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Steve Wright, UKThis is a work-in progress paper exploring how QDA software is being used in practice in non-standard qualitative research approaches derived from the sensibilities of actor-network theory.QDA software is often associated with particular approaches to engaging with data (e.g. coding data and retrieving the codes, abstracting and reducing data to themes etc.) with the software positioned or promoted as being supportive, but largely transparent. Actor-Network Theory challenges many of the underlying assumptions of these positions. The paper will report on initial findings from a small-scale research project that draws on ANT-oriented researchers' experiences through interviews and the author's auto-ethnographic accounts of using ATLAS.ti (and breaking, botching and creating workarounds for it. As well asinterview accounts researchers' records (their project codes, comments, memos, reflections and research journal entries) are used as data to explore how QDA software is actually used, understood, theorized, enrolled and engaged with in practice. The intention however is to go beyond just asking how ANT researchers use QDA software but also what contribution ANT and other intellectual strands from science-and-technology studies (STS) can contribute to better theorize, understand and position QDA software’s role in broader research approaches that go beyond dichotomies of acting as a complex barrier or a transparent, neutral support.



Outline 
• Origins – PhD Project 

– Topic 
– Data < > Theory < > Method 
– Entangling ATLAS.ti and ANT: challenges and ideas 

• Next Steps – Current Research project:  
Exploring other ANT-oriented researchers’ practices with 
software 
– Research questions 
– Recruitment 
– Methods 
– First views (rawest of the raw data) 

 





Origins – PhD in Technology Enhanced Learning. 
A multi-modal sensory ethnography 

A focus on  
• Senses 
• Sequences 
• Standards 
As Socio-Material Practices 
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So how do I represent and engage and perform these?



ANT? 
There are four things wrong with actor-network theory: 

“actor”, “network”, “theory” and the hyphen.  
(Latour, 1998) 

 
Core Concepts      

     Human < = > Non-Human 
  Socio < = > Material 

 
Focus: 
Agency 

Assemblages 
Influences: 

Ethnomethodology                Semiotics          __            
 

       Foucault  -- 
Signature Approach: 

Ethnographic ,“Follow the actors” 
(Stay true to the words of the actors) 



How can ATLAS.ti help “follow the actors”?  

An example: 
Core of 
fieldwork 
involved 
following an 
“actant”  
(a bottle of beer)  
from creation,  
through 
classification, 
and judging to 
destruction… 
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Mobilities in my thesis 
<?xml version="1.0" encoding="ISO-8859-1"?> 

<RECIPES> 

<RECIPE> 

<NAME>Karl: Nottoplan</NAME> 

<VERSION>1</VERSION> 

<TYPE>All Grain</TYPE> 

<BREWER>BrewPal</BREWER> 

<BATCH_SIZE>23.000000</BATCH_SIZE> 

<BOIL_SIZE>28.930399</BOIL_SIZE> 

<BOIL_TIME>90</BOIL_TIME> 

<EFFICIENCY>80.000000</EFFICIENCY> 

<FERMENTATION_STAGES>1</FERMENTATION_STAGES> 

<STYLE> 

</STYLE> 

<FERMENTABLES> 

  <FERMENTABLE> 

    <NAME>Maris Otter</NAME> 

    <VERSION>1</VERSION> 

    <TYPE>Grain</TYPE> 

    <AMOUNT>3.220000</AMOUNT> 

    <YIELD>82.608696</YIELD> 

    <COLOR>3.000000</COLOR> 

  </FERMENTABLE> 

  <FERMENTABLE> 

    <NAME>Vienna</NAME> 

    <VERSION>1</VERSION> 

    <TYPE>Grain</TYPE> 

    <AMOUNT>1.000000</AMOUNT> 

    <YIELD>76.086960</YIELD> 

    <COLOR>4.000000</COLOR> 

  </FERMENTABLE> 
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Exploring Sequential Data 
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CeMoRe: to contribute to deciphering the increasingly problematic nature of a mobile world, by producing new research (methods)Looks at how (im)mobility of taste and smell are translated into mobile accounts of thoseZoom in on ethnomethodology and CA uses – influence of SuchmanAlso enacting interoperability through Jeffersonian transcription conventions whilst researching it



The data 

• Is rich, diverse, complex, multi-modal, detailed 
– Focus on materials and assemblages of 

• Sequences and Categories 
• Relationships and Connections 
• Standards, Assessments and Evaluation 

– Neither “micro” nor “macro” – these are assembled not 
pre-existing 

– Not really concerned (at all) with interpreting “themes” 
• I need to preserving specific detail and explore 

assemblages 
• (How) Can coding help??? 



