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Abstract: Even as experience in participatory research is increasing in German-speaking countries, 
participatory data analysis is still relatively new. In the context of the project ElfE—Parents Asking 
Parents, part of the PartKommPlus—Research Consortium for Healthy Communities, we describe 
the application of a participatory data analysis in which we use grounded theory methodology 
(GTM). GTM is compatible with participatory approaches to research: Even peer researchers 
without formal training in the social sciences can actively participate, due to the focus on concrete 
data and the process-oriented coding procedure. Other components of GTM present a challenge 
for participatory research.

The focus of ElfE was addressing issues of health equity for families with preschool children. In two 
communities, parents were recruited as peer researchers. The entire research process was 
developed and implemented in a participatory manner in research workshops. The research 
resulted in developing core messages for community members, practitioners, and parents. In this 
article, we describe a participatory analysis of qualitative data. We demonstrate that GTM can 
support the further development of participatory research. The use of GTM in participatory analysis 
requires limiting the data collection, proactively monitoring the analysis process, and defining the 
tasks conducted by academic researchers and peer researchers.
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1. Introduction1 

In participatory research, the occurrence of participation is less common during 
the data analysis phase of projects (CASHMAN et al., 2008; FLICKER & NIXON, 
2014; JACKSON, 2008). Reviews of participatory research methods also include 
little detail on participatory data analysis. According to BERGOLD and THOMAS 
(2010, 2012), the challenge for participation is greatest during this phase due to 
differences in time resources and level of knowledge on the part of the 
participants. With few exceptions (e.g., FLICKER & NIXON, 2014; VAN 
LIESHOUT & CARDIFF, 2011; VON UNGER, 2012), we agree with the 
conclusion of CASHMANN et al. (2008) that descriptions of procedures for mutual 
data analysis are rare (see also ACCESS ALLIANCE MULTICULTURAL HEALTH 
AND COMMUNITY SERVICES, 2011). [1]

Participatory health research developed out of action research (VON UNGER, 
2014). Action researchers focus on working with communities—groups of people 
who are, for example, connected through their living environments or their social 
identity. Internationally, participatory health research is known under many 
different labels, including community based participatory research (CBPR). [2]

ElfE: Parents Asking Parents is a project of PartKommPlus—Research 
Consortium for Healthy Communities, which was funded by the Ministry of 
Education and Research (FKZ: 01EL1423D) in two phases (February 2015 to 
January 2018 and February 2018 to January 2021). ElfE was so designed that 
the entire research process—from the definition of the research question to the 
analysis of the data—be organized and implemented in partnership with those 
who lives are the subject of the research (PARTNET, 2017). ElfE has the goal of 
improving health equity for parents and their preschool children who face multiple 
challenges (e.g., single parents and parents with low income). [3]

The starting point for ElfE were the results of the mandatory school entry health 
examinations which show increasing health disparities in children based on social 
status, as seen in differences with regard to language skills, motor skills, and 
social development (BEZIRKSAMT MARZAHN-HELLERSDORF VON BERLIN, 
n.d.; BEZIRKSAMT MITTE VON BERLIN, 2013). The examinations also clearly 
show that attending daycare, particularly over a period of several years, can have 
a positive effect on childhood development (GEENE, RICHTER- KORNWEITZ, 
STREHMEL & BORKOWSKI, 2016; ROSBACH, KLUCZNIOK & KUGER, 2008). 
Although daycare cannot completely compensate for social determinants of poor 
health, some families can benefit greatly from this opportunity (ANDRESEN & 
GALIC, 2015). We wanted to examine the potential benefits of daycare more 

1 We wish to thank the research consortium PartKommPlus for assuming the costs of this English 
translation and Prof. Michael T. WRIGHT for his careful editing of the manuscript. 
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closely together with parents who could most profit from this service. In both 
funding phases, parents with preschool children served as peer researchers, 
sharing in all decisions regarding the project. This put into practice the principle of 
shared decision making common in participatory health research. [4]

We used qualitative methods2 (PRZYBORSKI & WOHLRAB- SAHR, 2014) to 
guide the process. Research questions were formulated, interview guidelines 
were developed, interviews were conducted and transcribed, and the transcripts 
were analyzed using grounded theory methodology (GTM) coding as described 
by STRAUSS and CORBIN (1990). The coding was supplemented by the 
DEPICT procedure of FLICKER and NIXON (2014) which was developed 
specifically for analyzing qualitative data in the context of participatory research. [5]

