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Abstract 
Qualitative methods have long been an important 
component of CSCW research. However, it can be 
challenging to make qualitative work legible to a 
broader set of researchers, which is critical as mixed 
methods research becomes more common. Moreover, 
the shift towards larger scales of data and increasing 
calls for open data and more transparency pose new 
questions for qualitative methods in terms of data 
collection, analysis, reporting, and sharing. This 
workshop brings together researchers to discuss these 
challenges as well as new opportunities for qualitative 
methods, with goals to help build norms and best 
practices for (1) conducting qualitative research, (3) 
reporting that research, and (3) engaging and 
collaborating with CSCW researchers from other 
methodological traditions. 
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Introduction 
Qualitative methods account for a substantial 
proportion of research in the CSCW and social 
computing fields, but making this research legible to a 
broader set of researchers can be challenging when 
there is such a diversity of approaches. Qualitative 
methods also open up a number of questions at the 
heart of CSCW—around issues like transparency, 
ethics, collaboration, and sharing—particularly in light 
of a growing trend towards mixed methods work [35] 
and increased calls for open data in our research 
community [9,22]. Conversations around these issues 
suggest that clarity and deliberation are needed to 
define local norms and help authors make 
methodological choices and communicate them with 
clarity and confidence. 

Even the definition of qualitative inquiry is situated 
within a complex history that has led to off-shoots of 
different methodological traditions and distinct 
analytical paradigms (e.g., deductive, inductive, 
abductive, and others [13,28]). We define qualitative 
inquiry as an interpretive, naturalistic style of research 
in which researchers attempt to make sense of 
phenomena in their natural settings, in terms of the 
meaning that people bring to them [11].  

CSCW is particularly notable for the way in which it 
draws on diverse research traditions, which continue to 
expand into more qualitative and interpretive study. 
However, at the same time, calls in our field for greater 
transparency and open data [22] has placed pressure 
on researchers not only to share their data, but also to 
be more precise in descriptions of methods, which has 
opened up ethical and practical questions when it 
comes to both practice and reporting. 

There are currently many issues that CSCW researchers 
might benefit from tackling, and conversations among 
interested stakeholders can be an important step in 
moving towards norm-setting and broader 
conversations. This workshop brings together 
researchers to discuss both these challenges and new 
opportunities for qualitative methods in light of changes 
in the field, with goals to help build norms and best 
practices for (1) conducting qualitative research as the 
field evolves, (2) sharing and reporting that research 
legibly and ethically, and (3) engaging and 
collaborating with researchers from other 
methodological traditions. 

Workshop Themes 
This workshop is an opportunity to discuss and reflect 
on qualitative methods practice and tackle challenges 
and open questions. In addition to broad decisions such 
as paradigm selection, which has differential 
implications for the entire research process, we see a 
number of relevant, pressing concerns surrounding all 
aspects of qualitative work: data collection, analysis, 
reporting, and sharing. Each of these layers also 
involves various ethical considerations and challenges. 
Here we present a non-exhaustive account of relevant 
issues that may be of interest to workshop participants 
and the broader CSCW community. 

Data Collection 
Qualitative research encompasses disparate classical 
traditions of inquiry (e.g., ethnography, case study, 
grounded theory),  epistemic paradigms (e.g., 
positivist, interpretivist, critical), and modes of 
reasoning (e.g., deductive, inductive, or abductive). In 
interdisciplinary fields like CSCW, researchers tend to 



 

draw from multiple approaches for both data collection 
and analysis.  

Data collection methods are an important decision 
when designing a study, with multiple ways to 
approach the same questions. How do we decide which 
types of data are most appropriate [31], and how do 
we weigh different potential types of bias? Are we 
interested in observed versus reported behavior [21]? 
Logistically, what are the trade-offs of different 
collection methods for the same kind of data [12]? How 
do we create the least biased samples [10], and whose 
definitions of bias are we using [8]? How much data do 
we need to collect and how do we know when to stop 
collecting data [6,7,19]? When conducting mixed 
methods research, how do we decide on the sequence 
of data collection [20]? And how do we balance our 
research plans across all of these dimensions as well as 
additional value considerations? 

Decisions around data collection also raise some of the 
most pressing ethical issues for qualitative research. 
For example, how do we consider issues of researcher 
positionality and power dynamics [32]? What are best 
practices for collecting data with human subjects, 
including informed consent [4]? What are the ethical 
implications of collecting data without consent (e.g., 
from social media) [15]? How do we navigate cultural 
and other collectivist rules about permissions to share 
data [26]? How do we weigh potential ethical concerns 
with concerns about sampling or rigor? The lack of 
norms regarding ethics for social media research 
specifically [34] has produced many conversations 
about this topic in recent years, including multiple 
workshops [16,17,36]. By contextualizing these 
concerns in a broad discussion of qualitative research 

methods trade-offs, we can further these 
conversations. 

