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ABSTRACT
An interpretive qualitative approach insists on the plural and nego-
tiated nature of the meanings that humans attach to their social
realities. Thus, the qualitative researcher must navigate multiple
and sometimes conflicting commitments to method, data, oneself,
participants, and one’s reader. This can lead us to obscure the
messiness of data analysis in final research reports and to downplay
how methodological choices can make our participants ‘say things.’
In this article, we compare two interpretive methods, thematic and
narrative analysis, including their shared epistemological and onto-
logical premises, and offer a pedagogical demonstration of their
application to the same data excerpt. However, our broader goal is
to use the divergent results to critically examine how our choice of
analytic method in interpretive research influences how we
(researcher + method) ‘author’ data stories. Ultimately, researcher
reflexivity must go beyond acknowledging how one’s position may
influence the data analysis or the participant.
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“A reflexive researcher actively adopts a theory of knowledge. A less reflexive researcher
implicitly adopts a theory of knowledge” (Carter & Little, 2007, p. 1319, emphasis added).

In a similar vein, our methodological choices are too often born of habit and training.
However, we argue that such choices must be paradigmatically appropriate and contex-
tually sound. Furthermore, as researchers, we must be conscious of how our analytical
strategies shape what appears in our published work. Our purpose in writing this
methodological article is to shine light on some of the messy behind-the-scenes work
that goes into analysing data, but which frequently gets glossed over in final reports.
Although few qualitative researchers would contest that every data set can open up
multiple, plausible interpretations, many of us create a ‘victory narrative’ that explains
how we imposed order on our data (Lather, 1997). We strive to establish analytical
credibility in our publications by highlighting points of convergence (e.g., triangulation
or inter-coder reliability during data analysis). Therefore, establishing credibility often
leads authors to downplay or even efface the ‘messiness.’

However, we propose that every analytical strategy is anchored in a specific way of
interacting with the data. Altering the method of analysis not only creates different
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figure–ground configurations and blind spots, but can also generate discordant findings.
Analysing an interview excerpt from an interdisciplinary communication study, we
explore the similarities and differences in how two methods, thematic and narrative
analysis, ‘author’ the data story. Both types of analysis can fall under the umbrella of
interpretive qualitative research, and both embrace the constructivist view that humans
intersubjectively construct their social realities in and through their interactions with one
another (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2018). Despite their epistemological similarities,
when we apply these two methods to the same data set, they offer distinctive versions of
participant identities, practices, and positioning. Divergent data stories, then, are not
solely the result of incommensurate research paradigms (Corman & Poole, 2000), but are
perhaps an inherent feature of qualitative research in general, and of interpretive research
in particular. This raises questions about rigour in interpretive research practice, about
the credibility and solidity of research results, and about the representation of multiple
voices in research data.

While it might be tempting to leave undisturbed the hornet’s nest of (researcher)
vulnerabilities such questions evoke, our analytical comparison offers a peek at the messy
backstage of interpretive research, and we question what to make of this messiness. We
proceed as follows. First, we synthesise the ontological and epistemological commitments
that underpin interpretive work. After presenting the interview excerpt that will be
analytically transformed, we show how thematic analysis and narrative analysis create
distinctive data stories. Each analysis begins with a brief overview and contextualisation
of the method before turning to analyse the data set itself. We conclude by reflecting on
how qualitative researchers might account for what is omitted from our research texts,
and on the need to be transparent about our authority to make our participants ‘say’
different things and the ensuing ethical considerations.

Clarifying our commitments

We began this work bearing clearly in mind Johnson and Dublerley’s (2003) warning that
‘to make unexamined metatheoretical commitments, and remain unaware of their origins,
amounts to an abdication of intellectual responsibility which results in poor research
practices’ (p. 1280). In this section, we briefly detail the ontological and epistemological
commitments that underpin interpretive work, including thematic and narrative analysis.
Interpretivism assumes that social reality is not unitary or fixed, since the social ‘world is
made sensible – that is, made to make sense – by the order that human beings impose on
events, situations, and circumstances’ (Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p. 44). Because individuals
and groups ascribe meaning differently, social realities are plural and emerge through
interaction (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). Consequently, interpretive research focuses on the
meanings that participants give to their experiences, that is, emic perspectives (Cheney,
2000). The result is a research agenda that can accommodate emergent interpretations,
subjective experience, and an emphasis on process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).

An interpretive epistemology asserts that ‘the knower and the known interact and
shape one another’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018, p. 19). As, in the course of research,
researchers and participants (the knowers) co-create knowledge (what is known), ‘the
researcher and research participants’ standpoints and positions’ (Charmaz, Thornberg, &
Keane, 2018, p. 417) influence which elements of social reality will be made meaningful.
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Because the signs and symbols that the knower(s) select represent only part of the
complexity of the known, this act of sense-making will always be partial and generative
of multiple interpretations.

Hence, scholars and teachers who use qualitative inquiry have recommended return-
ing to our data multiple times, as what we will see ‘changes and takes new forms as
different tools, methods, and techniques of representation and interpretation are added
to the puzzle’ (Weinstein & Weinstein, 1991, p. 161). As researchers, we hope to be able
to create new layers of meaning, thus building, extending, and adding in depth as we
interact with our data over time. However, how can we account for the surprising fact
that different analytical methods used by the same person can lead to clear contradictions
in how we understand our data?

