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Qualitative research by Sharan B. Merriam has become a cornerstone in the
field of education and social sciences, offering researchers a comprehensive
approach to understanding complex human behaviors and experiences. Merriam's
work emphasizes the significance of qualitative methodologies in exploring
how individuals make sense of their lives and the world around them.
Recognizing the depth of qualitative research can provide valuable insights
for educators, researchers, and practitioners aiming to delve into the
intricacies of human experience. This article will explore the key concepts,
methodologies, and contributions of Sharan B. Merriam in qualitative
research.

Understanding Qualitative Research

Qualitative research is a systematic inquiry that focuses on understanding
the meaning individuals ascribe to their experiences. Unlike quantitative
research, which emphasizes numerical data and statistical analysis,
qualitative research seeks to provide rich, detailed descriptions of
phenomena. The goal is to explore and interpret the complexities of human
behavior.



Key Characteristics of Qualitative Research

1. Naturalistic Inquiry: Qualitative research is often conducted in natural
settings, allowing researchers to observe subjects in their everyday
environments.
2. Subjective Perspective: The goal is to understand participants'
perspectives, beliefs, and motivations, emphasizing their subjective
experiences.
3. Inductive Reasoning: Researchers typically use inductive reasoning,
developing theories and explanations based on the data collected rather than
testing existing theories.
4. Contextual Understanding: It seeks to understand phenomena within their
social, cultural, and historical contexts.
5. Flexible Methodologies: Qualitative research utilizes various methods,
including interviews, focus groups, observations, and document analysis,
allowing for flexibility in data collection.

Sharan B. Merriam: A Pioneer in Qualitative
Research

Sharan B. Merriam is a prominent figure in qualitative research, known for
her contributions to adult education, instructional design, and qualitative
methodologies. Her work has significantly influenced how researchers approach
qualitative studies, particularly in the fields of education and social
sciences.

Merriam’s Contributions to Qualitative Research

1. Theoretical Framework: Merriam emphasizes the importance of theoretical
frameworks in qualitative research. She argues that a solid theoretical
foundation can guide the research process and help researchers make sense of
their findings.
2. Qualitative Research Design: In her seminal book, "Qualitative Research: A
Guide to Design and Implementation," Merriam outlines key components of
qualitative research design, including:
- Identifying the research problem
- Selecting a qualitative approach (e.g., case study, ethnography,
phenomenology)
- Data collection strategies
- Data analysis techniques
3. Data Collection Methods: Merriam provides a comprehensive overview of
various qualitative data collection methods, highlighting their advantages
and limitations. Some common methods include:
- Interviews: Semi-structured or unstructured interviews allow for in-depth
exploration of participants' thoughts and feelings.
- Focus Groups: Group discussions can reveal collective perspectives and
generate rich dialogue.
- Observations: Researchers can gather data by observing participants in
their natural environment.
- Document Analysis: Analyzing existing documents can provide context and
background to the research.



Qualitative Data Analysis

Analyzing qualitative data is a critical aspect of the research process.
Merriam emphasizes the importance of systematic data analysis to derive
meaningful insights.

Steps in Qualitative Data Analysis

1. Data Preparation: Transcribing audio recordings and organizing notes and
documents for analysis.
2. Initial Coding: Identifying recurring themes and patterns in the data
through open coding.
3. Focused Coding: Refining codes and categorizing data into more specific
themes or concepts.
4. Thematic Analysis: Interpreting the data by identifying overarching themes
that emerge from the analysis.
5. Validation: Ensuring the credibility and reliability of findings through
member checking, peer debriefing, and triangulation.

Ethics in Qualitative Research

Ethical considerations are paramount in qualitative research. Merriam
stresses the need for researchers to be aware of ethical issues that may
arise during the research process.

Key Ethical Principles

1. Informed Consent: Participants must be fully informed about the research
purpose and methods, and their consent must be obtained.
2. Confidentiality: Researchers must protect participants' identities and
personal information.
3. Respect for Participants: Researchers should treat participants with
dignity and respect, ensuring their well-being throughout the study.
4. Transparency: Researchers should be transparent about their research
methods, findings, and potential biases.

Challenges in Qualitative Research

While qualitative research offers valuable insights, it also presents several
challenges that researchers must navigate.

Common Challenges

1. Subjectivity: The subjective nature of qualitative research can lead to
biases in data interpretation.
2. Data Overload: Researchers may collect vast amounts of data, making
analysis and interpretation complex and time-consuming.



3. Generalizability: Qualitative findings may not be generalizable to larger
populations due to the small sample sizes typically used.
4. Time-Consuming: The qualitative research process can be lengthy, requiring
significant time for data collection and analysis.

Conclusion

Qualitative research by Sharan B. Merriam offers a comprehensive approach to
understanding human experiences and behaviors. Her contributions to
qualitative methodologies provide researchers with valuable frameworks and
guidelines for conducting rigorous studies. By emphasizing the importance of
context, subjectivity, and ethical considerations, Merriam has greatly
influenced the field of qualitative research. As researchers continue to
explore the complexities of human experience, Merriam's work will undoubtedly
remain a significant resource in guiding qualitative inquiry, enriching our
understanding of the world we live in.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of qualitative research as
discussed by Sharan B. Merriam?
The primary focus of qualitative research, according to Sharan B. Merriam, is
to understand the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human
problem, emphasizing the context and depth of the data collected.

How does Merriam define qualitative research?
Merriam defines qualitative research as an exploratory research method that
seeks to understand human experience through the collection of non-numerical
data, such as interviews, observations, and texts.

What are some key characteristics of qualitative
research highlighted by Merriam?
Key characteristics of qualitative research include its naturalistic
approach, the focus on participants' perspectives, the use of open-ended
questions, and the emphasis on understanding context and complexity.

What are the different types of qualitative research
designs mentioned by Merriam?
Merriam discusses several qualitative research designs, including case
studies, ethnography, phenomenology, grounded theory, and narrative research,
each offering unique insights into social phenomena.

Why does Merriam emphasize the importance of context
in qualitative research?
Merriam emphasizes the importance of context because it shapes participants'
experiences and meanings, which are crucial for understanding the complexity
of human behavior and social interactions.



What role does the researcher play in qualitative
research according to Merriam?
According to Merriam, the researcher plays a critical role in qualitative
research as an instrument of data collection, interpreting findings through
their own lens while remaining aware of potential biases.

What ethical considerations does Merriam suggest for
qualitative researchers?
Merriam suggests that qualitative researchers must consider informed consent,
confidentiality, and the potential impact of their research on participants,
ensuring respect and integrity throughout the research process.

How does Merriam recommend analyzing qualitative
data?
Merriam recommends analyzing qualitative data through coding and categorizing
themes, using methods such as content analysis or constant comparative
analysis to derive meaningful insights from the data.

What is the significance of trustworthiness in
qualitative research as per Merriam?
Merriam highlights the significance of trustworthiness as crucial for
establishing the credibility of qualitative research, encompassing criteria
such as credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
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