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Chapter Overview 
 
Careful design and rigour are crucial to the dependability of any research. Research that is well 
conceived results in research that is well executed and in findings that stand up to scrutiny. 
Thoughtful planning and the use of procedures to ensure that studies are rigorous should 
therefore be central concerns for qualitative researchers. The questions we ask, the cases and 
participants we involve in our studies, and the ways in which we ensure the rigour of our work 
need to be considered; these are hallmarks of any dependable research. 
 
Introduction 
 
In this chapter, we focus on some matters of design and rigour that qualitative researchers need 
to consider throughout the life of a study to ensure that the work satisfies its aims and critical 
audiences. We outline various principles of qualitative research design as well as some specific 
means by which rigour can be achieved in our work. 

The chapter is organized into three main sections. First, we examine what influences us as 
researchers and consider the effects we have on the conduct of research. This discussion makes a 
link between the interpretive communities in which we work and the sorts of issues that are 
raised when we begin a study. Second, we elaborate on several steps that map how to select 
suitable examples and participants for study. In qualitative research, important considerations 
include the number of people we interview, communities we observe or with whom we 
participate, or texts we read. Nevertheless, this consideration is secondary to the appropriateness 
of what or whom we involve in our research and subordinate also to how we conduct that 
research. Third, we outline some of the ways in which it is possible to ensure rigour in 
qualitative research to produce work that is dependable.  

Careful research design is an important part of ensuring rigour in qualitative research, because 
of it helps us make and understand complex connections (Roller and Lavrakas 2015). While 
scholarship and commentaries about research methods and design often imply that research 
studies should be conducted in a specific way, no single correct approach to research design can 
be prescribed (Gould 1988; Mason 2004). For certain kinds of work, the order and arrangement 
of stages may be different, stages can overlap, other stages might well be included, and the 
combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques in mixed method and multimethod 
research is now commonplace (Anguera et al. 2018). Nevertheless, by the end of the chapter we 
will have moved through several stages of qualitative research design and summarized this 
process in three diagrams. We believe that you will find this movement through stages helpful in 
approaching your own qualitative research work. 
 
 



93 
 

Asking research questions 
 
Each of us needs to acknowledge that our fellow geographers and other colleagues are already 
involved in our studies (Box 6.1). None of us ever formulates research questions or undertakes 
research in a vacuum. We are all members of interpretive communities that involve established 
disciplines with relatively defined and stable areas of interest, theory, and research methods and 
techniques (Butler 1997; Fish 1980). Increasingly, too, we are members of interdisciplinary 
research communities that cross over discipline boundaries in ways that enable collective 
consideration of ‘wicked problems’ that are difficult to solve because of their complexity. More 
and more, those communities comprise and seek to engage non-academic others—industry 
partners, community members, and more-than-human agents (Bastian 2017, Nind 2017).  

Such collaborative engagements are often deeply rewarding, and that compensates for the 
challenges they pose, not least among them having to learn each other’s distinct vocabularies, 
methods, values, and conceptual frameworks. These disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
interpretive communities influence our choices of topic and our approaches to the conduct of our 
studies; this is because of what Livingstone (2005, 395) describes as ‘the inescapably collective 
character of interpretation . . . [which, to] the extent that interpretive communities occupy 
material or metaphorical spaces, they fall within the arc of the cultural geography of reading’. To 
such observations, we would add other geographical actions and analyses. We also fold our own 
values and beliefs into research, and they can influence both what we study and how we interpret 
our studies and findings (see Jacobs 1999; Flowerdew and Martin 2005; and Chapter 19 of this 
volume for more detail). 
 

Box 6.1. For this material see here 
Considerations in research design, stage 1: asking research questions* 
*The division between qualitative and quantitative research in this diagram and in Box 4.2 is simply an aid to 
simplify presentation. It does not signify that the two approaches are mutually exclusive.  
 