We tease out these contradictions by analysing a brief but evocative excerpt from an
interview with Roberta (a pseudonym), a paid home-based care worker from the Eastern
seaboard of the United States as part of a study on care workers’ occupational identities.
When asked how she deals with the difficulties of paid caregiving, Roberta refers to
suicide, a tragic social issue that generates thorny practical and ethical challenges for care
workers. Here, we present the excerpt in its entirety. In the following sections, we explain
how thematic analysis and narrative analysis ‘work’ as methods, before showing how
each analytical strategy authors the data story differently.

Excerpt

Interviewer: And have you had that experience of somebody a little bit abusive?

Roberta: Yeah, I have. I had a client one time [chuckling] with the agency in New Jersey,
the guy tried to commit suicide five times.

Interviewer: [gasps audibly]. Oh my gosh.

Roberta: And none was successful! [chuckling] So, he took ill and he went to the hospital.
He had a lot of fluid. So I had to go to the hospital and work with him. So, I wanted to go
to the bathroom and he said to me, ‘If you leave me, I’m going to jump through the
window.’ I said to him, ‘Listen, you have tried that five times. You need to give up. It’s not
going to work. It’s not your job to take yourself off. [Interviewer laughs]. So let me go to
the bathroom. I will be back.” He looked at me and he said to me, ‘You know, I don’t
know why I like you, but I guess it’s because you stand up to me.’ And I said to him, ‘I’m
not standing up to you, I’m giving you a reality check. You’ve tried this FIVE times! And
it’s never worked! So give it up!’ [Both laughed].

Interviewer: So he waited for you to go to the bathroom.

Roberta: Oh yeah, he waited for me to come back from the bathroom. He tried everything
possible to manipulate me. Like if we were having breakfast, he would say to me, ‘I’m not
going to eat any breakfast this morning.’ And I would say, ‘Ok, you’re not going to eat
any breakfast. That’s fine.’ But when we sat down and I ordered a breakfast, whatever
I ordered, he would order it too but double! [Both laughed].

Interviewer: That is too funny!
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Roberta: So I cannot be where he was. He felt good, and it was supposed to be four days,
because he was recuperated. I stayed there for three weeks. He didn’t even want me to
leave [laughing].

Interviewer: I can imagine. He got really attached to you.

Roberta: Yes. He thought that I was so funny that he said, ‘I don’t want her to go.’ So,
‘Well, listen, do you want to her to stay with you? You don’t need her anymore.’ So he
said, ‘Can you come and visit me sometimes?’He was funny. I was like, ‘Five times you’ve
tried to commit suicide and not once successful. Give up! Just give up!’ He’d tried
everything. And then one day he said to me, “You know, I never thought about,
I should have probably thrown myself in front of a vehicle. ‘No, that’s too messy.’
‘Yeah, that’s a lot of work.’

Interviewer: Sorry, he should have thrown himself in front of a – ?

Roberta: In front of a truck or something. A vehicle. ‘That’s too messy.’ He said to me,
‘You’re right. It is too messy.’

Interviewer: You were talking about the particularly difficult situations -

Roberta: He was difficult! He would oppose me on everything! [The topic of conversation
shifted after this point in the interview.]

Thematic analysis

Thematic analysis is a versatile ‘method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns
(themes) within data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Although many researchers associate
thematic analysis with interview and focus group data, one of its strengths is its flexibility
for many different types of texts. Saldaña (2016) provides a comprehensive list of possible
data sources: interviews, field notes, journals, letters, documents, open-ended survey
responses, drawings, artefacts, photographs, web pages, emails, and non-fiction and
fiction literature. While thematic analyses are helpful for reducing large data sets to
a manageable set of common themes, they also enable researchers to achieve data
saturation with much smaller sample sizes (Malterud, Siersma, & Guassora, 2016).

Coding is the key strategy associated with thematic analysis: A researcher ‘symboli-
cally assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for
a portion of language-based or visual data’ (Saldaña, 2016, p. 4). Ayres (2012) explains
that thematic analysis thus acts as ‘a data reduction and analysis strategy by which
qualitative data are segmented, categorized, summarized, and reconstructed in a way
that captures the important concepts within the data set’ (p. 1, our emphasis). Deciding
which portions are important enough to code opens up a Pandora’s box about the role of
the researcher in ‘finding’ or ‘constructing’ themes. Some forms of thematic analysis
embrace the post-positivist principles of an unbiased observer who ‘discovers’ themes
and ‘verifies’ codes (e.g., Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 43). However, we concur with “Ely,
Vinz, Downing, and Anzul’s” (2003) assessment that it is a mistake to think that ‘themes
“reside” in the data, and if we just look hard enough, they will “emerge” like Venus on the
half shell’ (p. 208). Sipe and Ghiso (2004) also ridicule the notion that researchers are
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‘lifeless cameras or scanners’ (p. 483) that capture fixed and infallible themes. Rather,
a coder’s subjectivity – theoretical sensitivities, interests, and experiences – acts as a filter
(Saldaña, 2016). As Charmaz (2003) asserts, ‘what we see shapes what we will define,
code, and analyze’ (p. 273). We conclude that, as with any qualitative strategy that
involves interpretation of the data, thematic analysis, even once ‘completed,’ remains
open to ongoing revision rather than being closed or finished.

