Qualitative Family Research:
Enduring Themes and
Contemporary Variations

Jane F. Gilgun

Contemporary qualitative family research stands
on traditions that extend to the beginnings of
social science research in the nineteenth century.
Many themes have endured until today, molded
and shaped by historical forces ascendant in
each successive era. The purposes of this chapter
are to show the intellectual heritage on which
contemporary qualitative family research stands
and to examine today’s research through a frame-
work based upon enduring themes. In this framework,
my focus is on methodologies and methods, or
the principles on which research is based (meth-
odologies) and the approaches researchers use to
carry out these principles (methods). Through
these efforts, I hope to showcase an intellectual
heritage and demonstrate continuities and
changes over time.

Contemporary qualitative family researchers
build upon distinguished traditions. An example
of an enduring theme is immersion, where
researchers spend extended time with families in
order to develop in-depth understandings of
meanings, interactions, and contexts over time.
Another enduring theme is whether and how
qualitative family researchers take critical perspec-
tives and contribute to social change. Critical
perspectives include the examination of power
relations in families and society along the lines of
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gender, age, ethnicity, race, and social class and
how social forces and social structures shape
governmental policies, cultural practices and
beliefs, and individual, family, group, and institu-
tional behaviors. Discussions of methods and
methodologies also are enduring themes.

I begin with an overview of the history of
qualitative family research. This section shows
that today’s research builds upon a rich heritage
that extends to the origins of social science
research. This heritage is a source of enduring
principles, methodologies, and methods, as well
as a rich vocabulary that qualitative family
researchers can use as they explain their work to
others. From this overview, I construct an analytic
framework that I use to examine contemporary
qualitative family research. I show how this heri-
tage has endured, as well as how it has changed
over time. I end with a discussion of the implica-
tions of the analysis for the future of qualitative
family research.

Some History of the Influence
of the Chicago School of Sociology

The roots of social research in general and
research on families in particular are deep and
wide, extending to the origins of social research
in the mid-nineteenth century and spanning three
continents (Gilgun, 1999, 2012). From its onset,
this research focused on poor and working class
families, studied families within their social
contexts, presented detailed pictures of families
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in their multiple contexts, and used multiple
methods. This research also was emancipatory,
meaning that its purpose was to bring about social
reform and improve lives. Some researchers
became advocates, while others believed that
their results would mobilize public opinion and
bring about changes they believed to be just
and caring.

Researchers sought deep understanding and
multiple, subjective points of view that captured
the meanings individuals gave to their experi-
ences. They believed that researchers have first-
hand experience of the daily lives of informants,
a principle related to immersion. Some research-
ers, such as Jane Addams, Edith Abbott, and
Sophinisba Breckenridge of Hull House in
Chicago, made their homes in the communities
where they did their research, advocacy, and
social intervention projects.

To develop these meanings and to place them
in their social contexts, researchers took
open-ended approaches that allowed for the
development of the broad and detailed informa-
tion that they sought. Various combinations of
case studies of neighborhoods, towns, cities, indi-
viduals, and families; as well as surveys; docu-
ment analysis including examination of archival
data; and life histories of individuals were typi-
cal methods.

When writing up results, researchers did
multi-layered descriptions followed by analysis,
with wide variations on the breadth and depth of
the analysis. Descriptions usually combined
statistical tables and narratives. Typically, the
narratives had an immediacy that drew audiences
in. The analysis covered researchers’ interpretations
of the meanings of individual lives within social
contexts of interest and the implications of these
meanings for social reform in terms of policies,
practices, and theories. They paid attention to
processes and patterns, clear that human experi-
ence varies across individuals, groups, situations,
and time.

Some researchers developed theory after
detailed examinations of particular data. The
theory they developed attempted to account for
variations in human experience (cf., Thomas &
Znaniecki, 1918-1920/1927). Although they
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sought the ideal of universal laws, few believed
that their findings were universally applicable.
Instead, results and theories had to be adapted to
particular situations. Researchers realized
results and theories might not fit new situations
at all. They believed that each new situation has
the potential to lead to the modification of exist-
ing theory.

Examples of early qualitative research include
the work of LePlay (1855), a French metallurgist
and social scientist who did research on families
and their economic status in several European
countries in the second quarter of the nineteenth
century. Other illustrations include the research
of Booth (1889, 1903) and Rowntree (1901/1902)
in England as well as the work of Jane Addams
(1895) and her colleagues in the city of Chicago
whose work extended from the end of the nineteenth
century into the first two decades of the twentieth
Deegan, (1990), finally, much of the research at
the University of Chicago during the first third of
the twentieth century and often later in the century,
too (Bulmer, 1984; Gilgun, 1999). Examples of
other early studies were the Pittsburgh survey
(Kellogg, 1914b) and the Unemployment Study
of 1928 (Calkins, 1930; National Federation of
Settlements, 1931).

The earliest of this research was not discipline
specific because academic disciplines as we know
them today did not exist. Later into the twentieth
century, members of various disciplines such as
philosophy, sociology, social work, social psy-
chology, education, and anthropology undertook
research on families. This was the case in the for-
mation of the Chicago School of Sociology, a
term that is a misnomer because its origins are
multi-disciplinary.

Methods of social research during much of
this history were rarely written down in special-
ized textbooks. Individuals learned research
methods through doing research with more
experienced individuals and through reading
published studies. Two methods texts of the era
were Palmer’s (1928) Field Studies in Sociology:
A Students’ Manual and Beatrice and Sidney
Webb’s (1932) Methods of Social Study. Palmer’s
text pulled together the research methods that
Robert Park and Ernest Burgess taught graduate
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students at the University of Chicago and that
were the principles she followed as she super-
vised the dissertation research of Chicago Ph.D.
students (Bulmer, 1984). The Webbs developed
their text out of their work with Booth in
London and research they conducted subse-
quently. The philosophies of science that guided
the research were, in general, pragmatism, early
symbolic interactionism, and phenomenological
approaches that led to the principle of immersion
and the significance of the subjective experi-
ences of research participants and researchers
and the meanings that they attributed to their
experiences.

The master’s and doctoral theses that the
University of Chicago published as part of the
Sociological Series were widely read examples
of how Chicago students did their research. These
publications included Anderson’s (1925) The Hobo.
Anderson, because of poverty, lived among
homeless men, and it was there he gathered his
data (Faris, 1967). He had first-hand experience.
His work is a classic example of researcher
immersion. Frazier (1932, 1939) based his studies
of Negro families in Chicago (1932) and the
United States (1939) on the methods Thomas and
Znaniecki (1918-1920/1927) used in The Polish
Peasant in Europe and America. Frazier’s studies
used personal documents such as written life
histories, agency case records, interviews, and
demographic data. In the editor’s preface, Burgess
(1932) called this work “the most valuable con-
tribution to the literature on the family” (p. ix)
since the publication more than 20 years earlier
of The Polish Peasant.

In conducting their studies, these early
researchers met regularly to discuss the material
they had gathered and to make sense of it. In this
way, they did group interpretations of what they
heard, observed, and gleaned from documents.
They valued multiple points of view that resulted
in findings that showed multiple patterns and
interpretations. They routinely used several
different methods: interviews, participant obser-
vations, document analysis, surveys, and social
mapping. In addition, group analysis had the
effect of socializing beginning researchers into
research processes often without, as mentioned

earlier, the guidance of textbooks and articles.
Teaching, therefore, took place primarily in field
settings and not in classrooms.

For decades, beginning around the 1930s,
quantitative research, often single method
research such as surveys and experiments that
placed little emphasis on contexts, meanings,
theory development, and researcher reflexivity,
dominated social sciences in general and family
research in particular. Yet, the tradition of multi-
method, context-sensitive,emancipatoryresearch,
brought to life through the subjective accounts of
research informants and researcher immersion in
the field, continued, showing up mainly in now
classic studies such as Warner and Lunt’s (1941)
The Social Life of a Modern Community, Bott’s
Family and Social Network (1957/1971),
Rainwater, Coleman, and Handel’s (1959),
Working Man’s Wife, Rainwater’s (1970) Behind
Ghetto Walls, Komarovsky’s The Unemployed
Man and His Family (1940) and Blue Collar
Marriage (1962), Stack’s (1974) All Our Kin,
among others. The work of Strauss and col-
leagues (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser, 1978,
1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin,
1998; Strauss, 1987) did a great deal to keep
traditions of qualitative research alive, although
they de-emphasized phenomenological and
descriptive aspects of the research traditions on
which they built. They focused on theory-building,
mixed in with instructions about generic quali-
tative research. Pockets of qualitative researchers
continued the tradition, most being graduates
of the University of Chicago or researchers
who emulated their research methods and
methodologies.

With the advent of postmodernism, starting
perhaps in the 1980s or so, themes prominent in
early research gained attention and have a larger
place in contemporary research than in the recent
past (Gilgun, 1999). Many more institutions of
higher learning provide training in qualitative
methods. Some funders, such as the federal
government, at times prefer research that they
and others call mixed methods, which is a combi-
nation of surveys or experiments with qualitative
interviewing and sometimes qualitative case
studies. For the most part, today’s funders do not
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seek a variety of types of qualitative research, but
prefer research that follows the principles associ-
ated with the research that become prominent in
the 1930s. Preference was given to such quantita-
tive issues as reliability and validity, rather than
ideas associated with qualitative traditions, such
as researcher immersion, the authenticity of
representations given to the informants’ experi-
ences, and clear connections between concepts
and empirical data on which concepts are based
(Gilgun, 2002).

Much of today’s qualitative research can be
linked to the origins of social science research.
Before examining contemporary work, 1 will
discuss in some detail the heritage of qualitative
research on families. Notably, the term qualita-
tive entered the research lexicon up to 70 years
after researchers began to conduct interviews, do
participant observation, and examine documents
of various types. Strauss (1991) who was a grad-
uate student in sociology at the University of
Chicago between 1939 and 1944, said

there was a well-entrenched tradition of doing

what is now called qualitative research. It’s wasn’t

called by this name then, and there was no self-

consciousness about quantitative versus qualitative
studies (p. 1).

The name researchers used was fieldwork, a
term associated with anthropology, which is a
testament to the interdisciplinary nature of early
research. Early researchers borrowed methods and
ideas from any discipline that offered approaches
they viewed as relevant to their purposes. Strauss
also attested to the interdisciplinarity and multi-
ple methods approaches characteristic of research
done at the University of Chicago.

Chicago theses and monographs might use one or

both, or one or the other methods. They also used a

variety of data sources: interviews, field observa-

tions, archival materials, diaries, government reports
and statistics. This department also had close
relations with anthropology, and I took a minor in
social anthropology. The data for my doctoral

thesis were part questionnaire and part in-depth
interview (p. 1).

Strauss studied at the University of Chicago in
the 1950s. His words attest to the continuity of the

traditions of the first third of the twentieth century
into the middle of the century and beyond.
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Today, many qualitative family researchers
conduct their work without knowing the intellec-
tual history of their disciplines. For the most part,
these researchers learn by doing, often because
there are few and sometimes no courses of study
and instruction under knowledgeable mentors.
They may work alone, without the support and
challenge of colleagues with similar disciplinary
and methodological interests. They often struggle
to find the words and concepts to explain what
they are doing. This slows them down in terms of
writing articles for publication, finding funding
for research, and building teams of researchers
who can put together proposals to governmental
agencies that will sponsor research projects.

