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QUESTION #52

How Can I Use Documents in My 
Qualitative Study?

There are many different ways to use documents in qualitative 
research, beyond the typical use of these materials for the literature 

review and/or to inform the design of the project. Documents can be used 
as the sole focus for data collection and analysis, or they may be used as 
tools within another data collection method to complement that approach. 
It is important to first consider what is meant by the term “document,” as 
a text can take many forms; a document may be an excerpt of a poem, a 
publication, a website, or another form of textual material. A document 
may also be a photograph, a map, a bar graph, a comic strip, or another 
style of visual representation of knowledge. In some cases, a document 
may refer to a multimedia file (such as an audio recording or a film) or a 
physical entity (such as a sculpture or a technological device). These 
documents may be external to the project, where the researcher locates a 
text and brings it into the data collection or analysis, or they may be 
internal products of the research (such as interview transcripts).

The following are some examples of the various ways documents are 
used in qualitative research:

•	 As the focus of the analysis. Qualitative researchers can analyze 
documents, in their own right, using various content analysis 
approaches. Discourse analysis, for example, may be used to 
explore the social construction of the concept of poverty in govern-
ment policy documents. Qualitative content analysis may be used 
to examine common themes or patterns in Twitter posts during a 
flood emergency. In an observational study, for example, ads on the 
walls of hospital waiting rooms may form part of the analysis, in 
addition to data gathered while observing individuals in the space. 
In all of these cases, the documents themselves are the focus of the 
investigation.

•	 As prompts to participants during data collection. Documents 
can also be used in interviews, focus groups, or other data collec-
tion methods to prompt participants to engage in conversation.  
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A mock-up of a website design, for example, can be shown to 
people to get their views on navigation, design aesthetics, content, 
or other elements of the site. Photographs of the war may prompt 
retired soldiers to revisit their time in service and reflect on specific 
events. Researchers may collect and bring documents to the data 
collection sessions, or participants may be asked to bring materials 
relevant to the topic for discussion purposes. In some cases, the 
documents themselves may become part of the dataset, to be ana-
lyzed alongside the interview or focus group results.

•	 As creative outcomes of data collection. Researchers may also 
ask participants to engage in a creative activity as part of a study, 
where the output of that activity becomes part of the dataset. A 
young child, for example, may be asked to draw a picture of his or 
her friends and family; the picture may serve as a prompt for an 
interview but may also become a focus of analysis in its own right. 
University students may be asked to keep diaries of their study 
habits so that they can document details “in the moment,” which the 
researcher can review at a later stage. Seniors may be given audio 
recorders and asked to document their nutrition choices throughout 
each day, over several weeks, which can then be discussed during 
future interviews with the research team.

More questions? See #9, #21, and #71.

                                                                  Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed  in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute




