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Background

This project arose from discussions at the NCRM Annual Centre Meeting in January 2009. Presentations at the ACM focused on the classic problem of missing data in survey and other quantitative research, but the question was raised of whether an equivalent issue arose in qualitative research. Discussion expanded subsequently to include colleagues in other ESRC-funded research methods initiatives. These discussions pointed to the value of pursuing this issue in new contexts, focusing on qualitative and online research and archiving, where missing data had not been critically examined. The ways in which missing data is conceptualized and handled in these areas was recognised to shape the quality of research, and to require more systematic investigation. 
Our initial discussions identified many examples of “missing data” in qualitative and online research and archival work. In qualitative research, there is: material edited out of interviews by translators or transcribers; words or passages in transcripts of interviews where what was said is reported as ‘inaudible’; material made known to researchers but which research participants do not consent to being made public (e.g. ‘off the record’ remarks); material made known to researchers but which they judge to be unusable on ethical grounds or that require changes to achieve anonymisation; and, most generally of all, non-participants such as those members of a community who an ethnographer decides not to focus on or cannot gain access to. In online, e-Research, comparable issues arise, along with more general concerns over how e-Research mediates the experience of researchers in new ways, such as in the limits imposed on a researcher conducting an online interview as compared with an interview in the context of the subject’s workplace or household. In archival research examples included words or passages in archive material that is illegible, and data physically missing from archives. This was recognised not to be an exhaustive list, but its diversity pointed towards there being value in working towards a comprehensive typology of the kinds of missing data that there are in qualitative research, and in developing the observation that missing data can occur at all stages of the research process.

Methods 
The project began by Alison Powell, the person appointed to the role of researcher, 
conducting an initial review of the literature to identify what has been written about 
“missing data” in qualitative and e-Research. This was supplemented by other members of the team contributing from their particular areas of specialism. The task was challenging because although the relevant literature is extensive, it is framed in a variety of ways, none of them using the language of ‘missing data’. The team then conducted three focus groups of the four planned, one with social scientists involved with Qualidata at the UK Data Archive, one with qualitative e-researchers, and one with researchers involved in a range of different qualitative methodological traditions. All three focus groups involved researchers from different career stages and disciplines, including sociology, social policy, anthropology, geography, political science, development studies, and information science. The first of these three focus groups was held in London, and the other two in Oxford. The three focus groups had a total of 14 participants, exclusive of the team members acting as facilitators or observers. These three focus groups lasted between one and a half and two hours each. They were held in the first half of 2010; unfortunately it proved impossible to arrange the fourth focus group, despite several attempts to schedule it at a time convenient to the group of researchers with whom we sought to hold it.
Alongside these focus groups the team conducted 15 interviews with other experts in qualitative and e-Research. These were mainly telephone interviews, but a few were conducted face-to-face. Typically these lasted about half an hour to forty minutes each. These were mainly with researchers based in the UK, but some interviewees were researchers based outside of the UK. The response rate was good, with only one person approached to be interviewed declining the invitation (citing his busy schedule as the reason). As with the focus groups, the interviews involved researchers from different disciplines and career stages. One of these interviews was not recorded successfully, but the other 14 were transcribed and placed alongside the focus group transcripts on to a googledocs site accessible by all team members, to facilitate preparation of presentations and writing up of findings. 

The third mode of data collection was an e-mail broadcast search for views on key issues relating to missing data in qualitative research which used mailing lists that have a large proportion of qualitative researchers. Although this was done quite late on in the project, 12 people provided sets of comments that complement the data collected through focus groups and interviews. These were, predictably (and usefully), people who had a much more international profile.   
Outputs

Two presentations on the project’s theme have been made so far, one by Graham Crow at the British Sociological Association conference in Glasgow in April 2010, and the ‘What is missing data in qualitative research?’ presentation by Graham Crow and Alison Powell at the 4th Research Methods Festival in Oxford in July 2010. These presentations highlighted both the commonalities and differences in the treatment of ‘missing data’ in qualitative research compared to quantitative research, and identified various themes being developed in papers to be submitted to journals. 
Thematic analyses of the data is on-going and has fed into various project working papers and publications. These themes include (i) the issue of what is lost in on-line research compared to face-to-face research settings, in terms of context, but also what is gained in terms of other aspects of data quality; (ii) the multi-faceted dimensions of ‘missing data’ in the processes of archiving data and working with these data; (iii) the influence on the research process of technological changes; (iv) the key roles of translators and transcribers in the production of usable data; (v) the political nature of comments made to researchers ‘off the record’; and (vi) the conflicting pressures relating to ethical issues (such as anonymity and confidentiality) when working the secure impact with different audiences (including other researchers, people and communities who have been partners in research, and more public audiences). Two NCRM working papers are planned, ‘Missing Data in Qualitative Research’ and ‘Mediated Online Research: Missing Data?’
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