The focus of our article is on the qualitative data analysis process. Based on a 
description of the challenges in participatory data analysis (Section 2), we discuss 
the suitability of established analysis methods of qualitative social research as 
well as the participatory analysis procedures documented in the literature 
(Section 3). We then describe the process in the project ElfE (Section 4). Finally, 
we summarize the challenges in light of our experience and discuss the need for 
further research (Section 5). [6]

2. Data Analysis in Participatory Research Projects

The literature on participatory research emphasizes the advantages of integrating 
different forms of knowledge and different perspectives in the data analysis 
process (BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2010; VON UNGER, 2012, 2014; BERGOLD & 
THOMAS, 2012 provide an overview). The core principle of the participatory 
approach is research with and not on people (INTERNATIONAL 
COLLABORATION FOR PARTICIPATORY HEALTH RESEARCH [ICPHR], 
2013). The integration of the perspectives of peer researchers is therefore a mark 
of quality in participatory data analysis (CASHMAN et al., 2008). Peer 
researchers contribute actively to data interpretation and to the acquisition of new 
knowledge (BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2012). [7]

Thus, participation in the research process must be implemented in such a 
manner that all perspectives can be taken into account (VON UNGER, 2014), so 
that experience and knowledge from everyday life, as well as that from academic 
research, are treated equally (BEHRISCH & WRIGHT, 2018). This results in the 
co-creation of new knowledge, which is also referred to as transformative 
knowledge (REASON & TORBERT, 2001). BEHRISCH and WRIGHT (2018) 
differentiated between the practical knowledge generated by taking action in 
concrete situations and everyday knowledge which is gained in an unsystematic 
manner. MARENT, FORSTER and NOWAK (2015) made a distinction between 
knowledge gained through training and professional practice (professional  

2 The research process was designed by three groups of researchers made up of parents, 
service providers, and academic partners. In this article, the term "we" refers to the academic 
partners who facilitated the use of research methods. In accordance with the publication 
agreement of the project, other ElfE collaborators are also listed as authors.
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knowledge) and knowledge gained through everyday life (lay knowledge) (see for 
further differentiation variants REASON & TORBERT, 2001). From a 
methodology point of view, however, it remains undefined what specific types of 
knowledge are produced in participatory research as compared to other forms of 
research (BEHRISCH & WRIGHT, 2018). This research gap regarding the 
process of mutual data analysis is the focus of our article. [8]

MOSER (1995) described how the interlinking of various perspectives can be 
achieved for action research. He considered an iterative process to be a central 
characteristic, developing the action model for action research. In this model, he 
regarded knowledge acquisition to be a spiral-shaped, repetitive (cyclical) 
process of planning, acting, information collection, and subsequent discourse, 
with the goal of reflection on practice. Thus, the experiences of the persons 
participating in the research are processed to create a more generalizable 
knowledge. MOSER primarily tailored the action research approach to 
practitioner-led research. LEDWITH (2017) also presented a cyclical model over 
different phases of emancipatory action research (EAR), in which knowledge 
intended to create change is gradually derived from everyday experiences. 
Academic, professional, and everyday knowledge are of equal value in these 
models. Both MOSER and LEDWITH attempted to juxtapose a dialogical 
knowledge model against the primacy of specialized scientific or professional 
knowledge (BEHRISCH & WRIGHT, 2018). This also seems to be appropriate for 
participatory research. From a research practice point of view, this raises 
numerous challenges, which we will address in the following. [9]

The cyclical process requires a dynamic research design allowing for the 
continuous adaptation of the methods used. Thus, standardizing the research 
process, including the participatory data analysis, is not possible (BERGOLD & 
THOMAS, 2012). The linking of various forms of knowledge also calls into 
question the traditional separation between prior knowledge/experiences of the 
researchers and the data at hand (MEINEFELD, 2010 [2000]). The data material 
should be enriched by the life experience and expertise of the peer researchers 
(ABMA et al., 2019). This requires a more extensive methodological discussion 
regarding questions of validity in participatory research (ICPHR, 2013). The 
quality criteria that are in effect for qualitative research should also be considered 
for participatory research. According to BERGOLD and THOMAS (2012), 
particular attention should be paid to the appropriateness of the method for the 
subject of the research study and for the context, considering process, 
coherence, and how well the methods can be integrated into the overall research 
project (FLICK, 2012 [1995]). [10]

There are additional challenges: In participatory research, the peer researchers 
usually lack knowledge about scientific methods (BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2010). 
This specific knowledge is provided by the academic researchers. As a result, 
their role is in no way limited to the facilitation of the process; co-determination of 
the course of the research presupposes that the peer researchers also have 
knowledge of possible methods, which they learn from the academic partners. 
This parallel building of knowledge within a participatory process requires 

