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Chapter 7

Reading and annotating

According to Edmund Burke, 'to read without reflecting is like eating
without digesting' (quoted in Peter 1982). Reading and annotating are
processes which aid the 'digestion' of our data. Although I discuss them
separately, they are two facets of the same process of absorbing information and reflecting upon it. Reading our data is akin to 'reading' a situation
- it is a process of interpreting what the data may mean (Sayer 1992: 35-6).
This process should not be reduced to the indispensible task of recognizing the meaning of the symbols through which information is conveyed. It
encompasses integration - relating various parts of data to other parts, or
to the data as a whole. It involves assimilation - relating the data to
previous knowledge. It requires retention and recall - storing the understanding we gain through reading in an accessible form. And it culminates
in communication - the use we make of our reading in producing an
account (cf. Buzan 1982: 28). If reading and annotating the data are to
contribute effectively to our analysis, we have to consider how each of
these elements can be facilitated and sustained.
READING

We cannot analyse our data unless we read it. How well we read it may
determine how we well analyse it. Reading in qualitative data analysis is
not passive. We read to comprehend, but intelligibility is not our only nor
even our main goal. The aim of reading through our data is to prepare the
ground for analysis. We can compare the action of reading the data with a
bit of gardening. By digging over the ground, we loosen the soil and make
it possible for the seeds of our analysis to put down roots and grow. It may
help to have some fertilizer (organic, naturally) in the shape of a few ideas;
the fruits of our digging may not be seen straight away, but when the results
do show, the resulting shoots will be stronger and more profuse.
How do we read in an active, or perhaps one should say, an 'interactive'
way? One technique is to develop a set of questions to ask of the data.
These need be no more than the interrogative quintet 'Who? What?
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When? Where? Why?' - questions which are the stock-in-trade of any
analyst. These questions can lead in all sorts of directions, opening up
interesting avenues to explore in the data. The emphasis should be on
exploration of potential themes and topics, but not entirely without some
discipline or direction. 'So what?' is another stock question which is always
worth asking, since it forces us to consider why some aspect of the data
seems so interesting.
A further source of ideas can be identified in the substantive issues with
which the researcher is concerned. These substantive concerns usually
reflect the researcher's disciplinary perspective and the kind of problems
with which they are working. A psychologist or an economist may have
quite different substantive concerns from a sociologist, for example.
A good example of how substantive concerns can help in generating
ideas is provided by Bogdan et al. (1982). These authors identify a variety
of areas in which ideas can be generated reflecting distinctively sociological
concerns:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Settings: describing the setting/context
Definitions: perceptions of situation, objects
Processes: sequences, changes, transitions, turning points
Activities: regular patterns of behaviour
Events: specific happenings or incidents
Strategies: how people get things done
Relationships/structure: friendships, cliques, coalitions, etc

Anselm Strauss (1987) provides another example, in his suggestion of a
'paradigm' in terms of which to analyse data. The paradigm alerts the
analyst to theoretical issues which can inform the analysis:
•
•
•
•

Conditions
Interactions
Strategies and tactics
Consequences

These are sociological preoccupations with analysing social processes. We
might draw up a different checklist if we were interested in, for example,
the processes of policy implementation. The following checklist is derived
from a review of the extensive literature on factors influencing the success
and failure of policy implementation (Sabatier 1986):
•
•
•
•
•
•

Causal adequacy
Financial resources
Legal powers and constraints
Political/interest group support
Official/bureaucratic commitment
Social/economic environment
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There is no particular virtue in one checklist over another; one checklist is
merely more or less fruitful than another in generating ideas for the
analysis. Their value and relevance depends upon the preoccupations of
the analyst and the nature of the data. None of the checklists we have
mentioned, for example, seems especially relevant to our analysis of
humour.
Even if we plagiarize other checklists, we have to construct one which is
appropriate to our own purposes. Suppose we draw up a checklist for
analysing humour on the basis of our earlier discussion of finding a focus. It
might look like this:
Humour checklist
• Incongruity
• Catharsis
• Values
• Victims
• Stereotypes

