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ABSTRACT
This article discusses the rationale for an interpretive paradigm in organizational research and
examines two specific qualitative techniques that could help define organizational phenomena in
a way that would account for organizational problems and issues. These are participative
observation and in-depth interviewing which will be evaluated in a case scenario in a workplace
context. These techniques have been found to be useful not only organizational research but in
practical situations as well. Through an illustration of how security personnel perform their duty
at work, we suggest that qualitative methodology can be applied in daily contexts to evaluate the
capacity, understanding and the capability of these personnel in relation to their adherence to
policy and procedure. It provides richness in terms of experiential narratives that depict the
perception of surroundings that construct meanings, structures and actions. Qualitative
methodology explores changing, complex social phenomena and helps in theory building and
theory elaboration.
Key words: qualitative methods, participant observation, interviews, workplace context
Stream: Research Methods

1. INTRODUCTION
When scientists hope to find the answers to circumstances or make sense of the world around
them they use questions to achieve their goals. Science is portrayed as a search for the truth
about reality. Social scientists use two basic divisions within a broad field were social research is
separated by two distinctive research categories: qualitative research and quantitative research
(Babbie, 1986; Eisenhardt, 1991; Perry, Reige, & Brown, 1999). Quantitative research methods
are defined by Reichardt and Cook (1979) as techniques of randomized experiments, quasi
experiments, paper and pencil ‘objective tests’ multivariate analyses and the like. Babbie (1986)
suggests that quantitative research involves numerical analysis whereas qualitative does not. De
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Vaus (2002) suggests that quantitative methods are inherently statistically research based
whereas qualitative research methods in contrast involve participant observation, unstructured
interviewing, case studies and the like. He states that qualitative research is data rich and depicts
real life situations and is used for ‘sense-making’ of behaviors. Criticisms of qualitative research
include that it should be only utilized in the early stages of a research projects in order to gain
theoretical and contextual frameworks for the statistical study. It is suggested that qualitative
research is the foundation of all research. Qualitative research is often tainted with bias and the
reliability of interpretations is often questioned. (Pettigrew, 1992; Silverman, 2000)
In this article, we first provide the rationale for an interpretive paradigm in organizational
research and examine two specific qualitative techniques that could help define organizational
phenomena in a way that would account for organizational problems and issues. These are
participative observation and in-depth interviewing. The use of these two techniques will be
assessed in a case study in a workplace context. In a workplace setting these techniques are
utilized to gather information and to identify capability. The case study will focus on security
personnel who work at the Sydney Airport. These security personnel have a function to screen
passengers at the arrival terminals. These qualitative techniques will be utilized to assess the
capacity, understanding and the capability of these personnel in relation to their adherence to
policy and procedure.

2. QUALITATIVE METHODOLOGY IN ORGANIZATIONAL RESEARCH
We now discuss the importance of qualitative methodology in organizational research. In
contrast to a positivistic paradigm, an interpretivist approach emphasizes truth as a cooperative
construction between subjects and their prevailing context. As a parallel, work processes are, in
part, a function of the context rather than an objective reality that informs what the researcher
needs to perceive. Within this perceptive, the meaning of the data collected will be largely
underpinned by the values and reality of the subjects (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). In exploring a
variety of work processes, it is appropriate to argue that “perception is the most important
reality” (Perry, Reige & Brown, 1999, p. 6) when the internalization of perceptions is able to
make explicit a clear understanding of the subjects’ reality. The rationale for exploiting a wide
range of qualitative techniques is supported by the view that research is neither value free nor
does it involve the objective assessment of causal relationships to achieve generalizability. More
importantly, qualitative methodology allows the researcher to treat the “lived” experience and
perceptions of others as a unique consequence to a phenomenon (McCaffrey, 2004).
To a large extent, qualitative methods are well suited to the study of dynamic processes,
particularly where these are constituted of individuals’ interpretations (Gioia & Thomas, 1996;
Hinings, 1997). A crucial aspect of qualitative research is the exploration of individuals’
constructions and accounts of their experiences (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991; Isabella, 1990).
Because of its sensitivity to context and its potential in relying on activity sequences as they
unfold, qualitative methodology would be useful in investigating complex processes (Pettigrew,
1992). In addition, the main focus of organizational research is on theory elaboration which
draws on and extends important ideas from studies involving cognition and behaviorism.

