Making the Unmanageable Manageable: 

Innovative Tools for Analyzing a Large Qualitative Dataset
Introduction

Qualitative research has historically played a secondary role to quantitative research in the study of psychological phenomena. However, over the past decade it has gained recognition as mental health researchers have sought a deeper understanding of complex human experiences. Their goal has been to understand how individuals describe their experience of life events from the inside out.  The view of the interviewee is important as he or she is a person who is an “insider”, someone intimately involved with the particular problem or situation under study.  Qualitative research seeks to explore the continuum of the human experience as it relates to a particular problem, to explore the problem in context, and as experienced by the individual (Kazdin, 1998; Padgett, 1998; Miles and Huberman, 1994).  The primary task of the research is to explicate the ways that people in particular settings come to understand, account for, take action, and otherwise manage their day-today situations (Miles and Huberman, 1994).
Qualitative methodology is also a methodology for exploring a topic about which little is known (Padgett, 1998).  When studying the behavior of individuals, it is essential to study the individual in the context of significant relationships, specifically family relationships (Lindsey, 1998).   It is particularly useful in studying families because of the emphasis on meanings, interpretations, interactions, and subjective experiences of family members (Lindsey, 1998).  This offers the best route to understanding the depth of the human experience and the wide diversity of individual differences that exist among people that have experienced the same events.  
Within the field of qualitative analysis, the Transcending Trauma Project (TTP) relied upon grounded theory methodology to gain an understanding of the qualitative family dynamics of three generations of Holocaust survivor families.  Strauss and Corbin describe grounded theory as derived from data systematically gathered and analyzed through the research process (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  Thus, the data are more likely to provide a better, in-depth understanding of a particular phenomenon based on the experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of the individuals who are involved (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  To understand the problem in depth, grounded theory encourages methods of discovery of central themes and analysis of core concerns (Morse and Richards, 2002).
TTP chose to utilize grounded theory in gathering and analyzing the data from the survivor families.  Consequently, TTP not only analyzed the individual as a single unit but analyzed the individual within his or her family unit.  Interviews gathered data, not just for the war years, but also about the person’s life both pre and post trauma.  Qualitative methodology based on grounded theory fosters insights into a survivor's thoughts and memories, cultivating a high degree of introspection and contextualization.  "To ignore such criteria is to risk trivializing the survivor's experiences as well as to present only a superficial picture" (Suedfeld, 1996, p. 118).  

Due to the labor intensive methodology that gives qualitative research its scientific rigor; proponents of this approach acknowledge the practicality of small samples. Through meticulous steps that slowly clarify the variables generated by the qualitative methods, a hypothetical explanation for the relationship among the variables emerges. Because grounded theory research is small scaled and focused, emphasizing the continuous interplay between analysis and data collection until a theory fitting the data is created, it was particularly suited for gathering the TTP data (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  

However, TTP investigated human experiences that have been studied but remain inadequately understood.   Thus to expand the theoretical framework for a complex experience, the data generated by a small sample would have been insufficient.  
In grounded theory data is sought in each category until it is “saturated” and no more new information is found.  In practice, saturation is “an elastic category that contracts and expands to suite the researcher’s definitions rather than any consensual standard.” (Charmaz, 2001, p. 690). In fact, Charmaz (2006) supports the argument put forth by Dey (1999) that what is critical is not the claim of achieving saturation but “theoretical sufficiency.” Grounded theorists produce codes through partial analysis of the data and only “conjecture that the properties of the category are saturated” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 114).  One way of addressing the concern that categories are saturated is to reanalyze and recode already analyzed data using different categories of coding that are smaller in content and more refined than the original category.  Thus, as will be explained in greater detail in this essay, TTP’s analysis structure involved multiple layers of analysis and revisiting of the data conducted by different combinations of research teams to reach theoretical sufficiency. 
The interview subjects were Holocaust survivors and their spouses, their children and their spouses, grandchildren, and accessible extended family members. The respondents gave TTP an in-depth psychosocial life history that included information about pre war years, the war experiences, and post war years along with an exploration of feelings, thoughts and behaviors of the individual and of significant family and social relationships.  The TTP in-depth psychosocial life histories are rich, detailed, guided conversations that yielded vivid descriptions. In-depth psychosocial life histories ideally foster multiple visits in participants’ homes.  By building trust of the respondents for their interviewers over multiple visits it was possible to not only to elicit deeper levels of sharing, but also to further probe and clarify the information given in previous visits thus yielding interviews rich in psychosocial information.  
The semi-structured interview questions were based on the following broad content areas:  family of origin dynamics, war experiences, liberation, immigration, and post war life.  Respondents were encouraged to describe the context of their personal experiences and their relationships with others rather than just report on the historical facts of their war experiences.  Thoughts, feelings, and behaviors were elicited through questioning that probed not only for the respondents’ internal experience but contextualized their experience within their significant relationships.   Pre-war information included such topics as family of origin demographics, description of relationships, religious identity, family values, and any significant life experiences before the war.  War information included experiences of self-preservation, dehumanization, and coping strategies, as well as the psychological thoughts and feelings of the survivor and their connection to significant others.  Post-war information included such topics as mourning the losses, finding other survivors, emigration to the United States, marriage, children, religious identity, faith, memories, strategies for coping and adapting, political attitudes, and the impact of the Holocaust on the individual and family members.