We can look out for these aspects of humour in the data. This may be
helpful, but we should also be mindful of the contingent character of any
checklist and the need to adapt it to the data.
As an example, take the conversation in Illustration 7.1. Our checklist
may alert us to different aspects of the humour of this sketch. An element
of incongruity is evident, for example, in the unexpected use of bricks and
tumbler driers to get to sleep; and in the sandwiches filled with soap
powder and coconut matting. The checklist also suggests some interesting
questions. Beattie and Connie are the ostensible 'victims' of this humour,
but who do they represent? Does their gender matter? Is it significant that
they are working (obviously secretaries) 'in the office'? And are they being
ridiculed or is the criticism softened by empathy? What values are targeted
through this shifting preoccupation w1th sleeplessness, deodorants, diet,
and dress? And are these values affirmed or subverted? Is there an element
of catharsis here, for example in the reference to 'body odour'?
Illustration 7.1 'In the Office'
Beattie
Connie
Beattie
Connie
Beattie
Connie
BeAttie
Connie
Beattie

You look tired, Connie.
I couldn't get off last night. I even had Dick throw a brick at my head to
stun me but.
Have you tried jamming your head in the tumble-drier and switching on?
No?
It worked for me. Then of course the body gets accustomed.
Like deodorants. They work for a certain amount of time and then bang people are backing away with handbags over their noses.
You're not ponging too badly at the minute, Connie.
I've had my armpits stripped. A peel-off paste. Quite simple to apply though
it has marked my cork flooring ...
What's in your sandwiches?
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Connie
Beattie
Connie
Beattie
Connie
Beattie
Connie
Beattie
Connie

Soap powder. I think it's these drugs I'm on. Quite nice though. What's
yours?
Coconut matting. I'm doing the high fibre.
Did you watch the news?
The nine o'clock?
Yes. Nasty blouse.
We stayed up for News at Ten. Three bangles and a polo-neck, thank you.
No, her ears are in the wrong place for a polo-neck.
You need to be Princess Oi, really.
They've got the length of bone, haven't they, royalty?

Source: Victoria Wood 1985 33/4 (abridged)

Checklists can help but they can also inhibit. Part of the charm of the
dialogue is in the language and the delivery. This delights in a different way
from any discussed on our list : the kind of humour that resides in a
recognition of authenticity - that that's just how things are. Perhaps we can
think of this in terms of a 'creative' humour, did it not seem closer to a
form of parody. Reading the data means rethinking and redeveloping our
ideas.
Another useful technique for generating ideas is transposition. This
involves asking 'What if' questions. What if this dialogue was between two
men? What if the women were management rather clerical workers? What
if the setting was a hospital rather than an office? Such transpositions can
clarify the assumptions implicit in the situation and the dialogue, and our
own reaction to it. They can generate quite new perspectives on the data.
Would this sketch be less convincing and authentic were it presented as a
dialogue between two male doctors in a hospital, and if so, why?
Transposition is a form of comparison, and this is another resource in
responding creatively to the data. We can compare different sketches, for
example: how does the 'In the Office' sketch compare with the 'Turkish
Bath' sketch? The similarities and differences between the two sketches
may be suggestive. But we can also stimulate our thinking by making
comparisons outwith the data, such as with other types of humour, or
situations which we ourselves have found amusing. Nor is there any need to
confine ourselves to relatively analogous experiences; there is a place too
for 'far-out' comparisons, as Strauss and Corbin (1990) put it.
Free association is another technique of value in literally setting the
mind free of fixed assumptions and encouraging a more sensitive and
critical response to the data. Take the key elements in the above dialogue:
sleeplessness, odour, diet, dress - and free associate. Write down all the
images that spring to mind. With humour, this is an especially useful
exercise, for its power often lies in the whole baggage of assumptions and
expectations which we as audience bring to bear.
In reading data we should be aware of the need to shift our focus
between different levels within the data. We may use our attention as a
telescope, considering the universe as a whole, or as a microscope fixed on
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a particular detail. Thus we can think about the sketch overall, or the use of
one line or even one word within it. Of course we cannot attend to all the
data in equal detail - we need to be selective, focusing on what seems
for exau:ple in the shape of key characters or especially
hnes. Thus we might take the discussion of the news as a 'key' point
sketch, as it makes explicit the contrast between the supposedly
m
senous world of public affairs and politics and the apparently ordinary - or
petty? - concerns these women profess.
. I say.
and 'apparently' because we should be wary of first
ImpressIOns; it is not at all clear that in making this contrast between the
serious and the trivial, we are intended to endorse the former at the
expense of the latter. This, of course, is the male stereotype of a female
world, obsessed with the mundane and ignorant of vital public concerns.
There is a converse stereotype, which contrasts the male's obsession with
the vain and vacuous world of politics with the female's involvement in the
real and personal issues of everyday life. This brings us neatly back to the
between the female comic who ridicules women, and the feminist
comiC who encourages women to think critically about the stereotypes that
govern their lives (Merrill 1988).
As well as shifting focus, we can stimulate our thinking by shifting
sequence. By t?is I mean reading through the data in various sequences,
and not adoptmg a single and 'linear' approach. There may be circumstances in .which a linear reading is useful if not indispensable - especially
when lookmg at the unfolding of an historical process within the data. But
often the sequence in which data happens to be stored is fairly arbitrary.
Cases may be ordered, for example, according to when individuals were
interviewed, or alphabetically. Yet the analyst remains wedded to an
order, and this may encourage bias, since almost inevitably
may focus
those. interviews (or in our example, sketches)
.happen to come fmt. InCidentally, the computer may help to counter
thiS bias by providing facilities for reading and analysing the data in
random order.
involve more, though, than simply reading
Shifting
through matenal m a different order. Using the computer's search facilities
we can take different tacks through the data, focusing on key words
phrases and reading around these to produce a different perspective. This
opens up a variety of pathways through the data. For example, we could
take
as a key word, and explore the way Victoria Wood appears
as herself m these sketches. We could pick up on issues like sleep or diet
ask
computer to look for other examples. Note that in doing so, it
is essential to search for the terms used in the data, and not the terms in
which we may have been thinking about it. A search for other examples of
'pong' may have more success than a search for 'body odour'! This is
another virtue of shifting sequences in this way: it encourages the analyst to