2.1 PARTICIPATIVE OBSERVATION
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We next discuss a useful qualitative approach, participative observation which is utilized to gain
a further understanding of how an individuals or groups behave. In-depth qualitative analysis in
workplace contexts is viewed in some cases as more important than quantitative assessment
(Albano, 2008; Gummesson, 1991). Participative observation involves a diverse range of
theories and methods. It evolved as a further research method that could be utilized when
existing frameworks predominately statistically based had little to do with the realities they
discovered. There was an emergence of research practice where the researcher engaged as a coparticipant in order to assess behaviors and solve social problems. Participative observation is
often classed as part of action research where the researcher has shifted from an interpretive
mindset to actually participating in an event or scenario. This idea of action research developed
from an emphasis that there is a requirement for a problem solving approach in relation to
complex social problems (Lewin 1946). This approach to research allowed researchers to
become interpretive of situations through actual involvement in an activity. This involvement
created a rare opportunity for a researcher to reflect on structures and relationships that had
developed within a context which was until this point hard to achieve. This ability to be involved
in situations especially those in a workplace context where the goal is to analyze organizational
members in order to assess behavioral dynamics has evolved to be an extremely useful tool for
researchers (Smith et al, 2000).
We now discuss some theoretical perspectives of participative observation. Firstly, Hickson
(1974) develops the utilization of participative theory as a means to assess organizational
communication. The role of a researcher in organizational based participative observation setting
is to collate data on behalf of an organization. This is best achieved through an understanding of
the theoretical framework involved in the task being observed. It is important that the researcher
can communicate effectively with the individual or team involved in the process. Hickson also
suggests that it is important that the researcher has the ability to both participate and observe in
the process in order to ascertain the functions and the social networks. The advantages gained
through participation and observation in an organizational setting is that it allows the researcher
to focus on a number of variables for example communication and task complexity.
Secondly, Savage (2000) adds to the notion that participative theory is a very effective research
method in its own right. The utilization of this technique is beneficial and does not require
further theoretical attention or quantitative framework to validate its reliability. When
participative observation is performed in an organizational setting research can be developed
based on the physical environment and other forms of knowledge transfer between an observer
and a subject. Without the use of the participative observation method this aspect of research is
difficult to comprehend and ascertain.
Thirdly, Ashworth (1995) further suggests that true participation involves aspects that must be
achieved in order to a gain a valid understanding of a process or situation in a social context. The
initial goal of the researcher is to ensure that there is an in depth understanding of a process to
the point where the researcher must be as attuned as the other individuals participating in the
activity. If a researcher is not as knowledgeable fundamental misunderstandings could be
concluded that limit the validity of the study. Secondly, there must be emotional and
motivational empathy and understandings to the point were the researcher is as attuned as the
individuals participating in the activity. If this is not achieved underlying assumptions and the
complexity of contextual frameworks cannot be established. Furthermore, it is imperative that
there is an understanding that not everybody in a situation can contribute appropriately due to a
number of reasons and that identity issues that are developed in social contexts must be analyzed
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such as the threat of other individuals. In order for effective participation to be conducted a
researcher must be aware of the various underlying social situations that impact a process or
situation in the workplace. This can be achieved through initial interviews of subjects or through
an in-depth cultural analysis of an organization (Ozanne, 2007).
Oliver and Eales (2008) discuss some important considerations that must be adopted by
participative observation researchers. They challenge the ethical areas that are involved in the
process. Often participative observation is conducted in a covert manner. This leads to a number
of considerations in relation to consent of individuals, their rights and the consequences of the
research. The research concludes that it is possible for covert participative observation to be
conducted ethically however, interestingly the research found implications to the researcher that
should be observed before undertaking such research. Unlike many other forms of research often
data is collected by deception where the results will be used to highlight deficiencies and areas
for improvement in relation to a workplace setting. The observer is there to assure and report
upon adherence to policies and procedures. When placed into a social context as with the
literature conducted by Ashworth (1995) dilemmas can be established once an in depth
understanding of the emotional drivers and underlying motivations of the observed are achieved
by the researcher. It is important that a researcher understands the consequences of the collection
and utilization of the data collected before undertaking a participative observation research
study.