© 2011 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
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effective and ongoing communication and adequate resources, which often do 
not exist. Finally, the peer researchers themselves often describe the data 
analysis as the most uninteresting part of the participatory research process: 
"Some community partners have argued that their involvement—particularly in 
data analysis—is not always the best use of their time" (CASHMAN et al., 2008, 
p.1407). For this reason, there should always be communication during the 
course of data analysis regarding the purpose of the process, and motivation to 
take part should be strengthened. [11]

3. Developing a Method for Participatory Data Analysis in the Project 
ElfE 

Summarizing the above, a process for the participatory analysis of qualitative 
data needs to address three challenges:

• making a cyclical, iterative research process possible, the goal of which is the 
generation of transformative knowledge and the inclusion of different forms of 
knowledge. For this, interpretative processes are especially important 
(BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2010; VON UNGER, 2014);

• ensuring that the approach is suitable for the data material and also that it is 
process-oriented (BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2012; FLICK, 2012 [1995]);

• providing that the approach is doable. According to VON UNGER (2014), this 
includes aspects such as transparency and practicability for all participants. 
BERGOLD and THOMAS (2010) made the case for "the application of 
pragmatic participatory processes using pared down forms of data analysis" 
(p.341). [12]

We followed BERGOLD and THOMAS (2012) who emphasized the use of 
established methods of data analysis from non-participatory forms of research, in 
this case qualitative social research. Therefore, in addition to relevant methods in 
participatory research, we include methods from data analysis in non-participatory 
qualitative social research. [13]

3.1 Data analysis in non-participatory qualitative social research

There is a multitude of methods for the analysis of interview data in non-
participatory qualitative social research (an overview is provided by MRUCK with 
the cooperation of MEY, 2000). Qualitative content analysis and grounded theory 
methodology are often used in German-speaking countries. Both are coding 
processes which can be applied to various forms of data (FLICK, 2012 [1995]). 
Qualitative content analysis encompasses data reduction using several steps of 
categorization. There are different basic forms of codings and variation within 
these forms (an overview is provided by SCHREIER, 2014). Commonly, the 
process is deductive in nature, using existing theory as a foundation. The 
interpretation is separate from the data analysis and therefore plays a 
subordinate role (FLICK, 2012 [1995]). The reproducibility of an analysis and the 

© 2011 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
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intercoder reliability are among the specific quality criteria for content analysis 
(MAYRING, 2015 [1983]). [14]

Qualitative content analysis is recommended by some participatory researchers 
from a practical perspective (VAN DER DONK, VAN LANEN & WRIGHT, 2014). 
VAN DER DONK et al. referred to primary textbooks by FLICK (2012 [1995]), 
LAMNEK (2010 [1988]) and MAYRING (2010 [1983]), including both inductive 
and deductive approaches. The resulting interpretations and conclusions were a 
direct result of the data analysis and thus excluded the personal experience of 
those conducting the analysis. [15]

The latter stands in contrast to the principles of participatory research, particularly 
where peer researchers are involved. GTM offers a different basis for data 
analysis, given that interpretation lies at the core of the research process (FLICK, 
2012 [1995]) and personal experience is explicitly valued (STRAUSS, 1987). 
GTM was introduced as a method by GLASER and STRAUSS (1967) in order to 
generate systematically theories from qualitative data. Over the last several 
decades, there have been myriad further developments (an overview is provided 
by BRYANT & CHARMAZ, 2007 as well as MEY & MRUCK, 2011 [2007]). We 
made use of the pragmatic approach described by STRAUSS and CORBIN 
(1990) that takes into account the context and the subject under study and allows 
for consolidating the process (LEGEWIE & SCHERVIER-LEGEWIE, 2004).

1. STRAUSS and CORBIN (1990) defined the three core elements: Theoretical  
sampling involving several iterations of coding and data collection until a 
theoretical saturation is reached. Theoretical saturation means that additional 
data is collected and coded until no new insights are produced. 

2. Constant comparison and theoretical sensitivity are supported by the writing 
of memos (writing down all thoughts regarding the data). The research 
process is conducted in iterative loops composed of data collection, data 
analysis, and the formation of theory (HILDENBRAND, 2010 [2000]). 
Everything that can contribute to the formation of the theory is considered to 
be data, meaning that analysis is not limited to written records, such as 
interview transcripts. 

3. Constant reflection is required during each step of the data analysis 
(STRAUSS, 1987). [16]

According to STRAUSS and CORBIN, the coding process needs to be flexible, 
consisting of three steps that follow each other chronologically, but are 
simultaneously intertwined with one another and merge (HILDENBRAND, 2010 
[2000]): 

1. In open coding, the data is first broken down by defining terms based on the 
units of analysis (e.g., a sentence or paragraph) (STRAUSS & CORBIN, 1990). 

