
4.5.1 https://stats.libretexts.org/@go/page/37542

4.5: Presenting the Results of Qualitative Analysis
Qualitative research is not finished just because you have determined the main findings or conclusions of your study. Indeed,
disseminating the results is an essential part of the research process. By sharing your results with others, whether in written form as
scholarly paper or an applied report or in some alternative format like an oral presentation, an infographic, or a video, you ensure
that your findings become part of the ongoing conversation of scholarship in your field, forming part of the foundation for future
researchers. This chapter provides an introduction to writing about qualitative research findings. It will outline how writing
continues to contribute to the analysis process, what concerns researchers should keep in mind as they draft their presentations of
findings, and how best to organize qualitative research writing

As you move through the research process, it is essential to keep yourself organized. Organizing your data, memos, and notes aids
both the analytical and the writing processes. Whether you use electronic or physical, real-world filing and organizational systems,
these systems help make sense of the mountains of data you have and assure you focus your attention on the themes and ideas you
have determined are important (Warren and Karner 2015). Be sure that you have kept detailed notes on all of the decisions you
have made and procedures you have followed in carrying out research design, data collection, and analysis, as these will guide your
ultimate write-up.

First and foremost, researchers should keep in mind that writing is in fact a form of thinking. Writing is an excellent way to
discover ideas and arguments and to further develop an analysis. As you write, more ideas will occur to you, things that were
previously confusing will start to make sense, and arguments will take a clear shape rather than being amorphous and poorly-
organized. However, writing-as-thinking cannot be the final version that you share with others. Good-quality writing does not
display the workings of your thought process. It is reorganized and revised (more on that later) to present the data and arguments
important in a particular piece. And revision is totally normal! No one expects the first draft of a piece of writing to be ready for
prime time. So write rough drafts and memos and notes to yourself and use them to think, and then revise them until the piece is the
way you want it to be for sharing.

Bergin (2018) lays out a set of key concerns for appropriate writing about research. First, present your results accurately, without
exaggerating or misrepresenting. It is very easy to overstate your findings by accident if you are enthusiastic about what you have
found, so it is important to take care and use appropriate cautions about the limitations of the research. You also need to work to
ensure that you communicate your findings in a way people can understand, using clear and appropriate language that is adjusted to
the level of those you are communicating with. And you must be clear and transparent about the methodological strategies
employed in the research. Remember, the goal is, as much as possible, to describe your research in a way that would permit others
to replicate the study. There are a variety of other concerns and decision points that qualitative researchers must keep in mind,
including the extent to which to include quantification in their presentation of results, ethics, considerations of audience and voice,
and how to bring the richness of qualitative data to life.

Quantification, as you have learned, refers to the process of turning data into numbers. It can indeed be very useful to count and
tabulate quantitative data drawn from qualitative research. For instance, if you were doing a study of dual-earner households and
wanted to know how many had an equal division of household labor and how many did not, you might want to count those
numbers up and include them as part of the final write-up. However, researchers need to take care when they are writing about
quantified qualitative data. Qualitative data is not as generalizable as quantitative data, so quantification can be very misleading.
Thus, qualitative researchers should strive to use raw numbers instead of the percentages that are more appropriate for quantitative
research. Writing, for instance, “15 of the 20 people I interviewed prefer pancakes to waffles” is a simple description of the data;
writing “75% of people prefer pancakes” suggests a generalizable claim that is not likely supported by the data. Note that mixing
numbers with qualitative data is really a type of mixed-methods approach. Mixed-methods approaches are good, but sometimes
they seduce researchers into focusing on the persuasive power of numbers and tables rather than capitalizing on the inherent
richness of their qualitative data.

