is a first-draft assemblage of the most relevant data 
from a study into a composite display. And an explanatory effects matrix is the initial 
plotting of possible causation for more in-depth analytic explanation.

Data Accounting Log
Description
A data accounting log is a management method that simply documents on a single 

form when and what types of data have been collected from specific participants 
and sites. The analyst enters in each cell when a set of data is in hand, plus any 
supplemental notes (see Display 6.1).
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Applications
A data accounting log is highly recommended for all qualitative studies as good 

record keeping and management, particularly for those with large numbers of 
participants or sites. This method may look laborious, even overzealous, but it pays 
handsome rewards. In field research, you lose sight all too quickly of how much—and 
which sort of—data have been collected from different participants. Because these data 
are often corroborative—verifying an explanation given by others, testing an emerging 
hypothesis or conclusion—their absence is more than just having “missing data,” as in a 
quantitative survey. They are the evidential bricks on which an analysis can be built.

Example
Display 6.1 illustrates a small-scale study’s data accounting log, noting the key 

participants in the column headings and the data forms in the rows. Dates, supplemental 
notes, and researcher-generated confirmation marks have been entered for at-a-glance 
documentation of the corpus. Excel software was initially used for constructing the display.

Analysis
A scan of the form shows both the data collection in progress and, toward a study’s 

end, the completed corpus record. Reflection on the log might suggest additional 
forms of data needed or that could be collected. A copy of the data accounting log 
can be attached to a Contact Summary Form (profiled next) and used in planning the 
next steps in data collection. The log can also serve as an auditor’s reference or as an 
appendix to a technical report.

Notes
You can make a data accounting log as detailed as you need it to be. Cells can be 

devoted to confirming whether different participants from several cross-case sites 
have been asked the same particular interview question from a protocol or whether 
the researcher has collected sufficient forms of data to help answer a particular set of 
research questions.

Contact Summary Form
Description
A contact summary form is a one-page document with some focusing or 

summarizing questions about a particular field contact. The field-worker reviews the 
written-up field notes and answers each question briefly to develop an overall summary 
of the main points in the contact (see Display 6.2).

Applications
After a field contact (from one to several days) and the production of write-ups, there 

is often a need to pause and ponder, “What were the main concepts, themes, issues, and 
questions that I saw and heard during this contact?” Without such reflection, it is easy 
to get lost in a welter of detail.

The contact summary form is a rapid, practical way to do first-run data condensation 
without losing any of the basic information to which it refers. It captures thoughtful 
impressions and reflections and makes them available for further reflection and analysis 
not only by the field-worker but also by the other team members.



125Chapter 6 | Methods of Exploring

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.2

Contact Summary Form: Illustration (Excerpts)

Contact type: Site:  Tindale
Visit  X_______ Contact date:  11/28-29/79
Phone ________ Today‘s date:  12/28/79

 (with whom) Written by:  BLT

1. What were the main issues or themes that struck you in this contact?

Interplay between highly prescriptive, "teacher-proof" curriculum that is top-down 
imposed and the actual writing of the curriculum by the teachers themselves.

Split between the "watchdogs" (administrators) and the "house masters" (dept. chairs 
& teachers) vis a vis job foci.

District curric. coord'r as decision maker are school's acceptance of research relationship.

2. Summarize the information you got (or failed to get) on each of the target questions 
you had for this contact.

3. Anything else that struck you as salient, interesting, illuminating or important in this 
contact?

Thoroughness of the innv'n's development and training.

Its embeddedness in the district's curriculum as planned and executed by the district 
curriculum coordinator.

The initial resistance to its high prescriptiveness (as reported by users) as contrasted 
with their current acceptance and approval of it (again, as reported by users).

4. What new (or remaining) target questions do you have in considering the next contact 
with this site?

How do users really perceive the innov'n? If they do indeed embrace it, what accounts 
for the change from early resistance?

Nature and amount of networking among users of innov'n.

Information on "stubborn" math teachers whose ideas weren't heard initially—who are 
they? Situation particulars? Resolution?

Follow-up on English teacher Reilly's "fall from the chairmanship."

Follow a team through a day of rotation, planning, etc.

CONCERN: The consequences of eating school cafeteria food two days per week for 
the next four or five months . . .

Question Information

History of dev. of innov‘n Conceptualized by Curric. Coord’r, English 
Chairman & Assoc. Chairman; written by 
teachers in summer; revised by teachers 
following summer with field testing data

School’s org’l structure Principal & admin’rs responsible for discipline; 
dept chairs are educ’l leaders

Demographics Racial conflicts in late 60’s; 60% black stud. pop.; 
heavy emphasis on discipline & on keeping out 
non-district students slipping in from Chicago

Teacher response to innov’n Rigid, structured, etc. at first; now, they say they 
like it/NEEDS EXPLORATION

Research access Very good; only restriction: teachers not required 
to cooperate
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Example
First, be clear about what you or your research team members need to know now 

about a particular field contact, with a write-up that may later run to dozens of pages. 
Which questions will get to the essence of the data set? Here are some possibilities:

•	 What people, events, or situations were involved?

•	 What were the main themes or issues in the contact?

•	 Which research questions and which variables in the initial framework did the 
contact bear on most centrally?

•	 What new assertions, propositions, hypotheses, speculations, or hunches about 
the field situations were suggested by the contact?

•	 Where should the field-worker place most energy during the next contact, and 
what kinds of information should be sought?

Questions should be arranged on a single sheet of paper (or within the one-
page space limit of a text-based program), with room for the field-worker’s answers. 
Identifying information on the case, the particular contact, the field-worker, and the 
date should be indicated as well.

The data on a contact summary form are essentially phrases or sentences that the 
field-worker considers to be an answer to the form’s questions after the complete write-up 
of the contact has been reviewed and corrected. At this point, you have a perspective that 
combines immediacy with a reflective overview of what went on in the contact. You can 
include your own reflective remarks, as well as questions to be answered, during the next 
contact. Waiting until a contact’s full data have been coded thoroughly and fully is probably 
too late. In addition, the process of coding usually adds so many subsequent thoughts about 
the contact that what was originally in the notes may get buried or distorted.

Display 6.2 shows excerpts from an example. Note that Questions 2 and 4 of this 
form indicate that the field-worker started with a focused set of “target questions.” Those 
are useful when your time is limited. Information on each question is summarized, and 
new target questions are posed for the next visit. Some of these questions come from 
the background research questions (How do users really perceive the innovation?), and 
some are provoked by data collected during the visit (e.g., Follow-up on English teacher 
Reilly’s “fall from the chairmanship”).

Analysis
The filled-out contact summary form can be used in several ways:

•	 To guide planning for the next contact

•	 To reorient yourself to the contact when returning to the write-up

•	 To help with coordination when more than one field-worker is involved in the study

•	 To help with further data analysis—that is, the summary forms for a number of 
contacts can themselves be coded and analyzed

•	 To suggest new or revised codes

All of these uses are easier if the forms have been entered into a database. It is also 
helpful to digitally cut and paste a copy of the completed contact summary form before 
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the first page of the write-up so it’s close to the data it summarizes. We encourage doing 
write-ups no later than the day after a field contact.

Contact summary forms also can be used in a more systematic way by applying 
codes to them. An excerpted illustration appears in Display 6.3. Here, the analyst had a 
list of codes (called Themes or Aspects) that were applied to the Salient Points selected 
from the write-up. New codes were also generated.

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.3

Contact Summary Form: Illustration With Coded Themes (Excerpt)

CONTACT SUMMARY 

Type of contact: Mtg.  Principals Ken’s office  4/2/76
  Who, what group               place          date

 Phone _________________    ___________     _______
  With whom, by whom               place         date

 Inf. Int. _________________  ___________    _______
  With whom, by whom               place         date

1. Pick out the most salient points in the contact. Number in order on this sheet and note page 
number on which point appears. Number point in text of write-up. Attach theme or aspect 
to each point in CAPITALS. Invent themes where no existing ones apply and asterisk those. 
Comment may also be included in double parentheses.

Page Salient Points Themes/Aspects

1 1. Staff decisions have to be made by  
April 30.

STAFF

1 2. Teachers will have to go out of their present 
grade-level assignment when they transfer.

STAFF/RESOURCE MGMT.

2 3. Teachers vary in their willingness to integrate 
special ed kids into their classrooms—some 
teachers are “a pain in the elbow.”

*RESISTANCE

2 4. Ken points out that tentative teacher assignment 
lists got leaked from the previous meeting 
(implicity deplores this).

INTERNAL COMMUNIC.

2 5. Ken says, “Teachers act as if they had the  
right to decide who should be transferred.” 
(would make outcry)

POWER DISTRIB.

2 6. Tacit/explicit decision: “It’s our decision  
to make.” (voiced by Ken, agreed by Ed)

POWER DISTRIB/ 
CONFLICT MGMT.

2 7. Principals and Ken, John, and Walker agree  
that Ms. Epstein is “bitch.”

*STEREOTYPING

2 8. Ken decides not to tell teachers ahead of time 
(now) about transfers (“because then we’d  
have a fait accompli”).

PLAN FOR PLANNING/ 
TIME MGMT

SITE Westgate

Coder MM

Date coded 4/18/76
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Notes
Keep contact summary forms simple. You need an instrument that makes it easy 

to do a rapid retrieval and synthesis of what the contact was all about. Focus on the 
primary concepts, questions, and issues.