From asking research questions to conducting research 
 
Research aims affect research design. For example, asking ‘how many skateboarders frequent a 
specific public place compared with other types of users?’ will involve a research design 
different from one that aims to answer the question ‘why do skateboarders use this place, and 
how do they interact with other types of users?’ The first question focuses on quantification and 
statistical analysis, and the second is more concerned with the qualitative investigation of 
skateboarders’ behaviours and practices, and with questions about how such behaviours and 
practices inform various socio-spatial relations—with other skaters, peers, members of the 
public, private security guards, police and municipal officers, and so on (see, for example, 
Stratford 2015, 2016b). 

In considering the conduct of research, we also need to ask what to do with the information 
collected and knowledge gained. Answering these questions will influence the kind of research 
we focus on, and the ways in which we write and share our findings. Before making such a 
decision, we need to be aware of some of the differences between quantitative (extensive) and 
qualitative (intensive) research. As Sayer (2010) has suggested, each method helps us to answer 
different research questions, employs different research methods, has different limitations, and 
ensures rigour differently.  

 

https://bit.ly/3vpluMs
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Extensive research is characterized by identifying regularities, patterns, and distinguishing 
features of a population, often by reference to a sample that has been selected using a random 
procedure to maximize the possibility of generalizing to a larger population from which it is 
drawn (Clifford et al. 2016). Extensive methods are designed to establish statistical relations of 
similarity and difference among members of a population, but they can lack explanatory power. 
We may be able to determine that ‘N’ number of respondents in a sample think ‘P’ in relation to 
an issue. So, it would be possible to establish that 86 per cent of a randomly sampled group of 
daily users of an inner-city public park are in favour of the infrastructure in that park being 
redesigned to allow skateboarding to be done safely so that multiple uses of the park could 
include young people’s pursuits.  

On such understanding, Wood and Williamson (1996) distributed a standardized questionnaire 
to a random sample of the users of Franklin Square, an inner-city square in the city of Hobart, 
Tasmania in Australia that had been partly claimed through day-to-day use by skateboarders. The 
data from their study were aggregated, and statements were made about the degree to which 
these data were likely to reflect the opinions of all the square’s users about the presence of 
skateboarders. This extensive approach produced useful information suggesting the existence of 
common characteristics and patterns; for instance, skateboarders used certain parts of the square, 
while other users avoided them.  

Yet such findings did not account for the shifting quality of various people’s different 
experiences of Franklin Square and of each other, or the reasons behind their opinions. So how 
are we to determine why respondents held the opinions they did? Such determination is often 
best advanced by means of intensive research, which requires that we ask how processes work 
or opinions are held, or actions are taken in a specific case (Clifford et al. 2016; Platt 1988; see 
also Chapter 9. This kind of open-ended questioning will often illuminate the reasons for 
something—the how and why components. In short, intensive research is a powerful tool when 
we need to establish what actors do, when we need to understand why they act as they do, and 
when we need to establish what produces change in actors and the contexts in which they are 
located. 

Also selecting Franklin Square as a case by which to examine multiple-use conflict in public 
places, Stratford (1998; 2002) and Stratford and Harwood (2001) used intensive methods such as 
in-depth interviews and observation to understand various responses to skateboarding in the 
square and around Tasmania more generally. Indeed, qualitative research methods and intensive 
modes of investigation characterize most studies of, for example, multiple-use ‘conflict’ in inner 
cities because researchers and policy makers see pressing need to understand the motivations, 
values, and positions of all those implicated in the occupation and use of spaces and places. This 
relationship of research to policy is reflected in, for example, changes in the early 2000s to 
Australia’s traffic rules to legalize skateboarding on certain roads and footpaths (see Australian 
Transport and Infrastructure Council 2018; also, Stratford 2016a). 

By implication, in various disciplinary and interdisciplinary collaborations wherever such need 
exists, extensive and intensive methods of work are likely to be highly relevant in varied 
combinations. Clearly, both approaches have merit and are often used together in mixed method 
and multimethod combinations.  

However, we are pointed in the direction of intensive research if we are mainly interested in 
working through the elements of structure and process that arise from analyzing responses rather 
than in generating data that make statistical analysis possible. In opting for a qualitative research 
design, we are influenced by the theories we are concerned with, by studies undertaken by other 
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researchers in our interpretive communities that we have found interesting, and by the research 
questions we wish to ask—all of which are interrelated. 