Working under these conditions, today’s
researchers feel challenged—and uneasy. Their
experience of the work itself keeps them going.
They know what they are doing is important.
Their research has meaning to them, to informants,
and to segments of the larger society. A schooling
in the intellectual history of qualitative family
research may provide a sense of continuity and a
stronger sense of researcher identity as well as
legitimate the foundations of qualitative research
for those who are unaware of them.

Emancipatory Research

Ideals and values of social justice as well as
concern for the distress they saw in poor families
and unemployed parents led many early research-
ers to engage in work that later became known as
qualitative research. As mentioned earlier, some
rejected their class privilege and lived among the
poor, gaining first-hand experience of what it
means to live under conditions of poverty and
exclusion from the advantages of membership in
privileged social classes. The ideals of democ-
racy, such as the principle of human equality,
were uppermost in the minds of many of these
researchers.

Concern for human suffering drove LePlay
(1855), which is illustrated in an autobiographi-
cal chapter published in the first volume of the
second edition of Les ouvrierseuropeen. LePlay
(1879) explained that his ideas for research
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sprang from personal experience that led to the
development of his guiding ideas, primary among
which was the relief of human suffering. He
described that economic depressions, social
upheavals, and revolutions that characterized
France in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
had a great effect on his life work, which
involved conducting research on working
European families.

Booth (1889, 1903), too, did his research with
the purpose being to foster social reform. He
took frankly moral perspectives, labeling social
conditions in London “evil.” The following illus-
trates his viewpoints: “In considering this subject
[housing] I shall first enumerate the evils and try
to allocate responsibility, and then indicate the
efforts that are being made to improve matters,
and their results” (p. 158). A wealthy manufac-
turer and steamship company owner, Booth’s
ideals of fairness and social justice appeared to
have driven him. For example, in a letter about
landlords who charge high rents for farmland
and housing, he said the practice is “robbery”
and “plunder” that “cutthroats” brought about.
The cutthroats then “combined together to create
laws to perpetuate their plunder.” He concluded,
“rent for land is wrong” (Charles Booth Archive
Library of the London School of Economics and
Political Science, Ms797/11/24/1 49).

The origins of Booth’s moral stance is likely
his Unitarian beliefs, among them adherence to
the ideals of democracy and opposition to social
injustice. He believed that industrialists like
himself were the heirs of religious persons who
took on tasks of social reform (Charles Booth
Archive Library of the London School of
Economics and Political Science, Ms797/
11/24/1 49). Like LePlay (1879) and other
reform-minded researchers, Booth took up
lodging in the poor communities that he wanted
to understand.

Researchers who emulated Booth’s work also
took emancipatory stances. Stating in his conclud-
ing chapter that he had been searching for facts
and not remedies, Rowntree (1901/1902) none-
theless made an impassioned statement about the
“need for a greater concentration of thought by
the nation upon the well-being of its own people”

(p. 305). His concluding paragraph was a
comment on social philosophy:
The dark shadow of the Malthusian philosophy has
passed away, and no view of the ultimate scheme
of things would now be accepted under which mul-
titudes of men and women are doomed by inevita-
ble law to a struggle for existence so severe as

necessarily to cripple or destroy the higher parts of
their nature (p. 305).

The research of Addams and her colleagues
at Hull House in Chicago—Edith Abbott,
Sophinisba Breckenridge, and Florence Kelley —
were influenced by Booth’s studies of the London
poor through their connections with Toynbee
Hall in London, which was a settlement house
and the setting of major reform efforts. Booth and
his research team were in regular contact with
residents and advocates at Toynbee Hall. Hull
House was modeled after the values of Toynbee
Hall. Booth’s religion-based approaches were
compatible with the values of the women of Hull
House. Jane Addams, for instance, grew up in a
family with strong values related to care and
social economic justice, and she based her life’s
work on these values.

Like those who came before, the Hull House
group sought facts and scientific evidence that in
the words of Deegan (1990) “could persuade all
fair-minded people...to formulate the ‘right way’
for action” (p. 39). They lived in the neighbor-
hoods where they did their research, constructed
their social programs and lobbied for changes in
social policies. Hull House, therefore, as Deegan
documented, “became a center for empirical
analysis, study, and debate” (p. 39), as well as
social reform, similar to the work done at Tonybee
Hall. Addams and her colleagues applied demo-
cratic principles to empower the disenfranchised
and to change unequal structural arrangements in
the United States.

Some of the founding members of the Chicago
School of Sociology had emancipatory purposes,
but they rejected social reform efforts that
involved advocacy for change. Instead, they
believed that if the research they produced was
compelling enough, they could influence public
opinion so that change would come about
(Bulmer, 1984). Under the guidance of faculty
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members such as Robert Park and Ernest Burgess,
students at the University of Chicago produced
works that directly addressed the social issues
of the day, such as Johnson’s (1922) study of
Chicago race riots and E. Franklin Frasier’s
studies of Negro families in Chicago (1932) and
the United States (1939).

Other researchers of the time did value-driven
research to bring about social reform. Kellogg
(1914a) wrote of the Pittsburgh Survey that its
purpose was to gather information on underlying
needs in Pittsburgh to form a “basis for local
action” and “for civic advance in other American
cities” (p.497). The purpose of the Unemployment
Study of 1928 (Calkins, 1930; National Federation
of Settlements, 1931) was to put a human face on
the issue and to mobilize legislative and business
support for unemployment insurance. These
studies are examples of early research that was
done for the purposes of emancipation, or social
transformation to make things better for individu-
als, families, and children.

Multiple Methods and Multiple
Viewpoints

These researchers used a multi-methods approach
that included social surveys, in-depth interviews,
participant observation, document analysis includ-
ing agency case records, analysis of demographic
data, and social mapping to depict locations of inter-
est, such as churches, pubs, and housing. Participant
observation was a typical method, which allows
researchers to grasp the social ecologies of the per-
sons who were the subjects of the studies. Usual in
these studies were descriptions of the physical envi-
ronments and the range of viewpoints on the issues
of interest. The subjective experiences of informants
were sought. For example, Booth (1903) described a
participant observation: his researchers took “long
walks in all parts of London day after day with
picked police officers who were permitted to assist
us during the revision of our maps” (p. 61).
Interviewing went hand-in-hand with observation.
Booth said he sought “diversities of opinion affected
by the point of view of the observer, as well as by
the class observed.” He, therefore, presented his
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findings as “a patchwork of quotations...drawn
from the clergy, ministers of religion, and mission-
aries, from schoolmasters and others” (p. 60).

Choosing an “extensive” method over an
“intensive” method, Rowntree (1901/1902) sought
to create a detailed portrait of poverty. He decided
against research based on the analysis of statistics
and instead sought to follow Booth’s methods and
to create a “picture” of life in a community, which
is in Rowntree’s research was York, an English
town in Yorkshire in the north of England. He and
his team of researchers did observations and inter-
views with the wage-earning population of York
and with clergy and others familiar with working
people. They also used government documents
and statistics. They compiled massive amounts of
data organized into tables, wrote case studies, and
constructed a complex picture of working class
life which often were lives of poverty.

The purpose of the Pittsburgh survey, too, was
to present a portrait of working class life in a city
using a range of methods and viewpoints.
Methods included observations, interviews, pho-
tographs, and use of written documents. Kellogg
(1914b) described an effort to engage multiple
viewpoints in the Pittsburgh Survey. He wrote:

Our field work was done in railroad yards and mill

towns, sweatshops, and great manufacturing plants;

in courts, hospitals, and settlements. The investiga-

tors talked with priests and labor leaders, superin-

tendents, claim agents and labor bosses, landlords,
housewives, butchers and bakers—the workers

themselves and those who live close to them (quote
taken from Zimbalist, 1977, p. 144).

Following Booth, mapping became a mainstay
of Addams’ research at Hull House (Hull-House
Maps and Papers, 1895) and the research of the
Chicago School of Sociology (Deegan, 1990).
Multiple methods that sought a range of views on
social problems and highlighted both lived expe-
rience and social environments were typical of
this research.

Subjectivity and Meanings

Recognition of the importance of engaging
researchers’ subjectivity and purposefully engaging
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audiences are prevalent in early work. Building
upon Kant’s subjectivist, relativist, and perspec-
tivalist thinking, Dilthey (1976) developed the
notion of erlebnis, translated as “lived experi-
ence,” which he saw as the subject of scientific
investigations. For Dilthey, human experience —
composed of such intangibles as hopes, emotions,
and thoughts—was subject to empirical investi-
gations. He believed that experiences and interac-
tions of individuals compose human social and
cultural life that can be understood only in context.
Dilthey emphasized a rigorous empirical basis
for research (Palmer, 1969; Polkinghorne, 1983).

The ideas of Kant and Dilthey also centered
research efforts on verstehen, or understanding,
an understanding situated in social, cultural, and
historical contexts. Bulmer (1984) speculated
that Thomas and Znaniecki’s (1918-1920/1927)
emphases on life histories and personal meanings
in their studies of Polish immigrants to the United
States had a “theoretical origin” related to Dilthey,
whom he quoted: “Autobiography is the highest
and most instructive form in which the under-
standing of life comes before us” (p. 53, citing
Hodges, 1994, p. 29). These ideas led to an often-
quoted statement of Thomas and Thomas (1929)
who said, “If men [sic] define situations as real,
they are real in their consequences” (p. 572). This
is a foundational principle of much of Chicago
research and symbolic interactionism, with its
emphasis on process, interactions, social context,
meanings, and interpretations.

Consistent with nineteenth century German
philosophy within a human sciences tradition,
Park and Burgess (1921) encouraged the devel-
opment of findings that incorporated the experi-
ence of researchers and the points of view of
informants, leading their students toward under-
standing and not toward axiomatic explanatory
frameworks. In their textbook, The Science of
Sociology, they stated that they wanted the text to
“appeal to the experience of the student” (p. v),
and they advised students to use “their own expe-
rience” in recording their observations and in the
reading they did for their research (p. vi).

Park, in particular, was articulate about the
centrality of understanding “the meaning of other
people’s lives” (quoted by Bulmer, 1984, p. 93).

This is done, not solely through intellectual
processes, but through imaginative participation
in the lives of others. According to Matthews
(1977), Park frequently quoted William James:
“the most real thing is a thing that is most keenly
felt rather than the thing that is most clearly
conceived” (p. 33).

Park applied these ideas to his work with
students. Consistent with his view of the impor-
tance of researchers’ experiences, he had a place
in his methodological approaches for imagina-
tion. For example, Faris (1967) reported that Park
advised Pauline Young to “think and feel” like
the residents of Russian Town, the subject of her
dissertation (Young, 1932). At the same time,
both Burgess and Park emphasized the science
and objectivity of the styles of research they were
shaping. For many today, emphasizing personal
experience and meanings of other persons’ lives
while considering them part and parcel of an
objective science appears to be contradictory. Yet
for Park and his colleagues, subjective accounts
are proper subjects of scientific research.
Researchers become objective insofar as they do
not distort findings to serve a reformist agenda.
For Park, the disinterested researcher who
assembled subjective findings without distortion
was displaying objectivity and doing science.