Coding “in a technical sense” 
Coding in a technical sense 
simply means assigning a label 
to a data segment. The data 
segment can be as small as one 
character in a text document, a 
few pixels in an image file, or 
less than a second in an audio 
or video file. Knowing about 
the mouse clicks does not yet 
tell you anything about how 
meaningful the attached label 
or the length of the selected 
segment might be. (p84) 
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Quote 1 “coding in a technical sense” = p84Quote 2 “when in vivo codes” = p92Quote 3 “the ‘right’ number”= p138Quote 4 “sophisticated analytic procedures” = p152



vs(?) Coding… in a normative sense(?) 

• “For now, as a rule of thumb, 
remember that a project should 
only have between 120 and 300 
codes. There are projects that have 
fewer codes and others that have 
more” (p.92) 

• “the problem is not that too many 
codes have each been applied to 
only a few data segments. Rather, 
the list contains both … What is 
missing is the development of 
subcategories on the one hand 
and the aggregation of codes 
under a common denominator 
on the other” (p.152) 
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However her approach whilst not explicitly wedded to the grounded theory (GT) approach is still full of recommendations, cautions and suggestions for how to get as far away from the data as possible as efficiently as possible. She regularly admonishes people for having too many codes or the codes 'still being too close to the data' (Friese, 2012) and how you need to abstract, group and find higher-level codes to group these other ones under. BUT BUT BUTThat is to me the absolute antithesis of ethnomethodology, conversation analysis and ANT which all share a dedication to staying CLOSE to the data, the words and actions of the actors/actants and using their terms and voice and being really closely grounded in describing what they are doing at a fine granular level.The GT approach (great chapter on this in ten Have (2004) which talks of how the GT move takes you away from data and in particular decontextualises data and it is the codes that become the 'data' you work with and find connections between and draw inferences from.Now I see Atlas.Ti as having INCREDIBLE power to allow me to add notes about/marginalia to transcripts like we did in the data session (e.g. sensing as accomplishment in the phrase get.) and to jump back and forth from seeing where this occurs and drawing those incidents together as collections but able to rapidly return to them in context. And also to look at maybe coding for ACTION and MATERIALS and looking for how these conversational events are in response to/after actions and objects. This would then be to code at the somewhat decried 'descriptive' level not the much desired 'analytic' level of GT or Freise's NCT approach. But if my aim is to provide that sort of EM/CA/MCA/ANT description from detailed analysis at very, very short segment level (e.g. Sally's noting of three incidences of "I thought" rather than an extended quote. Then maybe Atlas.Ti CAN really help in this selecting from rather than decontextualising segments of speech and to look for patterns of say tense use or word position...I need to revisit some of the books on analysing ethnographic data with this critical head on and make a lot of proper referenced notes as a basis for that 'bit' of the lit review: if I can make this process and struggle part of the thesis I think there will be an interesting contrast between the "how to" and the "actually doing". I feel like I might need a short hiatus before plunging into Atlas.Ti to really get into the literature - I think Law's "After Method" may have some insights too (IF I can ever get it out of library!) one sense I have is that coding is pretty much a one-go thing. So I want to have a good idea of what I'm coding FOR mbefore I start lest I end up with thousands of codes so they don't really help OR I stray too far from my data...Hoping the section on "the uses and abuses of CAQDAS in Lepper (2000) will help.



An alternative view of what coding 
does 

…the second polemical aspect of the GT approach 
surfaces again: its opposition to the 'descriptivist' kind 
of qualitative research. The crux of this opposition is 
that the empirical findings are not primarily seen 
as parts of a locally contextualized phenomenon, 
but as more or less useful indicators in the 
service of theory development. Therefore, the 
data are to be 'fractured' and the analyst has to 
be 'freed' from their grip on his or her mind. It is 
almost as if the concrete level of contextual 
phenomena is a sensuous world of temptation 
from which the analytic monk has to free himself 
through the purifying rituals of abstract 
conceptualization. Coding and comparison are 
essential 'transcending' strategies here: by seeing and 
abstractly naming patterns of similarities and 
differences, the spell of the concrete can be broken. 
(p.142) 
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The results of the analysis - a 'grounded theory'- gain in respectability because they transcend 'mere description', while also being presented as the product of a systematic 'method' rather than just a set of personal impressions. (p.144)During the period that GT gained its present prominence in qualitative analysis, a parallel development was the creation of a number of software packages to 'assist' or 'support' qualitative data analysis. The core activity in these programs is the coding of data fragments, which seems to fit seamlessly with the central position of 'coding' in the GT approach, while most offer the possibilities to add 'memos' to codes and/or coded fragments. In this way, the 'fracturing' of the data and their 'transcendence' through rising to the conceptual level, while keeping track of the connections between concepts and indicators, as well as between concepts, is eminently supported.