Case Analysis Meeting
Description
At a case analysis meeting, the field-worker most conversant with a case meets with 

one or more people—a critical friend, a colleague, or coresearchers—to summarize the 
current status of the case. The meeting is guided by a series of prepared questions, and 
notes are taken on answers to the questions as the meeting progresses. Case analysis 
meetings can also focus on a single theme in one case or treat such a theme across 
several cases (see Display 6.4).

Applications
In any study that has multiple cases, the meaning of what is happening in each case 

tends increasingly to get lost in the welter of fieldwork, coding, and other preliminary 
analyses. A lone researcher or a research staff can understand quickly and economically 
what is happening in a case, keep himself or herself current, and develop coherent 
constructs to guide later analysis through case analysis meetings and summaries.

Case analysis meetings are good devices for rapid retrieval of impressions and 
“headnotes” and for forming preliminary descriptive and inferential generalizations. 
The back-and-forth interaction among colleagues helps keep the field-worker honest. 
Even so, care should be taken not to get locked into premature generalizations. The 
themes and suggestions from case analysis meetings should always be checked against 
events in the case, as noted in carefully coded write-ups of field notes.

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.4

Case Analysis Meeting Form

Case Analysis Meeting Form  Date ________________        Case ________________

Recorder ___________________ Meeting Attendance ____________________________

1. MAIN THEMES, IMPRESSIONS, SUMMARY STATEMENTS about what is going on in 
the case. Comments about the general state of the planning/implementation system.

2. EXPLANATIONS, SPECULATIONS, HYPOTHESES, PROPOSITIONS, ASSERTIONS 
about what is going in the case.

3. ALTERNATIVE INTERPRETATIONS, EXPLANATIONS, DISAGREEMENTS about what is 
going on in the case.

4. NEXT STEPS FOR DATA COLLECTION: follow-up questions, specific actions, general 
directions fieldwork should take.

5. Implications for REVISION, UPDATING OF CODING SCHEME.
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If the group is bigger than three or four, it will help to have someone chairing it as 
well as recording it.

Example
Our (Miles and Huberman) study of the creation of new schools included 

six sites. We wanted to keep as current as we could on events in the planning 
and implementation of each new school. We were also seeking explanations and 
hypotheses—and we were feeling strongly that our too complex, unhelpful coding 
scheme needed to be revised.

We settled on the idea of a case analysis meeting that would be held for each of 
the six sites in rotation. To help focus the meeting, a note-taking form was needed, 
which appears in compressed form in Display 6.4. The actual form, of course, had 
its questions spread out over three or four pages to allow space for handwritten note 
taking. This particular example was focused on a complex case—a school—that we 
were following over time, but it can be adapted easily if the case is an individual or a 
small group.

In using the form, the meeting can begin profitably with the most involved field-
workers launching a discussion of Item 1, Main Themes. Others ask questions for 
clarification. The recorder follows the discussion, taking notes (either by hand or on a 
laptop) under that heading and asking for further clarification if needed.

Often the discussion will jump forward to later questions (e.g., a theme suggests an 
interpretation), and the recorder should enter those data under appropriate headings. 
Points or items under each heading should be numbered to mark them off and aid 
reference to them during the discussion. If the group does not move gradually to later 
questions, the recorder should ask them to do so. The recorder should also summarize 
the notes from time to time to ensure that the discussion is being represented 
accurately.

Analysis
Photocopies of the notes are made for everyone, or digital copies are e-mailed to the 

team; they can be reviewed at the end of the meeting. Specific plans can be made (to 
revise codes or on how to collect new data of a certain sort), although such review and 
planning can be done afterward too. Display 6.5 presents some excerpts from a filled-
out case analysis form for our new school study.

The field-worker had been observing the start-up of a new, open-space 
elementary school. In this display, we can see that the main theme was the 
researcher’s effort to describe (Item 1) and then understand (Item 2) why the 
early implementation of open-space teaching was going relatively smoothly even 
though the advance preparation had been poor. The hypotheses and hunches in 
Item 2 (e.g., the “retreatability” concept, the principal–teacher relationship, or 
teacher professionalization) led to additional data collection plans in Item 4 (e.g., 
teacher interviews), as do the alternative, rival hypotheses suggested in Item 3. 
The notes from the case analysis meetings, as well as guiding specific next steps in 
data collection, can be revisited after the next round or two of data collection for 
confirmation/disconfirmation.
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Display 6.5

Case Analysis Form: Exhibit With Data

1. MAIN THEMES, IMPRESSIONS, SUMMARY STATEMENTS about what is going on in the site.

1. Ed (principal) efficient “technical” manager, not dealing with social system; doesn't think about it. When Ken (asst. supt.) 
pointed out need for Ed to work with Janet, a complaining teacher (“treat her with kid gloves . . . good luck.”), Ed said, 
“She’ll be the one needing good luck.” Not supportive especialy: One teacher asked the field-worker for help, seemed 
reluctant when FW referred her back to Ed.

2. Implementation of the open space approach is incredibly smooth in light of the minimal advance preparation and 
training. There is still a “walking on cracked eggs” feeling, though.

3. Teachers seem cautiously willing to see how it will work out, not directly optimistic. Uncertainty, feeling unprepared. “If it 
doesn’t work out I hope we can undo it” suggests weak commitment; is called “retreatability.”

4. Children relaxed.

5. Teachers feel principal had no idea of what would be involved, really, in start-up. 

. . . .

2. EXPLANATIONS, SPECULATIONS, HYPOTHESES, PROPOSITIONS, ASSERTIONS about what is going on in the site.

1. Ed‘s “efficiency“ emphasis helps smoothness.

2. People know who to go to for support.

3. Many teachers were students of asst. supt. and trust him.

4. Things aren’t being imposed by outsiders.

5. Teacher attitudes may be related to the “retreatability” concept.

6. Principal knew teachers well enough to compose workable teams to implement the open space concept. Also sent 
complaining teachers to another school.

7. Principal respects the teachers—even though during the administrative planning they were treated like cattle.

3. ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS, MINORITY REPORTS, DISAGREEMENTS about what is going on in the site.

1. Perhaps the teachers’ considerable past experience and training, their professionalization makes for the smooth 
implementation.

2. The size of Ed's faculty has doubled; there are many strangers. That may be increasing the uncertainty as much as the lack 
of preparation.

. . . .

4. NEXT STEPS FOR DATA COLLECTION: follow-up questions, specific actions, general directions field work should take.

1. Ask Ed about Janet, how she's adjusting. Get to know her.

2. Need time to talk with teachers, not just observe the start-up. Teachers are  
probably bothered more than their "professional" surface behavior shows.

3. Will or can Ken give the teachers technical help?

4. What happened in yesterday's faculty meeting?

5. We should do a careful retrieval interview with Ken and Ed about the summer work, planning decisions, etc. that 
preceded the start-up.

6. Ask key people: What are your hopes for the way the school will be by Christmas? by June? What indicators would they 
use for good teacher collaboration? humanization of teaching?

. . . .

5. Implications for REVISION, UPDATING OF CODING SCHEME.

1. Consider a code for support.

2. Something on teacher commitment or ownership of the innovation.

3. Use a pattern for the “retreatability” idea, which seems quite key.

4. Our codes on “planning-implementation linkage” are too complicated; need to simplify them considerably.

. . . .

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
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Display 6.6

Summary-Aided Approach to Analysis

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

field
notes

write-up coding

Summaries

display, conclusion-
drawing, reporting

Don’t let a field-worker’s generalization or impression go unquestioned or 
unillustrated. The meeting allows people to entertain opposing views. The tone should 
be not one of arguing but one of friendly skepticism and efforts at concreteness and 
shared clarity. A balance should be maintained between getting a reasonable consensus 
and testing alternative, rival hypotheses. Summarize frequently to check understandings.

A case analysis meeting longer than 90 minutes or so begins to lose focus and bite. 
The frequency of such meetings depends on factors such as the number of people and 
cases involved and the frequency of case contacts. The rule of thumb is this: Don’t 
let a large amount of case data pile up before holding an analysis meeting. In our 
school improvement project, we found it useful to hold short case analysis meetings 
after each site visit (which usually had taken 2 or 3 days and accumulated plenty of 
information).

The summaries drawn from the case analysis meetings can themselves be coded and 
drawn on for analysis. Display 6.6 shows how this can work.

Notes
The specific research questions for a study may also generate additional substantive 

issues that can go on the case analysis meeting form (e.g., What are the current 
outcomes of the innovation? How politically stable is the program? What are the main 
channels of information transfer?). Other general questions can be generated to guide 
case analysis meetings, such as the following:

•	 What is puzzling, strange, or unexpected about recent case events?

•	 What is the state of our rapport with various people in key roles?

•	 What additional analyses do we need of existing data to understand the case better?

•	 What is definitely not true of the case at this point?

•	 What probably will happen over the next few days/weeks in the case?

Interim Case Summary
Description
The interim case summary is a provisional product of varying length (5–35 pages, 

depending on the scope of the study) that is the first attempt to derive a coherent, 
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overall account of the case—a synthesis of what the researcher knows about the case 
and what may remain to be found out. It presents (a) a review of the findings, (b) a 
careful look at the quality of the data supporting them, and (c) the agenda for the next 
waves of data collection (see Display 6.7 for a summary outline).