Waller (1934), like Park, saw a role for imagi-
nation in scientific methods and processes, and
he compared processes of science to artistic
processes:

The application of insight as the touchstone of

method enables us to evaluate properly the role of

imagination in scientific method. The scientific
process is akin to the artistic process; it is a process

of selecting out those elements of experience which

fit together and recombining them in the mind.

Much of this kind of research is simply ceaseless

mulling over, and even the physical scientist has
considerable need of an armchair (p. 290).

For Waller, armchair theorizing was a form of
reflection on experience in order to make sense of
it. Today, many people would call this kind of
thinking creativity.

These ideas are consistent with Cooley’s
(1930) when he observed that “our knowledge of
human beings is internally as well as externally
derived” (p. 294), and he called “imagining what
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it would be like to be somebody else” a form of
“the scientific method” (p. 295). This, of course,
is akin to what Blumer (1954/1986) called taking
“each other’s roles” (p. 9) and is an elaboration of
Park’s views. Sympathetic understanding as part
of the scientific method is difficult to reconcile
with the idea of scientific detachment, except
when researchers allow others to challenge their
understandings and discuss their own.

Reflection upon field experiences not only is a
hallmark of early social research, but it is a pre-
cursor to today’s emphasis on reflexivity, which
is a complex idea centered around researchers’
contributions to interpretations of research mate-
rial. Reflexivity includes how researchers’ social
locations influence research processes, research
participants, and interpretations of data. Dollard
(1937), who received his Ph.D. from the
University of Chicago in 1930, gave a first-person
account in his Caste and Class in a Southern
Town that demonstrates reflexivity in research as
an issue generations ago. Dollard described the
awkwardness of being white in a southern town
whose mores forbade treating “Negroes” as
equals. Fearing that other white persons were
watching as he talked to “Negroes” on his front
porch, when he knew in the south at the time their
“proper” place was at the back door, he wrote:

My Negro friend brought still another Negro up on

the porch to meet me. Should we shake hands?

Would he be insulted if I did not, or would he

accept the situation? 1 kept my hands in pockets

and did not do it, a device that was often useful in
resolving such a situation (p. 7).

This description is a poignant verbal picture of
a pivotal moment in Dollard’s fieldwork. It shows
racist practices of the time.

This excerpt from Dollard illustrates a
methodological point important to Small (1916),
founder of the sociology department at the
University of Chicago and the academic who
recruited the faculty members who developed the
styles of research under discussion in this chap-
ter. Small, in an essay on the first 50 years of
sociological research in the United States, empha-
sized the importance of going beyond “technical
treatises” and providing first-person “frank judg-
ments” that can help future generations interpret
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sociology. Without such contexts, “the historical
significance of treatises will be misunderstood”
(p- 722). Throughout his essay, Small used the
first-person and provided his views—or frank
judgments—on the events he narrated.

Dollard undoubtedly built on Small’s ideas that
others, such as Thomas, Znaniecki, Park, and
Burgess, also espoused. In a footnote, Dollard
(1937), commented on his use of “I,” which he
said he used reluctantly, but did so because “it will
show the researcher as separate from his data...
and it will give the reader a more vivid sense of the
research experience” (p. 2). Contemporary meth-
odological discussions of the role of reflexivity in
research echo these principles. (See Riach, 2009,
for a recent discussion that brings in contemporary
thought such as the ideas of Bourdieu, who shares
human science traditions with early social research-
ers, especially the Chicago School.) Reflexivity in
its multiple aspects is a way of approaching “objec-
tivity” that may be elided when researchers hold
simplistic ideas about objectivity.

Concern about bias, an issue then and now,
also appeared in Dollard’s writing. He wrote a
chapter on his own biases regarding his study,
including a detailed analysis of how an informant,
who was a well-known white southern writer,
angered him but ultimately helped him become
aware of his biases toward white southerners.

Other early sociologists have been concerned
with bias as well. Waller (1934), for instance,
pointed out that prior concepts can help research-
ers see things they might not have seen but can
also blind them to what else could be operating.
Webb and Webb (1932) developed procedures for
dealing with researchers’ bias, including writing
down all of one’s ideas, preconceptions, and
favorite theories prior to designing the research.
They assured researchers that if they put aside
even their favorite questions and hypotheses,
they would find that the processes of direct
involvement in the field may result in new
insights, answers to significant questions, and to
testing and modification of hypotheses.

These procedures are in use today. For instance,
setting aside one’s one views and biases, to the extent
possible, is a well-established methodological
principle in many different types of qualitative
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research. In addition, stating researchers’ social
location and even personal experiences as they
relate to research is another well-established prin-
ciple. Harding (1991), among many others, argued
that situating researchers as part of research pro-
cesses creates a “stronger” and more objective
science. Rather than presenting the research
through an anonymous narrator whose standpoint
is not known, researchers tell much more about
their findings when the context the researcher pro-
vides is included in research reports, echoing
Small’s (1916) point made many years ago.

In addition to attributing significance to
researchers’ subjectivities, many of these early
researchers sought to engage the emotions of
their audiences by presenting the subjective expe-
riences of informants. LePlay, however, did not
do so, taking a more detached perspective on his
findings. Other early researchers, such as Booth,
quoted above, brought lived experience to the
forefront. Rowntree (1901/1902) did as well. He
quoted many of his informants, including a
woman who said, “If there’s anythink [sic] extra
to buy, such as a pair of boots for one of the chil-
dren, me and the children goes without dinner....”
(p- 55). The subjective accounts were meant to
influence public opinion and social policy. As
Kellogg (1914a, 1914b) wrote of his studies of
Pittsburgh, PA, USA where he presented his
material in a variety of formats including photo-
graphs, diagrams, personal narratives, and charts

‘We wanted to make the town real —to itself; not in
goody-goody preachment of what it ought to be;
not in sensational discoloration; not merely in a
formidable array of rigid facts. There was the cen-
sus at one pole, and yellow journalism at the other;
and we were on the high seas between with the
chartings of such dauntless explorers as Jacob Riis
and Lincoln Steffens before us.

This is why we tried to tell our findings through
the eye as well as through the written word. This is
why we collected industrial biographies as well as
wage schedules; why we got the group picture of
child life in a glass town, as well as analyzed the
provisions of labor legislation and compulsory
education laws; why we were concerned with the
margins of leisure, and culture, and home life
which are possible when a man works on a twelve-
hour shift, as well as the free surplus which high
wages may leave over a high cost of living (cited
by Zimbalist, 1977, p. 158).

The Unemployment Study of 1928 (Calkins,
1930; National Federation of Settlements, 1931)
was modeled after earlier research, being
emancipatory in intent and using case studies
that drew on both interviews and observations.
Settlement workers from 20 states and the District
of Columbia collected 300 case studies of fami-
lies where an able-bodied male breadwinner was
unable to find employment. According to
Morrissey (1996) the planners of the study sought
to document a social problem and “to put a human
face on the statistical data commonly used to
describe labor force participation” (p. 3).

Helen Hall, a prime mover in the study, recog-
nized the role of emotions in emancipatory
research. She wrote

No one who reads any number of the case-records

can feel happy in his mind that we should leave

it to people so disadvantaged to combat, single-

handed, the industrial changes and dislocations

which tear at the structure of their homes (Hall,
1931, p. 1, cited by Morrissey, 1996).

The reports of the study made ample use of
case material that engaged audiences in the expe-
rience of informants and that also, in the words of
Morrissey (1996) challenged “those who claimed
work was plentiful for those who wanted” it
(Morrissey, 1996 p. 22). The words of an infor-
mant, Mr. Hendel of Pittsburgh, show the dilem-
mas experienced by families where the main
breadwinner was not employed:

I figgered with a thirteen-year work record behind
me there’d be no trouble in me getting’ a job in a
big city like Pittsburgh....I remember one night
when I’d been out of work a whole month and the
rent was four months due, one of my friends told
me he heard they was hiring men over to Spang-
Chalfants —six miles away. I didn’t even have the
price of a car-check and I'd borrowed all I had the
nerve to—and more—from my relatives. So I got
up the next morning before five o’clock and walked
all the way over there across the river without any
breakfast—only to be told at the mill that they
hadn’t taken on a man in three months. I pretty
near jumped off the bridge on my way home that
day. If it hadn’t been for the wife and kid, I guess I
would have (Calkins, 1930, pp. 68—69).

Emphasis on lived experience, multiple meth-
ods, immersion, and social reform, then, were the
hallmarks of early social welfare research.
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Open-Ended Approaches

Emphasis on understanding informants in their
environments led to quasi-inductive rather than
deductive approaches. By quasi-induction, I
mean that researchers began their research with
questions and hypotheses that brought focus to
the inquiries, but they continually generated new
questions and hypotheses as they learned more
about the phenomena of interest. In addition, they
analyzed and classified their data during and after
data collection. They also did group analysis of
data, where two or more researchers read and
studied fieldnotes, results of interviews, demo-
graphics, data collected by municipalities and
townships, social maps, and social policies,
among many other sources of data, all of which
continue to be used by researchers today. Through
extensive study and discussion, they generated
categories, concepts, and theories that helped
them to organize findings and to make sense of
them. For example, Rowntree (1901/1902) used
these methods, although he did not label his
approach as induction. He began his research
with questions he developed, classified a great
many facts, and finished his research with
additional questions constructed from immer-
sion in the field.

LePlay (1879) articulate a rationale for a kind
of inductive approach that is based on detailed
observation and in-depth analysis. He wrote, “In
scientific matters, only direct observation of facts
can lead to rigorous conclusions and to their
acceptance” (LePlay, 1879, Vol. 6, translated by
Silver, 1982, p. 179). A metallurgist and engineer
by training, LePlay spent 6 months of every year
for 25 years on paid leave from his professorship
at the Ecole des Mines in Paris to study European
working families. LePlay wrote that this “method
is as old as the human species and practiced by
eminent men [sic] long before Descartes, Bacon,
and Aristotle, recommended it to philosophers”
(LePlay, 1866, p. 3).

LePlay did in-depth studies of families in
many countries before he came to any conclusions.
With the assistance of 100 interviewers, his
research involved 300 case studies of families,
which he called monographs. He and other
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researchers lived with families for up to a month
at a time. They also interviewed family members
and a range of public officials familiar with
family members.

For LePlay, observations must be verified
repeatedly. Though he had completed almost 20
years of research, he returned to the field for
several additional years to test and revise his
findings before he published them in Les ouvrier-
seuropeens (Silver, 1982). Using observation,
classification, and quasi-inductive approaches,
he sought “the principles of social science”
(Zimmerman & Frampton, 1935, p. 567); in other
words, theory.