2. In axial coding, these terms are grouped into categories. The categories are 
increasingly consolidated into larger and larger groups for the purpose of 
building a theory (HILDENBRAND, 2010 [2000]). The list of categories 
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remains open until the conclusion of the analysis, meaning that they can be 
changed again and again (MUCKEL, 2011 [2007]. The coding paradigm 
supports the development of connections between categories by grouping 
concepts according to causes, context and intervening conditions, 
consequences, and action strategies (BÖHM, 2010 [2000]).

3. The last step is selective coding during which the central or core category is 
selected that connects all the various categories to each other and lies at the 
center of the formulated theory (BERG & MILMEISTER, 2008). [17]

GTM has several characteristics in common with participatory research and thus 
can be easily integrated into the participatory research process. Data collection 
and analysis are responsive, flexible, and process-oriented. Existing theories are 
applied in order to discover something new. Various data sources can be 
analyzed in one project. And the expertise of all participants is an important part 
of the process so as to increase the diversity of perspectives. GTM also seeks to 
create change in the research field (HILDENBRAND, 2010 [2000]). This can be 
seen especially in the form of GTM known as grounded action (OLSON, 2007), 
where the focus is on the development of action strategies that are systematically 
derived from the grounded theory and are thus based on data. Finally, GTM is 
also characterized by the "messiness" described in participatory research 
(WRIGHT, 2013, p.129; see also COOK, 2009). The dialogue of the participants 
and thus the exchange of different opinions and forms of knowledge leads to 
conflicts, as prior thinking regarding the research subject is called into question. 
This conflict requires confronting different perceptions and interpretations while 
opening the door to new ideas. "The chaos of this messiness can be seen as a 
communicative space, in which the participants dare to formulate new, individual, 
and collective realizations and thus replace old knowledge" (WRIGHT, 2013, 
p.1303; see also COOK, 2009). [18]

In summary, GTM is more appropriate for participatory research as compared to 
rule-based approaches of content analysis because both GTM and participatory 
research are:

• Characterized by cyclical, iterative and dialectical processes (and thus create 
spaces for "messiness");

• Flexible in their implementation, making it possible to adapt to the context;
• Based on an appreciation of the participants and their specific experiences; 
• Oriented toward action and change. For GTM, this is particularly emphasized 

in the variant known as grounded action (OLSON, 2007; SIMMONS & 
GREGORY, 2003). [19]

With GTM, the focus is on the reflection and interpretation of the material by 
means of a coding process. With the aid of GTM, the expertise of the peer 
researchers can be utilized extensively. Theoretical knowledge and existing 
concepts can thus be integrated into the research process, the formation of 
theories can be supported, and transparency regarding the process can be 
3 Translation of this and further German citations are ours.
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created by using GTM in participatory research (DICK, 2007). For all of its stated 
potential, the application of GTM in participatory research is complex and 
therefore requires a great deal of resources. The terminology alone, such as the 
coding steps, requires training to ensure that it can be understood and 
implemented by peer researchers (VON UNGER, 2014). It also requires a 
learning process on the part of those facilitating the research project so as to 
include the experiential knowledge of the peers. [20]

3.2 Data analysis in participatory research

In the international literature, one finds reports of participatory data analysis 
applied to written data material (CASHMAN et al., 2008; JACKSON, 2008). The 
approaches differ with regard to the distribution of labor, the depth of the 
analysis, and whether all or only some of the material was analyzed. Often the 
initial analysis is prepared by the academic partners, which is then discussed with 
the peer researchers, for example by means of feedback loops, concept 
mapping, or other visualizations of the relationships found in the material 
(JACKSON, 2008). In such cases, the participation of the peer researchers is 
generally limited to the interpretation of the results. In the following, we first 
present an example in which the peer researchers were involved in the entire 
data analysis process. This is followed by an example in which the analysis was 
conducted using a division of labor. [21]

3.2.1 Data analysis involving all members of the research team in all steps

JACKSON presented a four-stage process within the scope of a facilitated 
workshop over two days in three Canadian research projects. The data were 
coded in small groups. For the interpretation, the main categories were compiled 
and interpreted by all members of the research team, including the peer 
researchers. The academic researchers then reported the results. VAN 
LIESHOUT and CARDIFF (2011) described data analysis using art-based 
methods. They developed the seven-phase CCHA-process (critical creative 
hermeneutic analysis). The peer researchers created individual understandings of 
the text through reading the data, which had already been subjected to an initial 
analysis. Or they were asked to structure the data themselves intuitively and to 
express its meaning with the aid of collages, poems, images, or sculptures. This 
was done individually or in a group. The interpretations were then discussed by 
everyone taking part. The result was a mutually derived thematic framework. 
Passages were identified in the data which illustrate and support the framework. [22]