The interim case summary forces the researcher to digest the materials in hand, 
to formulate a clearer sense of the case, and to self-critique the adequacy of the data 
that have been collected. This process leads to next-step data collection, planning, and 
usually reformulation of codes and further analysis plans.

Display 6.7

Interim Case Summary Outline: Illustration

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Table of Contents

A. The Site

1. Geography, setting

2. Demographics of community and district

3. Organization chart (showing key actors and their relationships)

B. Brief Chronology

1. Adoption (includes brief description of the innovation)

2. Planning (anything postadoption and pre-actual use with pupils)

3. Implementation up to present

C. Current Status of Research Questions

1.  The innovation (deal with all subquestions; summarize what is currently known / if 
unknown, say so / if puzzles, describe them.)

2. The school as social organization, preimplementation

3. The adoption decision

4. Site dynamics during implementation/transformation

5. New configurations/outcomes

6. Role of external and internal assistance

(CONCLUDE THIS SECTION WITH A LIST OF UNCERTAINTIES/PUZZLES)

D. Causal Network

1.  Graphic network of variables, at this site, seen as affecting outcomes (draws on  
pattern codes)

2.  Discussion of network, including ties to other previous conceptual/empirical work 
on dissemination that seems especially salient or relevant

E. Brief Methodological Notes (how analysis was done, problems encountered, etc.; 
confidence in results, suggestions for next summary, etc.)
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Applications
Typically, interim data examining is done on the run or is done for some subsets of 

data but not for others. You need an integrative exercise that obliges you to audit what is 
known and how well it is known—to collate the main findings to date, to estimate the 
confidence held in those findings, and to list gaps, puzzles, and data that still need to be 
collected. The interim case summary serves these purposes.

Whether the researcher is working alone, with occasional advisory colleague 
contact, or has colleagues working on other parallel cases, the interim case summary 
is helpful. Exchanging interim summaries with colleagues makes them up to 
date. And the exchange is a good occasion to subject your emerging constructs or 
recurrent themes to a critical review. Blind spots are usually obvious to a second 
reader.

Exchanging and discussing interim summaries also helps cross-case analysis. 
Research team members can better align their visions, argue on the basis of 
shared and documented instances, and resolve fuzzy or shadowy issues that need 
clarification for the study as a whole to move forward. Team discussion may also 
yield emergent explanatory variables that can be checked out rather than generated 
post hoc.

Strategically, the best time to compose an interim case summary is about a third 
of the way into fieldwork, when there are initial data to report and enough time left to 
atone for the gaps or weaknesses the summary has revealed. This exercise also helps 
you address more long-range substantive questions such as the following: What patterns 
and themes seem to be emerging? What is really going on in the case so far? What’s the 
big picture?

Example
We (Miles and Huberman) have used interim summaries in several field studies. 

Display 6.7 presents the table of contents given to each researcher in our school 
improvement study as an outline for the interim case summary. Note that common 
formatting like this will enable cross-case comparability—which may suggest promising 
avenues for other analysts for their next site visits and will certainly dredge up themes 
and concepts that exist in more than one case.

Whether the codes have been derived directly from the research questions or 
evolved during early exploratory work and are more distantly connected, it makes 
sense to scan the write-ups, looking for the primary codes of interest, jotting down 
notes as you go, and then writing the summary. This process will go quite rapidly if 
your database is in computer files rather than only on hard copy; you can search for 
coded chunks, see them in context, and switch to another file to write up the themes 
you see emerging.

Working by hand on hard copy is slower, but sometimes a process like this seems the 
simplest way of synthesizing the findings to date and of becoming aware of the questions 
still unanswered or equivocally answered. Some analysts prefer to reread the write-ups 
carefully and then tackle all the research questions in one fell swoop. They then use the 
pattern codes to pull together the material for the summary.
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Analysis
Interim summaries come in all shapes and sizes. The best ones are shapely and 

small—something in the order of 5 to 10 pages (but the outline shown earlier in 
Display 6.7 produced summaries of 25–35 pages). Summaries also can be more 
specialized. For example, rather than collating material for both individual research 
questions and overarching themes, you might do two consecutive summaries, one 
reviewing the research questions and, a month or so later, another tackling the larger 
issues that, by then, should have become clearer.

In a multicase study, be sure to allow time for individual researchers to study and 
discuss one another’s summaries. These are usually focused and informed interactions 
springing from a common exercise, and they are typically more intellectual—and 
therefore more mind expanding—than logistically oriented staff meetings. Discussion 
of interim summaries is a fertile, risk-free arena for individual researchers to try out 
their sense of how the data—theirs and others’—are coming together and to get the 
analytic juices flowing.

Very brief summaries also can be produced rapidly by the case study interview 
method outlined in Stiegelbauer, Goldstein, and Huling (1982). One field-worker 
interviews another field-worker for an hour using a standard set of questions such 
as “How would you characterize the principal’s interactions with people?” “What 
do you think of first when someone says _____ School?” The interviewee prepares 
by reviewing all the available data but leaves them aside during the interview. The 
transcribed interview is then edited by the interviewee, referring back to the available 
data as needed. This method helps the field-worker be integrative by pulling together 
impressions of the case and core themes that begin to appear. It is also a way to 
guard against the “holistic fallacy”—the assignment of a monolithic label to your case 
(“She’s a ‘traditional’ teacher,” “This is a ‘freewheeling, innovative’ school”), ignoring 
counterexamples and exceptions.

The most difficult part seems to be accepting the fact that interim summaries are 
interim—and likely to be incomplete, rapidly written, and fragmented. To do them well 
would require upward of a week, which is too much time proportionate to the yield. Do 
them rapidly, and then think about them with your colleagues.

Notes
In field research, you lose sight all too quickly of how much—and which sort 

of—data have been collected from different participants. Because these data are often 
corroborative—verifying an explanation given by others, testing an emerging thesis—
their absence is more serious than just having “missing data,” as in a quantitative 
survey. They are the evidential bricks on which the analysis must be built. Doing an 
interim case summary can be the opportunity for setting up a data accounting sheet 
(see Display 6.8).

The sheet simply arrays each research question by participant or group of 
participants. As the legend shows, the analyst checks the cell when a set of data is 
in hand, with the ultimate objective of filling all of the cells. At the end of coding a 
particular case contact, the data accounting sheet can be used in planning the next 
steps in data collection.
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Partially Ordered Meta-Matrix
Description
Meta-matrices are master charts assembling descriptive data from each of several 

cases in a standard format. The simplest form is a juxtaposition—a stacking up—of all 
of the single-case displays onto one large chart. The basic principle is inclusion of all 
relevant, condensed data (see Display 6.9).

From there, you usually move to partition the data further (divide it in new ways) 
and cluster data that fall together so that contrasts between sets of cases on variables 
of interest can become clearer. These partitioned and clustered meta-matrices are 
progressively more refined, usually requiring further transformations of case-level data 
into short quotes, summarizing phrases, ratings, and/or symbols (see Displays 6.11 and 
6.12 for examples).

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.8

Data Accounting Sheet: Abstract Example

Research 
Questions/
Data Sources

Background 
Materials

Participant  
Group 1

Participant  
Group 2, etc.

1 2 3 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4

Q 1.1  \  N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. N.A. \

Q 1.2 \    \ \ 

Q 1.3 N.A.  \ \   \ \

Q 2.1, etc. N.A. N.A. N.A. \ \ 

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Display 6.9

Case-Level Display for Partially Ordered Meta-Matrix (Format)

Users
Feelings/ 
Concerns

How Innovation 
Looked

What Was User 
Doing Most? Problems

1.

2.

3.

4.

5., etc.

Legend   blank = missing data

  \ = incomplete data

 = data complete
N.A. = not applicable
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Applications
Cross-case analysis multiplies the data set by the number of single cases. If each case 

produces several hundred pages of field notes and ancillary material, no matter how 
well you understand things at the case level, you are faced with the specter of overload 
and unmanageability when you try to draw meaningful cross-case conclusions deeper 
than the similarities and differences.

Cross-case data need to be made comparable via common codes, common displays 
of commonly coded data segments, and common reporting formats for each case. 
Codes, displays, and reporting formats are all data-condensing devices for distilling 
hundreds of pages of text into workable, intellectually coherent units—that is, tables or 
figures and associated analytic text.

As with a single case, it’s useful to start with displays that have some—but not too 
much—internal order. A meta-matrix is the first exploratory deep dive into cross-case 
analysis to see what the general territory looks like. It’s also a critical one, because it 
will collapse the cross-case data set into partitions and clusters that may be used for 
subsequent analyses. Refinements in the clustering and grouping of data may be made 
later, but for now, you are making a commitment to a certain way of summarizing 
and looking at what’s there, making sense of it, and trying to work out the next most 
likely analytic steps (which may include meta-matrices that are ordered conceptually 
according to key variables, by cases—such as strong to weak on some variable, or by 
time—such as early to late).

Example
Cross-case analysis first depends on coherent within-case information. In the 

example shown here, the analyst was trying to answer several questions about the 
experience of teachers in using a new educational practice. They are as follows:

•	 How did it look to the user?

