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Preface: The 7Ps of Qualitative
Research

Purpose of the book

Physical culture as a field includes several scholarly disciplines, such as
adaptive physical activity, dance studies, leisure studies, outdoor education,
physical cultural studies, physical education, recreation, sport development,
sport history, sport management, sport pedagogy, sport philosophy, sport
policy, sport and exercise psychology, and the sociology of sport. All of these
disciplines have utilised qualitative methods to examine various expres-
sions, experiences and structures of the physical. Like the field of physical
culture, qualitative research includes multiple research designs, methods
and ways of presenting this type of research. These different, sometimes
contradictory and messy, understandings of what counts as good qualita-
tive research can be extremely confusing for students and scholars. This
book is designed to aid qualitative researchers in negotiating some of
these meanings as they take their journeys through the research process.
To make sense of this multiplicity and to offer guidance for researchers
and students across the interdisciplinary field of physical culture, we have
structured the book based on our experiences as teachers and researchers
of designing, doing, and disseminating qualitative research. To make
further sense of the qualitative research process, we have divided it into
7Ps: Purpose, Paradigms, Process, Practice, Politics of Interpretation,
Presentation and the Promise of qualitative research. Below we explain
the structure of the book in more detail.

The first 3 Ps — Purpose, Paradigms and Process - relate to the design
of the research process. By this, we mean the plan and structure of the
qualitative research project.

Purpose: Why should a researcher engage in qualitative research?
To map, to critique or to create social change? What are the ethical
considerations? What kinds of qualitative research are meaningful?
Paradigms: What specific parameters does the qualitative researcher
choose for the research project? Post-positivist, humanist, poststruc-
turalist/modern?

Process: How does a qualitative research project look? Each project
should include some form of to include an introduction, literature
review, method section, analysis/discussion and conclusion.

X
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Because the collection of empirical material and its interpretation are
difficult to separate, we have combined the next 2 Ps — Practices and
Politics of Interpretation - together in a set of chapters that outline
common methodological practices and ways in which to interpret
empirical material in qualitative physical culture studies.

Practice and the Politics of Interpretation: Interviewing: What
are different types of interviews? How are they used? How are they
analysed?

Practice and the Politics of Interpretation: Textual Analysis: What
are the different types of textual analyses? How are they used? How
are they analysed?

Practice and the Politics of Interpretation: Narrative Analysis:
What is narrative analysis? How is it practised? How is empirical
material from narratives analysed?

Practice and the Politics of Interpretation: Field Methods: What
are the different types of field methods? How are they used? How is
empirical material from field methods analysed?

The final 2Ps — Presentation and The Promise — consider the process
of writing and disseminating qualitative research. Further, we consider
how to judge qualitative research and to what standards the work
should be held.

Presentation: What are the different ways of writing-up qualitative
research results? What are the various ways in which qualitative
research can be presented to diverse audiences — dissertation com-
mittee, grant bodies, journal editorial board, established conventions
of academic research, communities outside of academia.

The Promise: What is good quality qualitative research? Given that
qualitative research includes multiple ways of approaching, under-
standing and conducting research, what are the multiple criteria
by which to judge the quality of such research and how to choose
between such criteria.

How to use this book

While the 7Ps offer a general pathway through the journey of qualitative
research, researchers with different levels of experience engage in
qualitative research for multiple reasons. Consequently, while the 7Ps
approach aims to map out an entire research project in a comprehensive
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manner, certain components of the text will be more valuable for some
readers, while other sections more useful for others. It is important to
note that all the 7Ps are interrelated, but some might take precedence
over others during certain qualitative projects. In addition, research-
ers at different points of their research careers might find different Ps
more relevant.

The undergraduate researcher who embarks on a qualitative research
project for the very first time, may find it relevant to start with the proc-
ess (Chapter 3) of doing research to gain an overarching picture of what
a research project may look like and how it could be constructed. In addi-
tion, these researchers might focus on learning how to practise the differ-
ent qualitative methods (or practices) (Chapters 4-7) before engaging in
a discussion of the different paradigmatic approaches.

The more experienced graduate researchers will need to have a greater
understanding of how their research is philosophically grounded within
the parameters of certain paradigmatic approaches. They could, thus,
attend more closely to the discussion in Chapter 2 and consider how
the methodological practices, the interpretation of the empirical mate-
rial and the judgement of their work are underpinned by the paradig-
matic considerations.

Given that the field of physical culture is informed by many different
academic disciplines, a researcher wishing to be introduced to the logic of
qualitative methodologies may well focus on the discussion of paradigms
in Chapter 2 and their connections to various methodological practices
(Chapters 4-7). Seasoned academics already familiar with the structure of
qualitative research might consider such aspects of qualitative research as
employing previously unfamiliar forms of qualitative methods or using
alternative forms of writing style (Chapter 8). Meanwhile, researchers
interested in the political purpose (see Chapter 1) of their project would
likely address the various links between the purpose and the promise
to which their work might be held (Chapter 9). Finally, as this book is
offered as a teaching tool for various research methods courses, it should
provide an invaluable tool for researchers to guide their students.
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Part I
Design

In this section, we address three of the 7 Ps of qualitative research: Purpose,
Paradigms and Process. Chapter 1 focuses on the purpose of research.
For example, we ask readers to consider why they are planning to engage
in qualitative research. Who will be influenced by the results? What kind
of qualitative research is meaningful? We also consider the ethics of con-
ducting qualitative research. In Chapter 2, we consider the role of para-
digmatic approaches to qualitative research in physical culture and what
the paradigmatic parameters mean for the research process. It is likely
that qualitative researchers will find themselves carefully negotiating
paradigmatic boundaries when defining the purpose and practice for
their research. We then introduce the actual process of doing physical
cultural research in Chapter 3.
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1

The Purpose of Research
in Physical Culture

In this chapter, we will

¢ Introduce the term qualitative research;

e Introduce the term physical culture;

e Discuss the possible purposes for qualitative research in physical
culture;

¢ Discuss the ethical conduct of qualitative research in physical culture.

Within this chapter we offer an entry point into the conduct of qualita-
tive research by focusing on the purpose of qualitative research. Why
is this work important? What will it say that has any value? Is this
project meaningful, and if so, to whom? The purpose of research will
frame its design, practice and presentation. Qualitative researchers may
undertake a piece of research to convince policy makers, to alter public
opinion, to drive consumption of a product, to provide evidence on
an issue, to expose instances of injustice, to offer competing voices or
points of view, to interrogate taken-for-granted ideas or assumptions, to
save lives, to make people ‘better’ (physically, socially), or to advance
understanding of a particular phenomenon. While we do not value one
purpose over another, it is important to have a clear purpose that will
guide the researcher through the entire conduct of the research. Before
it is possible to define a purpose, it is important to understand the terms
‘qualitative research’ and ‘physical culture’.

Understanding qualitative research

Qualitative research has evolved over several decades across several
scholarly disciplines. Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln observe that

3



4 Qualitative Research for Physical Culture

while qualitative research can be understood as a field of its own right,
complex assumptions surround the term as it ‘crosscuts disciplines,
fields, and subject matters’ (2005, p. 2). It is obvious that with such
diversity, qualitative research must be understood against the historical
context of each discipline and/or field. However, Denzin and Lincoln
offer a definition of qualitative research which includes the following
components:

e The ‘situated’ qualitative researcher;
* Multiple material practices;
¢ Interpretation of meanings.

We will now discuss each of these characteristics in more detail.

The qualitative researcher

A qualitative researcher is understood as an observer in the world, but
always as a ‘situated’ observer. It is openly acknowledged that the research-
er’s background and situation influence the research process and shape
the research results. Nevertheless, researchers should be aware of their
impact through carefully reflecting on the meaning of their part in the
process: how do they construct their projects and why do they choose
to act in certain ways? Therefore, while qualitative researchers might
have multiple aims and purposes, they need to be open about their
subjective influences and their reasons for engaging in research. Such a
researcher needs to be well immersed in both theoretical and methodo-
logical concerns. Denzin and Lincoln note that a qualitative researcher
‘works between and within competing and overlapping perspectives and
paradigms’ (2005, p. 6). Therefore, it is important to be familiar with
several different qualitative approaches. We discuss qualitative research
paradigms in Chapter 2 to help researchers of physical culture to negoti-
ate the jungle of competing approaches in an informed manner. Denzin
and Lincoln summarise that ‘qualitative researchers stress the socially
constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the
researcher and what is studied, and the situational constraints that shape
the inquiry’ (ibid., p. 10). We elaborate on the role of the researcher in
qualitative research in physical culture in Chapter 3.