A variety of issues of scholarly ethics and research integrity are raised by the writing process. Some of these are unique to
qualitative research, while others are more universal concerns for all academic and professional writing. For example, it is essential
to avoid plagiarism and misuse of sources. All quotations that appear in a text must be properly cited, whether with in-text and
bibliographic citations to the source or with an attribution to the research participant (or the participant’s pseudonym or description
in order to protect confidentiality) who said those words. Where writers will paraphrase a text or a participant’s words, they need to
make sure that the paraphrase they develop accurately reflects the meaning of the original words. Thus, some scholars suggest that
participants should have the opportunity to read (or to have read to them, if they cannot read the text themselves) all sections of the

https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://stats.libretexts.org/@go/page/37542?pdf
https://stats.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Applied_Statistics/Social_Data_Analysis%3A_Qualitative_and_Quantitative_Approaches_(Arthur_and_Clark)/04%3A_Qualitative_Data_Analysis/4.05%3A_Presenting_the_Results_of_Qualitative_Analysis


4.5.2 https://stats.libretexts.org/@go/page/37542

text in which they, their words, or their ideas are presented to ensure accuracy and enable participants to maintain control over their
lives.

Audience and Voice
When writing, researchers must consider their audience(s) and the effects they want their writing to have on these audiences. The
designated audience will dictate the voice used in the writing, or the individual style and personality of a piece of text. Keep in
mind that the potential audience for qualitative research is often much more diverse than that for quantitative research because of
the accessibility of the data and the extent to which the writing can be accessible and interesting. Yet individual pieces of writing
are typically pitched to a more specific subset of the audience.

Let us consider one potential research study, an ethnography involving participant-observation of the same children both when they
are at daycare facility and when they are at home with their families to try to understand how daycare might impact behavior and
social development. The findings of this study might be of interest to a wide variety of potential audiences: academic peers,
whether at your own academic institution, in your broader discipline, or multidisciplinary; people responsible for creating laws and
policies; practitioners who run or teach at day care centers; and the general public, including both people who are interested in child
development more generally and those who are themselves parents making decisions about child care for their own children. And
the way you write for each of these audiences will be somewhat different. Take a moment and think through what some of these
differences might look like.

If you are writing to academic audiences, using specialized academic language and working within the typical constraints of
scholarly genres, as will be discussed below, can be an important part of convincing others that your work is legitimate and should
be taken seriously. Your writing will be formal. Even if you are writing for students and faculty you already know—your
classmates, for instance—you are often asked to imitate the style of academic writing that is used in publications, as this is part of
learning to become part of the scholarly conversation. When speaking to academic audiences outside your discipline, you may need
to be more careful about jargon and specialized language, as disciplines do not always share the same key terms. For instance, in
sociology, scholars use the term diffusion to refer to the way new ideas or practices spread from organization to organization. In the
field of international relations, scholars often used the term cascade to refer to the way ideas or practices spread from nation to
nation. These terms are describing what is fundamentally the same concept, but they are different terms—and a scholar from one
field might have no idea what a scholar from a different field is talking about! Therefore, while the formality and academic
structure of the text would stay the same, a writer with a multidisciplinary audience might need to pay more attention to defining
their terms in the body of the text.

It is not only other academic scholars who expect to see formal writing. Policymakers tend to expect formality when ideas are
presented to them, as well. However, the content and style of the writing will be different. Much less academic jargon should be
used, and the most important findings and policy implications should be emphasized right from the start rather than initially
focusing on prior literature and theoretical models as you might for an academic audience. Long discussions of research methods
should also be minimized. Similarly, when you write for practitioners, the findings and implications for practice should be
highlighted. The reading level of the text will vary depending on the typical background of the practitioners to whom you are
writing—you can make very different assumptions about the general knowledge and reading abilities of a group of hospital medical
directors with MDs than you can about a group of case workers who have a post-high-school certificate. Consider the primary
language of your audience as well. The fact that someone can get by in spoken English does not mean they have the vocabulary or
English reading skills to digest a complex report. But the fact that someone’s vocabulary is limited says little about their intellectual
abilities, so try your best to convey the important complexity of the ideas and findings from your research without dumbing them
down—even if you must limit your vocabulary usage.