The thematic analyst’s methodological toolbox

We adopt the metaphor of scissors, string, and glue to describe the tools available to the
researcher conducting a thematic analysis, whether manual or computer-assisted.
Indeed, Tracy (2013) describes ‘cutting, pasting, hole-punching, piling, and stringing
together the data’ (p. 186). Ironically, once the researcher has read the transcript multiple
times to obtain a feel for the interview as a whole, the first tool from the toolbox to be
used are the scissors, which clip meaning units1 – words, sentences, or even paragraphs –
out of the interview transcript by assigning them what can be thought of as ‘first crack at
the data’ codes, whether referred to as initial (Charmaz, 2006), first-level (Saldaña, 2016),
primary-cycle (Tracy, 2013), or open (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) codes.

Strategies for choosing meaning units vary widely. Saldaña (2016) offers 33 different
coding strategies in The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers. In many thematic
analyses, however, first-level coding involves selecting short excerpts (words or phrases)
used by the participants themselves (in-vivo codes; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) or that define
actions or events within the data set (process codes; Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In some
cases, first-level codes that occur frequently may be used to decide which data to analyse
in more depth. Other researchers use a theoretical framework or prior literature as a lens
that helps them decide what to code (a priori codes; Bazeley, 2013) or conduct an iterative
analysis that ‘alternates between emic, or emergent, meanings of the data and an etic use
of existing models, explanations, and theories’ (Tracy, 2013, p. 184).

The scissors also determine the length of meaning units: the analyst may cut a large
segment of text or carefully pare down to a single or few words. Bernard and Ryan (2010)
distinguished between lumping data into broader chunks and splitting data into small
bits. Splitters whose codes will generate detailed, nuanced analyses may become over-
whelmed by minutiae, while lumpers who quickly see broader themes may lack precision.
After this first transformation of the data is complete, the transcript, considerably leaner
now that material (unwanted by the researcher) has been eliminated, is reduced to
retained meaning units and their associated codes. For this paper’s excerpt, our first-
level coding used a combination of in-vivo and process codes because the latter focus on
what people do when they ‘interact for the purpose of reaching a goal or solving
a problem’ (Corbin & Strauss, 2015, p. 173). Meaning units ranged from three words
to three sentences; most were sentence fragments about a specific topic.

To see patterns within or across the data, the researcher then reaches for the string,
used to cluster first-level codes, decontextualised from their original context, into second-
level codes, or categories, that are more abstract and conceptual.2 Second-level coding
often involves extensive rounds of (re)coding to create categories that will adequately
integrate codes, turning what Charmaz (2014) called ‘the bones of your analysis . . . [into]
a working skeleton’ (p. 113). Since categories need to be clearly defined rather than
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overlapping, the string reinforces the conceptual boundaries between them. In this
analysis, our categories specify the strategies that care workers use to deal with difficult
patients. Although we used first-level codes from the rest of Roberta’s interview and other
interviews in the dataset to create categories, Table 1 shows how we attributed first-level
codes to the meaning units from the excerpt and grouped these codes into categories
(or second-level codes): a word or phrase that groups multiple first-level codes.

As we show below, the final step involves transforming categories into themes: one or
several sentences that encapsulate the ‘scope and content’ of the category (Braun & Clarke,
2006, p. 92).

Themes are then written up and woven together for the final research report.

The thematic analyst’s research report

When Roberta was asked how she dealt with the difficulties involved in paid caregiving,
she described a particularly challenging client who had tried to commit suicide five times.
Roberta positioned her client who was hospitalised when he ‘took ill’ as vulnerable yet
rather incompetent. She noted that, even though he’d tried ‘everything’ [her emphasis],
‘none [of his attempts] was successful!’ He was ‘difficult,’ she claimed, because he ‘would
oppose me on everything!’ and ‘tried everything to manipulate me,’ engaging in beha-
viours that would harm his health, such as refusing to eat breakfast and, at one point,
threatening to jump through the window.

The client’s high needs and incompetence authorise Roberta to use a range of didactic
‘teaching’ strategies designed to guide and reorient him. The first strategy entailed telling
or instructing. Roberta repeatedly described how she told her client to ‘give it [the suicide
attempts] up,’ concluding, ‘You’ve tried this FIVE times! And it’s never worked! So give it
up!’ She further specifies that, ‘It’s not your job to take yourself off.’ When confronted
with the threat that he would jump from the hospital window if she left him, she
informed him that she was indeed going to the bathroom but that she would be back.
The second strategy involved re-framing the situation. She refused to accept her client’s
claim that she ‘stands up to him,’ retorting that, ‘I’m not standing up to you: I’m giving
you a reality check.’ She also influenced the shape of future decisions. When he envisages

Table 1. The coding process.
Meaning units from the raw data First-level codes Category

‘So let me go to the bathroom. I will be back’ Informing the client that she was going to
the bathroom

Telling

‘It’s not your job to take yourself off’ Telling client that he cannot choose when
to die

‘You’ve tried this FIVE times! And it’s never worked!
So give it up!’