Multiple qualitative practices

Qualitative research is characterised by multiple methodological approa-
ches and practices. As Denzin and Lincoln note: ‘Qualitative research,
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as a set of interpretive activities, privileges no single methodological
practice over another’ (2005, p. 6). For example, qualitative researchers
can employ such methods as interviews, textual analysis or narrative, or
engage in a ‘field’ of physical culture more directly by using such methods
as case study or ethnography. Often qualitative researchers combine more
than one qualitative method to ‘situate’ better the activity under interest
within its context. In any case, the meaning of collecting empirical mate-
rial is to ‘make the world visible’ as qualitative researchers ‘turn the world
into a series of representations’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). We discuss
these multiple qualitative methods in Chapters 4-7 and the ways of rep-
resenting qualitative research in Chapter 8. While qualitative researchers
might use multiple methods simultaneously, they adopt one paradigmatic
stance at a time.

Qualitative interpretation

Qualitative research practices are designed for an ‘interpretive, naturalistic
approach to the world’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). This means that
qualitative researchers seek information ‘directly’ from the phenomenon
in question by asking people, observing actual situations or interpreting
what people have written. Unlike quantitative researchers, who often
focus on artificially controlled laboratory situations or mail out pre-
validated questionnaires, qualitative researchers have to often venture
‘out to the world’ to interact directly with people and events to obtain
empirical material for their studies. They ‘make sense of, or interpret,
phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them’ (ibid.). In
qualitative research, the emphasis is placed on ‘the qualities of entities
and on processes and meanings that are not experimentally examined or
measured’ (ibid.).

In summary, in this book we understand qualitative research as an
interdisciplinary field that cuts across several disciplines and fields of
research. In addition, qualitative research is multiparadigmatic in nature
and is sensitive to multiple practices for collecting empirical material to
make the world visible. Qualitative researchers see the world as socially
constructed and understand their research as an interaction between
researchers, participants and what is studied. Qualitative research is
historically and contextually situated within the fields of research.
Consequently, throughout this text, we will highlight a variety of quali-
tative research practices for physical culture, but emphasise the need for
a theoretical vocabulary for interpreting any particular aspect of physical
culture under scrutiny.
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Understanding qualitative research in physical culture

As Denzin and Lincoln (2005) have asserted, qualitative research cuts
across several disciplines and several subject matters. The subject matter
that crosscuts this book is physical culture. We understand physical culture
to include multiple forms of being physically (in)active. Such practices as
exercise, dance, fitness, health, movement, recreation, work, elite sport,
recreational sport or coaching sport can engage the physically active
body. Researchers in different disciplines are interested in researching
physical culture.

Exercise physiology and biomechanics, for example, are disciplines that
specialise in the physiological ability and the mechanics of the physical
body. Sport medicine and sport nutrition examine how the perform-
ance of the human body can be enhanced through preventing injuries
or providing optimal nutrition to athletes or other physically (in)active
people. They favour laboratory techniques with small samples or large
scale, quantitative surveys to collect their information. The disciplines
that provide laboratory results related to the physical functioning of
the human body are generally classified as natural sciences (for further
discussion of the principles of this type of research see Chapter 2). There
are also a number of social sciences that examine physical culture. The
social sciences are interested in how physically active ‘bodies’ act in par-
ticular social and cultural environments. Traditionally, disciplines such
as physical education, sport history, sport philosophy, sport and exercise
psychology, sport management, sport sociology, and adapted physical
activity are included in the social science of physical activity. In addi-
tion, other areas such as leisure studies, recreation, health and physical
activity, sport policy studies, sport coaching, and sport media and jour-
nalism have emerged around the topic of physical activity.