When writing for the general public, you will want to move even further towards emphasizing key findings and policy
implications, but you also want to draw on the most interesting aspects of your data. General readers will read sociological texts
that are rich with ethnographic or other kinds of detail—it is almost like reality television on a page! And this is a contrast to busy
policymakers and practitioners, who probably want to learn the main findings as quickly as possible so they can go about their busy
lives. But also keep in mind that there is a wide variation in reading levels. Journalists at publications pegged to the general public
are often advised to write at about a tenth-grade reading level, which would leave most of the specialized terminology we develop
in our research fields out of reach. If you want to be accessible to even more people, your vocabulary must be even more limited.
The excellent exercise of trying to write using the 1,000 most common English words, available at the Up-Goer Five website
(https://www.splasho.com/upgoer5/) does a good job of illustrating this challenge (Sanderson n.d.).
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Another element of voice is whether to write in the first person. While many students are instructed to avoid the use of the first
person in academic writing, this advice needs to be taken with a grain of salt. There are indeed many contexts in which the first
person is best avoided, at least as long as writers can find ways to build strong, comprehensible sentences without its use, including
most quantitative research writing. However, if the alternative to using the first person is crafting a sentence like “it is proposed that
the researcher will conduct interviews,” it is preferable to write “I propose to conduct interviews.” In qualitative research, in fact,
the use of the first person is far more common. This is because the researcher is central to the research project. Qualitative
researchers can themselves be understood as research instruments, and thus eliminating the use of the first person in writing is in a
sense eliminating information about the conduct of the researchers themselves.

But the question really extends beyond the issue of first-person or third-person. Qualitative researchers have choices about how and
whether to foreground themselves in their writing, not just in terms of using the first person, but also in terms of whether to
emphasize their own subjectivity and reflexivity, their impressions and ideas, and their role in the setting. In contrast, conventional
quantitative research in the positivist tradition really tries to eliminate the author from the study—which indeed is exactly why
typical quantitative research avoids the use of the first person. Keep in mind that emphasizing researchers’ roles and reflexivity and
using the first person does not mean crafting articles that provide overwhelming detail about the author’s thoughts and practices.
Readers do not need to hear, and should not be told, which database you used to search for journal articles, how many hours you
spent transcribing, or whether the research process was stressful—save these things for the memos you write to yourself. Rather,
readers need to hear how you interacted with research participants, how your standpoint may have shaped the findings, and what
analytical procedures you carried out.

Making Data Come Alive

One of the most important parts of writing about qualitative research is presenting the data in a way that makes its richness and
value accessible to readers. As the discussion of analysis in the prior chapter suggests, there are a variety of ways to do this.
Researchers may select key quotes or images to illustrate points, write up specific case studies that exemplify their argument, or
develop vignettes (little stories) that illustrate ideas and themes, all drawing directly on the research data. Researchers can also
write more lengthy summaries, narratives, and thick descriptions.

Nearly all qualitative work includes quotes from research participants or documents to some extent, though ethnographic work may
focus more on thick description than on relaying participants’ own words. When quotes are presented, they must be explained and
interpreted—they cannot stand on their own. This is one of the ways in which qualitative research can be distinguished from
journalism. Journalism presents what happened, but social science needs to present the “why,” and the why is best explained by the
researcher.

So how do authors go about integrating quotes into their written work? Julie Posselt (2017), a sociologist who studies graduate
education, provides a set of instructions. First of all, authors need to remain focused on the core questions of their research, and
avoid getting distracted by quotes that are interesting or attention-grabbing but not so relevant to the research question. Selecting
the right quotes, those that illustrate the ideas and arguments of the paper, is an important part of the writing process. Second, not
all quotes should be the same length (just like not all sentences or paragraphs in a paper should be the same length). Include some
quotes that are just phrases, others that are a sentence or so, and others that are longer. We call longer quotes, generally those more
than about three lines long, block quotes, and they are typically indented on both sides to set them off from the surrounding text.
For all quotes, be sure to summarize what the quote should be telling or showing the reader, connect this quote to other quotes that
are similar or different, and provide transitions in the discussion to move from quote to quote and from topic to topic. Especially for
longer quotes, it is helpful to do some of this writing before the quote to preview what is coming and other writing after the quote
to make clear what readers should have come to understand. Remember, it is always the author’s job to interpret the data.
Presenting excerpts of the data, like quotes, in a form the reader can access does not minimize the importance of this job. Be sure
that you are explaining the meaning of the data you present.