Data Analysis 
There are a number of formal qualitative analysis 
methods common to CSCW research--for example, 
grounded theory [7], content analysis [23], and 
thematic analysis [3], among others. An understanding 
of the origins, details, and differences among 
approaches can help researchers align analysis 
methods, questions, data, and goals for the study. One 
goal is to help researchers make informed decisions 
about their own work. Another goal is to determine how 
best to articulate these traditions so that readers can 
better understand how to evaluate a study’s merits. 

This discussion is particularly critical given current 
conversations around rigor in qualitative work. Multiple 
techniques exist for establishing reliability or validity, 
such as member checking, triangulation of multiple 
sources of data, theoretical sampling, constant 
comparison, relationality, and reflexivity in grounded 
theory [7,18,28]. Yet there are not clear standards for 
which of these are most appropriate in what 
circumstances. Additionally, use of quantitative 
measures such as inter-rater reliability [23] raise 
challenging questions when applied to qualitative data 
[14]. When is it appropriate to apply standards of 
quantitative research to qualitative research, or when 
might this be actively harmful? 

There are also a number of tools available for analysis, 
depending on the method. Researchers might use 
everything from post-it notes to spreadsheets to 
software such as Atlas.ti, NVivo, MaxQDA, or Dedoose. 
How do researchers choose among these options, and 



 

what are the trade-offs? How do we conduct research 
collaboratively, both with respect to process [24] and 
how we deal with disagreement [37]? Moreover, as the 
scale and depth of data we have access to increases, 
how can we potentially scale, improve and enhance 
qualitative analysis methods, or combine them with 
other methodological paradigms popular in CSCW 
research (e.g. statistical methods, machine learning, 
systems analysis, design fiction etc.) in complementary 
and useful ways [1,29]? 

Data and Methods Reporting 
Given the complexities of decisions around data 
collection and analysis as discussed above, how do we 
decide how much detail to include? How do we explain 
rigor for qualitative research for potential reviewers or 
readers who come from different methodological 
traditions? When is it appropriate to simply cite a 
method versus explaining exactly how the research was 
conducted?  

In addition to explaining the methods themselves, 
there are also decisions about reporting data. When is 
it appropriate to quantify qualitative data (e.g., N 
number of participants said X)? How much detail about 
participants should be included? How do we anonymize 
data appropriately, including potentially obscuring or 
fabricating quotes for ethical reasons [25]? When might 
we need to carefully protect identities of participants--
versus intentionally identifying them [5]? What are best 
practices for explaining these decisions? 

Data Sharing 
In recent years there have been increasing calls for 
transparency and openness within HCI research [9], 
and there has been clear movement along these lines 

for quantitative research [22]. Values of open science 
that are standardized in some other fields include 
transparency, openness, and reproducibility [30]. 
However, it is unclear which of, whether, and how 
these values might apply to qualitative research. For 
example, interpretive research poses challenges to 
replicability—for example, since frameworks that 
investigate marginal perspectives and/or are critical of 
power structures may consider that agreement 
perpetuates these structures, and measurements of 
agreement as indicators of scholarly quality can 
overlook the potential impact of some arguments. 

Moves towards more openness in scientific research 
have also led to publications requiring data sharing or 
stating strong values; for example, PLoS’ statement 
that “we strongly believe that data should be freely 
available all the time without having to go through a 
gatekeeper” [2]. This is a movement that has reached 
the HCI and CSCW communities as well [9,22]. 
However, beyond the obvious ethical concerns with 
sharing data collected from human subjects research, 
qualitative and quantitative data differ in fundamental 
ways that are important to consider when assessing 
whether qualitative data should adhere to the same 
data sharing expectations as quantitative data [33]. 
Replicability in analysis, for example, is typically not 
possible in qualitative research without the analyst.  

Is openness a value that qualitative researchers should 
take up, and if so, how could we do so while protecting 
the humans and preserving the cultures represented in 
our data? For example, there may be cases where 
permission to reference private stories may be given to 
a particular researcher, but not extended to others 
[26], or where there are questions about who should be 



 

credited with “authorship” of reports [27]. Are there 
ways to achieve transparency beyond sharing data? 

This set of themes highlights the complexities of 
conducting qualitative research, and the importance of 
having more open conversations within our research 
community. In the tradition of recent workshops 
focused on research ethics that emphasize open 
conversation and norm-setting [16,17], our hope is 
that providing a venue for these important discussions 
will help researchers who are struggling with these 
challenges. 

Workshop Structure 
The workshop will be structured to facilitate 
conversations around the aforementioned challenges 
and conversations around qualitative methods as they 
pertain to the field of collaborative and social 
computing. We will encourage workshop participants to 
propose case studies for discussion, and use these as 
well as hypotheticals to probe tension points and 
engage on a deeper level—particularly on issues for 
which opinions and experiences diverge. 