3.2.2 Data analysis using a division of labor 

CASHMAN et al. (2008) explicated four examples of which one refers only to 
qualitative data and the others to qualitative and quantitative data in the same 
study. In analyzing the qualitative data, there was a strong division of labor. For 
example, in a research project in which the health care of indigenous people was 
studied, the material was first prepared by the academic researchers to be 
discussed with those involved in the project (e.g., health care staff, school staff, 
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police, and other stakeholders). This was followed by a discussion in an 
expanded circle of stakeholders, leading to recommendations for taking action. In 
a project focused on health promotion for Latino men in North Carolina, the 
transcripts from focus group discussions were coded together with Latino men 
and subsequently analyzed by all of the peer researchers over the course of four 
meetings. Whereas a more compact process was utilized during the first example 
above, the second example required more time due to the mutual coding of the 
material. [23]

FLICKER and NIXON (2014) developed the DEPICT model, which can be used 
by academic researchers and peer researchers who divide the various tasks 
among themselves, or by the peer researchers alone. The model has been used 
in projects focused on the health care sector and HIV prevention. It consists of six 
sequential steps: Dynamic reading, engaged codebook development, 
participatory coding, inclusive reviewing and summarizing of categories, 
collaborative analyzing, and translating. By means of DEPICT, all of the interview 
material is analyzed in a collaborative process with the aid of a coding guideline 
in a manner similar to qualitative content analysis. [24]

The examples above illustrate a spectrum of possibilities for participatory data 
analysis. The example presented by CASHMANN et al. (2008) with Latino men 
and DEPICT are clearly based on methods found in non-participatory qualitative 
research. In the other examples, additional methods for engaging peer 
researchers and stakeholders in the interpretative process are applied. For VAN 
LIESHOUT and CARDIFF (2011) the goal of data analysis in participatory 
research projects is the explication of specific forms of knowledge. Creative 
methods aid the expression of knowledge that cannot (yet) be put into words 
(REASON & TORBERT, 2001). The academic researchers act as facilitators and 
do not prepare the data material in advance. To what degree the prior knowledge 
of the academics has affected the process is often unclear. However, the role of 
the academics' knowledge should be made explicit, given that participatory 
research requires the combination of various forms of knowledge, not just that of 
the peer researchers (COOK, 2009; MARENT, FORSTER & NOWAK, 2012; 
REASON & TOBERT, 2001). [25]

An important task of the academic researchers is facilitating the research process 
(ABMA et al., 2019). They should stimulate dialogue and interaction by conveying 
to the participants that their knowledge is important. This is the only way that new 
knowledge can be created that is based on the different forms of knowledge 
found among the participants. If, as recommended by MAY (2008), one follows 
the cyclical action research model of MOSER (1995), the advantages of a division 
of labor among academic and non-academic researchers becomes apparent. [26]

© 2011 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
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3.3 Examples of GTM in participatory research

As described above, participation is found less in the data analysis phase of 
participatory research projects than in other phases of the work. This is often due 
to time constraints and the knowledge necessary for analyzing the data. The 
application of GTM is resource-intensive. To save on resources, not all 
participants are required to perform all steps of preparing and analyzing the data, 
but rather the labor is shared (ABMA et al., 2019; VON UNGER, 2014). The 
division of labor takes place through dialogue and by designating individuals and 
small groups with specific tasks (COOK, 2009). Drawing on COOK, it is crucial to 
base the collective discourse on the complete material. Therefore, the 
possibilities for dividing labor are limited. A decisive factor is the willingness of the 
peer researchers to be involved in the data analysis, as illustrated by OSPINA, 
DODGE, FOLDY and HOFMANN-PINELLA (2008) in an example from an 
American research program: "from full participation and engagement in some 
cases, to willing collaboration in others, to partial and at times reluctant 
cooperation in yet others, to non-participation in a few" (p.424). The practical 
implementation of participation in data analysis needs to adapt to the motivation 
of the peers, which may change over the course of the process. In the following 
examples we show various forms of participatory data analysis using GTM in a 
division of labor, describing the potential as well as the challenges. [27]