Webb and Webb (1932) described a similar
attention to detail and continual rechecking of
findings in Booth’s London work. Through inter-
views and “individual personal observations,”
Booth and other researchers amassed data on
London society that they categorized into eight
social classes. In their own research on the work-
ings of local governments, the Webbs described
years of research where the disparate pieces of
data they had gathered made little sense. Finally,
through close observation of the “facts,” there
eventually “emerged a series of types, to one of
the other of which all additional instances seemed
to approximate” (p. 59). They described and rec-
ommended processes of quasi-induction. They
advised researchers to begin their studies with as
many hypotheses as they can generate, and then
to be prepared to revise them, discard them, and
to develop new ones based on the evidence.

Today, researchers would say that these early
researchers were “naive realists” or “naive empir-
icists” who believed that findings emerge from
facts, seemingly independent of researchers’ own
perspectives. Replacing this older viewpoint is
constructivism, where researchers believe that
understanding of social phenomena are con-
structions, based upon researchers’ perspectives.
Ironically, however, constructivist researchers
use the same methods earlier researchers used to
analyze “social facts.” The only difference is they
explicitly state their results are constructions, but
they also state, as did the earlier researchers, that
others may interpret findings in different ways,
arguably an implicit kind of constructivism.
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Some Methodological Issues
and Dilemmas

Many early researchers were eloquent about
methodological dilemmas and issues that are
widely discussed today (Gilgun, 2007). Mowrer,
Anderson, and Dollard provide examples. Mowrer
was interested in the relationships between obser-
vations and theory, a theme he addressed repeat-
edly. In The Family, Mowrer (1932) observed

But facts are not born full bloom to be plucked by
anyone. In every perceptive experience there is an
infinite number of observations which might be
made but which are not. What the individual sees
is determined in part, at least, by what he [sic] is
trained to observe.... Abstraction thus takes the form
of replacing of the actual experiences of the indi-
vidual by symbols which serve as carriers of what
he [sic] considers to be the essential elements of his
[sic] experience. Events and objects are grouped by
observed regularities or similarities in them. In this
third step in scientific method there is always a cer-
tain amount of arbitrariness in the selection of what
is considered essential, growing out of the training
and experience of the researcher (pp. 281-286).

These early formulations of issues related to
interpretation, induction, and deduction have been
themes in symbolic interactionism and the social
sciences in general for generations (Becker, 1988;
Blumer, 1939/1969; Hammersley, 1989; Wolcott,
1994). Mowrer (1932) prepared the way for
Blumer’s (1954/1986) notion of sensitizing con-
cepts, which are ideas that help researchers notice
what they might not otherwise have noticed and
Glaser’s (1978) thinking on theoretical sensitivity,
that is based upon understandings that researchers
have familiarity with a range of theories that may
or may not help them to understand and interpret
their data. The roles of theory in data analysis and
interpretation are enduring issues.

Chicago-trained sociologists made other
cogent methodological points. Concerns about
methods training and the place of previous
research and theory in the conduct of fieldwork
plagued Anderson (1925) who presented himself
as knowing nothing about method. He kept away
from other graduate students because of his felt
ignorance. Even after his master’s thesis became
the first of many in The University of Chicago
Press’s Sociological Series, he characterized

himself as a poor researcher, and tongue-in-cheek
perhaps, noted that “the book contained not a
single sociological concept” (p. 403). His book is
full of concepts, of course, but not highly abstract
concepts and hypotheses; rather, his ideas were
embedded in the meanings of the words in his
text. Anderson appeared to be making fun of
sociologists who may have made a bigger deal
over concepts than Anderson thought was nec-
essary for field research. He took up the more
phenomenological side of Chicago research,
leaving explicit theorizing to others.

Dollard (1937) also had concerns about the
place of concepts and previous research in his
field research. He reported that he did not review
pertinent literature until after he finished his
study. He deemed it “advisable to try for the
advantage which lies in naiveté and a freshened
perception of the local scene,” rather than risk
“repeating the well-documented findings of
others” (p. 31). In addition, he preferred “to give
the reader as deep a sense of participation as
may be in what I have heard, seen, and sensed”
(pp- 31-32), a theme I discussed earlier and one
characteristic of Chicago sociology. Unlike
Anderson, then, he found research and theory
useful, but only after he completed his research,
and, like Waller, he was concerned that his open-
ness to data might be affected by knowledge of
the literature. How and when to involve previous
research and theory in qualitative studies are of
interest in contemporary discussions of qualita-
tive research in general and qualitative family
research in particular.

Relationships Between Theory
and Empirical Data

As the previous discussion shows, concerns about
the empirical bases of theory have been part of
social research from the beginning. Thomas and
Znaniecki (1918-1920/1927) and Znaniecki
(1934) discussed these issues in depth. They
believed that the foundation of social theory is
empirical data and that theory must be linked to
empirical data, not a new idea, as the discus-
sion of LePlay’s (1879) thought has shown.
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They criticized both abstract theory that did not
have these discernable links and theorists who
sought an “all-embracing synthesis,” but never
tested the “truth” of their theories (Znaniecki,
1934, p. 27). Their commitment to the notion of
variation and standpoints —they used that word —
rules out grand synthesizing that assumes there is
a single point of view on any human phenome-
non. They also expressed wariness of research
that appeared to have pasted a bit of theory after
the fact on endeavors that were empirical, mean-
ing they have no explicit links to theory. The
writing of Strauss and colleagues (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008; Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1997, 1998;
Strauss, 1987) contain many of these themes.
Znaniecki’s (1934) thinking about theory-
building is particularly relevant to today’s discus-
sions of theory construction. He argued that
sociology “‘can be nothing but a strictly inductive
science, meaning that its foundation is ‘empirical
data.” He reserved a major place for deduction as
well: ‘no science can live without deduction,” and
he stated that ‘the method of phenomenological
analysis’ is also part of sociology” (p. 218). He
recognized the interplay between induction and
deduction. He noted that knowledge development
is characterized by a “ceaseless pulsation” that
involves “movement from concrete reality to
abstract concepts and from abstract concepts back
to concrete reality” (p. 25). He had no name that
I know of for this over-arching set of processes.
Znaniecki (1934), like Mowrer (1932) and
Park, also gave a role to intuition. He said,
“scientific induction in its best form may be said
to combine deduction and intuition into a higher
dynamic unity” (pp. 220-221). He appears not to
take a stand on whether induction follows deduc-
tion or that deduction comes first. Znaniecki may
have discussed what he meant by intuition but I
could not find it. By intuition, he could have
meant hunches, insights, and what researchers
learn from their education and from their profes-
sional and personal experiences, as well as the
influences of personal and professional values.
Sometimes what individuals know is so deeply
embedded that some forms of knowledge become
intuitive. This kind of intuition may be informed
and educated, modifiable through experience.
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Intuition is a piece of how I and many other
people do research, just as intuition is part of
what makes any professional practice possible
(cf., Schon, 1983).

Znaniecki (1934) also advocated for the inclu-
sion of variations and patterns in theory, and the
creation of theories that are bold, simple, and
comprehensive and that classify, organize, and
systematize “a large mass of reliable empirical
knowledge” (p. 257). To arrive at classifications,
sociologists abstract “essential” features from
data and then organize them into categories.

Znaniecki (1934) did not address what guides
researchers in the processes of abstraction.
Logically, to be able to abstract concepts from
“concrete instances” requires some sort of prior
conceptualization, which suggests that induction
is not “pure,” but requires prior knowledge.
Perhaps this is the role that Znaniecki gave
both to deduction and to intuition.

Znaniecki (1934) had a name for research
based on induction, deduction, and intuition. The
name is analytic induction. He wrote that the
challenge in analytic induction is to find general
principles that will guide the analysis and help
identify the central features of cases. Centrality is
not dependent upon how often it appears. Out of
comparisons and general principles, researchers
formulate hypotheses. Znaniecki saw contradictory
evidence as reason to develop competing hypoth-
eses and to continue the analysis out of which
“emerges new hypotheses and new problems”
(p. 282). Later methodologists have names for
two of these processes: constant comparison
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) which was foreshad-
owed by Bott’s use of the term in her research on
social networks and negative case analysis
(Cressey, 1953, among others). Negative case
analysis is a deliberative seeking out of cases that
will lead to modifications of the emerging theory.
I will discuss these issues in more detail later.

Znaniecki (1934) also believed that, in the
doing of science, hypotheses, or “relative truths,”
must be substituted for “absolute truths” (p. 221).
This last statement is yet another iteration of the
principle that theoretical formulations are not
absolute but open to modifications.

Chicago researchers, both early and later
researchers, gave a name to procedures that pay
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attention to and seek “contradictory instances.”
This is negative case analysis, which, as stated
earlier, involves the search for data that add
additional dimensions or even contradict
researchers’ emerging understandings (Becker,
1953; Becker, Geer, Hughes, & Strauss, 1961;
Cressey, 1953; Gilgun, 1995, 2005; Palmer,
1928; Znaniecki, 1934). Palmer’s (1928) dis-
cussions of negative cases have authority
because she supervised much of the dissertation
research students undertook at the University of
Chicago in the 1920s. She also worked closely
with Park and Burgess who gave overall direc-
tion to the research of the early Chicago School
(Bulmer, 1984).

According to Palmer, once researchers com-
plete a case, the findings must be compared with
another case. The next case might turn out to be
similar to the case or cases already analyzed, but
it also could be a “negative case,” which she said
is valuable because it “usually results in a more
accurate definition of a concept or a statement of
some scientific law” (p. 22). The term scientific
law had a different meaning than it does now,
especially within the Chicago School. Scientific
laws are roughly equivalent to what we would
call theory today, and the theory, as discussed
previously, was the kind that is always provi-
sional, subject to revision when evidence sug-
gests a basis for revision.

Many of the ideas that Palmer discussed are
present in other writings of the time and are foun-
dational to grounded theory, a form of analysis
that has roots in early Chicago research. Strauss
and colleagues (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Glaser,
1992, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss &
Corbin, 1998; Strauss, 1987), who are the origi-
nators of grounded theory, for example, emphasize
comparisons within and across cases in language
that is similar to Palmer’s and others who wrote
at that time.

Summary

As in the past, today’s researchers enlarge their
perspectives through immersion in the field, seek
informants’ subjective experiences, see a major
role for researchers’ subjective experiences, use
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multiple methods, do group analysis of data, and
do research for the purpose of understanding
human experiences. Their products, broadly, are
descriptions of human experience, often catego-
rized by themes and typologies and the devel-
opment of theory. Many want to contribute to
the social good, a type of emancipatory research.
Today’s methods and the principles behind
them (methodologies) are vintage wines in new
bottles.

Many contemporary qualitative researchers
do their work without knowing the richness of
their own heritage. The roots of qualitative
family research go deep, to the origins of social
science research. This review of the early history
of qualitative family research helps to establish
for qualitative family researchers that they have
a rich heritage on which to base their work. This
heritage is a solid foundation and provides not
only enduring principle and methods, but also a
rich vocabulary that we can use as we explain
our work to others.

