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this bias, the researcher must always be asking, 
“Why do these data stand out or seem unique 
to me?” Perhaps the data are really unique and 
should be captured for analysis. Or is it pos-
sible that the observed phenomena mirror an 
extreme example in the researcher’s own life, 
and he is reacting to it because it has personal 
relevance for him? 

 Reactivity bias is the infl uence of the re-
searcher on the interaction setting or the inter-
action among participants. In most qualitative 
studies, participants will know that you are the 
researcher and that you are there to observe them 
or to ask them questions. It is unlikely that any-
thing you do or say will eliminate this bias com-
pletely. However, you should try to minimize 
this bias by monitoring your interactions and 
activities. 

 How can these biases be overcome? Using 
methods of triangulation, discussed earlier in this 
chapter, will certainly help. Researchers should 
get feedback from those who were observed, if 
at all possible. If multiple researchers conduct 
observations, they should regularly check with 
one another about their interpretations. In some 
cases, training observers might be necessary. 

     ONE LAST THOUGHT 

  Communication scholars have varying positions 
on the philosophical foundations of and theo-
retical contributions to qualitative research. Like-
wise, they have different views about the role 
and the goal of the researcher (Lindlof & Taylor, 
2011). Regardless, communication scholars gen-
erally view qualitative research as the process 
of collecting and analyzing data for which the 
researcher is responsible for developing precise 
reports that reveal how communicators con-
struct patterns, meanings, and interpretations in 
their day-to-day interactions with others.   

       SUMMARY 

     1.   Qualitative research methods are sensitive 
to the social construction of meaning, and 
they explore social phenomena through an 
emphasis on empirical, inductive, and inter-
pretive approaches.  

    2.   Qualitative methods aim for subjectivity 
and intersubjectivity.  

 Is Anything Off-Limits? 

 Communication researchers are especially interested in sexual harassment because 
communication is the medium for the inappropriate act as well as a medium for 
resisting it. Moreover, organizations communicate to their employees about sexual 
harassment through their sexual harassment training programs, policies, and proce-
dures. Communication researchers have captured the narratives of those who have 
been harassed. But researchers have not been able to document fi rsthand occur-
rences of sexual harassment. Why? Even when researchers spend considerable peri-
ods of time within an organization, some types of interaction are performed out of 
the researcher’s view. This is the case with sexual harassment. Researchers can iden-
tify symptoms of a sexually harassing culture and other evidence that harassment 
has occurred (for example, negative attitudes toward women, victims’ self-reports). 
But, generally, researchers will not see the harassment. How does this affect the 
researcher’s attempt to study sexual harassment? Will this create any ethical dilem-
mas? How much verifi cation does a researcher need or should a researcher seek 
when an employee describes a sexually harassing incident? Can you think of other 
interaction situations similar to this? 

AN ETHICAL 
ISSUE
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   12.   Limitations of qualitative research include 
diffi culty in accessing or gaining entry to 
the desired communication environment, 
participants changing their normal behavior 
due to the presence of the researcher, and 
having the researcher being the sole inter-
pretive lens of the interaction.   

   KEY TERMS 

   contingent accuracy 

   credibility 

   data triangulation 

   discourse 

   inductive analysis 

   interdisciplinary 
triangulation 

   intersubjectivity 

   investigator 
triangulation 

   member check 

   member validation 

 mutual simultaneous 
shaping 

   researcher 
construction 

   subjective valuing 

   subjectivity 

   triangulation      

 See the website www.mhhe.com/keyton4 that 
accompanies this text. For each chapter, the site 
contains a: 

• chapter outline 

• chapter checklist 

• chapter summary 

• short multiple-choice quiz

• PowerPoint presentation created by Dr.  Keyton

For a list of internet resources, visit http://
www.joannkeyton.com/CommunicationResearch-
Methods.htm. 

    3.   Qualitative methods are characterized by 
the following: a theoretical interest in how 
humans interpret and derive meaning from 
communication practices, concern with 
socially situated interaction, reliance on the 
researcher as the data collection instrument, 
and reliance on textual data.  

    4.   Qualitative research recognizes that every-
thing in the communication environment 
infl uences everything else and generally 
does not seek to ascertain causality.  

    5.   Qualitative research uses inductive rea-
soning, which requires the researcher to 
become intimately familiar with the fi eld of 
interaction.  

    6.   The qualitative research process is com-
prised of processes that are interdependent 
and cyclical.  

    7.   Triangulation and member checks help 
establish credibility in qualitative research 
fi ndings.  

    8.   Research questions guide qualitative 
research projects.  

    9.   The concept of data is broadly defi ned in 
qualitative research.  

   10.   Researchers assess data for the way in 
which meaning is constructed and the level 
of the evidence.  

   11.   Advantages of qualitative research include 
being able to study communication features 
or functions taken for granted, collect infor-
mation about those who cannot or will not 
participate in more traditional quantitative 
research designs, and enter the communica-
tion environments of those who are deviant 
or hostile.  
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