Examples for GTM in participatory research can be found in ACKERMANN and 
ROBIN (2017), DICK (2007), GREENALL (2006), as well as in TERAM, 
SCHACHTER and STALKER (2005). Whereas GREENALL (2006) did not go into 
detail regarding the coding process, the examples of ACKERMANN and ROBIN 
(2017) as well as TERAM et al. (2005) demonstrated a strong division of labor in 
their approach. TERAM et al. reported an initial analysis by the academic 
researchers and a group discussion of the results. In the process presented by 
ACKERMANN and ROBIN (2017), interviews conducted and transcribed within 
the scope of residential youth welfare services were read completely and coded 
by the participating academic researchers in the first step. This coding was then 
discussed together with the youths. In addition, sequences of the interviews were 
coded with all participating parties (for this, the text was projected on a screen). 
The youths were able to add key points and new concepts to the analysis, 
including identifying the core category. However, important decisions, such as 
how to further incorporate the input of the youths in the analysis remained in the 
hands of the academic researchers. Another approach was developed by DICK 
(2007). He suggested a structured discussion based on decision questions in 
place of coding (for both interviews as well as other data sources). These 
questions were designed to identify specific situations, desired effects, and 
actions, while revealing the relationships between the various responses found in 
the data. [28]

All examples in the literature show how academic researchers can strengthen 
debate and mutual reflection among peer researchers while avoiding overtaxing 
them with methodological issues. Confining the input of the peers to certain parts 
of the process restricts, however, possibilities for interconnecting the various 
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forms of knowledge found among the participants, because their influence over 
the process is limited. We chose the process of GTM for our work, taking into 
account the interests and the prior knowledge of the peer researchers as well as 
the available time and financial resources, while making room for the expected 
"messiness." We therefore involved the peers as directly as possible in all stages 
of the data analysis. [29]

In the following description, we present the ElfE project. We begin by explaining 
from a practical perspective our specific adaptation of GTM. Second, we state 
how and why individual elements of the DEPICT-process ("dynamic reading" and 
"collaborative analyzing") were added. Third, we describe the steps we were not 
able to implement. [30]

4. Participatory Data Analysis in the ElfE Project 

In the following, we provide an overview of the structure and organization of the 
research process in the ElfE project. There are many important aspects that are 
beyond the scope of this article, such as the motivation of the participating 
parents, questions of empowerment regarding the participants, and the 
interlinking of peer and collaborative research. Further information can be found 
(in German) on the PartKommPlus website. [31]

The project structure of both ElfE case studies (the district of Marzahn-Hellersdorf 
in Berlin, and the rural community of Lauchhammer in the county of 
Oberspreewald-Lausitz in the state of Brandenburg) includes two core elements 
(BÄR & SCHAEFER, 2016). The first is a municipal steering group consisting of 
various stakeholders from the daycare sector for the purpose of collaborative 
research. Secondly, there were research teams in both case studies consisting of 
parents of daycare-age children (total n=19) and the academic researchers who 
are the authors of this article. More than half of the 19 participating parents had 
no previous research experience. Three research teams were formed that met 
regularly in research workshops in which ongoing participation in project 
decisions and training in research methods were made possible. [32]

4.1 Data collection and preparation in ElfE

At the end of the first research phase, all three research teams chose semi-
structured interviews as the research method. This decision reflects the desire of 
the parents to conduct "real" research, meaning that they wanted to work with 
established social science methods (as opposed to using less common visual or 
performative approaches as found in participatory research). Fourteen of the 
parents were interested in data collection. An interview guide was the basis for 
following a mutually designed framework of questions. In total, 27 semi-structured 
interviews were performed. Two peer researchers conducted a total of four 
interviews in Russian (their native language). All interviews were transcribed 
externally. The length varied between 4 and 18 pages, with most being 10 pages 
long. Although the interview guide was very comprehensive, the interviews were 
sometimes very short. This demonstrates how difficult it is to strike a balance 
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between holding to an interview protocol while achieving depth in the responses 
(ACKERMANN & ROBIN, 2017). We reflect on this challenge in Section 5. [33]

The transcripts were sent to the interviewers for corrections. In three cases, the 
interview partner was also a member of the research team. In those cases, the 
interview partner reviewed the transcript him/herself. In one of these cases, the 
interview partner refused to grant approval for the use of the interview in the 
analysis; reasons for the refusal were not given. A total of 26 interviews, of which 
two were with participating peer researchers, were included in the analysis. 
Following the suggestions of ROCHE, GUTA and FLICKER (2010, p.11) one of 
the academic researchers conducted a follow-up conversation by telephone 
(debriefing) with the interviewer, the follow-up taking place no later than two days 
after each interview. It was also possible to answer the questions in writing for 
those who did not want to do so by phone. From a research ethics point of view, 
the follow-up conversation was useful for the emotional processing the interview 
experience. Due to time constraints, we were unable to include the data gathered 
during the debriefing in our analysis. [34]