 
Selecting cases and participants 
 
Uwe Flick (2018) reminds us that research comes from ideas and experiences, and these are 
often then transformed into burning questions. We might encounter death and become interested 
in how people prepare for it or deal with bereavement, he writes, or we might be motivated by 
societal problems such as homelessness on the basis that it negatively affects people’s lifecourse 
and prospects. We might then work at the meta-level on theoretical discussions about such 
matters, or we might engage in empirical studies. Either way, our focus on a topic can be 
described as a focus on a case—but this differs from a case study, explored in more detail in 
Chapter 7. Sometimes we find a case or example of a larger problem, and sometimes a case or 
example finds us. In both instances, selection of both case and participants combines purpose and 
serendipity (Box 6.2).  
 

Box 6.2 For this material see here 
Considerations in Research Design, Stage 2: Selecting Cases and Participants 

 
Selecting cases 
 
In using the term cases, we are referring to are examples of general processes or structures that 
can be theorized. Researchers should be able to ask, ‘that categorical question of any study: 
“What is this case a case of?”’ (Flyvbjerg 1998, 8; see also Flyvbjerg 2006). In the example cited 
above, Franklin Square was a case or example of multiple-use conflict in a public place, but it 
embraces a number of general social and spatial processes involving, for instance, the privilege 
of consumerism, the ways in which citizenship has come to ‘attach’ to acts of consumption, and 
the relations of government to capital (Stratford 2015).  

On the one hand, we may read about multiple-use conflict in public places in other cities and 
want to see whether explanations advanced in those studies have merit in—or inform our 
understanding of—situations with which we are familiar. In such instances, the general or 
theoretical interest ‘drives’ the research, and we must narrow the field, selecting examples and 
participants for research.  

On the other hand, a local government parks manager might draw attention to conflict among 
various groups in one site in the city and be directed by city councilors to commission an 
investigation into the options available to manage the conflict. In this situation, the case has 
‘found’ the researcher—and theories about multiple-use conflict in public spaces are 
subsequently woven into it. It is worth noting that if, for example, the community development 
manager rather than the parks manager had contacted researchers about the same issue, the 
researchers might well have been presented with a different brief that would in some ways make 
for a ‘different’ case. Broadly, the former may initially require more emphasis on spatial 
planning; the latter more emphasis on social planning; ultimately, both are likely to be crucial. 

One’s choice of example both affects and is affected by the environs in which one then 
works—and this is especially the case in field-based disciplines such as geography (although we 
have a broad understanding of the field as including the archive, library, the body, and so on). In 
our example of skateboarders’ use of public places, ambiguous sites—such as shopping malls, 

https://bit.ly/3vpluMs
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which are generally privately owned but publicly accessible—add a layer of complexity to 
investigations and often require researchers to secure a range of permissions to gain access to 
property, customers, and employees. Working with youth or other vulnerable people—
irrespective of site choices—also requires additional vigilance in terms of ethical considerations 
(see Ch. 2). 

One final issue needs to be considered in case selection. On the one hand, we might choose to 
work with so-called typical cases on the grounds that they will provide useful insights into 
processes evident in other contexts. Alternatively, we might deliberately seek out disconfirming 
cases. Such cases might include individuals or observations that challenge a researcher’s 
interpretations or do not confirm ways in which others portray an issue. For example, we may 
have studied media reports suggesting that there is unmitigated conflict between youths and the 
elderly in a public square. However, interviews with elderly pensioners might lead us to 
understand that some aged people regularly frequent the square when youths are present because 
they enjoy the company of young people. Indeed, The Guardian reports that in south London 
young members of Parkour Dance are working with people over sixty years of age teaching them 
the principles of parkour (Jenkins 2013), which is a highly disciplined and extremely physically 
demanding mode of movement (Chow 2010; Mould 2009), and one that reveals much about 
qualitative and playful engagements with human geography (see, for example, Woodyer 2012).  

Such disconfirming cases can be important in the research process, making us think through 
the way that different institutions and the practices they use (such as the media and their 
tendency to sensationalize events) create stereotypes. Such cases also require us to ask how 
various actors are represented (and for what reasons) and how they represent themselves. 