•	 What was the user doing?

•	 Which feelings and concerns were paramount?

•	 Which problems were looming large?

•	 How did all of this work over a long period of time?

The empty case-level display might look like Display 6.9.

You then sort the reduced case data into the four analytic categories, user by user, 
in separate but commonly formatted matrices, one per case. Display 6.10 shows the 
display with data entered for one case, Lido School, for one time period.

Cell entries are telegraph-style phrases boiling down coded chunks from the case 
data. Some selection and grouping has been done, too. The analyst has selected feelings, 
problems, and so on according to some explicit decision rules and has clustered discrete 
but similar items (e.g., under Problems in the far right column, the presence of several 
overloading tasks equals the problem of too limited time).

Now that each cell entry includes several words/phrases, the next task is to 
condense these even further. You now have N case-level displays—comparable with the 
ones entered in Display 6.10. If there are no more than a dozen cases or so and if the 
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displays are no more complex than these examples, the data can probably all go into 
one composite, partially ordered meta-matrix.

The partially ordered meta-matrix will be simply a stack of the case-level charts. For 
example, the first two columns would appear as shown in Display 6.11.

Table construction and data entry will be relatively easy with appropriate software.

Usually you need to distill case-level cell entries somewhat as the work proceeds. 
Thus, for example, the filled-in chart for Lido School in Display 6.10 might appear as in 
Display 6.12, which shows that we are down to fewer, case-typifying words and some 
symbols.

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.10

Case-Level Display for Partially Ordered Meta-Matrix: Users’ Second Year of 
Implementation at Lido

 
User

Feelings/
Concerns

How Innovation 
Looked

What Was User 
Doing Most?

 
Problems

Vance More 
comfortable 
with style of 
teaching and 
with having kids 
outside

Still useful, 
giving good 
direction & 
helpful ideas, 
activities

Working 
through 
materials 

Giving, 
participating 
in env’l educ 
workshops 

Working with 
community 

Off-campus site 
work

Time too limited 
for tasks to be 
done

Drew Concern with 
growing number 
of non-achievers 
in forestry/
ecology class

Too discovery-
oriented for kids 
without biology 
basics; lecture 
style more 
appropriate

Adapting 
materials 
& lessons 
to growing 
non-achiever 
population

Off-campus site 
work

Dealing with 
more non-
achievers 
successfully

Carroll Excitement with 
new activities, 
expanding 
science program

Same as first 
year

Working with 
community 

Giving, 
participating 
in env’l educ 
workshops 

Off-campus site 
work

Over-extended 
activity 
commitment
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Feelings/Concerns have been dichotomized with positive and negative magnitude 
codes, and each entry has a type of feeling or concern set at about a middle range 
of abstraction (e.g., “comfortable,” with a qualification), and often a short, category-
grounding phrase (e.g., “underachievers assigned”) to keep the analyst aware of what 
specifically was going on at this particular site.

The meta-matrix has assembled and pruned down multiple tables to one big one that 
has considerably condensed the original data. It lets you see all of the data in one large place. 
Include “just enough” words, phrases, and symbols that make summative sense to you and 
that prompt your ability to recall the most important features about each particular case.

Analysis
From now on, the matrices and analyses will depend more on what the data have to 

say and on the kinds of relationships you are most interested in. Indeed, variations of 
and additions to your original meta-matrices are possible. Reformatting and resorting 
the cells will enable you to employ the tactics of partitioning and clustering (see 
Chapter 11) to determine whether new analytic observations can be constructed.

Display 6.13, for example, sorts the data by the Type of Concern across each Year.

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.11

Partially Ordered Meta-Matrix: User Feelings/Concerns and Other Variables (Format)

Sites/Users Feelings/Concerns  . . . 

Lido School

1.

2.

3.

Masepa School

1.

2.

3., etc.

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.12

Partially Ordered Meta-Matrix: User Feelings/Concerns and Other Variables (Lido Data)

Sites/Users Feelings/Concerns

Lido School

1. Vance

 
+ Comfortable with new style, norms (lower control)

2. Drew – Shift in target public (underachievers assigned)

3. Carroll + New, expanding (program, activities)
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This matrix enables you to scan the cells for two sets of things: (1) trends—
concerns that change or remain constant through time, and (2) types of concerns. Thus, 
the new display partitions the data (in this case, by time and concerns) by clustering 
the data (into different types of concerns). You may discover, for example, that types of 
concerns cluster into two major forms: (1) individual and (2) institutional. And you may 
also discover that there were more institutional than individual concerns during later 
implementation (tactic: making if-then tests).

As the next step, you could create a summary table (see Display 6.14) of individual 
and institutional concerns (partitioning the data according to some predefined 
variables) and see at which of the 12 cases they were considered to be primary during 
later implementation.

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.13

Time-Ordered Meta-Matrix (Format)

Display 6.14

Summary Table: Individual and Institutional Concerns During Later Implementation

Type of concern Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

1.

2.

3., etc.

Type of Concern/Item School Sites at Which Item Mentioned

Individual Concerns

Relational problems-friction among project 
staff

Banestown, Perry-Parkdale

Motivational problems (discouragement, 
“distaste” for the practice)

Calston, Lido, Masepa, Dun Hollow, 
Proville, Tindale

Stamina, exhaustion, excessive demands of 
the project

Masepa, Carson, Plummet

Institutional Concerns

Lower institutional or district-level priority 
of project (with attendant lessening of 
rewards)

Lido, Plummet

Poor overall functioning (project as a whole, 
or a component)

Perry-Parkdale, Dun Hollow, Proville

Resistance, obstruction, lack of support by 
other staff not on project

Banestown, Perry-Parkdale, Carson

Worry whether project will “deliver” on its 
promises or objectives

Banestown

Continuation the following year(s) Banestown, Calston, Lido, Perry-Parkdale, 
Plummet
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During this process, you can do some empirical clustering within each of the two 
broad categories (“relational problems,” “motivational problems,” etc.).

Here is much useful descriptive information. For example, some school cases have 
multiple troubles (e.g., Banestown, Perry-Parkdale), while 3 others have only one kind 
(Masepa), and 2 sites of the 12 have escaped unscathed (tactic: counting). Also, it looks 
as if individual concerns are mostly nontechnical, and institutional concerns emphasize 
continuation (lower priority, poor functioning, delivering on promises) (tactic: noting 
patterns, themes). Such a finding leads you back to other parts of the cross-case chart 
to test hunches (making if-then tests). In this case, the hunch might be that projects 
with high technical mastery have just as many institutional concerns as those that do 
not.

Many other alternative paths may be taken from the basic, partially ordered meta-
matrix to variously ordered meta-matrices. Sometimes, however, the first meta-matrices 
are sufficient for producing summary material for a report.

Word tables, Excel data base management, and CAQDAS applications can speed 
the mechanics of basic meta-matrix assembly and the processes of clustering and 
partitioning. But there is no real way to shortcut the thinking time that is needed. 
The process of understanding a cross-case data set, even for a few variables, is one of 
making gradual sense. It cannot be hurried.

Notes
Don’t impose a conceptual, chronological, or other shape too quickly for a meta-

matrix. Look carefully first at the multiple-case, partially ordered information. A good 
grounding in the first meta-matrix helps you avoid costly blind alleys later. If your 
cases are less complex than ours, so will your meta-matrices be. It usually takes several 
alternative cuts before a workable and productive set of partitions and/or clusters 
emerges. For more on partitioning and clustering, see Chapter 11.

Explanatory Effects Matrix
Description
An explanatory effects matrix is a broad brushstroke chart that serves as an 

exploratory first step to answer why certain outcomes were achieved and what caused 
them—either generally or specifically (see Display 6.15).

Applications
An explanatory effects matrix helps clarify a domain in conceptual terms; it is a useful 

first-cut exploration, beginning to trace back—and forward—the emerging threads of 
causation. The matrix helps us understand things temporally, and thus, we may get a feel 
for the causal mechanisms that may be involved. It is a first draft, of sorts, for further 
analytic work on the intricacies of explanation (to be discussed in Chapter 9).

Example
A researcher talked to users of an environmental studies program innovation, asking 

them from whom they had received day-to-day ongoing assistance (the conceptual 
domain of interest), what it actually consisted of, and what the effects (both in the short 
and the long run) seemed to be. The results are shown in Display 6.15. The researcher 
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entered quotes and paraphrases, aiming to get at the essence of the interview material 
appropriate for each cell. In the last column, the researcher adds his own general 
explanation for each row’s “story.”

Analysis
The analyst scans across rows to get a sense of each one’s narrative storyline. Referrals 

back to field notes, interviews, and other original data sources will help develop entries 
for the Researcher Explanation column at the far right. These cells serve not just as 
tracing summaries but as possible provisional hypotheses for later testing.