A separate semi-structured interview format was developed for each category of interviewee: survivor, non-survivor spouse, child of survivors (COS), non-COS spouse, and grandchild of survivors.  Each of these semi-structured interviews focused on a slightly different set of questions based on the interviewee’s family position vis-à-vis the survivor in order to gain a more complete picture of the family.  The interviews ranged from one hour to 18 hours of tape over multiple sittings.  As a result of the trust and comfort that existed between the interviewee and the interviewer several survivors who had never told their stories before or in as much detail gave TTP in-depth narratives.  
Since databases that rely upon qualitative analysis usually contain only a small number of individuals in the sample population, the literature is silent or discouraging on how to work with large qualitative databases (Stanley, 2008).  Consequently, TTP had to create its own protocols and procedures.  
The TTP analysis process originally grew out of McCracken’s work (1988).  He identified five stages of analysis for qualitative research, each representing a higher level of generality.  The first stage examines the words of the respondents on their own terms, with each useful statement creating an observation.  The second stage "takes these observations and develops them, first, by themselves, second, according to the evidence in the transcript, and, third according to the previous literature and cultural review" (McCracken, 1988, p. 42).  In other words, the observations are augmented according to the information in the interview and in the literature.  The third stage examines the interconnection of the second-level observations with the focus away from the transcript toward the observations themselves.  Thus, in the third stage themes and connections among the observations are identified.  The fourth stage takes the observations generated at previous levels and subjects them to collective scrutiny with the goal of determining patterns of inter-theme consistency or contradiction.  The fifth stage takes these patterns and themes and subjects them to a final process of analysis, moving from the particular to the general level of analysis.  
More recent discussions of grounded theory divide the process by coding; i.e. initial or line-by-line coding, which leads into focused  or more directed and conceptual coding, followed by axial coding, which answers the question of when, where, why, who, how and what are the consequences (Strauss and Corbin, 1998; Charmaz, 2006).  In both of the above frameworks qualitative analysis is inductive, moving from the specific to the general and systematic.  The analysis processes created for TTP fostered this same pattern from specific to general and systematic.  
However, TTP added innovated procedures that structured our analysis process, consisting of three parts.   Starting from the specific,  in the first phase of the project analysis we created an instrument called the Protocol of Analysis for In-Depth Interviews (the Protocol) that permitted us to track ideas in the transcripts by highlighting important or descriptive comments, comparing comments within the transcript itself, and then comparing them to the literature.  The Protocol was designed to track observations within the interviews according to over 50 psychosocial categories.

The researcher/analyst recorded demographic information about the respondents and their families; any descriptions of individuals given in the interview; any descriptions of family relationships and the dynamics of the family of origin; the prewar and war experiences; and the experiences post war regarding immigration to the United States and creating a new family.  Observations in the form of quotes or summary statements were recorded on the protocol. When the coding of the interview data through the Protocol was finished each researcher ended up with a psychosocial profile of each interviewee within his or her family context.

In qualitative research the key issue is trustworthiness (Padgett 1998, Kazdin 1998).   A trustworthy study is one that is carried out fairly and ethically and whose finds represent as closely as possible the experiences of the respondents (Padgett, 1998). Threats to credibility and trustworthiness include reactivity, researcher biases, and interviewee biases.  Researcher biases may be particularly evident in the analysis phase of a research project.  They come through the temptation to filter one’s observations and interpretations through a lens clouded by preconceptions and opinions (Padgett, 1998).  
Padgett (1998) discusses one aspect of minimizing researcher bias, observer triangulation, the use of multiple coders to gain intercoder consensus.  Triangulation consists of collecting information from a diverse range of individuals and settings, using a variety of methods (Maxwell, 1996). TTP’s analysis process focused on minimizing researcher bias through the creation of an innovative team process called the triad.  The triad consisted of a facilitator, the original interviewer, and a second reader of the interview.  Prior to a triad meeting, the facilitator listened to the original tapes, allowing voice intonations and silences to be heard. The facilitator noted key themes to be discussed at meetings based upon the Protocol.  The interviewer and the second reader completed the Protocol by reading the transcript and writing the observations in the appropriate categories of the protocol.  While the facilitator heard the interviewee's voice just prior to the analysis and the interviewer heard the voice and observed the non-verbal language during the original interview, the second reader lacked both of these sources of data.  Thus, each member of the triad came to the meeting with a slightly different orientation to the same material.  Interpretations achieved by consensus lent support to the validity of the interpretive process and fostered validity through intersubjective agreement.  By including perspectives that came from conducting the interview, reading the interview and listening to the interview, the consensus of the team assumed even greater validity, reliability, and trustworthiness.  Thus, the contributions of the original interviewer gained from observations of the respondents derived from the face-to-face interview encounter could be integrated into the analysis.  The survivor's tone of voice, affect, and body language contributed to the analysis picture.  Great effort was taken to have each triad include a child of survivors and a mental health professional, who may or may not have been a child of survivors as well.  
To fulfill the project goal of understanding individuals within their own family units, the triads analyzed the respondents in the context of their family groupings.  The thematic findings for each interview built upon the thematic findings from the previous interviews within the family grouping. The movement from the analysis of individual narrative data to the analysis of family groupings is an additional innovation of the triad process.  When all the interviews in a family had each been examined through the triad process, the themes articulated by the triad reflected not only the findings for the individual, but also created a psychosocial profile of the family.