The Change

Tronically, the openness of early researchers to
multiple methods and perspectives appears to
have been a factor in the decline of the styles of
research they conducted. Seeking to be ever more
pluralistic in their approaches to research,
Chicago faculty voted unanimously to invite
William Ogburn, a leading quantitative sociolo-
gist, to join the faculty (Bulmer, 1984). In the late
1920s, there was a flurry of controversy within
the faculty that pitted statistics against case study
methods, but within a few years, after many
colloquia, journal articles, and long discussions,
Chicago professors and students came to view
the two approaches as complementary (Faris,
1967). Burgess (1927) and Blumer (1928) made
major contributions to this rapprochement. In a
1927 paper on statistics and the case study, for
instance, Burgess wrote that statistics and case
studies are complementary. Statistics provide
correlations and indices, while case studies can
reveal social processes and the meanings persons
attribute to processes and events that will help
“build more adequate statistical indices” (p. 120).
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The tradition of methodological pluralism most
likely created an openness to the new discipline
of statistics, and subsequent Chicago-style
research made ample use of them.

While many faculty maintained methodologi-
cal pluralism, Ogburn apparently did not. He was
a prime figure in moving social science away from
emancipatory, phenomenological research and
toward detached objectivity and quantitative meth-
odologies (Laslett, 1991). According to Laslett,
Ogburn was part of a chorus of distinct new voices
in the social sciences that arose during and after
World War I and that encouraged quantification,
explicit descriptions of methodology, and a dis-
tanced objectivity. This approach to studying soci-
ety discouraged ethical judgments, emancipatory
research, and researcher immersion in settings of
interest. To quote Laslett on Ogburn

Throughout his career, he advocated the position

that sociology had to become more scientific, by

which he meant empirical, objective, and quantita-
tive. For him, to become scientific, sociology
needed to distance itself from the moral and politi-

cal reform interests and activities that had been

characteristic of its earlier history. Social problems

were of interest to the scientific sociologist as a

subject for detached study, not involvement
(p. 512).

Although Ogburn called his approach
“scientific,” there is disagreement over what the
word means. Many researchers, for example,
believe that subjectivity, reflexivity, and values
are part of science. In this view, researchers can
seek to bring about social reform, but they have
to ensure that the research is of the highest
quality and that reform agendas do not distort
research processes and interpretations. In other
words, researchers have to do quality research,
and then they can take up the role of advocates.
In light of the difficulties with the word
“scientific,” I will use the word “empiricist” to
characterize social scientists who advocate for
their version of objectivity, universal laws, and
distance from values and reform.

Ogburn and other social scientists carried out
empiricist principles that emphasized explana-
tion, objectivity, and quantification and paid little
or no attention to principles associated with the
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human sciences. Empiricist approaches include
distanced methods of research such as surveys,
emotional distance from social problems, paying
insufficient attention to interactions between per-
sons and their environments, and emphasis on
quantified theory testing rather than theory devel-
opment. A basic idea in the thinking of some
empiricists is that there is one way to do science —
their way. Within human science traditions,
these perspectives lead to “context-stripping” and
to paring away variegated human experience as
the proper focus of social science.

The well-entrenched Chicago traditions that
viewed science as arising from immersion and
that sought to understand social problems for the
sake of social change went out of fashion in many
sectors of academia. For these academics, no longer
could researchers get “the seat of their pants
dirty” in pursuit of understanding issues of inter-
est from multiple points of view using multiple
methods. Academics seized upon the ideas that
science is explanation and not description of lived
experiences and not theories grounded in human
experiences and that there is one true way to do
research, which, as stated earlier, is their way.
While they appeared to recognize variations
across persons, contexts, and time, their methods
and perspectives did not allow the depth and
breadth that is part of human sciences traditions
and they actively discouraged value-based
research and social reform efforts for the sake of
their versions of objectivity.

Empiricist ideas about science eclipsed other
views for years, to the point where generations of
students had no idea that research could involve
immersion, theory development, descriptions of
human situations, and emotions and experiences
of researchers and of those whom they research.
Almost lost was the idea that research could be
conducted for the purposes of advocacy and
social change. Quantification and distance
from “objects” of study became the definition of
science for most social scientists. The “social”
seemed to have disappeared from the social and
human sciences for the sake of what appears to
have been an unreflective “objectivity” and
definitions of science that not everyone shared.
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The Traditions Carried On

The Chicago style of research carried on and
even spread to other institutions, but it was as if
these researchers were on the outside, raising
their hands, and saying, “Hey, you guys, there’s
another way of doing research. Sometimes it’s
even fun. People like to read our research because
it makes sense to them.”

Many researchers carried on the traditions, of
course, mostly composed of “descendents” of the
early Chicago scholars. For instance, the writings
of Glaser, Strauss, and Corbin (Corbin & Strauss,
2008; Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Strauss, 1987) are replete
with statements about the importance of multiple
methods and about the self-evident nature of
researchers’ subjective engagements with infor-
mants and the meanings of their data. Glaser
(1978) talked about methodological pluralism:

Our perspective is but a piece of a myriad of action

in Sociology, not the only right action.... The divi-

sion of labor in sociology needs all perspectives on

styles of both theoretical and empirical renderings
of research data (p. 3, emphasis in original text).

Glaser (1978) stressed the centrality of the
“social psychology of the analyst” and noted that
“Generating theory is done by a human being
who is at times intimately involved with and other
times quite distant from the data—and who is
surely plagued by other conditions in his [sic]
life” (p. 2). This is a statement on the role of
reflexivity in research. Glaser and Strauss, whose
primary work was medical sociology, assume
that the results of their research would be applied
and used to ameliorate personal and social ills.

Case Studies of Chicago Graduates
in the Middle Years

During the years from the late 1930s to the mid-
1980s, the University of Chicago continued to
have an interdisciplinary faculty and graduate
students who were drawn to Chicago’s traditional
styles of research. A sense of the continuities and
transformations of Chicago traditions is part of
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the life history accounts of Lopata (1992), who
was a student at Chicago from 1945 to 1954, and
Gerald Handel (Gilgun, 1992), who received his
Ph.D. in human development in 1962. Rosalie
Wax, an anthropologist, also shared these tradi-
tions, particularly in her emphasis on shared
meanings, the centrality of interactionism, and
her efforts on behalf of social reform. Elizabeth
Bott, also an anthropologist, built her research
around the development of both theoretical and
descriptive understandings of families and social
networks. Such goals are also linked to the
Chicago School tradition.

Lopata emphasized theoretical issues such as
role theory and sensitizing concepts and appeared
less focused on method, as if the rationale for her
methods were self-evident. This self-evident
quality was undoubtedly true for her and the tra-
ditions in which she learned and practiced
research. From her Chicago sociology profes-
sors, she received the same directives that Park
gave his students decades earlier. An immigrant
from Poland, she wanted to study Polish immi-
grant family life in the United States. She said her
professors

told [me] to go to Polonia—and actually talk with
the people, attend meetings, and even collect ques-
tionnaires? I went (Lopata, 1992, p. 1).

Lopata was open about her “reformist” atti-
tude—that is, her interests in social change,
aroused while she at the University of Chicago.
She had concerns about the response to Nazism
in the midwestern United States.

Speeches given around the midwest about Nazim

and the crucial need for clothing and money for

medicine to send back to Europe met with total

indifference and ignorance. I ended up doing a

master’s thesis on “International Cooperation in

Medicine,” probably to convince myself that coop-
eration is possible in the world (Lopata, 1992, p. 1).

She showed no trace of self-consciousness
about the personal meanings of this and subse-
quent research projects. Lopata had no courses
on research methods, but learned methods of pro-
cedure through course lectures, reading theory
and research reports, and through her field
experience, guided by members of her master’s
and Ph.D. committees.
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Gerald Handel and Creative,
Independent Thinking

When Handel was a student at Chicago, he, too,
had no formal training in research methods, but
was enchanted by the Chicago emphasis on
interpretation. Like Lopata, he found that stu-
dents were expected to be independent scholars
in close contact with informants and the worlds
in which they lived. Handel’s work is embedded
in interactionism and his interest is in the mean-
ings that informants attribute to their situations.
Handel’s publications include the study of whole
families (Handel 1965, 1996; Hess & Handel,
1959), the psychosocial interior of the family
(Handel, 1967; Handel & Whitchurch, 1993),
childhood socialization (Handel, 1988), and case
studies (Handel, 1991). He co-edited a volume
of examples of qualitative family research
(Gilgun, Daly, & Handel, 1992).

Handel studied with Carl Rogers, Bruno
Bettleheim, Lloyd Warner, and Elizabeth Bott in
an exemplary interdisciplinary program in human
development. He regrets not taking Everett
Hughes’ research course in which each student
was assigned a census tract and had to find out
everything possible about that tract: qualitative
and quantitative data, the subcultures, the institu-
tions, demographics. This, of course, is part of the
Chicago methodological tradition of social
mapping. For Handel, the environment at Chicago
was demanding and creative. Students were sur-
rounded by faculty who were at the height of their
careers, creating new insights through interpretive
activities. He was immersed in exciting new ideas
that inspired him in his own research. As he said:

Each of us had to come to our own interpretation of

the material. No one would do it for us. Bettelheim

was developing his own ideas, Carl Rogers was
doing his thing, and Warner was developing his
ideas about American communities. Individuals, as
rooted in society, was a core idea at Chicago.... The
act of interpretation was a central activity.

Interpreting symbols —that’s what Freud did. That’s

what G. H. Mead said was important. Warner’s

course based on his studies of Yankee City was sub-
titled The Symbolic Life of America. He had an
analysis of the symbolic organization of a Memorial

Day parade in Yankee City—what kind of floats
people produced and who was allowed to do what.
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He interpreted the symbolic meaning of the floats.
This was an extraordinary analysis.

Another was on the social organization of the
cemetery —who’s buried where and how. It was
amazing stuff to us. These ideas were very, very
innovative. One way or another, among the work
we studied, the intellectual activity was interpreting
human behavior: Freud, Erikson, G. H. Mead,
Piaget, and Warner (Gilgun, 1992, p. 5).

Handel struggled with the notion that the ideas
being presented in class and through reading
often did not match up with what was called
research. “Here I was reading [and studying with]
those magnificent, insightful thinkers,” Handel
said, “and then there was this other kind of [quan-
titative] literature which was smaller in scale.”
Handel said, “Students who did quantitative work
puzzled me. My question was, “Why were they
doing that?” Excited by ideas and deductive/
inductive processes of working with ideas,
Handel could not connect with the thinking
behind quantitative studies (Gilgun, 1992, p. 5).

Handel did not take courses on qualitative
interviewing, which was his main method of data
collection. “I was not explicitly trained,” he said.
“It’s a mystery how I absorbed it. Somehow I
absorbed it, probably through the notion of whose
ideas were important to me—G. H. Mead, Freud,
M. Mead, Erikson, Piaget” (Gilgun, 1992, p. 5).

Students together in human development,
Hess and Handel cowrote a proposal to the
National Institute of Mental Health, which was
funded. That research was written up as Family
Worlds, based on in-depth qualitative interviews
with each member of 33 families. They also used
the projective Thematic Apperception Test. This
work blended Burgess’s (1926) notion of family
interaction with Chicago’s emphasis on multiple
methods and personal meanings in interpretations
of situations. Through primarily inductive anal-
ysis, they formulated five processes of family
interaction and functioning: patterns of separa-
tion and connectedness; notions of individual and
family images; family themes; family boundar-
ies; and the meanings of age and gender to each
family member. These ideas have been applied in
a wide range of theoretical and applied settings
(Handel, 1996; LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993;
Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993).
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The Work of Rosalie Wax

The writing of Rosalie Wax a Chicago graduate
with a Ph.D. in anthropology, demonstrates how
researchers continued to use methodological
ideas espoused by Park, Thomas, and others of
the Chicago school from earlier in the twentieth
century. Wax continued Chicago’s tradition of
reflecting on methodological issues related to
subjectivity, particularly in her classic fieldwork
text (Wax). Her openness to the processes of
research transformed her. She became an advocate
for the persons on whom she did research.

In her preface, she thanked, among others, the
Chicago sociologist Everett Hughes who had
carried on the earlier traditions. In her presenta-
tion of fieldwork, she incorporated her biography,
which was a tradition in early research. Like
Albion Small and John Dollard, her stated purpose
was pedagogical: to train “future generations of
fieldworkers” (p. x). She also spoke in the first
person, which is in the Chicago tradition, in order
to provide historical contexts that aid in interpre-
tation. She shared her “pre-college life experi-
ences,” such as how she earned a living during
the Depression, how she managed her life as a
junior college student, and how she learned about
cultural variations as a child. These and other
autobiographical details situated Wax within her
text and helped in its interpretation.

Wax was concerned with “shared meanings”
(p. 11), which she saw as preconditions for under-
standing social phenomena, her view of the
purpose of fieldwork. This, of course, is within
the human sciences tradition and fits well with
Chicago traditions. For Wax, researchers attain
understanding through personal experience; that
18, a resocialization into the culture under consid-
eration, a stance Park imparted to his students and
probably based on his training in German philoso-
phy. Wax gave many examples of resocialization
but noted that researchers remain outsiders.

Wax recognized that resocialization may entail
personal transformations, an insight Wax (1971)
attributed to Malinowski. In other words, partici-
pation in research processes can change research-
ers. In some cases, researchers become social
reformists, a theme in the early qualitative family
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research of such persons as LePlay and Booth.
She noted that as a result of their field work, she
and her anthropologist husband Murray “became
moral protagonists of Indian communities” (p. 41).
Moreover, Alfred Lindesmith became an oppo-
nent of harsh narcotic laws after his research on
opium addicts and that many other social
researchers found that fieldwork “undermined”
the “pretence of moral neutrality” (p. 41). She
acknowledged that these transformations met
with approval by some but “antagonized” those
who “defined science as pure” (p. 41), another
reference to an empiricist form of social science
research. Wax built upon themes within the
Chicago tradition, including her commitment to
advocacy as an outcome of research.

Elizabeth Bott and Theorizing

The work of English anthropologist Bott
(1957/1971) on couples’ social networks was
within the Chicago tradition, and, as mentioned
earlier, she later became a faculty member at
Chicago. While Wax emphasized descriptions of
shared meanings, Bott’s focus was on theory
development. In her work, she illustrated the inter-
play between induction and deduction in the
conduct of qualitative family research. Her work
anticipates many of today’s research methods, par-
ticularly grounded theory (see, Corbin & Strauss,
2008; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin,
1998). Terming her research exploratory, Bott did
not begin her study with “well-formed hypothe-
ses” but had the general goal of “psychological
understanding of some ordinary urban families”
(Bott, 1957/1971, p. 8). She said she and her team
“succumbed to the confusion” of open-ended
research “in the hope that constant careful com-
parisons would eventually lead to a formulation of
specific problems” (p. 9). Bott not only anticipated
the methods of grounded theory, but she even used
the term constant comparison, a term Glaser and
Strauss later used. She also followed procedures
that were part of Chicago traditions.

Having no hypotheses does not mean that the
research was a atheoretical and unguided by
concepts. Bott’s theoretical framework was
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Lewin’s field theory (1935, 1936), which holds
that behavior is a function of person and environ-
ment. This, of course, is a variation of ecological
theory and consistent with the interactionist
perspectives that characterized the Chicago
School of Sociology from its inception. Lewin’s
concepts undoubtedly were sensitizing (Blumer,
1954/1986), helping Bott and her team to identify
and name processes they might never have
noticed otherwise. For Blumer, who received his
Ph.D. from Chicago in 1928, sensitizing concepts
give researchers “a general sense of reference
and guidance in approaching empirical instances”
(p- 148). In other words, sensitizing concepts ori-
ent researchers to the analysis and interpretation
of data, ideas that Mowrer (1932) discussed many
years earlier and that was routine for most research-
ers within Chicago traditions (Lopata, 1992).

Doing her research during a time when empir-
icist styles of research were in ascendance, Bott
(1957/1971) made methodological points about
the generalizability of her findings and the nature
of the hypotheses that result from studies such as
hers. Her sample of 20 urban families, Bott noted,
was neither representative nor random. Whether
any facts that such research uncovers were typi-
cal was not her concern. What was of concern
were hypotheses, which she saw as possibly
“generalizable to other families but require further
testing” (p. 10), not only on English families but
on families in other societies. In short, she saw
the kind of research she did as a way of develop-
ing viable, testable theory. She pointed out that
such hypotheses are written in general terms so
as to permit testing. Thomas and Znaniecki
(1918-1920/1927), Lindesmith (1947), Znaniecki
(1934), among others, articulated similar views
on generalizability, the nature of formulated the-
ory, and qualitative methods.

Bott’s results were well received and set off a
series of studies and papers that Bott (1957/1971)
chronicled in a long chapter at the end of the sec-
ond edition of Family and Social Network. Her
work continues to be quoted in contemporary
research on social networks. Empiricist princi-
ples had become so strong that Bott was aware of
how different her research was and conceded that
some may find it difficult to accept.
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When Bott presented her preliminary analyses
to Max Gluckman’s seminar on social anthropol-
ogy at the University of Manchester, England
and asked the seminar participants what to do with
her material, Gluckman and one participant said
simultaneously “Write anovel aboutit” (Gluckman,
1971, p. xiv). Gluckman later admitted he was
wrong and called her work “one of the most illu-
minating analyses ever to emerge from social
anthropology” (p. xiv). Empiricist thinking appears
to have influenced Gluckman’s first impressions
of Bott’s work, but he was open-minded enough to
carefully read what she had written. He was able to
see the depth and breadth of her theorizing and the
importance of what she had found.

Pockets of Chicago-Style Research

Chicago graduates and former Chicago faculty
fanned out across the United States to create
small pockets of graduate students and professors
who sustained the tradition. For instance, Anselm
Strauss went to the University of California-San
Francisco in 1968 to form the department of
social and behavioral sciences. There he recruited
like-minded faculty, such as Barney Glaser,
Leonard Schatzman, Fred Davis, and Virginia
Olesen. This faculty trained generations of
nursing and sociology students, with Strauss,
Glaser, and Schatzman having decades-long
responsibility for training in research methods
and methodologies (Strauss, 1991).

Chicago graduates Howard Becker spent most
of his career at Northwestern, Blanche Geer had
several academic jobs including at Syracuse
University where she was Bob Bogdan’s (Bogdan
& Biklen, 2007) advisor, and Erving Goffman
was at Berkeley. Wiseman (1979, 1981, 1991), a
qualitative family researcher, was one of
Goffman’s students. Blumer also was at Berkeley
for many years.

Nursing and sociology students at the
University of California-San Francisco routinely
took courses at Berkeley with Blumer, Goffman,
and such phenomenologically-oriented philoso-
phers as Dreyfus (1991), Rubin (1988), and
Packer (1985; Packer & Addison, 1989), all of
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whom have had a major influence. In some ways,
the Berkeley area during these middle years and
into contemporary times replicated the intellec-
tual atmosphere of the University of Chicago in
the early part of this century.

Life Course Research

The life course perspective is an example of
approaches to research that draw upon Chicago
School traditions. Glen Elder and Janet Giele,
leading life course researchers, have consistently
cited works from the early Chicago School as
foundational to life course perspectives. For
example, Elder (1978), in discussing family his-
tories and the life course, cited Dollard (1949)
regarding Dollard’s views on life histories. Giele
(2009) cited W. I. Thomas several times in the
most recent iteration of life course theory. Giele
attributed to Thomas emblematic life course per-
spectives that include the study of lives
“influenced by a changing society” (p. 1), the
importance of longitudinal research (p. 3), human
agency as prominent in life course research (p.
10), the documentation of the influence of human
relationships on human actions as mediated by
family and community (p. 246), and the carryover
of responsibility and obligation from one life
stage to the next (p. 248). She also characterized
other aspects of life story research in terms that
connect her perspectives to the Chicago School.
These perspectives include her view that life
stories are based on subjective accounts that con-
vey comprehensiveness and meanings, and that
values are embedded in life history accounts.
Further documentation of the links between
life course theory and Chicago School traditions
are chapters in Elder and Giele (2009) on life
records, life stories, and urban ethnographies.
The urban ethnography is Welfare, Children, and
Families: A Three Cities Study (Burton, Cherlin,
Winn, Estacion, & Holder-Taylor, 2009; Burton,
Purvin, & Garrett-Peters, 2009), which used a
classic Chicago School design that included mul-
tiple methods and implemented the principles
of immersion, symbolic interactionism, and
researcher subjectivities. The influence of the
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Chicago School is far and wide. The present
chapter does not exhaust these influences.

Summary

Human science traditions are deep and broad
within family research, research that includes
several disciplines including sociology, social
work, human development, and anthropology as
discussed in this chapter. These researchers
have had an enduring commitment to multiple
methods and perspectives, immersion, theory-
building, descriptive research, and social reform.
While empiricist traditions have challenged the
human scientists, many researchers carried on
with the ideas, goals, and approaches associated
with human sciences and the traditions of the
Chicago School of Sociology. As is now evident
“sociology” is a misnomer because the Chicago
School traditions are interdisciplinary and
include social work, family studies, anthropol-
ogy, philosophy, education, psychology, sociol-
ogy, and human development. Many graduates
of the sociology department called themselves
social psychologists to emphasize their goals of
understanding subjective experiences of research
participants within the various environments in
which they live their lives.

An Analysis of Contemporary
Qualitative Family Research

From this overview of the methods and method-
ologies of the Chicago School, I have constructed
an analytic framework that I use to examine
contemporary qualitative family research. My
purpose is to assess whether and how the themes
carried on and how contemporary thought may
have transformed them.

The Elements of the Framework
The methods and methodological themes of the

Chicago School tradition are multiple and complex.
They include the following dimensions.
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They followed human sciences traditions
including emancipatory perspectives, phenome-
nology, pragmatism, and symbolic interactionism
that assumed that human phenomena are first to
be understood in interactive social contexts. From
these perspectives, researchers may go on to the-
orize, develop programs, and advocate for social
policy to address social inequities. They used
their imaginations in order to understand infor-
mants’ experiences, and they often had implicit
constructivist orientations.