2.2 IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWING
We now discuss the next qualitative approach, in-depth interviewing which is another technique
undertaken by qualitative researchers. An interview is defined as a conversation with a purpose
(Berg, 1998). In qualitative assessment it is used as a forum to gather information. In-depth
interviews are of a formal nature and are structured in order to ascertain and concentrate on
specific topics. The in–depth interview is formally structured with a schedule of interview
questions. The rationale behind this is to ensure consistency with the subjects studied in order to
achieve reliability and validity (Berg, 1998; Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Stainback & Stainback,
1988).
Silverman (2004) suggests that interviewers construct a social world where data is generated
which allows the interviewer to gain an insight into an individual’s experience. Silverman
highlights two approaches to in-depth interviews were the techniques of open ended and closed
questions are used. Silverman argues that open ended questions have validity however it places
the researcher in a dilemma as how to present the data collected from this technique. He outlines
that complexities of situations are sometimes missed or not understood due to the utilization of
closed questions. Closed questions when the incorrect or limited theoretical framework is
interpreted to the questions used may not allow the interviewer to gain data that relates to the
complexities of situations. As an illustration, Synovate (2008) states that in-depth interviewing
allows for personal, sensitive or confidential content to be uncovered that will generally not be
ascertained in group environments or forums. Wright (1996) develops this in his studies where
he suggests that often in-depth interviews are more viable as they encourage respondents to
express, attitudes, behaviors and experiences.
We take a look at the role of the interviewer who serves as a facilitator to encourage open
discussion so that perceptions of the lived and perceived experience of interviewees could be
richly articulated. It is imperative that the interviewer allows for neutrality by not inducing
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attitudes or responses, importantly a non judgmental persona must be projected. This can be
achieved by showing empathy to the discussion by reformulating responses or gestures of
understanding. Body language also requires specific consideration that provides an open and
supportive means of discussion. It is suggested when using in-depth interviews as a research
technique that the discussion is taped or transcribed however if this is not possible detailed notes
taken during the conversation that capture all of the relevant points can suffice (Medico, 2005).
Guion (2007) describes the different stages that must be considered when conducting research
that is based upon data collected from in-depth interviewing. It is important that before the
interview is conducted the interviewer has a clear understanding of the purpose of the research
problem or issues and has a fundamental understanding of the scope of research. However, as
suggested by Medico (2005), it is imperative that the interviewer remains impartial and does not
induce personal viewpoints to influence prejudiced responses. There is a fine line in this process
as paralleled by Guion (2007). He recommends that in the design phase the interviewer must be
aware of the requirements to gain a worthwhile collection of data. The interviewer must
anticipate and seek to explore specific topics. The interview should then be conducted to reflect
the goals outlined in the design phase. Once the interview has been conducted the post interview
phase comprises analyzing the information gathered that relates to the purpose of the study. The
data that has been analyzed must then be verified. Guion (2007) further suggests several methods
of achieving data verification such as cross triangulation that comprises interviewing other
individuals who are close to the source of researched information to gauge and ascertain if
similar responses or views are expressed. Another data verification technique is to have a
colleague read the transcripts to see if they share the same views or interpretations of the issues
under investigation. The final step in the process is to report the findings which should be in a
forum that suits the interview interpretation.
We now discuss the relevance of interviewing in group settings. Feder (1997) outlines the
various advantages that can be achieved when collecting data by using the technique of in-depth
interviewing. It is vital in an information gathering process that the feelings of the group are not
reflected by an individual. Often in group situations individual’s responses are reflective of the
wider group’s thoughts and norms. Feder argues that in-depth interviewing is one of the best
methods for qualitative research studies. An interviewer has the opportunity to focus on one
individual and the only influence that a respondent receives is that of the question. The
interviewer then has the ability to probe more effectively into responses in a group scenario such
as through a focus group discussion. Feder believes that in-depth interviewing reduces
extraneous influences which may have an effect on the validity and reliability of data.
In summary, qualitative assessment is an extremely reliable tool in exploring and understanding
workplace processes. Furthermore qualitative tools such as participative observation and indepth interviewing allow a researcher to understand a perspective that cannot be achieved
through statistical analysis. We would like to demonstrate the effectiveness of these two
techniques by examining their relevance and utility in specific processes that reside within the
work environment.

3. APPLICATION OF PARTICIPATIVE OBSERVATION AND INTERVIEWING IN A
WORKPLACE CONTEXT
The workplace that we have chosen is the Sydney Airport at the traveler screening point. The
assessment is to be conducted on a member of the security personnel whose role is to ensure that
Copyright  2012 Society of Interdisciplinary Business Research (www.sibresearch.org)

Rev. Integr. Bus. Econ. Res. Vol 1(1)