4.2 Participatory data analysis in ElfE

The requirements for a participatory data evaluation are complex and are 
dependent on the specific characteristics of the research project, as described in 
Section 3.4. In the following, we present the concept for and implementation of 
our data analysis which entailed the process of dynamic reading and collaborative 
analysis from DEPICT, and a coding process based on GTM. [35]

4.2.1 Concept for the data analysis

We began by testing the dynamic reading technique as described by FLICKER 
and NIXON (2014). This enabled us all to learn how to work together: the peer 
researchers gained an initial understanding of qualitative data analysis and the 
academic researchers gained an understanding of how to facilitate the 
collaborative process. This step led to "labels" in the sense of "headlines" or 
paraphrasing for the content of the interviews that was considered to be 
important. These phrases were written on note cards and pinned to a bulletin 
board. Examples for labels are "getting used to daycare" or "providing information 
to parents." [36]

Each team coded their own data openly and axially. For open coding, also called 
descriptive analysis4 in the context of the research workshops, the teams 
transferred the contents of the selected text passages in abbreviated form into a 
higher-level code as intended by GTM: These codes not only summarized the 
text passages, but also interpreted their possible meaning, which was then written 
on a note card. For example, the interpretation for the label "getting used to 
daycare" was "starting the cooperation between parents and daycare staff," and 

4 The terms used are a translation of the usual GTM terminology into everyday language so as to 
increase access for the parents and to promote the mutual interpretation of the material. The 
analysis extended beyond the summary description commonly found in a content analysis. 
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for the label "providing information to parents" it was "transparency." After that, 
the researchers created relationships between the codes and grouped them into 
categories. In this way, the teams came to the conclusion that for "getting used to 
daycare" communication between parents and staff regarding the educational 
approach is useful, and that the parents also require acclimatization to the 
daycare setting. The code "transparency" was assigned to the category "basis for 
trust" which parents gain by receiving specific information regarding their child 
from the staff. This step was referred to as interpretive analysis in the workshops 
and was intended to make the axial coding comprehensible for the peer 
researchers. Figure 1 shows the order in which these steps in the analysis were 
introduced. Following the interpretive analysis for all interviews, the research 
teams spent three workshop sessions on a collaborative analysis process based 
on DEPICT. The codes and categories formed up until that point were visualized 
on flipcharts and discussed based on the question "What have we found out?" 

Figure 1: ElfE analysis process [37]

The next step was bringing all three research teams together in one workshop 
which we called the Big Discussion Day in accordance with M'BAYO and 
NARIMANI (2015). The research teams presented their results to one another 
and then created overarching core categories to describe their findings. On that 
basis, they answered the common research questions in accordance with the 
selective coding as found in GTM, thereby connecting the majority of the other 
categories to each other. [38]

4.2.2 Implementation process and the division of tasks between the peer  
researchers and the academic researchers

All coding was performed by the peer researchers and us working together. The 
research teams organized the dynamic reading of the transcripts primarily in the 
form of small group work in the research workshops, dividing the text into 
sections. For example, one person from the group read a section aloud and the 
group decided together on the coding, paragraph by paragraph. Or each member 
of the small group first read and marked the same section alone, then the group 
came together to compare, and discuss, and come to an agreement on their 
codings. As a "short cut" (VON UNGER 2014, p.62), the peer researchers at 
times prepared a portion of the transcripts in advance at home. They brought 
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their results to the next workshop to discuss with the others. For the interviews in 
Russian, the small group work took place only among the Russian-speaking 
peers who had also conducted the interviews. [39]

The researchers wrote down all levels of coding on note cards and posted them 
on bulletin boards. To facilitate the process, they grouped the cards according to 
the three main sections of the interview: "daycare," "staff," and "parents." During 
the discussion process, this initial grouping was at times abandoned in order to 
form new groupings that the participants felt best reflected the data. Within the 
scope of the Big Discussion Day and the subsequent preparation of results, we 
used the three sections of the interview as an organizing principle. Parallel to the 
research workshops, we transferred all codes into MAXQDA, a software program 
for computer-aided qualitative data analysis. This made it possible to link the 
coding to the original text passages. The result was an overview that enabled 
easier access to the original material during the collaborative work. [40]

The progress of the data analysis varied in the three research teams as a result 
of team size and the number of interviews conducted. Another factor was the 
limited number of workshops in Lauchhammer, due to the distance from our 
offices in Berlin (once a month as compared to every to every 14 days in 
Marzahn-Hellersdorf). Supplementing the workshops in Lauchhammer with Skype 
proved not to be practicable, given that not all peer researchers had a stable 
internet connection. Because only four interviews were conducted in 
Lauchhammer, the lower frequency of workshops was not a problem; however, 
we were not able to complete the step of collaborative analysis as recommended 
in DEPICT. [41]