 
Selecting participants 
 
Participants are intrinsic to the cases or examples we select, and their identities, values, agency, 
and practices can be widely divergent. In Franklin Square, the conflict involved the park itself, 
its heritage values and current uses as well as skateboarders, the elderly, members of the business 
community, the city council, law enforcement agencies, the international media, health profes-
sions, and academics; such an array is not uncommon in other contexts where skateboarding has 
been or remains controversial (Carr 2010; Dumas and Laforest 2009; Kidder 2012; Stratford 
2014). In some theoretical dispositions, participants can also include non-human elements, or 
actants, whose effects on the case are profound (Callon 1986; Murdoch 2006; Brunner 2011).  

Exploratory and/or background work (for example, reading, observation, viewing 
documentaries, conducting preliminary interviews) will often give researchers the capacity to 
begin to comprehend the perspectives of participants with whom we think we want to interact. 
Understanding their perspectives in complex cultural situations usually requires some form of in-
depth interviewing (see Chapter 9 for details) or observational method (see Chapter 8 for details) 
that, though time-consuming, often result in a deep and detailed appreciation of the complicated 
issues involved (Geertz 1973; Herod 1993). 

Generally speaking, the more focused our research interest becomes and the more 
comprehensive our background information and understanding, the more confident we are about 
who we wish to involve in our research and why. Nevertheless, this confidence needs to be 
underpinned by a rigorous process of justification. As Mason (2004, 129) points out, 
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Your answers to questions about which people to sample should therefore be driven 
by an interpretive logic which questions and evaluates different ways of classifying 
people in the light of the particular concerns of your study. Underlying all of this must 
be a concern to identify who it is that has, does or is the experiences, perspectives, 
behaviours, practices, identities, personalities, and so on, that your research questions 
will require you to investigate. 

 
In this respect, it is conceivable that conducting in-depth interviews with a small number of the 
knowledgeable informants will provide significant insights into a research issue. The choice of 
technique may be dictated by logistics and financial and human resources, or by the needs of 
participants, among other factors. That choice has expanded significantly as a result of web-
based technologies. Stratford, one of the authors of this chapter has, for example, undertaken 
extended and multiple-return interviews using email conversations and Skype as well as 
telephone and face-to-face modes of engagement, and has supervised several projects using such 
methods (for example, Fallon 2006). Participants were able to choose the time at which they 
responded, and several commented that they valued having that choice. A number also suggested 
that the email ‘interview’ allowed them to consider their answers, including the use of emoticons, 
bolded or underlined words and forms of punctuation for emphasis. This method also provided 
instant transcription, but the researchers were not privy to important information such as non-
verbal cues and intonations that attend ‘normal’ interviews.  
 
Participant selection 
 
Michael Patton’s (2015) work on purposive sampling is among the more useful summaries of 
the topic available to researchers. Patton refers to various forms of purposive sampling, including 
the following seven commonly employed strategies. Extreme or deviant case sampling is 
designed to help researchers learn from highly unusual cases of the issue of interest, such as 
outstanding successes or notable failures, top-of-the-class students or dropouts, exotic events, or 
crises. Typical case sampling illustrates or highlights what is considered ‘typical’, ‘normal’, or 
‘average’. Maximum variation sampling documents unique or diverse variations that have 
emerged through adaptation to different conditions and identifies important common patterns 
that cut across variations (Williams and Round 2007). Snowball (or chain) sampling identifies 
cases of interest reported by people who know other people involved in similar cases (Kirby and 
Hay 1997; Stratford 2008). Criterion sampling involves selecting all cases that meet some 
criterion, such as involvement in natural resource management governance in Australia 
(Lockwood et al. 2007). Opportunistic sampling requires that the researcher be flexible and 
follow new leads during fieldwork, taking advantage of the unexpected (Clough et al. 2004). 
Convenience sampling involves selecting cases or participants on the basis of access (for 
example, interviewing passers-by on the street). While this final strategy saves time, money, and 
effort, it often produces the lowest level of dependability and can yield information-poor cases. 
Much purposive sampling combines a number of these strategies. 
 