A few more notes about writing with quotes: avoid patchwriting, whether in your literature review or the section of your paper in
which quotes from respondents are presented. Patchwriting is a writing practice wherein the author lightly paraphrases original
texts but stays so close to those texts that there is little the author has added. Sometimes, this even takes the form of presenting a
series of quotes, properly documented, with nothing much in the way of text generated by the author. A patchwriting approach does
not build the scholarly conversation forward, as it does not represent any kind of new contribution on the part of the author. It is of
course fine to paraphrase quotes, as long as the meaning is not changed. But if you use direct quotes, do not edit the text of the
quotes unless how you edit them does not change the meaning and you have made clear through the use of ellipses (…) and

https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://stats.libretexts.org/@go/page/37542?pdf


4.5.4 https://stats.libretexts.org/@go/page/37542

brackets ([])what kinds of edits have been made. For example, consider this exchange from Matthew Desmond’s (2012:1317)
research on evictions:

The thing was, I wasn’t never gonna let Crystal come and stay with me from the get go. I just told her that to
throw her off. And she wasn’t fittin’ to come stay with me with no money…No. Nope. You might as well
stay in that shelter.

A paraphrase of this exchange might read “She said that she was going to let Crystal stay with her if Crystal did not have any
money.” Paraphrases like that are fine. What is not fine is rewording the statement but treating it like a quote, for instance writing:

The thing was, I was not going to let Crystal come and stay with me from beginning. I just told her that to
throw her off. And it was not proper for her to come stay with me without any money…No. Nope. You
might as well stay in that shelter.

But as you can see, the change in language and style removes some of the distinct meaning of the original quote. Instead, writers
should leave as much of the original language as possible. If some text in the middle of the quote needs to be removed, as in this
example, ellipses are used to show that this has occurred. And if a word needs to be added to clarify, it is placed in square brackets
to show that it was not part of the original quote.

Data can also be presented through the use of data displays like tables, charts, graphs, diagrams, and infographics created for
publication or presentation, as well as through the use of visual material collected during the research process. Note that if visuals
are used, the author must have the legal right to use them. Photographs or diagrams created by the author themselves—or by
research participants who have signed consent forms for their work to be used, are fine. But photographs, and sometimes even
excerpts from archival documents, may be owned by others from whom researchers must get permission in order to use them.

A large percentage of qualitative research does not include any data displays or visualizations. Therefore, researchers should
carefully consider whether the use of data displays will help the reader understand the data. One of the most common types of data
displays used by qualitative researchers are simple tables. These might include tables summarizing key data about cases included in
the study; tables laying out the characteristics of different taxonomic elements or types developed as part of the analysis; tables
counting the incidence of various elements; and 2×2 tables (two columns and two rows) illuminating a theory. Basic network or
process diagrams are also commonly included. If data displays are used, it is essential that researchers include context and analysis
alongside data displays rather than letting them stand by themselves, and it is preferable to continue to present excerpts and
examples from the data rather than just relying on summaries in the tables.

If you will be using graphs, infographics, or other data visualizations, it is important that you attend to making them useful and
accurate (Bergin 2018). Think about the viewer or user as your audience and ensure the data visualizations will be comprehensible.
You may need to include more detail or labels than you might think. Ensure that data visualizations are laid out and labeled clearly
and that you make visual choices that enhance viewers’ ability to understand the points you intend to communicate using the visual
in question. Finally, given the ease with which it is possible to design visuals that are deceptive or misleading, it is essential to
make ethical and responsible choices in the construction of visualization so that viewers will interpret them in accurate ways.