0;
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become familiar with the language used in the data, and acquire some sense
of which terms are rare and which are prevalent.
We may be able to set up quite sophisticated searches for a family of
related terms; if not, we can look sequentially for each member of the
family. Either way, searches of this kind have inherent limitations, because
the computer can only do what it is told. Since we cannot devise exhaustive
searches for every item, we can never be sure that we have found all the
relevant data that pertain to a topic. For example, there may be many
interchanges about diet where the word itself is not mentioned explicitly.
Nevertheless, as a springboard for thought and a guide to analysis, this can
be a very useful way of exploring the data.
I have discussed briefly a number of techniques for reading data in an
interactive way. These have not exhausted all possibilities, but readers can
look for further guidance to discussions by Buzan (1982), Riley (1990) and
Strauss and Corbin (1990).
The richness of qualitative data demands an equally rich response from
the analyst. These techniques can provide a surprisingly straightforward
and rewarding way of opening up lines of thought and lubricating the
analysis. Without such lubricant, the analysis may not go very far.

Techniques for interactive reading
• The interrogative quintet
• The substantive checklist
• Transposing data
• Making comparisons
• Free association
• Shifting focus
• Shifting sequence
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points of information - or brilliant leaps of imagination. They can
encompass a panoramic sweep of the data, or pinpoint minutiae. It doesn't
matter. They are simply a useful way of enriching our analysis.
It may be helpful to think of memos as essentially private, like diary
entries. We don't have to justify them to anyone. We may record our first
impressions of the data: 'I laughed here'; 'This isn't funny'. We may put
down a jumble of confused ideas. We may ask naIve questions. Memoing
should be a creative activity, relatively unencumbered by the rigours of
logic and the requirements of corroborating evidence. Memos should be
suggestive; they needn't be conclusive.
There are some tasks for which memos are particularly well suited. One
is to comment closely and critically on the quality of the data. Suppose I
didn't find a sketch funny, but the TV audience laughed uproariously. Was
it a live audience? These are points worth noting. If the data is uneven,
where are the strong and weak points? Where do we have most confidence
in the data? Where is there evidence of bias? Memoing is another road to
'thorough' description: What is the context? What is meant? What
happens? Can we clarify or elaborate on the data? Answering these
questions provides a basis for well grounded interpretation.
Memoing can also be more analytic. What is this sketch about? Is this
dialogue typical? Why is that a 'key' episode? Here we can bring into play
the reading techniques outlined above, with the aim of stimulating ideas
and developing new lines of inquiry (Illustration 7.2).
Illustration 7.2 Using memos to open up lines of enquiry
Data

Memos

Beattie

What's in your
sandwiches?