How many participants? 
 
In both qualitative and quantitative research, it is usual to study only a subgroup of people or 
phenomena associated with a case. The size of the group is more relevant in quantitative research 
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because representativeness is important. In qualitative research, the ‘emphasis is usually upon an 
analysis of meanings in specific contexts’ (Robinson 1998, 409) and the sample is not intended 
to be representative. 

The following analogy between a case and an island may help to explain the distinction. 
Suppose you are looking at a special kind of aerial photograph of an island, so detailed that you 
can see all its inhabitants. 
 

Clearly, if the population of the island were ten thousand instead of ten, enumeration 
would count for a great deal . . . But this is because of the investigator’s limitations: 
[she or he] cannot really get to know ten thousand people and the various ways in 
which each interacts with others. The use of formalist techniques is a second-best 
approach to this problem because the ideal technique is no longer feasible. Even on 
this big island, the old technique will count for a great deal, but that is not the main 
point. The point is that counting and model building, and statistical estimation are not 
the primary methods of scientific research in dealing with human interaction: they are 
rather crude second-best substitutes for the primary technique, storytelling. [Ward 
1972, 185] 

 
Numbers do tell us things about the island, and if what interests us happens to be the frequency 
and geographic distribution of the island’s population, then we need no more than the 
photograph. If we are interested in a particular ‘story’, such as might revolve around an aspect of 
the cultural geography of the island—for example, multiple-use conflict in public places—then 
we will need more than the photograph to go on, and might start by thinking about how 
circumstances on the island compare with others elsewhere (see, for example, Stratford 2012). 

One way to then conduct our specific investigation will be to talk with the island’s inhabitants. 
We could also engage in participant observation and consult relevant texts such as submissions to 
government, letters to the editor of the island’s newspaper, or television news stories that might 
give us an insight into multiple-use conflict in the island’s public places. As researchers, 
however, we are usually resource-limited, both in terms of funding and time, and we must make 
decisions about what and whom to include and what and whom to exclude from our study. It is 
clear, however, that we still face the issue of how many people to talk with, how many texts to 
read, and so forth. While it may seem disconcertingly imprecise, Patton’s (2015) brutally simple 
advice remains accurate: there are few if any rules in qualitative inquiry related to sample size, 
and it depends on what is needed in the way of knowledge, on the purpose of the research, on its 
significance and for whom, and on logistics and resources. The richness of information, its 
validity and meaning, is more dependent on the abilities of the researcher than on size of sample. 
In the final analysis, then, it is you as the researcher who must be able to justify matters of case 
and participant selection to yourself, your supervisor, your interpretive community, and the 
readers and users of your work. 
 
Ensuring rigour 
 
It is no frivolous matter to interpret, share, and represent others’ experiences. We need to take 
seriously ‘the privilege and responsibility of interpretation’ (Stake 1995, 12). This responsibility 
to informants and colleagues means that it must be possible for our research to be evaluated. It is 
important that others using our research have good reason to believe that it has been conducted 
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dependably (see, for example, Anfara et al. 2002; Barbour 2001; Filep et al. 2018; Rettke et al. 
2018).  

Ensuring rigour in qualitative research (Box 6.3) means establishing the trustworthiness of 
our work (Bailey et al. 1999a, 1999b; Baxter and Eyles 1999a, 1999b; Golafshani 2003; Le Roux 
2017; Morse 2015). Research can be construed as a kind of hermeneutic circle, starting from 
our interpretive community and involving our research participant community and ourselves, 
before returning to our interpretive community for assessment (Flick 2018). This circle is a key 
part of ensuring rigour in qualitative research; our participant and interpretive communities 
check our work for credibility and good practice. In other words, trust in our work is not 
assumed and must be earned, and there are profound and powerful influences on how we all 
make meaning, some of which cannot be fully accounted for in the explicit labours of research 
because they are tacit or unconscious (Peck and Mummery 2018).  

Two steps need to be followed to ensure and defend the rigour of our research for our 
interpretive communities. First, strategies for ensuring trustworthiness need to be formulated in 
the early stages of research design and applied at each stage in the research process (see, for 
example, Forero et al. 2018). These strategies should include appropriate participant checking 
procedures in which our work is opened to the scrutiny of interpretive and participant 
communities (Mason 2004, but see also Bradshaw 2001 on some of the possible perils involved 
in these procedures). Second, we need to document each stage of our research carefully so that 
we can report our work to our interpretive community for checking; ‘we should focus on 
producing analyses that are as open to scrutiny as possible’ (Fielding 1999, 526).  

Rigour must be considered from the outset of our research, underpinning the early stages of 
research design. These procedures were outlined in foundational qualitative research works by 
Denzin (1978) and Baxter and Eyles (1997) as the four major types of triangulation: multiple 
sources, methods, investigators, and theories (see also Janesick 2000). For example, as we move 
through various research stages, we might check: (a) our sources against others (re-search); (b) 
our process and interpretations with our supervisors and colleagues; and (c) our text with our 
research participant community to enhance the credibility of our research. We note that this last 
check can be problematic if that community has considerable power, such as might be the case 
with a multinational corporation if its managers refuse permission for us to publish work related 
to findings derived from the corporation. These forms of checking are related to the practice of 
reflexivity, which is explored in more detail in other sections (Ch. 2, 3, and 4); reflexivity is the 
critical self-review that ethical researchers must engage in and is an essential part of rigorous 
research. 
 

Box 6.3 For this material see here> 
Considerations in research design, stage 3: the hermeneutic research circle and 
checks for rigour  

 
Final comments 
 
We began this chapter by suggesting that consideration of research design and rigour is essential 
to the conduct of dependable qualitative inquiry. We have addressed issues of case selection and 
participant selection and outlined some reasons to be concerned with rigour, as well as some 
means by which rigour might be achieved. 
 

https://bit.ly/3vpluMs


100 
 

Most research is undertaken to be shared with others. We therefore need to ensure that our 
research can stand up to the critical scrutiny of our interpretive and participant communities. The 
work presented in this chapter provides some of the conceptual and practical tools by which this 
outcome of sharing plausible, credible, and dependable work can be achieved.  
 
Review questions 
1. Why is rigour important in qualitative research? Is it an ethical consideration? 
2. What is an ‘interpretive community’? 
3. What is meant by the phrase ‘participant community’? 
4. What are some ways we might check our research to establish its dependability to members of 
our interpretive community? 
 
Review exercises 
 
1. Imagine that you are working as a geographer/planner in a consulting firm. You have been 

approached by a municipal government’s general manager and asked to investigate ways in 
which to provide for the civic needs and aspirations of diverse groups and individuals in an 
inner-city square. The square has heritage values—including a central fountain dedicated to 
one of the city founders; one side of it is part of the central bus interchange; it is adjacent to 
a shopping mall and government and office buildings; and there are large areas of lawn and 
established trees and benches, as well as intersecting paths throughout the park. Among 
your first tasks is to determine whether you will use a quantitative, qualitative, or mixed 
methods approach. Working with your colleagues, draw up a comprehensive table in the 
form of a SWOT [strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats] analysis to consider 
the advantages and disadvantages of each approach. Does a clear decision emerge? What 
do you learn by doing this exercise? How would you then use your research to 
communicate with policymakers and demonstrate the work’s veracity? 

2. Imagine that you and your colleagues in the consulting firm mentioned in exercise 1 
decided that you would adopt a mixed-method approach to your investigation for the 
municipal government. Before you begin any primary data collection, you have decided to 
develop a checklist of other types of information you will need in order to ensure rigour. 
Working together, tabulate the other forms of information you would seek to draw upon 
and justify why you think those forms of information will assist triangulation. How would 
you explain to the people commissioning your work that the approach is rigorous? 

 
 
Key Terms 
case 
convenience sampling 
criterion sampling 
deviant case sampling 
disconfirming case 
extensive research  
hermeneutic circle 
intensive research 
interpretive community 
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maximum variation sampling 
opportunistic sampling 
participant 
participant community 
purposive sampling 
research design 
rigour  
sampling 
snowball sampling 
transferability 
triangulation  
trustworthiness 
typical case sampling 
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