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Abstract
In this text we respond and elaborate on the four comments addressing our original 
article. In that piece we define qualitative research as an “iterative process in which 
improved understanding to the scientific community is achieved by making new sig-
nificant distinctions resulting from getting closer to the phenomenon studied.” In 
light of the comments, we identify three positions in relation to our contribution: 
(1) to not define qualitative research; (2) to work with one definition for each study 
or approach of “qualitative research” which is predominantly left implicit; (3) to 
systematically define qualitative research. This article elaborates on these positions 
and argues that a definition is a point of departure for researchers, including those 
reflecting on, or researching, the fields of qualitative and quantitative research. The 
proposed definition can be used both as a standard of evaluation as well as a catalyst 
for discussions on how to evaluate and innovate different styles of work.

Keywords  Qualitative research · Methods · Epistemology · Standards of valuation · 
Research styles

The editors of Qualitative Sociology have given us the opportunity not only to 
receive comments by a group of particularly qualified scholars who engage with our 
text in a constructive fashion, but also to reply, and thereby to clarify our position. 
We have read the four essays that comment on our article What is qualitative in 
qualitative research (Aspers and Corte 2019) with great interest. Japonica Brown-
Saracino, Paul Lichterman, Jennifer Reich, and Mario Luis Small agree that what 
we do is new. We are grateful for the engagement that the four commenters show 
with our text.

 *	 Patrik Aspers 
	 Patrik.aspers@unisg.ch

	 Ugo Corte 
	 ugo.corte@uis.no

1	 University of St., Gallen, St. Gallen, Switzerland
2	 University of Stavanger, Stavanger, Norway

Published online: 28 October 2021

Qualitative Sociology (2021) 44:599–608

/

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11133-021-09497-w&domain=pdf


1 3

Our article is based on a standard approach: we pose a question drawing on our 
personal experiences and knowledge of the field, make systematic selections from 
existing literature, identify, collect and analyze data, read key texts closely, make 
interpretations, move between theory and evidence to connect them, and ultimately 
present a definition: “qualitative research as an iterative process in which improved 
understanding to the scientific community is achieved by making new significant 
distinctions resulting from getting closer to the phenomenon studied” (Aspers and 
Corte 2019, 139). We acknowledge that there are different qualitative characteristics 
of research, meaning that we do not merely operate with a binary code of qualitative 
versus non-qualitative research. Our definition is an attempt to make a new distinc-
tion that clarifies what is qualitative in qualitative research and which is useful to the 
scientific community. Consequently, our work is in line with the definition that we 
have proposed.

Given the interest that our contribution has already generated, it is reasonable 
to argue that the new distinction we put forth is also significant. As researchers we 
make claims about significance, but it is always the audience—other scientists—who 
decide whether the contribution is significant or not. Iteration means that one goes 
back and forth between theory and evidence, and improved understanding refers to 
the epistemic gains of a study. To achieve this improved understanding by pursu-
ing qualitative research, it is necessary that one gets close to the empirical material. 
When these four components are combined, we speak of qualitative research.

The four commentators welcome our text, which does not imply that they agree 
with all of the arguments we advance. In what follows, we single out some of the 
most important critiques we received and provide a reply aiming to push the conver-
sation about qualitative research forward.

Why a Definition?

We appreciate that all critics have engaged closely with our definition. One main 
point of convergence between them is that one should not try to define quali-
tative research. Small (Forthcoming) asks rhetorically: “Is producing a single 
definition a good idea?” He justifies his concern by pointing out that the term 
is used to describe both different practices (different kinds of studies) and three 
elements (types of data; data collection, and analysis). Similarly, both Brown-
Saracino (Forthcoming) and Lichterman, (Forthcoming) argue that not only there 
is no single entity called qualitative research—a view that we share, but instead, 
that definitions change over time. For Small, producing a single definition for a 
field as diverse as sociology, or the social sciences for that matter, is restrictive, a 
point which is also, albeit differently, shared by Brown-Saracino. Brown-Saracino 
asserts that our endeavor “might calcify boundaries, stifle innovation, and pre-
vent recognition of areas of common ground across areas that many of us have 
long assumed to be disparate.” Hence, one should not define what is qualitative, 
because definitions may harm development. Both Small and Brown-Saracino say 
that we are drawing boundaries between qualitative and quantitative approaches 
and overstate differences between them. Yet, part of our intent was the opposite: 
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to build bridges between different approaches by arguing that the ‘qualitative’ 
feature of research pertains both quantitative and qualitative methodologies, 
which may use and even combine different methods.