Interdisciplinary perspectives characterized early
researchers who were trained in several different
disciplines including philosophy, sociology, social
psychology, psychology, family studies, anthro-
pology, education, and social work. These scholars
borrowed methods, procedures, and ideas from
multiple disciplines. Graduates in sociology often
called themselves social psychologists and some
called themselves social workers.

The place of prior research and theory. These
early researchers had multiple points of view on
the place of prior research and theory. Some
avoided prior literature reviews in order to avoid
biasing themselves and finding what they
expected to find while others saw prior knowl-
edge as sensitizing concepts that alert them as to
what might be present in their data. Still others
used existing research and theory to focus their
research and as sources of hypotheses to test.
They sought to develop understandings of the
mutual influences of persons and situations.
Variations on the use of negative case analysis
characterized much of this research, and this
approach supported the assumption that social
processes are composed of variations and patterns
across persons, situations, and time.

Methods include case studies of various units such
as individuals, families, ethnic groups, neighbor-
hoods, and cities. Life histories were one of sev-
eral approaches used and served to depict lived
experience within historical contexts over time.
Participant observation was another approach that
often involved immersion in the field to the point
where researchers lived within the communities
of persons on whom they did research. Other
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related approaches included interviews, analysis
of personal and official documents, surveys, and
social mapping. Group analysis for the purposes
of understanding research material from multiple
points of view and for making conceptual and
theoretical sense of the material was the prime
method of data analysis.

The methodological principles infused in these
methods included immersion, emancipation, lived
experience, persons in the multiple contexts,
open-endedness, multiple perspectives, under-
standing lives over time, and theory grounded in
lived experience. Understandings, concepts, and
theories were subject to modification if new
understandings warranted change. Many were
positivists in the sense that each datum had to be
studied in its particularity so that generally appli-
cable conclusions could be reached. They did not
follow empiricist principles of detachment,
quantification, and focus on rational thought.

The centrality of experience is important and
included both informants’ lived experience and
those of researchers. One of the purposes of
research was to provide information on which to
base informed social policy. Thus, persons on
whom research was done were often poor and
working families who had struggles that resulted
from social policies and practices that research-
ers hoped to change.

Learning to do research was based on direct
experience in the field, with classroom learning
being de-emphasized. Good, interesting writing
was important in order to draw in audiences.
Drawing in audiences had many purposes, includ-
ing mobilizing public opinion in support of social
change. In presenting findings, detailed, multi-
layered descriptions were central. When theory
was an intended product, researchers still used
ample descriptive material to show the founda-
tions for their theory. Most if not all had a strong
commitment to social justice and part of their
analysis included implications for policy, pro-
grams, education, and practice.

The products included monographs (books) arti-
cles, social interventions such as policies, educa-
tional programs, and social programs such as
widows’ pensions. Some researchers hoped that



5 Qualitative Family Research: Enduring Themes and Contemporary Variations m

their findings would promote the social good, but
did not become advocates. Others not only
became advocates but developed and implemented
social policies. Jane Addams and Helen Hall are
prime examples of advocates who based their
efforts not only upon research but on values such
as social justice.

Analysis

To identify qualitative research on families, I
reviewed every issue of family journals and jour-
nals that publish articles on families from January
2008 to January 2010. These journals are the
Journal of Marriage and the Family, Family
Relations, Journal of Family Economic Issues,
American Journal of Sociology, Journal of Family
Psychology, Journal of Family Nursing, Families
in Society, and Social Problems.

Out of the many choices I had, I focused on
four articles that showed the various types of
research that is characteristic of the heritage of
qualitative family research. One article was
descriptive and done for the purposes of contrib-
uting to social policy. Another was theoretical,
focusing on power relations in families along the
lines of gender and age. The third was a study of
the meanings young children in out-of-home care
attributed to their separations from their families
of origin. The final article is a classic study that
replicates the methods of the Chicago School in
almost all if not all of its aspects.

In the spirit of the principle that there is no one
true way to do qualitative analysis, I chose to
examine articles that interested me and that had
some diversity in terms of informants and their
situations. I did not seek articles that fell on either
end of an empiricist-human sciences tradition; I
remained neutral about those issues. In the analy-
sis, I show how the articles are consistent or
inconsistent with human sciences traditions.

Descriptive, Emancipatory Research

How Son and Bauer (2010) set up their study of
low-income rural mothers is an example of

contemporary work has direct roots in the heritage
of qualitative family research. Their informants
were low-income mothers, their unit of analysis
was the case, they did in-depth studies of lives in
context over time, and their perspectives were
emancipatory. They also took phenomenological
perspectives, used the literature review as a source
of sensitizing concepts, and based their theorizing
and policy recommendations on their descriptions
of the women’s situations. The setting of the study
was rural, which contrasted with most Chicago
School studies that took place in urban environ-
ments. Since the intent of the study was emancipa-
tory and low-income mothers in rural areas are
understudied, the divergence to rural settings is
consistent with Chicago School traditions. Some
empiricist influences are present in the article
because the authors maintained a “distanced” stance
by not describing their own subjectivities, although
these subjectivities are implicit in their writing.
The study is emancipatory and ecological as
evidenced by the following from Son and Bauer
(2010):
The current welfare policy in the United States
discourages welfare recipients from staying on
welfare by reducing cash assistance and expands
work-first programs. In this welfare context, under-
standing the characteristics of employed, low-
income, single mothers and low-wage jobs is

critical in order to provide appropriate support and
to develop policies.

These researchers had emancipatory perspec-
tives and a goal of understanding the particular
women’s situations within particular contexts
over time in response to changing policies and
work opportunities.

They elaborated upon the ecological aspects of
their research when they discussed their interests
in describing matches and mismatches between
environmental contingencies and women’s
employment histories. The contingencies included
resources and challenges within families, work,
communities, and the effects of social policies.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) perspectives on
human ecology helped them to explain their
views on how environmental issues facilitated
understanding of individual lives. They pointed
out that components of macrosystems include
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values and culture, topics of interest throughout
the history of the human sciences.

This study also showed that immersion
continues to be part of family research. Son and
Bauer (2010) followed 28 single, low-income
mothers for 4 years over three waves of data
collection, providing them with a study of lives
over time, a hallmark of the Chicago School.

In addition, these researchers had a multi-
faceted literature review from which they drew
sensitizing concepts. Their interview questions
came from their literature review and so did
the concepts they used to organize their
findings. In their analysis, they did not use the
literature review as a source of codes. Instead,
they attempted to put their explicit ideas aside
and taken an inductive approach in order to
identify themes and patterns within each case
and then do within-case and cross-case analy-
sis. This “putting aside” was practiced by many
members of the Chicago School. Given the lit-
erature review and their knowledge of the sub-
ject area, it is unlikely that their analysis was
“pure” induction, however, but rather a combi-
nation of induction and deduction, with the
deductive aspect having to do with their prior
knowledge. The literature review made them
“theoretically sensitive” (Glaser, 1978; Glaser
& Strauss, 1967).

Again consistent with Chicago School tradi-
tions, their unit of analysis was the case, but they
made no mention of attempts to find exceptions
to the emerging themes, and so it is not clear if
they did so. They identified four themes in the
case studies, and they showed patterns within
each theme. For example, for the theme of sup-
port from supervisors, they did descriptions and
provided excerpts from interviews to describe
from the mothers’ points of view the impact of
supervisory support and lack of support. They
presented many excerpts from the cases to show
the meanings of their experiences as low-income
working mothers.

Son and Bauer (2010) based their theorizing
and policy recommendations on their interpreta-
tions of the employed mothers’ experiences,
a strategy that shows clear links between the
mothers’ experiences, theory, and policy recom-
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mendations. Overall, then, the Son and Bauer
(2010) study is a premier example of contempo-
rary family research that is consistent with a
human sciences and Chicago School tradition.
The researchers used some theories, research,
and language that did not exist in their present
forms during the Chicago School years, but their
work maintains and advances the tradition.

Research Whose Purpose Is Theory
Development

Zuo’s (2009) work shares many characteristics of
the Son and Bauer (2010) study, including
researcher “distance” with an implicit subjectiv-
ity related to her being of Chinese descent as her
informants were. I will not repeat commonalities,
but will point differences that show variations
possible in studies that link to the human sciences
and the Chicago School. Zou also studied lives in
context over time, took phenomenological per-
spectives and a comparative approach, used sen-
sitizing concepts, was implicitly emancipatory,
and recognized patterns. In contrast to Son and
Bauer, Zou’s purpose was to contribute to theo-
ries of gender and power. Thus emancipatory
goals were not directly related to concerns about
influencing policy and practice, as was the case
for Son and Bauer.

Zou’s topic was changes in Chinese family
patriarchy and women’s social status during
various stages of marriages among couples
married before 1950. Because the changes over
time in which she was interested were long past,
Zou chose to do life histories, which she called
life stories. Life histories are the hallmark method
of the Chicago School. Zuo (2009) maximized
the variations and perspectives in her sample in
several different ways. Early in her article, she
shared her assumption that male-dominated
social orders are contested in a variety of systems.
She therefore expected to see variations in her
sample. Her methods were consistent with her
assumption of contestations of gender orders.
She interviewed couples as well as widowed
individuals conjointly and individually, examined
power relations in couples who resided with
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husbands’ parents when the parents were or were
not dominant, compared power relationships in
couples who lived or did not live with husbands’
parents, and compared various types of economic
dependencies between couples and their parents.
To further ensure that she identified variations,
her sample was from 14 rural and urban provinces
and had a range of education and income. China
has many different ethnic groups, and, although
Zuo (2009) does not say so, presumably infor-
mants had diverse ethnic backgrounds as well.

In her literature review, she presents research
and theory that of course did not exist during the
early years of human sciences research, but none-
theless is consistent with it. For example, she
addresses issues of process and change within
Chinese families and culture in terms of women’s
increasing power as mothers and mothers-in-law
as they grow older. She emphasizes cultural
meanings of age and gender as they relate to
authority in families. Her literature review sets
the stage for her focus on the meanings that older
Chinese married or widowed women and men
attribute to the status over time. Social construc-
tionism is an explicit part of her conceptual
framework, in contrast to the implicit nature of
constructionism early on, but nonetheless consis-
tent with human sciences methodologies.

The interview itself is derived from concepts
in the literature review and also is the sources of
the sensitizing concepts she used in data analysis.
She followed the principle of immersion in her
use of two interviews per informant or couple for
a total of five hour of interview time. She did her
data analysis following the generic coding schema
of Strauss and Corbin (Corbin & Strauss, 2008;
Strauss & Corbin, 1998), with the result that she
identified a core concept she called patrilineality,
around which she organized her findings.

The concept of patrilineality was not part of her
literature review but is evidence of her theoretical
sensitivity (Glaser, 1978), which means that she
had the concept of patrilineality in her mind and
was able to identify and document processes she
called “patrilineality.” This also illustrates what
Blumer (1954/1986) meant by sensitizing con-
cepts and what Mowrer (1932) was getting at when
he observed that “facts are not born full bloom”

and that training and, presumably, experience
influence what individuals notice.