Telling client to give up

‘I’m giving you a reality check’ Giving a reality check Re-framing
‘I’m not standing up to you’ Contesting the idea that she is standing up

to client
‘No, that’s too messy’ Persuading the client that the suicide

method is too difficult
Non-verbal cues Chuckling, laughing Mitigating through

humourHe thought that I was so funny Client saying care worker is funny
He was funny Stating that client is funny
And I would say, ‘Ok, you’re not going to eat any
breakfast. That’s fine’

Downplaying inappropriate client
behaviour

Ignoring
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throwing himself in front of a vehicle, Roberta persuades him that this method is too
difficult: ‘No, that’s too messy.’ These strategies worked because of an overarching meta-
strategy,mitigating the seriousness of challenging situations by viewing them through the
lens of humour. Roberta chuckled and laughed at several points in the interview. She
concludes her description of the client, ‘He was funny,’ having noted that he ‘thought
I was so funny’ too. She gives only one example of ignoring inappropriate behaviour:
When the client announced he would not eat breakfast, Roberta ‘would say, “Ok, you’re
not going to eat any breakfast. That’s fine.”’

Taken together, these strategies enable Roberta to manage difficult situations by
creating attachment. Indeed, the client becomes more docile, agreeing with Roberta’s
suggestions and attempts to re-frame. He uses various affirmatives, such as ‘Yeah’ and
‘You’re right,’ and echoes her sentence structures: ‘That’s too messy’ (Roberta)/‘It’s too
messy’ (client). He imitates her lead, ordering double of whatever Roberta eats for
breakfast, and follows her cues when she instructs him to wait till she comes back from
the bathroom. Even once recuperated, the client asked if she could visit sometimes. ***

This excerpt succinctly indicates a trigger of caregiving difficulties (a manipulative
client), documents Roberta’s strategies for countering them (instructing, re-framing,
mitigating through humour, and ignoring), and suggests outcomes (creating attachment).
More broadly, it shows how thematic analysis can generate a richly textured description
of situations, actions, accounts, and experiences. Thematic analysis also enables analysts
to record and compare changes in perspective diachronically and across varied incidents
(Charmaz, 2003). Does Roberta use similar strategies with all of her clients? Do other care
workers? We can see how thematic analysis enables researchers to find patterns across
cases, even in large data sets, and in some cases, to develop typologies.

But what is the data story that is presented here? Roberta comes off as a reasonably
authoritative but affectionate caregiver. She is, in many ways, the hero in this excerpt,
which suggests that care workers confronted with difficulties are resourceful, indepen-
dent, and flexible. The themes presented in Table 2 challenge a view of caregiving as
responding to need and thus reposition this work as a form of teaching and even
leadership. Thus, thematic analysis transcends simple indexing or sorting data by placing
like elements together (Patton, 2002). Bazeley (2013) argues that de-contextualising and
re-contextualising data into broader categories or themes ‘is not about a loss of context,
but about seeing data in a new context’ (p. 128).

In this excerpt, the client takes a secondary place: His neediness, dependence, and
repeated failures contrast with Roberta’s actions. Owen’s (1984) classic text on thematic
analysis claimed the significance of a theme is not solely determined by its frequency, but
also by forcefulness with which the theme is broached by the participant. Since the

Table 2. Defining themes.
Theme Description of theme

Telling Telling involves informing clients of what caregivers will do or not, explaining situation to clients,
expressing own needs.

Re-framing Re-framing includes persuading clients, providing alternative interpretations of situations and events.
Using humour Using humour encompasses laughing, chuckling, and responding to critical or rude comments with

pleasantries.
Ignoring Ignoring means pretending not to notice behaviour, not reacting to clients’ comments.
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research question focused on how care workers deal with the difficulties in paid caregiv-
ing, it is perhaps unsurprising that, in Roberta’s account, the client becomes a foil for
what Roberta chooses to do, rather than an actor in his own right. The downplaying of
the client’s role highlights a key problem that plagues all thematic analysis. By detaching
data from its context, researchers run the risk of selecting data that fits their emerging
framework, ‘clean[ing] up subjects’ statements” (Charmaz, 2003, p. 269) or privileging
one participant’s perspective over others.

Unless we explicitly adopt negative cases (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011), we can easily
silence marginal voices, as, by definition, patterns are ‘repetitive, regular, or consistent
occurrences of action/data that appear more than twice’ (Saldaña, 2016, p. 5). Taken to its
extreme, a researcher can choose to engage solely with ‘cherry picked’ ‘sound bites’ of
same-topic interview passages and ignore the rest (Sullivan, 2012). Stern (2007) claimed
to ‘do a search-and-seizure operation looking for cream in the data’ (p. 118). It is in this
sense that we argue thematic analysis can indeed constitute a form of data reduction.

Moreover, by segmenting the data, thematic analysis does not point to how events are
linked together. The thematic analysis gives us no sense of the overall to-and-fro,
mirroring patterns of behaviour that unfold between Roberta and her client. Narrative
analysis, which we present in the following section, is better positioned in this regard.