Most practitioners of physical culture need information from more
than one discipline. For example, physical education teachers, fitness
leaders and coaches need to understand the functioning of the physi-
cal body as well as how the individual becomes motivated and learns
to practice movements. In addition, they need to be aware of funding,
marketing, media relations, the social and cultural standing of their
profession and the physical culture they represent. For example, to
create a training programme coaches need to understand the physiol-
ogy of stress, work and recovery as well as the dynamics of effective
leadership and how to manage different types of people with whom
they need to interact. For example, coaching an unfit beginner with
low self-esteem would be very different from coaching an elite athlete.
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Furthermore, coaches need to understand the institution that employs
them, the human relationships within it and how it is located within
a particular social or organisational context that will determine funding
possibilities. For example, working for a ‘minor’ sport will not provide
the same sponsorship possibilities, spectators and television deals as a
‘major’ sport provides. Most researchers of physical culture specialise,
however, in one aspect of physical culture and tend to choose between
natural sciences and social sciences, and further between the different
disciplines within each. In this book, we focus on the social sciences.
Social science researchers of physical culture can use quantitative meth-
ods (see Chapters 2 and 3 for a more detailed discussion of quantitative
social science research) or qualitative methods.

It is important to note that qualitative research is a more recent
development than its more established quantitative sibling. Therefore,
in some physical culture disciplines quantitative research is perceived as
the predominant way of conducting research and, thus, some research-
ers have only been educated in quantitative methods. In addition,
quantitative research might be ‘valued’ in a particular department or
among one’s peers. Governmental policy makers often prefer quantita-
tive, ‘evidence based’ research to support their actions and often gov-
ernmental grant agencies prefer to fund quantitative research that they
define as most useful. Despite the dominance of quantitative research in
certain disciplines of physical culture, qualitative research has become
increasingly popular in sport and exercise psychology, sport history,
sport management and adaptive physical activity, whereas physical
education and sport sociology already have a strong tradition of qualita-
tive research.

As detailed by Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative researchers of
physical culture also openly acknowledge their subjective influence
on the research project and embrace multiple qualitative methods to
interpret the meanings embodied in physically active bodies in various
social, historical and political contexts. They focus on identifying how
experiences become meaningful within certain social and historical
contexts. These qualitative social scientists are interested in how bodies
matter at certain points in time and in certain situations. In other words,
qualitative social scientists of the physically active body often aim to
understand how individual moments of physicality (e.g., sport, dance,
movement, the coaching moment, physical education) are shaped
within the social context.

While qualitative social scientists of physical culture embrace mul-
tiple movement forms, contexts and meanings, they also need to
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engage in meaningful research that has a clear purpose. The articulation
of a purpose can take different forms depending often on the research-
er’s paradigmatic stance (see Chapter 2 for further explanation of the
paradigms). However, each research project should be, in one way or
another, meaningful: it should matter to someone.

The purpose of qualitative research of physical culture: Mapping,
critique and social change

To further encourage research ‘that matters’ and the development of a
strong purpose, we provide three possible purposes for a good qualitative
research project: mapping, critique and/or social change. These purposes
can overlap. For example, one research project might achieve more than
one purpose. In addition, there might be other reasons why a researcher
takes up an investigation. Nevertheless, these three guides are intended
to aid a researcher to produce a purposeful, qualitative social science
research project.

Mapping refers to a research project that aims to provide a general
overview or ‘topography’ of a behaviour, phenomenon, practice or ‘field’
of physical culture. This is particularly meaningful when not much is
previously known about the topic. To create a map of this ‘landscape’,
the researcher needs to draw the relationships between the different
facets of the phenomenon under investigation, highlight the differences
and impact of each relationship and then link the map with those previ-
ously drawn. For example, one might be interested in describing such
less examined, rare or niche sports as orienteering, ultimate Frisbee or
women'’s ski jumping, or such exercise forms as Zumba, for which there is
not much research information. To provide a map of any of these physi-
cal activities, the researcher needs to look at the different relationships
that enabled the activity to be born, map who is currently involved, why
these particular types of people have chosen to participate, and draw
lines that connect the ‘new’ activity with the landscape of related ‘old’
sports, and, indeed, with the social forces that allowed an emergence
of a new form of activity at this particular point of time. For example,
a researcher may well want to think through how a ‘sport’ such as Red
Bull Air Racing has been created and the social forces (e.g., commercial-
ism, sponsorship, a consumer economy, tourism) that have impacted
upon this. Or the researcher might want to map why obese children
do not want to participate in physical activity. In such a project, the
researcher needs to draw a map that connects the social meanings about
‘fat’, physical activity and children’s desire to move, into one picture or
map. The researcher would first need to trace how (children’s) obesity
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has been defined (and by whom) and how it has become a ‘problem’
worthy of investigation in the current culture. In addition, the researcher
needs to describe who the obese children are, why they are physically
inactive and what do they like to do in their everyday lives. To exam-
ine the relationship between these issues, the researcher would need to
examine how physical (in)activity is defined (and by whom), how it is
connected to obesity, and why children dislike physical inactivity. These
projects that map the general features of a practice of physical culture,
are often necessary before the researcher is able to critique or illustrate a
need for change.