75

travelers are thoroughly screened. The role of the screening officer is to ensure that items that are
perceived to have risk do not walk past a particular restricted point within the airport. It is
imperative that the security personnel have a thorough and in-depth understanding of the
policies, processes and procedures in order to carry out their duties. Metal detection equipment is
used to determine whether individuals have in their hand luggage devices or equipment that are
deemed as unacceptable or dangerous to carry onboard the aircraft.
When utilising participative observation to assess individuals’ understanding of their specific
roles it is important that the assessor has a thorough understanding of the task. The assessor
should become part of the process at the screening point. The assessor should communicate with
the passengers and ask them to remove all metallic or lethal items from their bags or pockets.
The assessor should then ask each passenger to step through the metal detector. The assessor
should then follow the procedure of allowing passengers through the checkpoint. By
participating in this process it allows the assessor to understand the intricacies and the challenges
that are faced by the security personnel. From this point the assessor should then observe the
function as carried out by the security officer to ensure that the procedures and policies are
correctly adhered to. Following this, detailed notes of the security officers should be taken to
correlate and reconcile with the policies and processes as outlined in the site operating
procedures. From this activity the researcher can assess and report on the functions undertaken
and the aspects of the policies that have been or have not been adhered to (Vaas, 2007).
In order to ensure that the security officer has a clear and suitable understanding of the role as a
screening officer an in-depth interview can be conducted to assess his/her competencies. The indepth interview should be conducted one-on-one and face-to-face that allows the researcher to
gauge the body language which is an important component of communication. The researcher
can then ask questions that assess the officer’s understanding of his/her role and the requirements
to complete the task effectively. The researcher should align the questions closely with the site
operating procedures and ask questions that involve elaboration and provide opportunity for the
security officer to speak openly and freely about the process. The answers should be recorded in
a format that allows the assessor to compare and contrast the interviewee’s views and
experiences with current policies and procedures (Medico, 2005).
The practical methods of participative observation and in-depth interviewing in this airport
scenario can help to further understand the security officer’s view and experience in the
passenger screening process and other issues relating to the safety aspects of the airport. The
assessor can help the security office to identify any deviations of policies and procedures due to
his/her interpretation and understand of these processes and requirements. The practical data
collected can be used to enhance areas that are being conducted accurately and identify areas
where further training is required. The data can also be used for further policy and procedural
development at airport customs and security checkpoints. The utilization of both qualitative
methods complements each other as it allows the researcher to gain a deeper and realistic
understanding of the role of a security officer that may involve complex decision making and
problem solving (Heilbronn, 2007).

4. CONCLUSIONS
This article has shown how qualitative research is integral to the understanding of social
behaviors. It has been determined that qualitative research is more than merely a supportive tool
that complements quantitative analysis. Qualitative analysis has substantial benefits to
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contemporary organizational research problems and issues that cannot be achieved entirely
through pure statistics. The richness of qualitative data could provide a more interesting slice of
experience that depicts social phenomena more accurately than perhaps quantitative data.
Through the illustration of the application of participative observation and in-depth interviewing
in an actual workplace context, it can be seen that qualitative methodology does play a critical
role in understanding organizational and social phenomena helping participants make sense of
their environments and respond to situations appropriately. In the case of the Sydney airport, the
use of qualitative methodology is appropriate as it explores dynamic processes, particularly
where individuals’ interpretations of their surroundings help construct these processes (Gioia &
Thomas, 1996; Hinings, 1997). As illustrated in the airport scenario, qualitative methodology
examines issues from the perspective of the participant (the security officer) rather than the
researcher himself/herself. Hence, such methodology is useful to and appropriate for the study of
organizational members’ constructions and accounts of experiences (e.g. Dutton & Dukerich,
1991; Isabella, 1990). Also illustrated in the scenario is the focus on activity sequences as they
unfold, both participative observation and in-depth interviewing would be sensitive to
organizational context and therefore a valuable means of exploring dynamic and complex
processes in organizations (Pettigrew, 1992). On the research front, qualitative methodology is
particularly useful for theory building and theory elaboration as it captures and extends ideas that
reside in organizational sensemaking. Such methodology is typically utilized in purely inductive,
grounded research and in situations where preexisting ideas can provide the foundation for a new
study (Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski, 1999; Yin, 1994).

REFERENCES
[1]

Albano, C. (2008). Amid Volatility, Some Investors put Stress on Qualitative Research. New York:
The Bond Buyer.

[2]

Ashworth, P. (1995). The Meaning of Participation in Participant Observation. Qualitative Health
Research, 5(3), 366-387.

[3]

Babbie, E. (1986). Observing Ourselves. Essays in Social Research. New York: Waveland Press.

[4]

Berg, B. (1998). Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences. Sydney: Allyn and Bacon.

[5]

Carr, W. & Kemmis, S. (1986). Becoming Critical: Knowing Through Action Research. Victoria:
Deakin University Press.