A narrative approach to data analysis

The genesis of the ‘narrative turn’ in the social sciences is generally traced to the rise of
qualitative methods in the 1960s to push back against the dominant positivist epistemol-
ogies that propose a correspondence view of truth (Czarniawska, 2004; Rhodes & Brown,
2005). Narrative as research object and analytic method was seen to offer qualitative
researchers an epistemological toolkit that better describes how humans communica-
tively experience and make sense of their social worlds (Bruner, 1991; Fisher, 1984) and
their identities (Riessman & Quinney, 2005). In the 1980s, the narrative turn put down
roots and has since flourished across the social science disciplines, firmly establishing
itself on the methodological scene. Ontologically, a given narrative is understood to
present one version of reality among many other possibilities. Therefore, narrative
underscores the fragmented, yet malleable and inherently social process of meaning
making and reality construction, thus making narrative analysis an excellent choice for
examining how people make sense of events and change.

However, it is a misnomer to speak of the narrative approach to data analysis, as
a panoply of approaches exist for narratively working with data, often varying across social
science disciplines. For instance, Labov (1982) and Gee (1985, 1991) offer a poetic approach
to analysing shorter segments of text (often one- or two-sentence answers to interview
questions) that are of interest to linguistically oriented researchers (Riessman, 2008). Those
interested in phenomenological questions exploring how we make sense of lived events
might draw inspiration from Ricoeur’s work on the narrative experience of time (Ricoeur,
1980, 1984). Critical and post-modern scholars often focus on deconstructing the meta-
narratives – broad sets of commonly understood ideological assumptions that cast certain
people in certain roles and predict a particular progression of events – that discursively
circulate and shape interpretive frames at the micro level of interaction (Bamberg, 2010).
Similarly, structural narratologists suggest a set of concepts they claim that explains the
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universal structures of stories that underlie the human capacity for narrative comprehen-
sion: equilibriums; transformations of state; and plots (e.g., Greimas, Perron, & Collins,
1987; Todorov & Weinstein, 1969). The objects of narrative study vary as well: Some
scholars focus on the stories told by researchers, as in ethnography (e.g., Van Maanen,
2010); others focus on storytelling as practice (Fox, & Brummans, 2019; Morgan-Witte,
2005) but most focus on the stories told by participants in interviews and other forms of
data collection (Riessman, 2008).

Despite their differences, shared across narrative approaches is an understanding that
what sets narrative apart from other forms of communication is contingency: for instance,
A happened because of B, which may, in turn, tell us about the temporal order of A and B,
and about the motivations and roles of the actors involved. Therefore, narrative analysts
insist on working with contingent sequences in data (Riessman, 2008), that is, with the
temporal and sequential linking of events, actions, and actors (Czarniawska, 2004). This
allows for a processual analysis of the actions in the text, and how they position the actors
in terms of roles and role obligations. In this sense, narrative analysis differs greatly from
thematic analysis in that the data is not pulled apart and decontextualised, but considered
as a whole, as a text, whether the text be verbal, written, visual or some other form.
Moreover, this means that researchers using narrative methods typically insist on preser-
ving the integrity of the text being used as data, and do not parse it out into meaning units.

One set of conceptual tools (among many) for conducting narrative analysis

According to Bruner (2002), narrative provides an epistemological framework (to analysts
and every other type of human) for understanding and communicating the meaning of
events and the roles of people involved in them. He explains that narrative requires: (a)
a cast of characters with roles to play and presumed obligations to one another; (b)
a narrator; (c) a precipitating breach or rupture of expectations (i.e., a complication); (d)
followed by the resulting actions by which the characters change or come to terms with the
breach; (e) a resolution; and finally, (f) a coda, or an evaluation of the meaning of the story.

A narrative’s meaning is derived from its plot, which sequentially and temporally orders
events and casts characters in particular roles, thus constructing a whole where the parts are
contingent upon one another to make sense. Moreover, a plot is governed by a logic of
transformation (Czarniawska, 2004), wherein an initial state of equilibrium is transformed
by actions that bring about a second state of equilibrium (equivalent to Bruner’s notion of
resolution). More succinctly, transformations tell us the meaning of events and roles.
Furthermore, a story’s plot invokes a particular storyworld, which can be thought of as
a semantic universe (Herman, 2010) replete with understood and often implicit rules and
norms, especially regarding role obligations. Indeed, the roles of the characters position
them in particular identities (for instance, hero, helper, villain, beneficiary, etc.) and
relationships, usually implying role obligations and agentic capacities.

Methodologically, then, the analyst can begin by examining what is, was, or could be
transformed in a given story, and from there identify the plotline(s), the roles of
characters, as well as what is at stake in a given story (i.e., its meaning). We illustrate
through our descriptive analysis below.
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The narrative analyst’s research report

The interviewer has prompted Roberta, the care worker, to tell a story (‘Can you give me
an example? (. . .) [of an] experience of somebody a little bit abusive?’). In response,
Roberta tells of working with ‘the agency in New Jersey’ and ‘the guy [who] tried to
commit suicide five times.’ She masterfully weaves together two plotlines in her story,
each organised around the potential transformation of the patient taking his own life, and
she shows how her narrative navigation helps her deal with the difficulties of care work.
As narrator, she foregrounds important moments of the story through dialogue, thus
inviting the listener to a more direct experience of the unfolding actions (Reuter, 2016),
and, through her descriptions, she evaluates the actors and actions in each plotline.