And how software supports that 
a parallel development was the 
creation of a number of software 
packages to 'assist' or 'support' 
qualitative data analysis. The core 
activity in these programs is the coding 
of data fragments, which seems to fit 
seamlessly with the central position of 'coding' in 
the GT approach … In this way, the 
'fracturing' of the data and their 
'transcendence' through rising to the 
conceptual level, while keeping track of the 
connections between concepts and indicators, 
as well as between concepts, is eminently 
supported. (p.144) 
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Coding… in an (even more) normative 
sense 

…if most of your codes show 
a very low frequency then 
there is still some work to be 
done, and the development 
of the coding system is not 
yet finished. A general rule is 
that a developed project 
should show a healthy 
balance between the total 
number of codes and the 
frequency of each one. 
(p.138) 
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So… does this  
Mean I’m one of 
these ?  



Well… at 
least it’s 
not just 
me! >>> 

But I suggest  
this is the key 
 to making a  
slightly  
different  
approach  
work! >>>> 
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Considerations of coding to capture material semiotic assemblages is different from themes – but ATLAS is great for it!



By moving a small step beyond 
Susan Friese’s advice on code 
structures you create a working 
hierarchy and network. 



Then you can also put the semantic operators to work in queries – 
creating a hierarchical coding structure with one-click queries 
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PT 2: SO WHAT DO OTHERS DO?  
(A WORK IN EARLY PROGRESS) 

Enough about me… 



Why focus on ANT? 

• Comparison with, and extension of, my 
project (rare!) 
– Creating and account of an assemblage 

of people and tools 
• ANT’s requirement to account for 

agencies in the research process 
• Real focus on method >>>  

(including messiness, contingency, breakdowns) 

• Freedom of movement and method is 
a methodological innovation and 
invites/assembles more 
 



Research Questions 
• How do researchers studying science and/or technology in 

their research consider, engage with and account for the 
effects of software on their investigations and analysis? 
– What influences choice of software?  
– Which tools and options for working with qualitative data are adopted, 

and how are they used?  
– How is the use of software accounted for in public through research 

reports and other outputs?  
– How is the use of software accounted for in the private reflections and 

memos of research projects?  
– How are breakdowns and workarounds explored, understood, drawn on, 

incorporated or theorised?  

•   
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Recruitment – Facebook Group Poll 

Using a poll on the ANT Facebook 
group I recruited 23 interested 
people  
(in around the same number of hours )  
13 became participants: 
 
• Using CAQDAS (9) 

• ATLAS.ti, NVivo, Saturate, 
HyperRESEARCH 

• Not using CAQDAS (2) 
• Word, Excel, 

• Using other software (2) 
• Gephi, Hyphe, ANTA, DevonTHINK 



Methods: Remote interviewing  
+ screensharing  

• Using web 
conferencing 
software I 
interviewed remotely 
and used screen share 
– Webex  
– Adobe Connect  
– GoToMeeting  
– Skype for Business  
– Zoom   

• http://j.mp/1Vnu4RV  
• Shown how they used 

software, not just told 

http://j.mp/1Vnu4RV


Accounts 

 
• Supplemented with existing 

accounts ^^^ 
 (memos, diary entries etc.) 

• Unprovoked accounts give an 
insight into thinking at the time  

• Ultimately re-materialised/de-
digitised by shifting to paper and 
post-its >>> 



More (really) raw data 



• Analysis:  
– Primarily in both NVivo and ATLAS.ti  

• Creating a teaching dataset 
• Saving as I go to create materials 

– Also using ANTA, DevonTHINK, Leximancer 
• Engagement Event: 

– At Lancaster University + web stream/webinar 
– May 2016 (date TBC) 
– Participants, Researchers, Developers, Educators 
– (Limited) budget: catering for 20 people  

+ 1 visiting (UK or funded) speaker 
– Lots of scope for engagement – remote presentations and interaction 
– Interested? Please contact me! 
– s.t.wright@lancaster.ac.uk  @stevewright1976 

Next Steps 

mailto:s.t.wright@lancaster.ac.uk
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• Short introductions: 

– Law, J. (2009). Actor network theory and material semiotics. In B. S. Turner 
(Ed.), The new Blackwell companion to social theory (pp. 141-158). Chichester: 
Wiley-Blackwell. 

– Mol, A. (2010). Actor-Network Theory: Sensitive Terms and Enduring Tensions. 
Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie, 50(1), 253-269.  

• Extended Consideration: 
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