The Genre of Research Writing
As discussed above, the style and format in which results are presented depends on the audience they are intended for. These
differences in styles and format are part of the genre of writing. Genre is a term referring to the rules of a specific form of creative
or productive work. Thus, the academic journal article—and student papers based on this form—is one genre. A report or policy
paper is another. The discussion below will focus on the academic journal article, but note that reports and policy papers follow
somewhat different formats. They might begin with an executive summary of one or a few pages, include minimal background,
focus on key findings, and conclude with policy implications, shifting methods and details about the data to an appendix. But both
academic journal articles and policy papers share some things in common, for instance the necessity for clear writing, a well-
organized structure, and the use of headings.

So what factors make up the genre of the academic journal article in sociology? While there is some flexibility, particularly for
ethnographic work, academic journal articles tend to follow a fairly standard format. They begin with a “title page” that includes
the article title (often witty and involving scholarly inside jokes, but more importantly clearly describing the content of the article);
the authors’ names and institutional affiliations, an abstract, and sometimes keywords designed to help others find the article in
databases. An abstract is a short summary of the article that appears both at the very beginning of the article and in search
databases. Abstracts are designed to aid readers by giving them the opportunity to learn enough about an article that they can
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determine whether it is worth their time to read the complete text. They are written about the article, and thus not in the first person,
and clearly summarize the research question, methodological approach, main findings, and often the implications of the research.

After the abstract comes an “introduction” of a page or two that details the research question, why it matters, and what approach the
paper will take. This is followed by a literature review of about a quarter to a third the length of the entire paper. The literature
review is often divided, with headings, into topical subsections, and is designed to provide a clear, thorough overview of the prior
research literature on which a paper has built—including prior literature the new paper contradicts. At the end of the literature
review it should be made clear what researchers know about the research topic and question, what they do not know, and what this
new paper aims to do to address what is not known.

The next major section of the paper is the section that describes research design, data collection, and data analysis, often referred to
as “research methods” or “methodology.” This section is an essential part of any written or oral presentation of your research. Here,
you tell your readers or listeners “how you collected and interpreted your data” (Taylor, Bogdan, and DeVault 2016:215). Taylor,
Bogdan, and DeVault suggest that the discussion of your research methods include the following:

The particular approach to data collection used in the study;
Any theoretical perspective(s) that shaped your data collection and analytical approach;
When the study occurred, over how long, and where (concealing identifiable details as needed);
A description of the setting and participants, including sampling and selection criteria (if an interview-based study, the number
of participants should be clearly stated);
The researcher’s perspective in carrying out the study, including relevant elements of their identity and standpoint, as well as
their role (if any) in research settings; and
The approach to analyzing the data.

After the methods section comes a section, variously titled but often called “data,” that takes readers through the analysis. This
section is where the thick description narrative; the quotes, broken up by theme or topic, with their interpretation; the discussions of
case studies; most data displays (other than perhaps those outlining a theoretical model or summarizing descriptive data about
cases); and other similar material appears. The idea of the data section is to give readers the ability to see the data for themselves
and to understand how this data supports the ultimate conclusions. Note that all tables and figures included in formal publications
should be titled and numbered.

At the end of the paper come one or two summary sections, often called “discussion” and/or “conclusion.” If there is a separate
discussion section, it will focus on exploring the overall themes and findings of the paper. The conclusion clearly and succinctly
summarizes the findings and conclusions of the paper, the limitations of the research and analysis, any suggestions for future
research building on the paper or addressing these limitations, and implications, be they for scholarship and theory or policy and
practice.

After the end of the textual material in the paper comes the bibliography, typically called “works cited” or “references.” The
references should appear in a consistent citation style—in sociology, we often use the American Sociological Association format
(American Sociological Association 2019), but other formats may be used depending on where the piece will eventually be
published. Care should be taken to ensure that in-text citations also reflect the chosen citation style. In some papers, there may be
an appendix containing supplemental information such as a list of interview questions or an additional data visualization.