The first, ‘caregiver’ plotline provides a backdrop for the actions of the story, and is
about Roberta’s own lived experience. She describes the tensions inherent to working
with an archetypical character constructed in stories of health and social care work: the
difficult client (Crepeau, 2000). Here, she portrays a generic care story of a client needing
a care worker to help him through his recovery from the hospital: ‘So he took ill [change
of state] and he went to the hospital [complicating action]. (. . .) So I had to go to the
hospital and work with him [transforming intervention intended to bring about a second
state of equilibrium].’ This care story can be situated within a restitution metanarrative
(Frank, 1995) that underpins the organisation of health and social care services (Harter,
Pangborn, Ivancic, & Quinlan, 2017): Care providers intervene to stabilise or improve
(i.e., transform) the situations of their patients or clients.

The narrative roles of the actors in this metanarrative are predetermined and provide
a frame of reference for the meaning of the story: the care workers are the heroes, the
clients are the beneficiaries, and the interventions (narrative actions) act upon and
transform the object of the narrative: the clients’ situations. Moreover, the care provider
holds a moral role obligation to the client to do what she can to preserve or improve his
situation, which in this case means helping him recover after his medical intervention.
Inversely, the client holds the moral obligation to follow instructions and to be grateful
for care providers’ efforts and expertise (Crepeau, 2000); difficult patients therefore
embody a sort of villainy.

Indeed, role obligation is at stake in this excerpt, and in fact, it is here that the two
plotlines intersect. In the caregiver plotline, the client is negatively evaluated as manip-
ulative, difficult, and oppositional (i.e., villainous). Specifically, by threatening to throw
himself out the window, he puts in jeopardy the object of the narrative (his situation),
and tries to use Roberta’s role obligation to preserve his state of wellness to prevent her
from going to the bathroom. Furthermore, by refusing to eat breakfast, he acknowledges
and actively embodies his role as a difficult client.

However, Roberta recounts thwarting his attempts at manipulation by orienting to
a second plotline, the ‘client’s lifeworld plotline’ (Mishler, 1984) of his previous suicide
attempts. Here, she recasts him not as a difficult beneficiary of services but as
a protagonist on a doomed quest to transform his situation, repeatedly pointing out to
him the futility of his efforts (‘Five times you’ve tried to commit suicide [intended
transforming intervention] and not once successful [coda]’). Ironically, while some
might argue that committing suicide is the ultimate act of ‘giving up,’ she orients to
this action as imbued with agency. In other words, she reinterprets his role and his agency
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in the story, and suggests he stop trying to embody a role that does not belong to him
(‘It’s not your job to take yourself off. (. . .) Give up! Just give up!’). By extension, he thus
does not need to manipulate her (‘So let me go to the bathroom. I will be back’).

He resists this recasting of roles, suggesting that he likes her because she ‘stands up to
him,’ the difficult client. Nevertheless, she humorously retorts she is not standing up to
him, but giving him a ‘reality check,’ implying the ‘real’ story is his lifeworld plotline. She
continues this recasting of roles and obligations, including her own, when she does not
rise to his bait in the breakfast episode. He seems to concede to this recasting by ordering
breakfast, but mimicking and amplifying her actions by ordering twice the amount of
exactly what she ordered, thus keeping her in the helping role of exemplar or educator.

By recasting their roles, Roberta changes the rules of the game in their interactions. In
the end, he seems to accept her move, attributing his failed attempts to improper
technique (‘should have thrown myself in front of a vehicle’). She humorously evaluates
the proposed technique (‘too messy’) and he agrees (‘Yeah, that’s a lot of work’).

Both plotlines come to a similar resolution or new equilibrium: As the interviewer
suggests, Roberta and her client have become attached to one another. This is clear
from the client not wanting her to go because ‘he thought I was so funny.’ She
reciprocates, saying, ‘He was funny.’ Interestingly, humour plays an important role in
the story. It is what allowed Roberta to ‘stand up to him’ and give him ‘a reality
check,’ recasting their roles, emphasising a different plotline, and calling into question
his ‘quest’ to commit suicide. The coda or meaning of the story, therefore, might be
the importance of using humour to reorient difficult patients to their own agency in
their situations.

Convergences and divergences

As mentioned earlier, both thematic and narrative analysis share similar ontological
and epistemological commitments as methods. Accordingly, it is not surprising the
analyses produced by each method resulted in some convergences in their data inter-
pretations. However, there are also significant divergences in how each method sug-
gests we read the situation presented in the data. We share these convergences and
divergences in the Table 3.

Tracy (2010) encouraged qualitative researchers of all stripes to differentiate ‘qualita-
tive ends frommeans’ (p. 839, italics in the original), implying that the final product could
be evaluated according to universally agreed-upon criteria for excellent qualitative
research (i.e., the criterion of rigour), despite researchers’ varied and sometimes incom-
mensurate methodological traditions. While we appreciate the call for shared criteria to
stimulate inter-paradigm conversations between researchers and to show the value of
qualitative work to diverse publics outside the academy, we argue that the means – our
methodological choices – offer an analytical lens that frames the ends, or the final
research publication, in significant ways. For instance, in the data we examined here,
the client’s voice and agency were downplayed in the thematic analysis, whereas the
narrative analysis framed him as an agentic but misguided hero.