All triad meetings were audio taped and later transcribed, thus creating a permanent record of the discussions.  These transcripts served a three-fold purpose:  to document the analysis process, to serve as the foundation for the next stage of analysis, and to provide transparency of the analysis process.  In addition, the documentation and transcriptions left an audit trail of the analysis that is useful for verification of the process and findings by others.  The triad process was an innovative way of creating an audit trail through memos.  The transcripts of the triad meetings became the oral version of memos, providing a written documentation of the analysis process on each individual and each family.  Memos function as the intermediate step between coding and writing and are where the codes are analyzed (Charmaz, 2006).  The three way discussion in the triads examined the coding of each interview, relating the data in the interview to previous patterns seen in the sample, to research findings by others, and to the in vivo codes as defined by the respondents’ own words.  
In addition, the audit trail came from writing the data onto the Protocol, from transcribing the analysis meetings, and from highlighting the significant passages in each transcript.  The highlighted passages from the transcript of the triad analysis were then analyzed a second time by a team of two who created synopses.  The synopses reflected the consensus ideas expressed in the analysis transcripts while at the same time reducing the 60-100 page transcripts to manageable 10-15 page summary documents.  


The first task of the creators of the synopsis was to validate that the highlighted passage was truly a theme achieved by consensus and corroborated by observations from the interview text.  Their second task was to use the highlighted text to create the synopsis, which contained only the consensus themes.  The two researchers worked independently on these separate tasks and then blended their work into one document.  This served as a double check of the findings by verifying the consensus themes and verifying that the interpretive material was highlighted correctly in the transcription.  

The synopsis, the instrument for the second phase of the TTP analysis process, was created in order to address the challenge of managing both the huge quantity of information generated by a large sample and the lengthy in-depth interviews of each interviewee.  Each synopsis recorded the psychosocial profile for each interviewee, and when read together with the synopses that comprise a family grouping, provided the psychosocial profile for the family.  The result was the reduction from a 60-100-page transcript that distills the entire interview to a manageable 10-15 page summary document that records the thematic findings.  

While the Protocol included over 50 categories, the synopsis summarized the findings into 15-20 categories, less than half that number (see Table Two).  The summary categories included important quotes that presented the thematic findings in the interviewee’s own words.  The synopses consequently facilitated the identification of relevant themes within and across the family and the individual profiles in the study.  
The third phase of the project involved the investigation of more focused topics within the overall analysis through a comparison of individuals and families across the study.  Comparing the themes generated by the triad process across the sample fostered the investigation of similarities and differences among individuals and families and the designation of factors that account for these patterns.  To compare findings across the sample we used a process called charting.  Charting is not a uniquely developed tool of analysis for use by TTP.  However, TTP utilized charting to reveal new findings that applied to families and individuals across the entire database.

The process of charting the possibilities that result from the conjunction of two or more variables is called substructing, dimensionalizing, and /or cross-classifying typologizing (Lofland and Lofland, 1995).  Further defined by Lofland and Lofland as “concept charting”, it consists of arranging summaries of the findings on a single sheet of paper, for the purpose of more clearly envisioning the relations among the different factors (Lofland and Lofland, 1995).  Charting the findings revealed patterns and themes that carried across the family units in the project.  