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.15

Explanatory Effects Matrix: Ongoing Assistance

Location
User’s 
Assessment Types Provided

Short-Run 
Effects (“State” 
of Users)

Longer-Run 
Consequences 
(Able/Unable to do)

Researcher 
Explanation

Superintendent 0 None “He’s going 
along just for the 
money”

Building/expansion of 
program on their own

Supt was a money 
manager not 
involved with 
programs

Bldg Admin’n 
Years 1-2

+ Met  
w/community 
Gave 
encouragement 
Buffered supt

“We have some 
help here”

“We’re not 
alone” “We’ll 
fight our battles”

Left users more time 
to address program 
issues, students, site, 
buses

Admin’r 
supported innov. 
programs by 
providing needed 
help to teachers

Years 3-4 0 None “We lost our 
friend”

Had to fight own 
battles and thus 
learned how

Admin’r’s relative 
indifference 
probably solidified 
users

Developers ++ Gave ideas, help 

Provided 
framework 
Activity 
planning 
Positive outlook 
Resources

“They know 
their stuff” “It 
all makes sense” 
“Hey, I can do 
this!” “We can 
get equipment”

Expansion of 
science program 
to off-campus sites 
w/ community 
involvement

Dept needed 
money to do the 
program: one user 
needed direction 
and support they 
got both and off 
they went

Peer Users + Helped  
w/planning 
Gave ideas, 
sugg’ns 

Gave 
encouragement

How it could 
work

Filled in gaps

Not alone; 
there’s help

Strong users of the 
off-campus program; 
they know how to 
do it

One user was 
experienced in 
this approach and 
brought others up 
to speed

Materials 
(Guides)

+ Overview, 
approach, and 
suggested 
activities in 
detail

This is really 
good stuff, well 
worked out, 
tried, useful

Good basis for 
development of own 
program

Mat’ls fulfilled 
their role: to 
stimulate & aid in 
development of 
local program
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In Display 6.15, that tracing involves the issue of which types of assistance, from 
which roles, lead to which types of effect in users—and why. For example, the technical 
help provided by developers and the materials seems to induce clarity and legitimacy, 
while it may take peer and administrative support to increase actual user mastery of the 
new program (tactic: making contrasts, comparisons).

A look at the Researcher Explanation column shows us mostly straightforward 
summaries; we have not advanced the causation quest very much. It is hard to see 
the links between assistance types, roles, and effects more than impressionistically. 
Furthermore, each row is looked at one at a time as a causal sequence. It is hard to 
grasp the complexity of the interactions among rows. Thus, more detailed and thorough 
causation analysis usually requires other methods, such as those that will be outlined in 
Chapter 9.

Notes
The explanatory effects matrix is intended primarily as a heuristic for determining 

the plot or overall structure of your research story. Continued analysis may help you 
discover the objectives and nuanced motivations of the participant characters as the 
story unfolds, possibly enabling you to construct the tale’s moral (i.e., its theory).

Exploring Variables

A checklist matrix explores the multiple dynamics of one key variable. A content-
analytic summary table is a multicase display about a variable or dimension of interest. 
A contrast table highlights the variability of a dimension to see its extreme ranges. And 
a two-variable case-ordered matrix simultaneously explores how multiple variables 
relate to a selected number of cases.

Checklist Matrix
Description
A checklist matrix is a format for analyzing field data on a major variable or general 

domain of interest. The basic principle is that the matrix includes several components 
of a single, coherent variable, though it does not necessarily order the components (see 
Display 6.16).

Applications
Checklist matrices are good when you are exploring a new domain. If you have 

some rough ideas about some key variable and some first components of it, you can 
begin and then amplify the display as you learn more.

Sometimes qualitative researchers may need to collect comparable data from all key 
participants and enter them in a prespecified format. This may happen in the following 
situations:

•	 When the variable is conceptually important to the study

•	 When the variable can be unbundled easily into distinct indicators or 
components
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Display 6.16

Checklist Matrix: Conditions Supporting Preparedness at Smithson School, Banestown 
Case

Presence of Supporting Conditions

Condition For Users For Administrators

Commitment Strong - “wanted to make it 
work.”

Weak at building level. 

Prime movers in central office 
committed; others not.

Understanding “Basic” (“felt I could do it, but 
I just wasn’t sure how.”) for 
teacher. 

Absent for aide (“didn’t 
understand how we were 
going to get all this.”)

Absent at building level and 
among staff.

Basic for 2 prime movers 
(“got all the help we needed 
from developer.”)

Absent for other central 
office staff.

Materials Inadequate: ordered late, 
puzzling (“different from 
anything I ever used”), 
discarded.

N.A.

Front-end training “Sketchy” for teacher (“it all 
happened so quickly”); no 
demo class.

None for aide (“totally 
unprepared. I had to learn 
along with the children.”)

Prime movers in central office 
had training at developer site; 
none for others.

Skills Weak-adequate for teacher. 

“None” for aide.

One prime mover (Robeson) 
skilled in substance; others 
unskilled.

Ongoing in-service None, except for monthly 
committee meeting; no 
substitute funds.

None

Planning, coordination 
time

None: both users on other 
tasks during day; lab tightly 
scheduled, no free time.

None

Provisions for 
debugging

None systematized: 
spontaneous work done by 
users during summer.

None

School admin. support Adequate N.A.

Central admin. support Very strong on part of prime 
movers.

Building admin, only acting 
on basis of central office 
commitment.

Relevant prior 
experience

Strong and useful in 
both cases: had done 
individualized instruction, 
worked with low achievers. 

But aide no diagnostic 
experience.

Present and useful in 
central office, esp. Robeson 
(specialist).

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
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•	 When you need the variable to support your findings (e.g., as a good outcome 
measure)

•	 When the study has multiple cases requiring comparability of formatting and 
measurement

•	 When you want to relate field data to survey measures of the same variable (e.g., 
for a mixed-methods study).

A checklist format makes data collection more systematic, enables verification, 
encourages comparability, and even permits simple quantification when appropriate. 
Checklist matrices can be formatted through programs such as Word Tables and Excel 
or through comparable CAQDAS features.

Example
In our (Miles and Huberman) school improvement study, “preparedness” was tied 

to implementation success in our conceptual framework and had strong backing in 
the literature. It also made good common sense that people do better those things for 
which they are prepared. Empirical studies had broken down preparedness to distinct 
components that correlated well with good project execution. In short, the variable had 
a lot going for it. In addition, we were studying 12 cases and needed parallel measures. 
We also wanted to link our findings with a large survey that had a preparedness section 
in its questionnaire.

We did have some doubts about the variable, though. We wondered whether 
the preparedness → good execution logic was too mechanistic. We also suspected 
that other variables could get mixed up with preparedness. For example, a highly 
experienced user could look well prepared, even though the technical training itself 
may have been dismal. And we believed that many unpredictable school-level factors 
could well affect project execution. So a largely individual and technical factor such 
as preparedness could hardly account by itself for varying degrees of successful use of 
the new practice. These were all things that on-site observation and interviews could 
capture, and we needed a display to help us sort out these matters.

The two major research questions we wanted to answer for this study are as follows:

1. What were the components of the original plan for implementation? (e.g., front-
end training, monitoring and debugging/troubleshooting unexpected problems, 
ongoing support)

2. Were the requisite conditions for implementation assured before it began? (e.g., 
commitment, understanding, materials and equipment, skills, time allocation, 
organizational backup)

Display 6.16 is a checklist for assessing “preparedness” prior to executing a new 
practice. In this case, the innovation was a remedial lab program in reading, being 
used for the first time by a teacher and an aide. The rows are drawn from the various 
components of the implementation plan and the supporting conditions mentioned in 
the research questions. There is no effort to sort or order the components at this point. 
But we believed that preparedness might well differ for users of the new program and 
administrators, so the columns reflect that distinction. The matrix is thus partially 
ordered by role.
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The cell entries include summary phrases, direct quotes, and an overall adequacy 
judgment of the condition by the analyst—evaluative words that ranged in magnitude:

•	 Absent/none

•	 Weak

•	 Inadequate

•	 Sketchy

•	 Basic

•	 Adequate

•	 Present

•	 Strong

•	 Very strong

The participant quotes both help justify and illuminate the rating (i.e., the 
magnitude code).

In sum, for a checklist matrix, the analyst reviews relevant sections of the write-ups, 
retrieves material by codes, forms a general judgment or rating (if needed) of the level of 
adequacy of the component at hand, and locates relevant and supporting quotes.

The quotes and the ratings are kept together in the cell. The idea here is that ratings 
only tell you how much there is of something, not what that something means. Brief 
quotes are enough to communicate and help another analyst judge, by going back to the 
write-ups, whether the rating is justified or not.

Be explicit about the decision rules you follow in selecting quotes and making 
judgments or ratings. Otherwise, colleagues or readers will be dubious about your 
conclusions—and you probably will come to doubt them yourself. Keep quotes and 
ratings together in the matrix so that their compatibility can be assessed. Some decision 
rules we used for data entry in Display 6.16 were as follows:

•	 Because there are only two users and they occupy different roles (teacher and 
aide), don’t force a general judgment. The same applies to administrators.

•	 Use judgments of users and administrators if they offer them. Put them in 
quotes.

•	 Accept direct reports; do not require verification by another person.

Analysis
Now we scan down the columns of the Display 6.16 matrix and form a general idea 

of the level of preparedness for different components. The analytic tactic here is one of 
noting patterns or themes (see Chapter 11), not simply “adding up” judgments. For 
example, after eyeballing the data, the analyst wrote that, in part,

the image is one of solid commitment and administrative support (except for the 
building principal), but minimal adequacy in requisite skills and understanding 
of the practice, and absence of forward-looking mechanisms for training, 
debugging or planning.
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But the display suggests a new question: What’s going on here? The central office 
administrators were committed and had more basic understanding of the program than 
the users (tactic: making comparisons). Why didn’t they help? The analyst went back 
to the field notes and noted,

For Mrs. Baeurs [the administratively oriented, less skilled prime mover], all the 
lab teachers required were the provision of materials and initial training. . . . 
The teachers, she reasoned, had already done individualized work with children 
“so they didn’t really have to do any kind of mind change.” . . . At one point, 
however, she says, “I don’t know. Maybe we got into it too fast.”

Even Mrs. Robeson, the reading specialist, acknowledged that the teachers 
“didn’t think they were ready,” but saw few ways in which initial preparation could 
have been better. She also played down the size of the needed changes in teachers.

Thus, the analyst found more information: The weak, hasty training and support 
came about because distant administrators minimized the actual needs of new users. The 
analyst also consulted the survey data, finding that all respondents judged the list of 
conditions to have been “only partly in place.” Administrators emphasized funds and 
materials; teachers had more doubts about whether there was motivation to achieve the 
project’s purposes.

That finding, in turn, helped the analyst realize that a major missing row in the matrix 
was support of other classroom teachers, whose lack of commitment to and understanding 
of the lab program led to poor coordination, skepticism, and disgruntlement, which was 
offset only partly by their personal liking for the lab teacher and aide.

Overall, checklist matrices are effective for the systematic collection and rating of, 
and rumination over, a particular significant chunk of related data.

Notes
Any given research question and set of variables can have many different 

displays. Each has advantages and limitations. For example, Display 6.17, Checklist 
Matrix on Preparedness (Alternative Format 1), recasts Display 6.16 by transposing 
rows and columns so that we can easily follow the responses of a specific individual 
across all conditions, not having to lump them in one cell as in Display 6.16. Also, 
the analyst has clustered the conditions into two general domains: Psychosocial 
Conditions and the Implementation Plan. That clustering permits comparing these 
more easily.

Display 6.18, Checklist Matrix on Preparedness (Alternative Format 2), takes a 
different cut. The cell entries here are the names of conditions, together with the N 
of users or administrators reporting. An asterisk can appear beside condition names 
in the first row seen as “most” missing, and a number symbol beside those seen 
by respondents as critical for success. But note that we now have lost the data for 
individuals that appeared in Display 6.17. It is also much harder to track the status of 
any particular condition.

Display 6.19, Checklist Matrix on Preparedness (Alternative Format 3), a third 
possibility, de-emphasizes the differentiation among administrators and users and takes 
a decisive turn toward the dynamics of conditions—how and why they are important. 
It also brings in the researcher’s view of the situation. We have retained the idea of 
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Display 6.17

Checklist Matrix on Preparedness (Alternative Format 1)

Psycho-Social Conditions Implementation Plan

Relevant 
Prior 

Experience Commitment Understanding Skills

School 
Admin. 
Support

Central 
Admin. 
Support Materials

Front- 
End 

Training
Ongoing 
In-Service

Planning, 
Coordination 

Time Etc.

Users 1

    2

Building 
Administrator 
(Principal) 1

    2

Central Office 
Administrator 1

    2

Other Central 
Office Staff

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Display 6.18

Checklist Matrix on Preparedness (Alternative Format 2)

Conditions Users Administrators

Missing

Weak

Adequate

Strong

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

specific examples, but we have lost identifiable individuals and the capacity to make 
easy comparisons between users and administrators.

The components of a checklist matrix, although they begin as unordered, may 
sometimes have a meaningful structure. They may fall into several clusters, as in 
Display 6.18, or even can be ordered by the analyst from peripheral to central, or as 
weak to strong.

Do not close up too rapidly on a display format, especially since the cut-and-paste 
functions of text-based software enable multiple variations. Try several iterations; 
get colleagues’ ideas and reactions. Especially for exploratory work, it pays to have a 
column headed “Remarks,” where relevant commentary of any sort can be included to 
aid understanding.
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Display 6.19

Checklist Matrix on Preparedness (Alternative Format 3)

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Conditions Examplesa How Importantb Why Importantc

Commitment

Understanding

Materials

Training

etc.

aSpecific illustrations, marked with A or U for administrator or user, respectively.
bRating: very, quite, somewhat, or not important.
c Explanations of reasons for importance of condition, given by respondent (A or U) or researcher (R).

Content-Analytic Summary Table
Description
A content-analytic summary table is a matrix display that batches or brings together 

all related and pertinent data from multiple cases into a single form for initial or 
exploratory analysis. Each cell of the matrix specifies the dimensions you are interested 
in (see Display 6.20).

Applications
One of the first tasks in moving from a single-case to a cross-case analysis is 

determining how many cases share similar characteristics. Quite simply, you take the 
original matrix used for the single cases and generate a meta-matrix that contains all 
of the condensed data. When the same characteristic appears in more than one case, 
this can be noted numerically next to the characteristic (e.g., “Shift in student input (5)” 
means that this observation occurred at five different sites).

Sometimes you may want to focus primarily on the content of your observations 
entered in a meta-matrix, without reference to which specific cases it came from. This 
sort of data entry deliberately drops the case identification of data to see the main 
trends across the cases. The aim is to be more conceptual rather than site specific.

For initial descriptive matrices, which are often large and complex because 
of the need to “get it all in,” use content-analytic summary tables to clarify your 
understanding. Then, check back with the larger matrix to make sure you have not 
oversimplified or distorted your conclusions.

Example
Display 6.20 is an example of a content-analytic summary table from the school 

improvement study. We (Miles and Huberman) wanted to document two types of 
changes we observed: (1) transitory and (2) durable. We subdivided each type of change 
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Display 6.20

Content-Analytic Summary Table: The Content of Organization Changes

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Transitory Changes Durable Changes

Type of 
Change Within the Innovation In the Organization Within the Innovation In the Organization

Structural Addition of project 
directors 

Evolving departments 

Creation and 
dropping  
of advisory committee

Change in locus of 
control, funding, and 
supervision

Shift in student input (5) 

Reorganization: 
more department 
interdependence 

Advisory committee 

Team teaching

Innovation itself (5): remedial lab, alt. 
school work experience program, 
English curriculum, accountability 
system 

None (5)

Scheduling (4)

Expansion of innovation to new users (3) 

Space for program (2) 

Creation of coordinator role 

Creation of management committee 

Creation of in-service committee 

Summer-school version of program added

Increased team teaching 

Creation of helping teacher role

Procedural Active, coercive 
student recruiting 

Leadership providing 
support (emotional, 
material) 

Leader “consultation” 
with teachers 

Non-users help users  
with testing 

Aides, parents help 
with instruction 

Increased community 
contact

Innovation lapsed, is 
discontinued 

Field testing of 
materials 

Teachers exchange 
books 

Other instruction 
displaced

Tighter supervision, 
control (2) 

Student “batching” 

Routinization of  
forms/procedures 

Charismatic leader  
more distant 

Fewer staff meetings 

Reduced student time  
in program 

Staff reassignment 

Selective use of 
materials

Innovation itself (5): pupil screening, 
referral/intake, teaming, pullout 
procedures 

More paperwork (2)

Added student transportation (2)

Teacher load reduction

Freeing time: substitutes, early dismissal

Dropping letter grades

More coordination among teachers

More teacher discussion of individual 
students

Loss of teacher control over student 
assignment

Climate Conflict (4): in teams 
between users, users-
aides, departments

More cohesiveness 
(2), pioneer spirit, 
esprit

User resentment (2)

Tension, fear, mistrust

User-non-user conflict (2)

User resentment of 
remedial lab

Ambiguity about 
management committee

Expectations for more 
upward influence, 
violated, lower morale

Resistance by principals, 
then support

Discouragement, burnout, 
loss of interest (3)

Collaborative, help-
giving climate (2)

Cohesiveness (2)

Less cohesiveness 

Overload

Development of 
friendships/enmities

Resentment re. paperwork (2)

Wariness about innovation

More openness to innovation

Norm change: flexibility, colleague-ship, 
el.-sec. interaction

None: climate still good

None: climate still bad

More administrative awareness of the 
innovation

*Each item represents a change occurring at one site. Changes occurring in more than one site have numbers appended.
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further into two more forms: (1) those seen within the innovation itself and (2) those 
observed in the organization as a whole.

Again, we subdivided our observations of transitory and durable changes even 
further into three types of change: (1) structural, (2) procedural, and (3) climate 
(referring to the social and emotional dynamics of the participants). Each cell contains 
relevant characteristics we observed at various school sites that were documented in our 
team’s field notes.

Analysis
You can see at a glance the multiple-case activity in any one of the cells by noting the 

numbers in parentheses. You can also tell how many kinds of organizational changes 
are within any one type by noting the number of entries in a cell.

For example, “transitory changes in structure” within the innovation (upper-
left cell) are not frequent and occur in no more than one case, while “transitory 
climate changes within the innovation” (two cells down) are more diverse and 
show recurrence across several cases (tactics: making contrasts, comparisons; 
counting).

But the picture is somewhat different for durable changes. It looks as if “durable 
changes in the organization” (upper cell at far right) are numerous and occurred at 
multiple sites. A simple eyeballing of the matrix suggests that there are many more 
durable than transitory changes.