To explain these divergences, we return to our initial question: Why do these two
methods, which share similar epistemological and ontological premises, end up author-
ing the data story so differently, even when used by the same analyst? Personal
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positionality, whereby our identities shape both what we know and what we make known
in our written reports, cannot completely account for these differences. Similarly,
although epistemological transparency is vital, we must also be mindful of the less visible
but highly consequential ontological assumptions of each method. While they both agree
that social reality is plural, negotiated, and made sensible through human activity,
thematic analysis assumes that identifiable patterns are always present in a dataset;
narrative analysis takes the existence of underlying contingent structure for granted.

What exists is also what matters, so it is unsurprising that each method foregrounds
certain facets of the data while others remain unseen. Thematic analysis’s focus on
recurrent patterns allows comparison across cases, but privileging patterns means ignor-
ing singular outliers. The implicit assumption is that unique cases have no value and that
we can learn little from a sample of one (i.e., N=1). Narrative analysis enables a deeper
understanding of processes, yet when contingencies are implicit or absent, narrative
analysis is hard to apply. Exposing ontological assumptions and identifying what gets
methodologically passed over and hence left unseen generates questions about the rigour
of research, a concern we address in the following section.

Stirring up the hornet’s nest: fidelity on five counts

Earlier, we underscored the importance of raising questions about rigour in research
practice, credibility of research results, and representation of multivocality in research
data. These issues can be encapsulated by a question about fidelity: To whom or what are

Table 3. Data story convergences and divergences.
Thematic analysis Narrative analysis

Data story convergences
Portrayal of the
actors’ actions

The client is manipulating.
Roberta gives him a reality check/opposes him.

They attach.
Giving voice to the
participant

The analyst honours the meanings that
Roberta associated with her experience of events.

Use of humour Roberta uses humour strategically
to deal with the difficult patient.

Interpretation of the
caregiver’s overall
strategy

Roberta reframes the client’s situation.

Data story divergences
Agency of the
participant/
caregiver

Framed as a hero (strong, bossy,
affectionate, etc.); as an educator.

Framed as a master storyteller; as a role transformer;
and as pushing the hero into a different course of
action.

Agency of the client In the reframed situation: Assumes
a secondary position; framed as
(pathetic) victim.

In the reframed situation: Assumes a primary
position; framed as an agentic, misguided hero.

How thematic and narrative analysis author different data stories
Analytic purpose Analysing action and meaning across

cases, made possible by
decontextualising the data.

Identifying key moments in unfolding events, made
possible by processual approach.

Analytic focus Foregrounded: patterned, recurrent
communicative practices.

Foregrounded: underlying narrative structure;
participants’ roles and obligations as they emerge
from unfolding events in the plotlines.

Unseen: singularity, outliers. Unseen: narrative structure when contingencies are
implicit.
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we faithful as we produce published texts? To our methods? To our participants? To the
data? To ourselves as researchers? To our readers? In this section, we reflect on con-
siderations to take into account when trying to answer this question, and we intentionally
play with the term fidelity, which etymologically encompasses varied layers of meaning:
loyalty to one’s spouse or partner; faithfulness to one’s duties or obligations; correspon-
dence to some quality or fact, or accuracy; and faithful adherence.

Methodological fidelity is characterised by proof of transparency and rigour, which are
achieved by giving the reader precise accounts of how we choose, sort, organise, and
ultimately transform the raw data in the finished research report or publication (Tracy,
2010, p. 841); this is fidelity as correspondence, as having followed the prescribed ‘recipe’
for the chosen method. However, being transparent in data analysis is challenging for
many reasons. First, sharing the raw data itself may be problematic, whether for pro-
prietary reasons – not wanting to gift to others the data we obtained through blood,
sweat, and tears – or for ethical concerns related to confidentiality. Second, authors must
make judgement calls in light of journal word count limits. In thematic analysis, for
instance, it takes too much space to show the multiple transformations made to the data;
choice of meaning units and first-level coding activities are often left out.

Third, in the contemporary context of ‘publish or perish,’ we may choose to evacuate
the messiness of our analytic process, especially when reviewers encourage us to present
our work in such a way that positions our interpretation as rock solid. Narrative analysts
ontologically and epistemologically embrace and announce that their version of the story
is one among many, but such a stance can be a thorn in one’s side if publishing in
research areas dominated by a post-positivist paradigm (e.g., in health care). In order to
overcome reviewers’ biases, we can end up following tried and true ‘magic’ recipes like
using multiple coders or doing member checking, even if it seems as if we are all silently
dancing to a post-positivist tune.