In light of these comments we need to elaborate our argument. Moreover, it is 
important not to maintain hard lines that may lead to scientific tribalism. None-
theless, the critique of our—or any other definition of qualitative research—typi-
cally implies that there is something “there,” but that we have not captured it cor-
rectly with our definition. Thus, the critique that we should not define qualitative 
research comes with an implicit contradiction. If all agree that there is something 
called “qualitative research,” even if it is only something that is not quantita-
tive, this still presumes that there is something called “qualitative.” Had we done 
research on any other topic it would probably have been requested by reviewers 
to define what we are talking about. The same criteria should apply also when we 
turn the researcher’s gaze on to our own practice.

Moreover, it is doubtful that our commentators would claim that qualitative 
research can be “anything,” as the more Dadaistic interpretation by Paul Feyera-
bend (1976) would have it. But without referring to the realist view of Karl Pop-
per (1963, 232–3) and his ideas of verisimilitude (i.e., that we get close to the 
truth) we have tried to spell out what we see as an account of the phenomenology 
of “qualitative.” We identify three positions in relation to the issue of definition 
of qualitative research:

1.	 We should not define qualitative research.
2.	 We can work with one definition for each study or approach of “qualitative 

research,” which is predominantly left implicit.
3.	 We can try to systematically define qualitative research.

Obviously, we have embraced and practiced position 3 in reaction to the cur-
rent state of the field which is largely dominated by position 2--namely that what 
is  qualitative  research is  open to a large variety of “definitions.” The critical 
points of our commentators explicitly or implicitly argue in favor of position 1, 
or perhaps position 2. Our claim that a definition can help researchers sort good 
from less good research has triggered criticism. Below, we elaborate on this issue.

We maintain that a definition is a valid starting point useful for junior scholars 
to learn more about what is qualitative and what is quantitative, and for more 
advanced researchers it may feature as a point of departure to make improve-
ments, for instance, in clarifying their epistemological positions and goals. But 
we could have done a better job in clarifying our position. Nonetheless, we con-
tend that change and improvement at this late stage of development in social sci-
ences is partially related to and dependent upon pushing against or building upon 
clear benchmarks, such as the definition that we have formulated. We acknowl-
edge that “definitions might evolve or diversify over time,” as Brown-Saracino 
suggests. Still, surely social scientists can keep two things in mind at the same 
time: an existing definition may be useful, but new research may change it. This 
becomes evident if one applies our definition to the definition itself: our definition 
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is not immune to work that leads to new qualitative distinctions! Having said this, 
we are happy to see that all four comments profit from getting in close contact 
with the definition. This means that our definition and the article offer the reader 
an opportunity to think with (Fine and Corte 2022) or, as Small writes, “forces 
the reader to think.” We believe that both in principle and in practice, we all agree 
that clarity and definitions are scientific virtues.

What can a Definition Enable?

While we agree with several points in Small’s essay, we disagree on others. Our 
underlying assumption is that we can build on existing knowledge, albeit not in the 
way positivism envisioned it. It follows that work which is primarily descriptive, 
evocative, political, or generally aimed at social change may entail new knowledge, 
but it does not fit well within the frame within which we operate in this piece. The 
existence of different kinds of work, each of which relies on different standards of 
evaluation—which are often unclear and consequential, especially to graduate stu-
dents and junior scholars (see Corte and Irwin 2017)—brings us to another point 
highlighted by both Small and Lichterman: can the definition be used to differentiate 
good from lesser good kinds of work?

Small argues that while our article promises to develop a standard of evalua-
tion, it fails to do so. We agree: our definition does not specify the exact criteria 
of what is good and what is poor research. Our definition demarcates qualitative 
research from non-qualitative by spelling out the qualitative elements of research, 
which advances a criterion of evaluation. In addition, there is definitely research that 
meets the characteristics of being qualitative, but that is uninteresting, irrelevant, or 
essentially useless (see Alvesson et al. 2017 on “gap spotting,” for instance). What 
is good or not good research  is to be decided in an ongoing scientific discussion led 
by those who actively contribute to the development of a field. A definition, none-
theless, can serve as a point of reference to evaluate scholarly work, and it can also 
serve as a guideline to demarcate what is qualitative from what it is not.

A Good Definition?

Even if one accepts that there should be a definition of qualitative research, and 
thinks that such a definition could be useful, it does not follow that one must accept 
our definition. Small identifies what he sees a paradox in our text, namely that we 
both speak of qualitative research in general and of qualitative elements in differ-
ent research activities. The term qualitative, as we note and as Small specifies, is 
used to describe different things: from small n studies to studies of organizations, 
states, or other units conceptualized as case studies and analyzed quantitatively as 
well as qualitatively. We are grateful for this observation, which is correct. We failed 
to properly address this issue in the original text.