We anticipate adjusting the program based on the 
interests and makeup of the participants in the 
workshop, but proposed activities include: 

(1)    Brief introductions from all participants about their 
experience with qualitative methods; 

(2)    5-10 minute presentations from a selected set of 
workshop participants, on specific topics of interest 
(such as the themes noted above) or presenting case 
studies of their own methodological challenges (ideally, 
with a focus on contrasting choices or experiences); 

(3)    Group brainstorming to identify the most pressing 
challenges and opportunities facing the community; 

(4)    Small “task force” style breakout groups to deep 
dive into specific issues or topics identified in (3); and 

(5)    Group work around development of best practices 
and next steps for further engaging the broader 
community and disseminating the results of the 
workshop. 

We will select participants based on the quality and 
depth of reflections presented in submissions. We will 
select presenters based on the potential to generate 
discussion, particularly with respect to highlighting 
shared concerns and contrasting opinions and 
experiences. 

As part of (5), we also intend to propose  ways to 
engage the broader CSCW community during and after 
the conference—for example, by presenting provocative 
questions to attendees or getting feedback on ideas we 
propose at the workshop. Within CSCW, questions 
around qualitative methods are not only relevant to 
those who practice them, but also those who consume 
and review qualitative research. An important outcome 
of the workshop is to engage the entire community and 
not just workshop participants. For example, we plan to 
write a workshop report for the CSCW Medium 
publication that invites the community to share their 
ongoing reflections. Other ideas and specifics will be 
discussed and agreed upon together with participants. 

Therefore, goals and planned outcomes for this 
workshop include: (1) documentation of the important 
challenges and open questions concerning qualitative 



 

methods at CSCW; (2) documentation of brainstorming 
towards norm setting and best practices; and (3) 
planning for engaging the CSCW community with these 
issues during and after the conference. 

This workshop will be one day, with a maximum of 30 
participants including organizers (with no special 
equipment required beyond a projector). 

Submissions 
To be considered for participation in the workshop, 
potential participants should submit a short (2-4 page) 
statement of interest, which will be reviewed by the 
workshop organizers. Submissions should also include a 
brief biographical sketch that includes current 
affiliation, research area, and (if not included 
elsewhere) experience with qualitative methods.  

Submissions can be structured in multiple ways: (1) a 
discussion of a specific topic in the area related to 
qualitative methods, e.g., one of the provocative topics 
we proposed; or (2) a case study discussion of a 
specific experience regarding qualitative methods. We 
encourage submissions that are frank or even 
confessional about their own work and doubts; a case 
study might even be drafted as an “overly honest” 
methods section. Submissions should be related to at 
least one of the four topic areas discussed here: 
collection, analysis, reporting, or sharing. 

Note that participants need not have prior experience 
with qualitative methods, but instead may have 
complementary perspectives to offer (e.g., on 
transparency or on mixed methods) and are interested 
in learning more about qualitative methods. 

We invite and encourage submissions from researchers 
from academia, industry, non-profits, and governments 
(national, regional, local, Tribal), and welcome a wide 
range of disciplinary perspectives.  

Organizers 
All of the workshop organizers are currently involved in 
meta-research around qualitative methods, ranging 
from understanding current practices and norms to 
helping to build new tools and methods. 

Casey Fiesler is an Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Information Science at University of 
Colorado Boulder. Much of her current work relates to 
research ethics for social computing, and along with 
Brubaker, she is co-PI on an NSF-funded project on 
scaling up qualitative, inductive methods for larger 
datasets. 

Jed R. Brubaker is an Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Information Science at University of 
Colorado Boulder, where he researches how identity is 
designed, represented, and experienced in socio-
technical systems. A mixed methods researcher, he is a 
co-PI along with Fiesler on an NSF-funded project on 
scaling qualitative methods. 

Andrea Forte is an Associate Professor in the 
Department of Information Science at Drexel 
University. She researches aspects of online 
participation, open collaboration, privacy, and 
education, which she investigates using a variety of 
qualitative and mixed methods.  

Shion Guha is an Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Computer Science at Marquette 



 

University. His research centers around biases and 
inequities among various marginalized, vulnerable and 
underdeveloped populations especially in issues around 
public policy. He is PI of a NSF-funded project that 
explores the intersections of qualitative and 
quantitative methods to bring transparency and 
accountability to algorithms deployed in the US criminal 
justice system. 

Nora McDonald is a PhD candidate in the College of 
Computing and Informatics at Drexel University. Her 
research aims to understand how communities and 
organizations adapt to new technologies, particularly as 
it relates to design justice. Nora’s current work focuses 
on the role of technology use for vulnerable 
communities as part of an NSF-funded grant to 
understand perceptions and value of anonymity online.  

Michael Muller works as a research staff member at 
IBM Research in Cambridge MA USA. He has worked in 
participatory methods and in collaboration studies in 
organizations, using unitary or mixed methods as 
appropriate. He is particularly interested in developing 
theory from qualitative data through grounded 
methods. 
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