Note that when researchers give presentations to scholarly audiences, the presentations typically follow a format similar to that of
scholarly papers, though given time limitations they are compressed. Abstracts and works cited are often not part of the
presentation, though in-text citations are still used. The literature review presented will be shortened to only focus on the most
important aspects of the prior literature, and only key examples from the discussion of data will be included. For long or complex
papers, sometimes only one of several findings is the focus of the presentation. Of course, presentations for other audiences may be
constructed differently, with greater attention to interesting elements of the data and findings as well as implications and less to the
literature review and methods.

Concluding Your Work
After you have written a complete draft of the paper, be sure you take the time to revise and edit your work. There are several
important strategies for revision. First, put your work away for a little while. Even waiting a day to revise is better than nothing, but
it is best, if possible, to take much more time away from the text. This helps you forget what your writing looks like and makes it
easier to find errors, mistakes, and omissions. Second, show your work to others. Ask them to read your work and critique it,
pointing out places where the argument is weak, where you may have overlooked alternative explanations, where the writing could
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be improved, and what else you need to work on. Finally, read your work out loud to yourself (or, if you really need an audience,
try reading to some stuffed animals). Reading out loud helps you catch wrong words, tricky sentences, and many other issues. But
as important as revision is, try to avoid perfectionism in writing (Warren and Karner 2015). Writing can always be improved, no
matter how much time you spend on it. Those improvements, however, have diminishing returns, and at some point the writing
process needs to conclude so the writing can be shared with the world.

Of course, the main goal of writing up the results of a research project is to share with others. Thus, researchers should be
considering how they intend to disseminate their results. What conferences might be appropriate? Where can the paper be
submitted? Note that if you are an undergraduate student, there are a wide variety of journals that accept and publish research
conducted by undergraduates. Some publish across disciplines, while others are specific to disciplines. Other work, such as reports,
may be best disseminated by publication online on relevant organizational websites.

After a project is completed, be sure to take some time to organize your research materials and archive them for longer-term
storage. Some Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocols require that original data, such as interview recordings, transcripts, and
field notes, be preserved for a specific number of years in a protected (locked for paper or password-protected for digital) form and
then destroyed, so be sure that your plans adhere to the IRB requirements. Be sure you keep any materials that might be relevant
for future related research or for answering questions people may ask later about your project.

And then what? Well, then it is time to move on to your next research project. Research is a long-term endeavor, not a one-time-
only activity. We build our skills and our expertise as we continue to pursue research. So keep at it.

1. Find a short article that uses qualitative methods. The sociological magazine Contexts is a good place to find such pieces.
Write an abstract of the article.

2. Choose a sociological journal article on a topic you are interested in that uses some form of qualitative methods and is at
least 20 pages long. Rewrite the article as a five-page research summary accessible to non-scholarly audiences.

3. Choose a concept or idea you have learned in this course and write an explanation of it using the Up-Goer Five Text Editor
(https://www.splasho.com/upgoer5/), a website that restricts your writing to the 1,000 most common English words. What
was this experience like? What did it teach you about communicating with people who have a more limited English-
language vocabulary—and what did it teach you about the utility of having access to complex academic language?

4. Select five or more sociological journal articles that all use the same basic type of qualitative methods (interviewing,
ethnography, documents, or visual sociology). Using what you have learned about coding, code the methods sections of
each article, and use your coding to figure out what is common in how such articles discuss their research design, data
collection, and analysis methods.

5. Return to an exercise you completed earlier in this course and revise your work. What did you change? How did revising
impact the final product?

6. Find a quote from the transcript of an interview, a social media post, or elsewhere that has not yet been interpreted or
explained. Write a paragraph that includes the quote along with an explanation of its sociological meaning or significance.

This page titled 4.5: Presenting the Results of Qualitative Analysis is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed,
and/or curated by Mikaila Mariel Lemonik Arthur via source content that was edited to the style and standards of the LibreTexts platform.
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