Critique refers to projects that provide a social critique of a behaviour,
phenomenon, practice or ‘field’ of physical culture. In these cases, the
researcher has identified a ‘problem’ beforehand, for example, through
previous research literature that has provided a map of the topic at
hand. For example, a researcher has identified that certain sports are
only accessible to certain populations, which, the researcher determines,
is a problem because everyone should have a right to participate in a sport
of their choice. The researcher might determine that, for example, youth
soccer is available only for highly skilled boys from upper-class areas
where there is a well funded, competitive youth coach to maintain a pro-
gramme. The researcher can then provide a critique of such limited access
because it excludes girls, disabled, low-income players and participants
who do not want to play competitively. Or the researcher might critique,
based on a research project, the ways different elite sports are funded.
Or a researcher may want to examine why women athletes, despite their
growing numbers, are seldom a part of sport reporting, and the ones that
appear in the sport news are selected more for their appearance than their
athletic prowess or sporting experience. The researcher can then provide a
critique that explains such a practice of exclusion. It is important to note,
however, that critique does not necessary lead to change in the situation
that was examined.

Social change refers to research projects that provide clear suggestions
or praxis for creating social change. To engage in such a project, the
researcher would usually have to have knowledge of previous research
that mapped the behaviour, phenomenon, practice or ‘field’ of physi-
cal culture as well as how this has been critiqued. Again, this could be
through understanding previous research, through knowledge gained by
doing the project or through the ways physical activity is currently prac-
tised in the social context that the researcher aims to change. Against
such a background, the suggestions for social change become more
meaningful. For example, a researcher interested in women’s fitness can
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find enough previous research that maps how exercise works as a practice
to promote a type of ‘ideal’ ‘feminine’ body that characterises the field of
fitness. There are also several published academic critiques of the impos-
sible, thin, toned and young feminine body ideal that is often the goal
of women's exercise practices. Therefore, it is meaningful to engage in
a research project that aims to provide alternative exercise purposes and
thus, change the ways in which fitness is socially constructed primarily
as a ‘workout’ for sculpting a culturally defined body ‘ideal’ or ‘norm’.

Purposeful qualitative research projects, whether they map, critique and/
or create social change, do not exist in isolation. As they are related to
previous academic literatures, they also exist within an array of (fluid) dis-
ciplinary boundaries that might prefer particular types of methodological
practices. As mentioned earlier, some researchers are opposed to qualita-
tive research because they do not have sufficient knowledge of qualitative
methods, they find qualitative research a ‘threat’ to their research, they do
not want to reflect on the purpose of their own research or they simply do
not want to know about or accept any other way of doing research from
their own. While these are not very sound grounds for rejecting qualita-
tive research, they are, nevertheless, real. We refer to such resistance as the
‘politics’ of qualitative research. Consequently, all research is always politi-
cal, whether the researcher likes to admit it or not, in a sense that it will
have an impact either on the researcher’s academic discipline, a broader
field of physical culture, or on individual’s (including the researcher’s)
lives. These politics manifest in qualitative researchers’ everyday working
environment in multiple ways.