This initial, exploratory assemblage of data helps you understand the structure of 
the data across all cases at a single glance. It suggests which characteristics, variables, 
interrelationships, and/or trends may be interesting for analytic follow-up.

Notes
You may, of course, attach initials or a code of some type to each data bit in the 

matrix that identifies the specific case or site it came from. This will allow you to track 
or get back to a particular case if you wish for reference and follow-up.

Contrast Table
Description
A contrast table deliberately brings together a range of representative extremes, 

exemplars, and/or outliers from cases into one table to explore selected variables of 
interest among them (see Display 6.21).

Applications
When you’re trying to understand the meaning of a general variable, perhaps 

an important outcome for a study, and how it plays itself out across different cases, 
the contrast table is a useful exploratory device. It enables you to scan just a few of 
what may be many cases by examining a sample of the extreme ranges. Sometimes, 
juxtaposing the positive with the negative, or the excelling with the failing, 
generates analytic insights not possible from seeing a variable range or continuum 
of cases.
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It is important to note that you have to read through all or most cases before you 
know which cases are “exemplars.” This process also helps you locate their attributes.

Example
Display 6.21 shows three school sites whose program changes were assessed as high, 

low, and negative—three extremes. These three contrasting schools are then examined 
for their “aspects of user change,” such as technical mastery, energy investment, and so 
on, also researcher assessed through appropriate magnitude codes such as high, slow, 
rapid, high then low, and so on.

Analysis
The analyst tried to unpack the idea of how users changed as a result of trying 

out an innovation, choosing three representative cases and pulling out six relevant 
aspects of user change that he had noticed in reading case reports. The exercise aids 
conceptualization of what user change is composed of and how it works. For example, 
it looks as if the negative case, Dun Hollow, was originally more like the Masepa high-
change case, and then it regressed.

Scanning the table confirms that, for the most part, magnitude codes applied to 
aspects of user change harmonize with and corroborate the major classification of the 
three sites’ change as high, low, and negative. In other words, the six aspects of user 
change “add up” well to support the overall researcher assessment of school program 
change.

Display 6.21

Contrast Table: Exemplary Cases Showing Different Degrees of User Change

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Aspects of User 
Change

Masepa:  
High Change

Burton:
Low Change

Dun Hollow: 
Negative Change

1. Start-up 
discrepancy from 
usual practice

High discrepancy Low discrepancy Moderate 
discrepancy

2. Pervasiveness of 
change

High—all facets Low—repertoire 
only

Low/moderate—
routines and 
attitudes

3. Technical mastery Slow in coming Rapid Slow, then rapid

4. Energy 
investment

Very high Low High, then low

5. Negative 
changes reported

Some None Many

6. Stretched—
pushed beyond 
voluntary change

Yes—well beyond No Yes—at the start
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Contrast tables often point toward useful variables for a predictor-outcome matrix 
(see Chapter 10). For example, in Display 6.21, the high pervasiveness of change 
might be causing high amounts of user change. A new matrix configuration may 
confirm this.

Notes
The contrast table brings together a selected and extreme range of multiple cases 

for exploratory analysis. Do not rely solely on this sample as representative of other 
comparable cases in your study.

Two-Variable Case-Ordered Matrix
Description
A two-variable case-ordered matrix generally orders cases carefully by rows on a 

well-known variable, then by columns that can include several aspects of a less well-
known variable(s) to explore possible interrelationships (see Display 6.22).

Applications
There are times when one portion of a research puzzle has been completed 

but another portion still remains a mystery. Or there are times when several cases 
have been initially grouped together according to some commonality but now need 
further analysis to see if even more commonalities exist among and between them. 
A two-variable case-ordered matrix can help with these two particular research 
needs. This method is also very useful in studying the possible interrelationships 
between two variables, but where the direction of causation is unknown or 
ambiguous.

Example
Display 6.22 illustrates 12 school cases that have been vertically classified by 

row according to researcher-perceived practice stabilization, ranging from high to 
moderate-high to moderate to low. The rows include the variable that was already 
investigated and “set”; the columns reflect the variables yet to be explored.

Columns 2 and 3 include additional magnitude codes (positive, mixed, high, 
uncertain, etc.) attributed to the cases, with Column 4 listing primary factors that may 
contribute to the school’s likelihood of program continuance. The analyst wanted to 
know how “users’ attitudes” and the “likelihood of continued use” may interrelate with 
the “prime factors.”

Analysis
This display proved very rich. The analyst scanned the matrix and developed the 

following excerpted assertions and propositions based on tactical observations:

Were the stabilized sites more likely to continue than the poorly stabilized ones? 
Yes, at the extremes, but not at all in the middle range (tactic: noting relations 
between variables).

Column 2 tells us that in 7 of the 12 cases, users wanted—mostly or 
unequivocally—to continue (tactic: counting). But at only 4 of these sites were their 
wishes likely to be fulfilled. So positive user attitudes may enhance but do not deliver, 
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Display 6.22

Two-Variable Case-Ordered Matrix: Relationships Between User Practice Stabilization and Local Continuation

Extent of practice 
stabilization/ Cases

1. End of 
project 
year

2. Users’ attitudes 
to continuation*

3. Likelihood of 
continued use* 
(Same level or 
better)

4. Prime factors contributing to high/
low likelihood of continuation

High Stabilization

ASTORIA (E) 1 Positive High Project mandated

Heavy local transformation for good fit

TINDALE (L) 3 Mostly positive High Local mandate well enforced 

Procedures codified 

User satisfaction

Moderate-High  
Stabilization

CALSTON (E) 2 Mixed* Low Budget crisis-staff cuts, reassignments

PERRY-PARKDALE (E) 3 Mostly positive Uncertain Staff turnover 

Uncertain funding

LIDO (E) 4 Mixed+ Uncertain Lower administrative support

Lower priority (new facility now 
available)

Users’ discouragement

Moderate Stabilization

BURTON (E) 1 Positive High Parts of project written into curriculum 

Heavy local transformation, good  
user fit

BANESTOWN (E) 2 Positive Uncertain Budget crisis

Staff reduced, reassigned

MASEPA (E) 3 Mixed High Project mandated  
Strong logistical support 

Improved pupil performance

CARSON (L) 3 Mostly positive High Procedures codified, routinized 

Project mandated  
Widespread local support

PLUMMET (L) 4 Positive Uncertain Likely staff turnover  
Lower district support

Low Stabilization

DUN HOLLOW (L) 3 Negative Low User + principal dissatisfaction 

No strong local advocate

PROVILLE (L) 4 Negative Nil Other central office priorities;  
no advocate

Project discontinued

User and principal dissatisfaction

*Researcher assessment, usually pooled from interview data and case report tables
+Some wanting to continue, others not

(E) = externally developed innovation

(L) = locally developed innovation

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
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a high likelihood of continuation (tactic: noting relations between variables). On 
the other hand, users not liking the innovation look like a slightly better predictor. 
Still, it seems that teacher preferences are not decisive, at least when it comes to 
ensuring continued use at a site.

In the meatiest column, 4, the prime factors are listed in roughly estimated 
order of magnitude. They come directly from users’ responses, pooled. Looking 
at uncertain continuation sites, it seems that we can expect less continuation 
when most of the people doing it or administering it do not like it, when other 
key actors do not support it, or when there is heavy external turbulence. If 
we look for one overarching contributor, it would clearly be lack of sustained 
administrator support, as seen explicitly, and through the medium of budget cuts 
(tactic: factoring).

At the five sites where continuation was highly likely, there was also explicit 
evidence of administrative support: administrative fiat and administrative 
codification. . . . So we have direct or inferred user and administrative 
endorsement together with administrative fiat—an unbeatable combination 
of muscle and commitment (tactics: using extreme cases, noting relations 
between variables).

As part of the exploratory process, this analysis also suggested some next steps: 
a need to unpack the various causes of stabilization more clearly and to analyze 
the dynamics of the institutionalization process—the next issue beyond simple 
“continuation.”

Notes
The cut-and-paste functions of software enable you to easily explore various 

orders and configurations of rows and columns. If something does not strike you 
analytically after reviewing your initial two-variable case-ordered matrix, try a different 
configuration of rows or columns to see if the new arrangement generates additional 
connections and insights.

Exploring Reports in Progress

The pre-structured case is a template for successive drafts of a report. Sequential analyses 
show how successive studies build on previous ones to develop cumulative findings.

Pre-structured Case
Description
Assuming that the researcher has established an explicit conceptual framework, 

a rather precise set of research questions, and a clearly defined sampling plan, 
the pre-structured case begins with a case outline, developed before any data are 
collected. The outline will later include detailed data displays, as well as the narrative 
sections accompanying them. The outline is, in effect, a shell for the data to come. 
Over several rounds of field visits, the researcher fills in successive drafts of the case, 
revising steadily. The final version of the case is ready shortly after the last field visit 
(see Display 6.23).



155Chapter 6 | Methods of Exploring

Applications
We’ve alluded often to the problem of data overload in qualitative studies, which is 

exacerbated by the time required for processing field notes and for coding. In a study 
where time is limited and research questions are well specified, the pre-structured case is 
a way to focus and streamline data collection and analyses that are “quick and clean” and 
will more likely provide trustworthy results. These methods take on more importance 
in multiple-case studies, where comparability across cases is critical for warranted 
conclusions.