The topics of the charts came from several sources:  the literature on that topic; questions that arose from findings from the TTP analysis of the entire project sample of survivors; and through the grounded theory process that facilitates the identification of new factors and investigative areas to explore as the analysis of the data unfolds.  For example, TTP asked the survivors about their feelings towards the perpetrators of the crimes against them and their families.  From this question, an unexpected finding arose that many survivors expressed political attitudes of tolerance towards the perpetrators.  Using grounded theory, the factors influencing tolerance in survivors were then identified from the data and from the literature of previous studies on tolerance.  After coding the interviews and analyzing them, a series of charts consisting of groups of factors were created.  These charts revealed patterns of interaction between the factors and the tolerant survivors. 
Table Three is one example.  This is a modification of a chart of key sociological factors identified in the literature as influencing tolerance.  The chart tracks the differences or similarities in each factor by survivor.  The chart led to a new finding on religion and tolerance.  It revealed upon analysis that no relationship existed between belief in God and tolerance or between ritual practice and tolerance.  However, further analysis of the data by factors recorded on this chart led to the new finding that change in belief and change in ritual practice from pre-war to post-war years was related to tolerance and intolerance.  The chart showed that tolerant survivors changed their beliefs but did not change their practices from pre to post war.  This pattern became clear through the chart.   Other charts focusing on intolerant survivors revealed the finding that intolerant survivors did not change their beliefs post war but did change their ritual practices from pre-war to post-war. 
TABLE THREE – AN EXAMPLE OF CHARTING - findings are in red and bold
	Survivor Name
	Survivor 
1
	Survivor 
2
	Survivor 3
	Survivor 4
	Survivor 5
	Survivor 6

	Belief in God Pre-war
	yes
	yes
	no
	no
	yes
	yes

	Beliefs Changed Post War
	yes
	yes
	no
	yes
	yes
	yes

	Ritual Practice Pre-war
	yes
	yes
	no
	no
	no
	yes

	Ritual Practice Changed Post War
	no
	no
	no
	no
	no
	yes

	Statements of Survivor Guilt Present
	no
	no
	no
	no
	no
	yes


Conclusion
In conclusion, TTP, faced with the unique challenge of doing qualitative research with a large sample of respondents, developed research tools to aid in the analysis of the data.  It was important to create processes that minimized researcher bias, maximized objective inquiry, and fostered group consensus of thematic findings.  The pioneering instrument, the Protocol, made it possible to assess the large number of variables found within the expansive life histories.  The two innovative processes, the triad and the synopsis, focused the analysis and provided a means by which the researchers could track patterns of emotional, cognitive and behavioral phenomena for 275 individuals, patterns of intergenerational family dynamics in over 60 families, and patterns of similarities and differences across the sample.   Thus these three tools, created specifically to face the challenges that arose from the large qualitative database, served the project well.  They allowed researchers to analyze a dataset containing 275 interviews while tracking many different factors.  The tools facilitated the comparison of themes and findings found in individual interviews to other family members and other family units in the dataset.  The methods developed for TTP can be adapted to other projects using grounded research with large datasets and qualitative in depth interviews. 
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TABLE ONE 


SUMMARY CATEGORIES OF THE PROTOCOL OF ANALYSIS FOR IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS





1.  Demographic Profile of Family of Origin and Nuclear Family 


2.  Descriptions of Individuals - Self; Family, Friends; Family of Origin/ Nuclear               


3.  Descriptions of Family Relationships; Family of Origin and Nuclear Family including marriage/children  


4.  Dynamics of Family of Origin and Nuclear Family 


5.  General Beliefs/Attitudes - Pre-War/Post-	War 





6.  Faith/Relationship with God; Jewish Identity/Intergeneration Transmission - Pre-War/War/Post-War





7.  Pre-War Experiences 


8.  War Experiences 


Brief Chronology, 


Preservation and Human Connection, 	


 Dehumanization and Despair, Coping, 	


 Poignant Stories of War





9.   Personal Explanations for Survival 


10.  Liberation and Immigration to the U.S. 


11.  Beliefs about the Holocaust  


12.  Post-War Attitudes re Groups and Politics 


13.  Looking Back - Successes and Regrets


14.  Coping – Pre, War, and Post War


15.  Special Topics – Food, Dreams, Losses, Guilt, etc. 


16.  Impact of Holocaust on Interviewee and Family


17. Impressions of Interview/Interviewee 








TABLE TWO - PHASE 2 - SYNOPSES TOPICS


1.   	First impressions of the Interviewee by the Triad Members


2.   	Demographics of Family of Origin, Nuclear Family


3.   	Description of Individuals


4.   	Description of Key Relationships of the Interviewee and Family Members


5.   	Dynamics of Family of Origin/Nuclear Family


6.   	Pre- War/War/Post War Faith and General Beliefs


7.   	Pre War Experiences


8.   	Chronology of War Experience


9.   	Self Preservation, Dehumanization, Coping during the War


10.  	Explanations for Survival


11.  	Liberation and Immigration to the US


  12.	Successes/Regrets


13.	Attitudes about People, Groups, and Politics


14.	Beliefs about the Holocaust


15.	Impact of Holocaust on Interviewee and/or Family


16.	Characteristics of Survival
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