In case one faces strong resistance to conducting qualitative research,
there are several possible ways to react to the situation. Sometimes it might
be best to yield. For example, if one’s research supervisor has strong objec-
tions, prejudice and no qualifications in qualitative research, it might be
best to conduct a good quality, quantitative study instead. Alternatively,
one could look for a new, more like-minded research supervisor, depart-
ment or institution (perhaps more apt at the graduate level). However,
in some of the more traditional disciplines of physical culture, it is more
difficult to get qualitative research accepted. In a safe case, one should
go with the ‘flow’, but one can also switch to a discipline with a more
developed understanding of current trends in social science where it is
possible to conduct good qualitative research within a positive environ-
ment. If aresearcher is located within a quantitative discipline and has
little knowledge of but a desire to know more about qualitative research,
one can also proceed carefully by first experimenting with combining
quantitative and qualitative research and progressing gradually towards
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qualitative research. This is often called the ‘mixed-methods’ approach
(see Denscombe, 2007). It is important to emphasise, however, that differ-
ent types of research should be judged on criteria developed specifically
for their type (see Chapter 9). Consequently, there exists ‘good’ and ‘bad’
quantitative research, similar to ‘good’ and ‘bad’ qualitative research, and
the merit of each needs to be determined based on the purpose of the
research rather than through mutual comparisons.

We do not promote one, universally acceptable, privileged way of con-
ducting (qualitative) research on physical culture. We are far more inter-
ested in — and feel that there is greater progressive potential in - a field
that is in tension, in healthy contestation and in debates surrounding the
purpose of research and its subsequent impact on method, interpretation
and (re)presentation of research. Nevertheless, we want to promote self-
reflexive researchers who engage in research that matters. This requires
sound knowledge of both quantitative and qualitative research logics and
an ability to make informed choices within the institutional constraints
of academia. We do hope that qualitative researchers are able to think
about purposeful research that is meaningful to arange of communi-
ties. We suggest that qualitative research into physical culture is char-
acterised by a plurality of research purposes within an environment in
which diverse positions exist alongside one another and foster multiple
methodological approaches. Meaningful qualitative research should also
be meaningful for its participants: it should be conducted in a manner
that is sensitive to the needs of its participants. This sensitivity refers to
research ethics.

Ethical approaches to qualitative research in
physical culture

Everyone conducting social science research on ‘human subjects’ will be
involved in research ethics. While the term ‘research ethics’ has evoked
varying responses from the large and diverse community of social
sciences researchers, research ethics refers to guidelines that are devel-
oped to ensure that all research participants are treated with dignity and
respect. These guidelines suggest that all research should be conducted
in a manner that is not harmful for the participants or the researcher.
The current thinking on ethics regarding research that involves human
subjects (or participants) stems from the Nuremberg trials after World
War II. In these trials, some Nazi scientists were examined with regard to
their experiments involving Jewish prisoners. These prisoners were not
informed about the procedures of the experiments; neither were they
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asked if they wanted to participate and the participants certainly did not
benefit from the research. Some died. Based on these trials, the so-called
Nuremberg code for ethical standards for biomedical research was devel-
oped. To further clarify the ethics of biomedical research, The World
Medical Association verified the Declaration of Helsinki in 1964.

Box 1.1 The Nuremberg code

e Voluntary consent is essential
o Capacity, opportunity, power of participant
o Extent, possible outcomes of research must be identified

e The research must yield results that are ‘good’ for society or at
least a subset of society

e The research must be justified on the basis of previous research

e The research must avoid all necessary suffering or injury

e Death or disability can not be expected at all

¢ Risk should never exceed humanitarian benefit

e Any risk should be avoided through facilities and preparation

e Research should only conducted by scientifically qualified persons

e The participants have the right to withdraw or end the study at
any time

e The researcher has the responsibility to end the study if it appears
that death, injury or disability might be outcomes of further
participation

Modified from McNamee, Olivier & Wainwright (2007).

The current understanding of research ethics therefore stems from ethi-
cal abuses by scientists and is thus designed to combat such misconduct,
particularly in biomedical research (McNamee, Olivier & Wainwright,
2007). To ensure ethical conduct that is more appropriate for social science
research, many disciplinary organisations have developed their own ‘ethical
standards’ and many social science researchers are expected to refer to the
ethical requirements of their professional body (e.g., the British Sociological
Association standards of ethical research or the British Psychological
Association standards of ethical research). The established guidelines pro-
vided by a professional association, however, have not always ensured
the ethical conduct of the research, as often the ethical principles do not
translate into actual practices that would ensure dignity and respect for



