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Empirical Qualitative Research

Empirical Qualitative Research is more of an approach to social sciences research than it is a specific research methodology. Qualitative research methods are often used when researchers are interested in obtaining very detailed and comprehensive information about something. Qualitative methods tend to include very involved observations and a thorough analysis of those observations – the goal of which is to capture the nuances of behavior. Additionally, qualitative research can and often does include personal contact between researchers and subjects. Qualitative methods are common in LIS research, and there are an enormous number of qualitative methods one can choose to employ. Grounded Theory, Ethnography, and Case Studies are three types which are being covered by Research Method Reports this quarter.

The definition of empirical is that it is work that is derived from or relating to experimentation and observation, rather than theory. In effect, it is research in which the researcher does not gather data in order to prove or disprove something, but rather to figure out what is going on. So, Empirical Qualitative Research is research in which qualitative methods are employed to gather data to figure out what is going on with a particular phenomenon. Instead of theory, empirical research tends to use previous work in the existing literature as its justification – particularly when the current research is meant to fill in a gap left by previous work. Raya Fidel’s article on the searching behavior of high school students is a good example of empirical qualitative research. She employed a Case Study (a qualitative method) to figure out how students search for information (an empirical methodology), in order to better serve the needs of students. As part of the justification for her work, she cited the fact that no previous work had been done on the searching behavior of high school students. 

Many scientists discount empirical research because it doesn’t strictly follow the scientific method, in which a theory is formed, structured experiments are conducted, and data is gathered that either proves or disproves the theory. People who would dismiss empirical research as mere fact-finding are missing the point, though. Qualitative methods aren’t meant to compete with quantitative methods. In fact, they are used to answer a completely different type of question. 

The results of LIS research may not be defendable according to the rules of the scientific method for establishing laws of how the universe operates, but, again, that’s not the point. Empirical qualitative research is immensely useful to LIS because of its practicality. It is research to figure out what people are doing so strategies can be created to better serve them. Again, the goal of the Fidel article stands as a good example of the motivations behind LIS research using a empirical qualitative methodology.
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