[6]

Dutton, J. E., & Dukerich, J. M. (1991). Keeping an eye on the mirror: Image and identity in
organizational anticipation. Academy of Management Journal, 34(1), 517-554.

[7]

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1991). Better stories and better construct: the case for rigor and comparative
logic. Academy of Management Review, 16(3), 620-627.

[8]

Feder, R. (1997). Depth Interviews Avoid Turmoil of Focus Groups. New York: Advertising Age.

[9]

Gioia, D. A., & Thomas, J. B. (1996). Identity, image and issue interpretation: Sensemaking during
strategic change in academia. Administrative Science Quarterly, 41(3), 370-403.

Copyright  2012 Society of Interdisciplinary Business Research (www.sibresearch.org)

Rev. Integr. Bus. Econ. Res. Vol 1(1)

77

[10] Guion, L. (2007). Conducting an In-depth Interview. Florida: IFAS Extension.
[11] Gummesson, E. (1991). Qualitative Methods in Management Research. Thousand Oak: Sage.
[12] Medico, D. (2005). Introduction to Qualitative Analysis of In-depth Interviews. Geneva: Foundation
of medical education and research.
[13] Heilbronn, G. (2007). The need for checks and balances in aviation security legislation. QUT Law
and Justice Journal.
[14] Hickson, M. (1974). Participation-Observation technique in organizational communication
research. Journal of Business Communication, 11(3), 37-42.
[15] Hinings, C. R. (1997). Reflections on processual research. Scandinavian Journal of Management,
13(4), 493-503.
[16] Isabella, L. A. (1990). Evolving interpretations as a change unfolds: How managers construe key
organizational events. Academy of Management Journal, 33(1), 7-41.
[17] Lee, T. W., Mitchell, T. R., & Sablynski, C. J. (1999). Qualitative research in organizational and
vocational psychology: 1979-1999. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 35(2), 161-187.
[18] Lewin, K. (1946). Action research and minority problems. Journal of Social Issues, 2(1), 34–46.
[19] McCaffrey, E. (2004) Learning organizations in the WA public sector: An empirical study. Curtin
Business School, Institute of Public Administration Australia and Department of Premier & Cabinet
Fellowship, Perth Australia.
[20] Oliver, J., & Eales, K. (2008). Research ethics: Re-evaluating the consequentialist perspective of
using covert participant observation in management research. Qualitative Market Research Journal,
11(3), 344-357.
[21] Ozanne, J., Saatcioglu, B., & Coras, C. (2007). Participative Action Research as Engaged Practice:
Implications for Transformative Consumer Research. Advances in Consumer Research.
[22] Perry, C., Reige, A. & Brown, L. (1999) Realism rules ok: Scientific paradigms in marketing
research about networks. Proceedings of the Australia New Zealand Marketing Academy
Conference (ANZMAC), December, 1999, Sydney Australia. University of New South Wales.
[23] Pettigrew, A. M. (1992). The character and significance of strategy process research. Strategic
Management Journal, 13(1), 5-16.
[24] Rubin, H. J. and Rubin, I. S. (1995). Qualitative Interviewing: the Art of Hearing Data. London:
Sage.
[25] Savage, J. (2000). Patricipation Observation: Standing in the Shoes of Others? London: Qualitative
Health Research.
[26] Siverman, D. (2000). Doing Qualitative Research: A practical handbook. London: Sage.

Copyright  2012 Society of Interdisciplinary Business Research (www.sibresearch.org)

Rev. Integr. Bus. Econ. Res. Vol 1(1)

78

[27] Siverman, D (2004). Qualitative Research: Theory, Method and practice. London: Sage.
[28] Smith, B., & O’Flynn, D. (2000). The use of qualitative strategies in participant and emancipatory
research to evaluate disability service organizations. European Journal of Work and Organizational
Psychology, 9(4), 515-526.
[29] Stainback, S., & Stainback, W. (1988). Understanding and Conducting Qualitative Research, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt.
[30] Vaas, L. (2007). Airport Screening Advances. Security Solutions. ZDnet. US.
[31] Vaus, D. (2002). Survey in Social Research. New South Wales: Allyn and Unwin.
[32] Wright. J. (1996) Exploring the in-depth interview as a qualitative research technique with
American and Japanese firms. Marketing Intelligence & Planning, 14 (6), 59-64.
[33] Yin, R. (1994). Case Study Research: Design and Methods (2nd ed.), London: Sage.

Copyright  2012 Society of Interdisciplinary Business Research (www.sibresearch.org)