This brings us to the question of fidelity to research participants: What exactly are we
checking with members? That they agree with our interpretations of the data (i.e., with
what our version of the data story ‘makes them say’ and are thus faithful to their intended
meanings at the time of the interview) or that they like how we portray them (i.e., we are
faithful to their view of themselves in their stories)? Given the open-ended nature of
interpretation in general, and the fact that one’s interpretation evolves, deepens, and is
refined throughout the analysis process and the application of theoretical concepts, it is
perhaps an impossible (and misguided) goal to produce a faithful representation of what
participants meant, because we position them in disciplinary conversations that they
would never enter into on their own. Furthermore, this goal again represents
a correspondence notion of truth. One solution proposed by Tracy (2010) is engaging
in member reflections rather than member checking. Member reflections open up
a collaborative space where participants and researchers can discuss findings.

If our analyses can generate numerous alternative accounts, how can we be faithful to
‘the data’? One way of resolving this conundrum is to be faithful to our ‘duties’ and revisit
our epistemological commitments. In his analysis of modern epistemology, Greco (1995)
outlined three moments of ‘knowing’ that he argued are independent of any particular
ontological stance: (a) un-interpreted qualia of experience (sensations characterised as
lacking in conceptual content); (b) interpreted experience; and (c) beliefs about objects in
the world. It is at the second and third levels that we are able to create diverging accounts
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that communicate ‘a cultural, social, individual, or communal sense of the “real”’
(Richardson, 2000, p. 254). Denzin and Lincoln (2018) go so far as to suggest that ‘we are
in a new age where messy, uncertain multivoiced texts . . . will become more common’
(p. 22).

At this point, we would like to emphasise that the multiplicity of potentially credible
accounts does not render the actual events, artefacts, or practices themselves unreal (as in
threatening to jump out a window, eating breakfast, or struggling to deal with a difficult
client). Within the discipline of organisational communication, Cheney (2000) also noted
that a focus on interpretation does not foreclose the existence of a pre- or non-
interpreted world. In fact, he argued that linking the two is one of the key challenges
facing interpretive scholarship, and his tentative call to arms deserves to be quoted in full:

How should we understand the roles of materiality, “constants” and “nonnegotiables” in the
world of work, business and organizations? Speaking generally, I would say that interpretive
organizational communication scholarship has suffered somewhat from a case of “symbol
worship,” occasionally to the point of nearly denying “there’s anything else out there”.
(Cheney, 2000, p. 44)

In the same way as Lincoln and Guba (2013) insisted that different ways of construing the
social world lead to ‘different outcomes or products, different ways of expressing experi-
ence’ (p. 48), each method – which offers a distinctive lens on the social world – not only
communicates but also mis-communicates because different facets are included, down-
played, or excluded. Therefore, resolving the dilemma (being faithful to both method and
data, while participating in cross-paradigm dialogue) lies in their suggestion that inter-
pretive researchers confront, compare, and contrast the various ‘constructions’ they
encounter in the field (p. 40). Lindlof and Taylor (2011) insist that qualitative researchers
should ‘reflect on – and account for – the contingency of their claims’ (p. 9).

Doing so requires making clear linkages between how our methods and our profes-
sional and personal baggage shape our interpretations of the data. Lack of clarity about
our commitments often translates into a lack of fidelity (i.e., betrayal of sorts) to ourselves
as researchers. We downplay our authority in creating particular accounts, and our voice
disappears. Sipe and Ghiso (2004) noted ‘we tend to hide ourselves in our writing’ (p.
474) by using passive constructions (‘excerpts were chosen’) and ceding authority to the
method itself (‘the analysis revealed’). Moreover, what Tracy (2010) called sincerity,
which involves positioning ourselves in our analyses, is of utmost importance in uphold-
ing our obligation of fidelity to the readers of our published reports. Such honesty does
not mean that researchers must write polysemic research reports that read like a ‘Choose
your own adventure’ novel with twists and turns that confuse the reader. Instead, being
faithful to our readers requires us to combine thick description, appropriate detail, and
parsimony, so that texts resonate with readers. Resonance, one of Tracy’s (2010) criteria
for quality qualitative research, encompasses transferability, which is ‘achieved when
readers feel as though the story of the research overlaps with their own situation and they
intuitively transfer the research to their own action’ (p. 845).

In this article, we have argued that fidelity to these multiple commitments is part of the
craft of qualitative research and needs to be brought to the fore in our flagship journals.
We sincerely hope the reader has not been metaphorically stung by the hornets we have
stirred up. Our goal was to critically examine how our choice of method influences the
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backstage messiness of conducting interpretive data analysis and how it informs our
presentation of the intrinsic open-endedness of interpretive research. As Lincoln and
Guba (2013) eloquently suggest, competing versions are not inherently problematic, but
enable us ‘to think about whether this is the world we wanted to create’ (p. 10).

Notes

1. According to Tesch (2013), a meaning unit is a ‘segment of text that is comprehensible by
itself and contains one idea, episode, or piece of information’ (p. 116).

2. As identification of these broader categories requires constant comparison with other related
concepts, it is unsurprising that many thematic analyses claim to have used a grounded theory
methodology. However, unlike thematic analysis, grounded theory requires its adherents to
infer relationships among concepts in order to ‘build middle-range theoretical frameworks
that explain the collected data’ (Charmaz, 2003, pp. 249–250). Braun and Clarke (2006) warn
researchers who use thematic analysis without generating theory from the data gathered to
avoid conducting ‘grounded theory lite’ instead of the ‘full fat’ version.
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