As we discuss in the article, the elements used in our definitions (distinctions, 
process, closeness, and improved understanding) are present in all kinds of research, 
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even quantitative. Perhaps the title of our article should have been: “What is Quali-
tative in Research?” Our position is that only when all the elements of the definition 
are applied can one speak of qualitative research. Hence, the first order constructs 
(i.e., the constructs the actors in the field have made) (Aspers 2009) of, for exam-
ple, “qualitative observations,” may indeed refer to observations that make qualita-
tive distinction in the Aristotelian sense on which we rely. Still, if these qualitative 
observations are commensurated with a ratio-scale (i.e., get reduced to numbers) 
this research can no longer be called “qualitative.” It is for this reason that we say 
that, to refer to first order constructs, “quantitative” research processes entail “quali-
tative” elements. This research is, as it were, partially qualitative, but it is not, taken 
together, qualitative research. Brown-Saracino raises a similar point in relation to 
her own and others works that combine “qualitative” and “quantitative” research. 
We do not think that one is inherently better, yet we agree with the general idea that 
qualitative research is particularly useful in identifying research questions and for-
mulating theories (distinctions) that, at a later point should, when possible, be tested 
quantitatively on larger samples (cf. Small 2005). It is our hope that, with our clari-
fication above, it will be easier for researchers to understand what one is and what 
one is not doing. We also hope that our study will stimulate further dialogue and 
collaboration between researchers who primarily work within different traditions.

Small wonders if a researcher who tries to replicate a “qualitative” study (accord-
ing to our definition) is doing qualitative research. The person is  certainly doing 
research, and some elements are likely conducted in a qualitative fashion accord-
ing to our definition, for example if the method of in-depth fieldwork is employed. 
But regardless of the method used, and regardless of whether the person finds new 
things, if the result is binary coded as either confirming or disconfirming exist-
ing research, qualitative research is not being conducted because no new distinc-
tion is offered. Imagine the same study being replicated for the 20th time. Surely the 
researcher must use the same “qualitative” methods (to use the first order construct). 
It may even excite a large academic audience, but it would not count as qualitative 
research according to our definition. Our definition requires both that the research 
process has made use of all its elements, but it also requires the acceptance by the 
audience. Having said this, in practice, it is more likely that such a study would also 
report new distinctions that are acknowledged by an audience. If such a study is 
reviewed and published, these are additional indicators that the new distinctions are 
considered significant, at least to some extent: how much research space it opens 
up, and how much it helps other researchers continue the discussion by formulat-
ing their own questions and making their own claims (Collins 1998, 31), whether 
by agreeing with it by applying it, by refining it (Snow et al. 2003), or by disagree-
ing and identifying new ways forward. There are two key characteristics that make 
a contribution relevant: newness and usefulness (Csikszentmihalyi 1996), both of 
which are related to the established state of knowledge within a field. Relatedly, 
Small asks: “Is newness enough? What does a new distinction that does not improve 
understanding look like?” There are also other indicators that demarcate whether a 
contribution is significant and to what extent. Some of these indicators include the 
number of citations a piece of work generates, the reputation of the journal or press 
where the work is published, and how widely the contribution is used—for instance, 

603Qualitative Sociology (2021) 44:599–608



1 3

across specializations within the same discipline, or across different fields (i.e., dif-
ferent ways of valuation and evaluation) (Aspers and Beckert 2011) of scientific out-
put. In principle, if a contribution ends up being used in an area where it would have 
unlikely been used, then one may further argue for its significance.

As it is implicit in our work when we talk about distinctions, we refer to theory 
building, albeit appreciating different conceptualizations and uses of the term the-
ory (Abend 2008) and ways to achieve it (e.g., Zerubavel 2020). Brown-Saracino 
writes that our project may hold “the unintended consequence of limiting explora-
tory research designs and methodological innovations.” While we cannot predict the 
impact of our research, we are certainly in favor of experimentation and different 
styles of work. In line with David Snow, Calvin Morrill and Leon Anderson (2003, 
184), we argue that many qualitative researchers start their projects being underpre-
pared in theory and theory development, oftentimes with the goal of describing, and 
leaving alone the black box of theory, or postponing it to later phases of the project. 
Our definition, along with the work by those authors and others on theory develop-
ment, can be one way to heighten the chances researchers can make distinctions and 
develop theory.

Lichterman argues that we are not giving enough weight to interpretation and that 
we should relate more strongly to the larger project of the Geistenwissenschaften. 
We agree that interpretation is a key element in qualitative research, and we draw on 
Hans-Georg Gadamer (1988) who refined the idea of the hermeneutic circle.

Another critique, raised by Reich (Forthcoming), is that positionality is a key ele-
ment of qualitative research. That in working towards a definition, we have “over-
looked much of the methodological writings and contributions of women, scholars 
of color, and queer scholars” that could have enriched our definition, especially 
regarding “getting closer to the phenomenon studied.” Surely, the way we have 
searched for and included references means that we have ‘excluded’ the vast major-
ity of research and researchers who do qualitative work. However, we have not 
included texts by some authors in our sample based on any specific characteristics 
or according to any specific position. This critique is valid only if Reich shows more 
explicitly what this inclusion would add to our definition.