Connie

Soap powder. I
think it's these
drugs I'm on.
Quite nice though.
What's yours?

ANNOTATING DATA
Elizabethan gallants or inns-of-court men carried 'table-books' about with
them, to note down interesting anecdotes, witty jests, memorable remarks
and the like (Wilson 1936: xli). The qualitative analyst likewise
needs a version of the Elizabethan table-book, or perhaps of its modern
equivalent, the Filofax, to help him or her to annotate their data.
Annotating goes hand in hand with reading the data. We need to record
our observations and ideas about the data in order to prepare the ground
for further analysis. And we need to record them now, while we have them;
and not even five minutes later, when that flash of insight has literally
flashed out of existence!
Using field work techniques and even interviews, much of our data may
take the form of notes. Annotating data involves making notes about the
notes. To distinguish the two, we can call our notes about notes 'memos'.
Memos may relate to any aspect of the data. They may record pedantic
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'Drugs' - we are not told what drugs, but I imagine
valium etc. rather than cocaine. The implicit
reference is surely to drug dependency. The humour
is in the effects - not just eating soap powder
sandwiches, but finding them 'quite nice'! This is an
example of incongruity - we don't expect people to
eat and enjoy soap powder sandwiches. What kind
of incongruity? Not exaggeration. Absurd,
unbelievable.
Why soap powder - a hint of domesticity here?

How should we record memos? The back of an envelope will do! But
there are more reliable methods. Suppose as we are reading through some
data we want to add a memo. On paper, we can either write the memo
on the same sheet as the data - perhaps in the margin - or we can write it
on a separate sheet. Neither method may seem very satisfactory. If we write
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on the same sheet, we make a clear connection between the data and our
memo, but we may feel unduly intrusive and in danger of disrupting the
flow of information. And suppose we change our minds and decide our
comment is no longer appropriate, perhaps even misleading? On the other
hand, if we write on a separate sheet, we leave the data undisturbed, but
then the connection between our comment and the data is less apparent.
We may overlook the comment, or lose it. Perhaps the paper clip provides
a partial solution: we can write our comment on a separate sheet, and clip
it to the sheet with the data. But this is a clumsy method of doing what the
computer can achieve with elegance.
This is another way in which the computer allows us to keep things
'separately and yet together'. Using the computer, we can file our memo
separately, leaving the data undisturbed, while at the same time linking our
memo directly to precisely that part of the data we are commenting on.
Then when we are analysing that part of the data, we can ask the computer
to locate and display our memo. Or if we are reading our memos separately, we can ask the computer to locate and display the part of the data we
are commenting on. We can keep the data pristine, without losing the
connection between data and memo; the computer allows us to do both. In
Illustration 7.3, for example, I have used an asterisk to link memos to
particular points in the data. By selecting the word preceding the asterisk,
the computer can immediately locate the appropriate memo which may be
filed elsewhere. Similarly, by selecting the memo number, the computer
can immediately locate the data to which the memo refers.
Illustration 7.3 Linking memos and data
Data
Connie

Beattie

computer, a separate memo might mean writing out the date, the references for the file and the data, and perhaps even extracts from the data
being commented on. With the computer, we can escape this chore and
concentrate entirely on recording what we are thinking.
Don't be misled by my reference to spontaneity in memo writing. We
should not confuse spontaneity and simultaneity. Like Archimedes and
Newton, ,:e can expect ideas to make a sudden and unexpected appearance. But ideas rarely come on cue. There is no need to panic if we are not
overwhelmed by stimulating insights the moment we work through part of
the data. They may come later - in my experience usually when they are
least welcome, in the wee small hours of the morning! Hence the back of
the envelope.
We can relate our memos to the data. How do we relate them to our
If we have to explore an unknown desert island, one thing we
might do, as we traverse the island this way and that, is draw a map. We
may want to acquire some sense of the island's topography - to outline its
main physical features, to locate barren and fertile areas, to identify various
paths across it - and to find the hidden treasure. However crude it may be,
our map ?ecomes our guide to further exploration. Much the same applies
to explonng data. By mapping out our observations and ideas we can
provide a guide for further and more systematic analysis.
'
A map is a diagram based on our memos. It integrates disparate
elements to make a common theme; it pulls together different themes to
-

Sleeplessness

Memos

Like deodorants*
They work for a
certain amount of
time and then bang
- people are
backing away with
handbags* over
their noses.