Phenomenological perspectives are clear in
Zuo’s (2009) findings section, where she
described the experiences of informants in a
systemic way, organized by the framework she
developed through her analysis. Her framework
shows the many variations are related to age and
gender in two-generation Chinese families. In an
extended discussion, Zuo (2009) considered the
theoretical implications of her study. This excerpt
shows not only her theorizing, but theorizing that
recognizes variations with and across couples
and families over time.

I uniquely situate the lives of married women and
men in multiple and intertwining power processes
that produced ever shifting experiences of women
and men with family patriarchy at different stages
of their family life. When dominated by generation
patriarchy, neither husband nor wife enjoyed fam-
ily power or personal autonomy, although such
deprivation had gendered effects channeled through
gendered roles performed by husbands and wives
as well as through spouses’ differential relations to
the family. As parental control became more
relaxed or absent in later stages of family life, both
spouses seemed to enjoy greater autonomy in
personal life and in family power (p. 554).

Emancipatory Research for Practice

The third study I analyze is Winter’s (2010)
descriptive, emancipatory research on children
ages 4-7 in out-of-home placement in England.
This work shares many of the characteristics of
the Son and Bauer (2010) and Zuo (2009) research
in terms of phenomenological perspectives, sen-
sitizing concepts, immersion, social justice, and
person-environment interactions. I chose to ana-
lyze this study for its human sciences components
based on my own emancipatory inclinations,
which in this case is my concern that social pol-
icy and practice formulate actions around the
meanings young children attribute to their life
circumstances. I share this stance with Winter
who clearly articulates her views on this matter. I
also think that Winter’s views on subjectivity
respond to issues characteristic of the Chicago
School and human sciences traditions. Neither
the Zou nor the Son and Bauer studies explicitly
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addressed or acknowledged subjectivity in such
frank terms as Winter did.

Winter’s (2010) study is noteworthy for its
immersion into the meanings that children attri-
bute to being in care. She did 10 case studies and
39 interviews. While some may believe that this
many interviews would be oppressive, the chil-
dren were delighted and gratified that an adult
would take that much time to listen to how they
experience their lives. Winter’s rationale for in-
depth interviews with young children include a
child rights framework integrated with what
Winter described as “a sociological approach to
childhood in which the emphasis was on the
social agency of the children and their competence
and capacity to express a perspective” (p. 187).

Also noteworthy about Winter’s (2010) work
is her discussion of researcher sensitivity to the
children during the process of doing the research.
Consistent with her framework of children’s
autonomy, agency, and freedom of choice, she
described her interview style as flexible and
responsive to the children. As a researcher with
vulnerable persons on sensitive topics, I imagine,
although Winter does not say so, that she did not
ask standardized questions but tailored her
questions, comments, requests for elaborations,
and responses according to how the children
responded and what the children wanted. She is a
trained social worker, as I am, and she stated that
her skills as a professional were significant in her
capacity to form relationships with children and
to foster their sense of safety.

Furthermore, in her reflexivity statement, she
said that she had had a prior relationship with the
children she interviewed in her capacity as a
guardian ad leitum. The interviews were part of a
research project, and she undertook several layers
of consent before she began the interviews. As
she pointed out, her prior relationship with the
children had the advantage of establishing a
degree of trust, which is foundational for research
in sensitive areas. Since do no harm is the funda-
mental premise in the helping professions, the
issue of trust is paramount. Such concerns about
the ethics of research are consistent with human
sciences traditions. These issues are of high
importance when working in sensitive areas
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with vulnerable persons. Although Winter (2010)
could have said much more for the sake of educating
her readers, she did say enough to emphasize
how sensitive she had to be to the children.

As is true for many researchers who concern
themselves with their own subjectivities and the
subjectivities of informants, Winter (2010)
defended her subjective stances and acknowl-
edged the empiricist-based concerns about reli-
ability, validity, and generalizability that some
may raise. She stated that she did not want to
construct objective accounts because the point of
her study was to focus on the children’s subjec-
tivities. Furthermore, she was not concerned with
the reliability of their perspectives, but simply
wanted to know what the perspectives are. Along
the lines of the thought of Mowrer (1932) and
other human scientists, she pointed out that “all
perspectives are subjective and filtered through
many lenses (McLeod, 2007; Schofield, 2005),
but that they are still valid” (p. 189).

In terms of generalizability, Winter (2010)
made no claims of probabilistic generalizability,
but stated that she had identified and documented
an “emotional void” that can further the trauma
that children experience in response to the almost
cataclysmic changes they experienced in moving
from biological families to out of home care. She
documented how young children have few if any
opportunities to process, understand, and learn to
manage the impact of trauma on their sense of
themselves. Adults were generally unresponsive
to their emotional needs and abandoned them
into “emotional voids.” Winter made no claims
that every child experiences out-of-home care in
this way, but that social workers, policy makers,
and program supervisors and developers must
pay attention to the emotional void of being
unresponsive to young, traumatized children.
Winter is not explicit in her evocation of the
values of social justice and care, but these values
are infused in her research report.

Winter’s (2010) article, of the four I examined,
especially contrasts with empiricist principles of
objectivity, quantification, and avoidance of ethi-
cal and emancipatory concerns. In addition, her
use of excerpts from interviews is exemplary in
that they evoke responses in audiences, which is a
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principle that Park impressed upon his students, as
previously discussed. As a study of human beings
in difficult circumstances, it exemplifies long-held
human sciences perspectives.

The Three Cities Study: A Project
in Classic Chicago Traditions

The final example of contemporary research in the
tradition of the human sciences and the Chicago
School is the Three Cities Study, six-year, longitu-
dinal research on welfare, children, and their fami-
lies (Burton, Cherlin, et al., 2009; Burton, Purvin,
etal., 2009). The project took place over a six-year
period and used a classic design that was multisite
and urban. It combined surveys, a developmental
study, and longitudinal ethnographies. The con-
ceptual framework included symbolic interaction-
ism and the associated principle of immersion with
the purpose of understanding in great detail the
experiences of low-income women and their fami-
lies over a six-year period. The methodological
principles included the importance of forming
relationships in the field with informants in order
to establish trust. Trust provides contexts for infor-
mants to discuss “sensitive or potentially hidden
behavior” (Burton, Cherlin, et al.). The purpose of
this study was to understand low-income women
and their families, to document the effects of wel-
fare reform, and to have an impact on welfare
policy, an example of an emancipatory goal. This
study shows that classic Chicago traditions are
alive and well in contemporary family research.

Summary

Overall, these four articles demonstrate the conti-
nuities and changes over time that have occurred
in Chicago-style and human sciences research.
Many methods and methodologies have endured.
For the most part, the changes have built upon
and supplemented the traditions. Some empiricist
perspectives have influenced researchers, such as
Son and Bauer’s (2010) and Zou’s apparent
“objective” stance regarding themselves as
researchers and Winter’s (2010) defense of the

subjectivity of her research, but on the whole, the
traditions have endured.

Final Words

Qualitative research on families builds on endur-
ing traditions whose roots extend to the middle of
the nineteenth century and the origins of social
research. The Chicago School of Sociology in the
first third of the twentieth century pulled together
methods, methodologies, and philosophies of sci-
ence that encouraged methodological pluralism.
These diverse methodologies included studies of
interactions between persons and historical con-
texts over time, subjective accounts of informants
and of researchers, immersion, multiple methods,
emancipatory perspectives, and interest in descrip-
tion and theory. There was no one way to do
research, and any combination of the above and
other creative strategies were part of the diverse
bundle of approaches to social inquiry that charac-
terized Chicago traditions. When empiricist
approaches gained dominance in social research,
the traditions persisted throughout the United
States and internationally, although in relatively
small numbers. It is not clear how much of a resur-
gence is occurring today in terms of these tradi-
tional approaches to research. However, they do
persist, appear in new forms with updated perspec-
tives, and show signs of effectiveness in advancing
both human understanding and social change.
There is reason to believe that they will persist and
continue to contribute to the social good.

Social research began with multi-method
studies, and researchers have continued to do
them to this day. Many agencies of the federal
government want to fund multiple method
studies, often called mixed methods, for the
purposes of capitalizing on the depth and breadth
that qualitative research can deliver and on the
scope and quantitative testing that survey methods
and experiments can provide. This is an impor-
tant development that represents a turn to tradi-
tion that itself is deep and rich.

The future of family research is likely to see a
continuation of human sciences traditions since
they have endured for so long and have a proven
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record of theory development, descriptive
research, and practical applications. My hope is
that family researchers also return wholeheartedly
to embracing emancipatory research, reflexivity,
research infused with values, and the role of advo-
cate. Value-free, objective research is unlikely to
be possible. The best we can do is to reflect upon
our own assumptions, values, and perspectives
and to be as transparent as possible about them.
By so doing, we may be clear-minded enough to
do research that follows principles whose purpose
is to create trustworthy research, useful theory,
and valid interventions in terms of policies, pro-
grams, and practices. Interventions, such as poli-
cies and programs, are valid not only in terms of
external, internal, construct, and statistical con-
clusion validity but they also are valid when they
are responsive to the lived experiences of the per-
sons for whom the interventions are crafted.

Qualitative approaches bring researchers into
direct contact with the lived experiences of family
members. Sometimes these experiences are joy-
ful and happy, but often we do research out of
concern for human suffering. Through immer-
sion, we develop in-depth understandings of
suffering. The research of Winter (2010) and Son
and Bauer (2010) are examples. We can chose to
write research up and, like Robert Park, assume
that the research will influence public opinion.
We can also be like Rosalie Wax, Beatrice Webb,
Sidney Webb, Frederic LePlay, among many oth-
ers, who found their research so compelling that
they wanted to do something to change social
conditions that were hurtful. They took on the
roles of advocates for social change. To be effective
researchers and advocates, we would have to
keep these roles separate in the sense that we
can’t let our social concerns distort what research
participants tell us and how we interpret what we
hear. By being good researchers and skilled
advocates, we could be advocates of social
change. We could testify before legislative
committees, create draft legislation, and plan
intervention programs.

In the future, if family researchers turn to
emancipatory perspectives, increasing numbers
may consider the Internet as a site of dissemination.
Refereed journal articles and scholarly books
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would continue to be of high value, but much of
what we learn in our research is of importance to
family members, practitioners, policy makers,
and the general public, few of whom read academic
journals. There are multiple Internet sites where
researchers may disseminate brief articles. For
example, I disseminate my research in scholarly
journals and books and testify whenever I have
the opportunity before legislative bodies. I also
have published about 250 articles on a website
called scribd.com between June 2009 and August
2012. By August 2012, T had more than a half a
million reads of my short articles. This means a
great deal to me, that my research and other writ-
ings draw interest and may contribute to the com-
mon good. Surprising to some academic scholars,
perhaps, is that many people do not like to read.
There is always YouTube where we can dissemi-
nate brief videos about our research, a tactic that
many researchers use in their quest to make a
difference.

Few researchers study families only because
it’s interesting and because theory and descrip-
tions are important solely for their own sakes.
We want to make a difference. Reassessing the
place of values, advocacy, and reflexivity in
our research may be a route many family
researchers want to take. Such directions are
traditional in family research and serve many
purposes, among them contributions to the
common good.
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