Example
In a study of reform processes in six urban high schools carried out by a staff of five 

researchers (Louis & Miles, 1990), the team developed a detailed conceptual framework 
and a set of 14 detailed research questions, such as the following:

Display 6.23

Pre-structured Case Outline: Abbreviated Version

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

A. Beginning note: case methods and data

   I. The context:

a. The school: an overview
b. The community context
c. The school district
d. The state context (SEA and legislature)
e. The school: a more detailed picture
f. Preconditions for change

    II. The improvement program as planned: an overview

  III. Why this program

  IV. The story of planning and implementation

a. Chronology
b. The process of planning and implementation
c. The problems
d. The assistance provided

1. Sources, types, and adequacy
2. Why this assistance?

e. How problems were dealt with

1. Managing and coping strategies
2. Why these strategies?

    V. The program implementation effort

a. Overall program extent and quality
b. Prospects for the future
c. Why implementation occurred as it did

 VI. The results
a. Interim results
b. Long-term results

  VII. Why these results?

VIII. Lessions for improving the urban high school
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•	 What barriers, problems, and dilemmas were encountered during planning/
initiation and implementation of the school improvement project?

•	 What management and coping strategies were employed to deal with the 
barriers/problems/dilemmas?

With the research questions in hand, you can put together a clearly specified outline. 
Display 6.23 shows an abbreviated form of the one used in the study, with an eye 
toward a 40-page write-up of the case. A more detailed version was used by all the case 
researchers; the aim is to “drive the data collection by the anticipated product” (Miles, 
1990). That is, the field-worker, knowing what the final write-up has to look like, 
collects the data needed to fill the shell. Specific data displays (matrices, organization 
charts, etc.) are also outlined in advance.

Because time normally is limited when this method is used, it helps to do advance 
planning for within-case sampling. For example, for the study’s two research questions 
above, we wanted a good sample of the following:

•	 Key actors: people in coordinative positions

•	 Key events: meetings where problem solving and coordination occur

•	 Core processes: problems encountered during initiation, as well as early and 
later implementation, and coping strategies from a wide range of affected roles 
(teachers, building administrators, and central office personnel)

Given the limited time, it’s also useful to plan a sequenced approach to data 
collection: Which research questions will be focused on during successive visits?

Analysis
With the outline clearly in mind, the researcher begins the first round of data 

collection. The raw field notes are coded without being transformed into write-ups. 
The researcher reviews the coded field notes and enters data directly into displays and 
the writing accompanying the analytic text—that is, the conclusions drawn from the 
displayed data. There will be instances of missing or unclear data and of unanswered 
research questions; these provide the targets for the next round of data collection. Early 
versions of the case outline can be limited to descriptive material, “reflective remarks,” 
and a subsection on “puzzles and unanswered questions” in each chapter of the case.

This procedure is iterated until data collection and the completed case are done. 
Thus, the processes of data collection, analysis, and report writing are collapsed into 
one evolving procedure. With some experience, the researcher has a constant sense 
of being on top of the data and remains open to checking and extending the findings. 
Feedback from the study participants can be sought and incorporated along the way to 
verify and revise preliminary conclusions.

Display 6.24 shows how this analytic sequence differs from a more traditional one. 
Both are iterative, but the fieldwork in the pre-structured case is driven by the outline, 
as well as the emerging conclusions, and the report draft itself.

But Display 6.24 also points to a major weakness: Coding is done directly from 
field notes, not from a “public” write-up, and is much less subject to critique and 
refinement. So the method should not be used by inexperienced field-workers or by 
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those unfamiliar with the type of setting being studied. Nor should it be used if the 
conceptual framework and research questions are not well spelled out. “In short, as 
with most things that matter, to do a pre-structured case well, you have to know what 
you are doing” (Miles, 1990, p. 48).

Notes
The pre-structured case method leans the researcher toward early—maybe too 

early—conclusion drawing. This tendency makes tunnel vision and undetected bias 
more likely. Even with experienced, knowledgeable researchers, we advise corrective 
tactics such as the following: (a) case development by a pair of researchers to ward off 
potential difficulties discussed above; (b) ensuring wide data sampling from a range 
of participants and settings; (c) triangulating (see Chapter 11) with different data 
collection methods, theories, or respondents; and—above all—(d) using colleagues to 
see whether different conclusions can be derived from your displays and write-ups.

Sequential Analyses
Description
A sequential analysis is not necessarily a specific set of methods or something that 

can be displayed but an intentional iteration of additional data collection and reanalysis 
to ensure a more robust set of findings and/or to build on the first cycle of interim 
findings for future research. Each wave of data collection leads to progressively more 
molar clustering and analysis.

Applications
A single interim analysis is rarely “enough.” The first interim analysis should not 

only point to improved data collection but also lead to successively deeper, fuller 
waves of analysis by swinging back to coding, memoing, and assertion and proposition 
development as more detailed, better quality data become available and your cognitive 
map of the case gets richer and more powerful.

Display 6.24

Traditional Analysis Sequence Compared With Pre-structured Case 

Source: Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage Publications. 
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It’s easy to fall into the trap of premature closure, a feeling of “rightness” that is 
grounded falsely—especially because early data collection is usually partial, flawed, 
and simplistic in some important respects. Basically, a good interim analysis is one that 
helps us reorient our view of the case. And any interim analysis should be the first of 
several. Their strength is their exploratory, summarizing, and sense-making character. 
Their potential weaknesses are superficiality, premature closure, and faulty data. These 
weaknesses may be avoided through intelligent critique from skeptical colleagues, 
feeding back into subsequent waves of data collection.

Example
McVea (2001) and a team of research colleagues conducted a series of separate 

qualitative studies from 1997 to 2001 that examined adolescent tobacco use. Each 
annual study not only informed but also provided additional research questions for 
the next year’s project. Their first exploratory study investigated teenage smoking at 
one particular high school site. McVea reported that “despite the presence of written 
tobacco policies, the high school was not a ‘safe haven’ from smoking pressures. . . .  
The results from our first study raised an interesting question: Why didn’t schools 
enforce their no smoking policies?” The research team’s next annual project explored 
that question.

Analysis
McVea and colleagues’ (2001) second study was driven by the most puzzling 

observation generated from the first study’s fieldwork: Why didn’t schools enforce their 
no smoking policies? The team interviewed adolescents and adults and reported,

We discovered that administrators found rules difficult to enforce because of 
the large number of smokers, and the significant resources required to police 
their behavior. Teachers were concerned that driving students off campus to 
smoke caused them to miss class, and they feared punitive penalties caused 
more harm than tobacco use. Students interpreted the lack of enforcement as 
evidence that the faculty “didn’t care” about smoking. Smoking students even 
commented about how the ability to smoke at school with friends contributed 
to their habit.

Armed with these findings, the third and next set of annual studies explored how 
smoking cessation programs could be implemented with teenagers. The research 
team discovered that peer relationships and influence play a strong role in whether 
an adolescent could or would stop smoking. Each year’s study informed the next and 
enabled richer analyses and evaluation, plus constructive strategies for positive action 
and outcomes.

The example above was a broad brushstroke case of sequential analysis. As another 
and more specific example, a Belgian study of primary health care (Schillemans et al., 
n.d.) focused on the treatment of victims of incest. The researchers began with a group 
of 10 to 15 medical practitioners, meeting in a weekly “exploration group” for 2 years. 
Here are their successive analytic steps:

•	 Review the material from the first patient case (videotapes, documents, notes).

•	 Generate a first batch of codes from the case review, such as “fear of the dark,” 
“speech difficulties,” and “aversion to sexuality.”
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•	 Add more clinical codes from the specialized literature, such as “boundary 
between man and woman” and “violence.”

•	 Examine further cases, and develop more codes through analytic induction.

•	 Develop a key hypothesis (e.g., that incest victims have weakly developed 
boundaries).

•	 Verify the hypothesis through interviews with several patients from the  
original set.

•	 Integrate these findings with the existing empirical and conceptual literature 
(e.g., on dissociated personalities).

•	 Extend the findings to a new sample (screening new cases for instances of 
incest) and a new analytic cycle.

Each step was a funnel for gathering more data on fewer, but progressively more 
vital, dimensions in the data set.

Overall, sequential analyses add value to the cumulative and final written product. 
The procedure lends more confidence to the researcher’s findings in progress and 
provides dimensionality to the data corpus, thus better guaranteeing a richer analysis of 
details, nuances, and complexities.

Notes
See “Elaborative Coding” and “Longitudinal Coding” in Saldaña (2013) for additional 

methods of how sequential studies build on previous ones and inform the next series.

Closure and Transition

These exploratory methods are offered as initial ways of documenting and 
reassembling salient data into various display formats for the emergent enterprise that 
is qualitative inquiry. These methods alone, with a little bit of fine-tuning on your part, 
may even suffice for your particular research goals. They are offered as “first draft” 
heuristics for extracting what is important, for synthesizing and summarizing the 
most important details, for laying the groundwork for more in-depth analyses, and for 
reorganizing data to construct meaningful patterns from them.

The next chapter will present displays that more firmly rather than provisionally 
document the data. They are intended to provide, like this chapter, foundations for 
richer analysis, such as ordering, explaining, and predicting.