Catharsis

1. I remember how we used to jeer at 'S.1.' in primary
school. Body odour is a taboo topic - hence that
advert whispering 'B.O.'. So the humour here is
cathartic.
2. Also element of 'incongruity' in sudden handbag
retreat. This is stuff of farce - a 'ludicrously
improbable event'. Is farce one aspect of incongruity?
Note that 'handbags' underlines 'body odour' as a
female preoccupation.

Diet
Incongruity

You're not ponging* 3. We don't expect people to make frank comments
too badly at the
on how we smell. And what kind of reassurance is
minute, Connie.
this? 'Ponging' is good - 'smelling' wouldn't work
nearly as well; in fact it might not work at all. Why
not?

Another advantage in recording memos this way is that we can retain
the spontaneity which is a feature of creative endeavour. Without the

91

Figure 7.1 Relating data to key themes
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make a composite picture. Graphic representation allows us to see and
question the connections between different parts of the whole. At this
stage, it is a tentative business, oriented to puzzles and possibilities, not to a
finished product.
Suppose we want to map out our memos of the 'In the Office' sketch.
We might consider how various aspects of the sketch relate to the idea of
humour as incongruity or catharsis (Figure 7.1).
Through mapping we can relate data systematically to particular ideas.
Suppose we want to explore the use of incongruity a bit further. In one of
our memos, we noticed a farcical element in the data. We can connect all
the elements in the sketch which rely on farce for effect. We can use the
same technique to map our ideas to data across different cases. Take the
dialogue about the news. This evokes several stereotypes of women: they
don't take public and political issues seriously, being immersed in mundane
everyday concerns; they are obsessed with appearance - clothes, hair,
make-up; they are prone to gossip at the expense of other women. We can
begin to see ways of analysing this data in terms of stereotypes in humour.
When we encounter similar examples in other sketches, we can recognize
them more readily. Here for example is Kitty drinking her fifth cream
sherry and talking affably to Morag:
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A.s well as.
particular ideas to data, we can begin to sketch out
pOSSible relattonships between ideas. For example, suppose we relate the
about
to the use of farce. We might map out the values
which are assumed tn this sketch - a series of stereotypes about women
some but not all of which are ridiculed through farcical images (Figure 7.3):

Female
stereotypes - - - - - - "
Can't sleep

Worry about
body odour

Ridiculed
through
farce

\
00"\

Depending

Diets

'If I was Prime Minister, and thank goodness I'm not, because I've been

the length and breadth of Downing Street and never spotted a decent
wool shop. But if I were, I would put a hot drinks machine into the
Houses of Parliament and turn it into a leisure centre. The income from
that would payoff the national debt, and meanwhile we could all meet
in Madge's extension.'
(Victoria Wood 1985: 112)
Already we are on familiar ground: the important eclipsed by the
mundane, political issues domesticated (Figure 7.2).
Within case

Across cases

Farcical
elements

Domesticating
politics

I
I

Stunning brick
Head in tumble-drier

I
Handbag retreat
I

.
E atlng soap powder

Dress'sense _ Turkish
I
bath
Downing Street
wool shops

I
Parliament in
Madge's extension

I

Eating coconut matting

Figure 7.2 Mapping ideas to data within and across cases

]

Kirsty
monologue

Obsessed
witb appearance

Female

T__
ri__
vi..::a__
liz::..:e

stereotypes

serious issues

other women

Figure 7.3 Relating two ideas

.Note that t?ese diagrams remain close to the data, though they begin to
pomt beyond it towards some ways of analysing the information. Note also
how .open-ended this mapping is. It is exploratory and suggestive out the
of analysis, rather than organizing or classifying
data many systemattc way.
Annotating data .is a way of opening up the data, preparing the ground
and
analysis. But the task of generating and
for a
developmg ideas is not confmed to one particular stage in the process.
Even .once we have embarked on a more organized and disciplined
through categorizing and linking data, we may return again and
to the freer and more creative mode of annotating. In this way we can
to capture the impressions, insights and intuitions which provide
us With fresh perspectives and new directions for analysis.