Though we agree with much of what Reich says, for example about the role of 
bodies and reflexivity in ethnographic work, the idea of positionality as a norma-
tive notion is problematic. At least since Gadamer wrote in the early 1960s (1988), 
it is clear that there are no interpretations ‘from nowhere.’ Who one is cannot be 
bracketed in an interpretation of what has occurred. The scientific value of this more 
identity- and positionality-oriented research that accounts also of the positionality of 
the interpreter, is essentially already well acknowledged. Reflection is not just some-
thing that qualitative researcher do; it is a general aspect of research. Ethnographic 
researchers may need certain skills to get close and understand the phenomenon 
they study, yet they also need to maintain distance. As Fine and Hallett write: “The 
ethnographic stranger is uniquely positioned to be a broker in connecting the field 
with the academy, bringing the site into theory and, perhaps, permitting the acad-
emy to consider joint action with previously distant actors” (Fine and Hallett 2014, 
195). Moreover, Brown-Saracino illustrates well what it means to get close, and we 
too see that ethnography, in various forms and ways, is useful as other qualitative 
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activities. Though ethnographic research cannot be quantitative, qualitative work is 
broader than solely ethnographic research. Furthermore, reflexivity is not something 
that one has to do when doing qualitative research, but something one does as a 
researcher.

Reich’s second point is more important. The claim is that if the standpoint-ori-
ented argument is completely accepted, it will most likely violate what we see as 
the essence of research. We warned in our article that qualitative research may be 
treated as less scientific than quantitative within academia, but also in the general 
public, if too many in academia claim to be doing “qualitative research” while they 
are in fact telling stories, engaging in activism, or writing like journalists. Such 
approaches are extra problematic if only some people with certain characteristics 
are viewed as the only legitimate producers of certain types of knowledge. If these 
tendencies are fueled, it is not merely the definition of “qualitative” that is at stake, 
but what the great majority see as research in general. Science cannot reach “The 
Truth,” but if one gives up the idea communal and universal nature of scientific 
knowledge production and even a pragmatic notion of truth, much of its value and 
rationale of science as an independent sphere in society is lost (Merton 1973; Weber 
1985). Ralf Dahrendorf framed this form of publicness by writing that: “Science is 
always a concert, a contrapuntal chorus of the many who are engaged in it. Insofar 
as truth exists at all, it exists not as a possession of the individual scholar, but as 
the net result of scientific interchange” (1968, 242–3). The issue of knowledge is 
a serious matter, but it is also another debate which relates to social sciences being 
low consensus fields (Collins 1994; Fuchs 1992; Parker and Corte 2017, 276) in 
which the proliferation of journals and lack of agreement about common definitions, 
research methods, and interpretations of data contributes to knowledge fragmenta-
tion. To abandon the idea of community may also cause confusion, and piecemeal 
contributions while affording academics a means to communicate with a restricted 
in-group who speak their own small language and share their views among others of 
the same tribe, but without neither the risk nor possibility of gaining general public 
recognition. In contrast, we see knowledge as something public, that, ideal-typically, 
“can be seen and heard by everybody” (Arendt 1988, 50), reflecting a pragmatic 
consensual approach to knowledge, but with this argument we are way beyond the 
theme of our article.

Our concern with qualitative research was triggered by the external critique of 
what is qualitative research and current debates in social science. Our definition, 
which deliberately tries to avoid making the use of a specific method or technique 
the essence of qualitative, can be used as a point of reference. In all the replies by 
Brown-Saracino, Lichterman, Reich, and Small, several examples of practices that 
are in line with our definition are given. Thus, the definition can be used to under-
stand the practice of research, but it would also allow researchers to deliberately 
deviate from it and develop it. We are happy to see that all commentators have used 
our definition to move further, and in this pragmatic way the definition has already 
proved its value.

New research should be devoted to delineating standards and measures of 
evaluation for different kinds of work such as the those we have identified above: 
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theoretical, descriptive, evocative, political, or aimed at social change (see Brady 
and Collier 2004; Ragin et al. 2004; Van Maanen 2011). And those standards could 
respectively be based upon scientific or stylistic advancement and social and societal 
impact.1 Different work should be evaluated in relation to their respective canons, 
goals, and audiences, and there is certainly much to gain from learning from other 
perspectives. Relatedly, being fully aware of the research logics of both qualitative 
and quantitative traditions (Small 2005) is also an advantage for improving both of 
them and to spur further collaboration. Bringing further clarity on these points will 
ultimately improve different traditions, foster creativity potentially leading to inno-
vative projects, and be useful both to younger researchers and established scholars.
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