During the Big Discussion Day, the three research teams first developed models 
from their analysis. This exercise proved to be too abstract, so we moved to 
identifying examples of "good" and "bad" daycare practices from the interviews 
using the MAXQDA overview, consolidating the examples based on the coding 
paradigm of STRAUSS and CORBIN (1990). This intermediate step made it 
possible for the teams to formulate a mutual core category by which they could 
combine their results. Due to time restrictions, we were not able to complete this 
cross-team analysis, a factor that should be taken into account when attempting 
this in future participatory research projects (Section 5). [42]

We assisted the research teams by inputting the data into MAXQDA. A peer 
researcher translated the codes from the Russian interviews. We also provided 
regularly updated overviews of all codes for each research team. In addition, we 
provided training support in the form of three pamphlets: "How do you analyze 
interviews?"; "Analyzing interview transcripts, Step 1: Open coding"; and 
"Analyzing interview transcripts, Steps 2 and 3: Axial and selective coding." 
Furthermore, we provided a visual overview of all steps in the analysis in the form 
of a logic model for coding (Figure 2 shows an overview of the work steps for 
data analysis).
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Figure 2: Visual overview of coding steps [43]

4.2.3 Finalizing and presenting the results

For the preparation of the results, the research teams first examined the entire 
analysis process, the overview of all categories formed, and the case examples 
from the interviews. The examples were intended to strengthen the practical 
application of the findings from ElfE. In participatory research, bringing about 
change is part of the research process by linking knowledge and action (VON 
UNGER, 2014) and is one of the most important characteristics of participatory 
research (WRIGHT, 2013). [44]

At the wish of the steering groups, we focused on the core category of 
communication between parents and daycare staff, with recommendations for 
parents, staff, and daycare facilities. These were presented to the daycare 
providers in Marzahn-Hellersdorf within the scope of a routine meeting of the 
district workgroup "Daycare for Children"5. In addition, the results were presented 
at a public meeting of the district parents committee "Daycare" (BEAK) in 
Marzahn-Hellersdorf. A film by parents for parents and a set of cards for daycare 
staff were collaboratively developed to transfer the research results into practice 
settings, using excerpts from the interviews. Other forms of transfer are planned. 
[45]

5 The workgroup "Daycare for Children" fulfills the regulatory requirement that the work of all 
daycare providers be coordinated under the direction of the district youth welfare office: §78 
Child and Youth Welfare Law (KHJG) of the district of Marzahn-Hellersdorf (AG 78).
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4.2.4 Critical appraisal of the data analysis process

It was easy to identify and code statements considered to be important by way of 
the dynamic reading process within the research workshops. Lively discussions 
frequently took place regarding the marked statements, relating to the personal 
experience of the peers. This was ultimately decisive for implementing the 
process of GTM in accordance with STRAUSS and CORBIN (1990) in a reduced 
form. It was possible to integrate the knowledge and personal experience of the 
peers in a comparative and complementary manner; to shape the data analysis 
process dynamically and reflexively; and to facilitate the different constellations of 
participants at the research workshops. As a result, we were able to contain the 
abovementioned "messiness" of participatory research (COOK, 2009; WRIGHT, 
2013) in a way that the peer researchers could see that they were making 
progress. [46]

A central challenge in the workshops was separating the various levels of coding. 
In particular, the separation between concepts and categories only took place 
during the research workshops at the suggestion of a maximum of two people, 
often only one person, who was also involved in the facilitation of the meeting. It 
would have been better had one additional facilitator concentrated exclusively on 
the content of the process. We discussed editing the spontaneously assigned 
concepts and categories as a follow-up to the workshops, but we rejected this so 
as not to unduly disrupt the interpretations of the peers. [47]

Using MAXQDA was very helpful for developing the core categories, as well as 
for grounding the categories in examples from the interviews. The Big Discussion 
Day format was very effective for compiling the results and determining the core 
category. By being able to cite concrete examples from the interviews, the 
generalized findings from the research were seen to be relevant to the practice of 
the daycare centers. However, there was not sufficient time to relate all the 
categories identified by each research team to the core category. Thus we were 
not able to reach the goal of GTM; namely, generating a theory based on a 
complete analysis of the data. [48]

Even though STRAUSS and CORBIN (1990) accepted pragmatic adaptations to 
GTM, we were not able to implement several basic elements. The organization of 
the step-by-step data collection within the scope of theoretical sampling did not fit 
with the peers' wanting to arrange their own interviews. And it did not fit with their 
assumption that a greater number of interviews would bolster the significance of 
the study. As a result, so many interviews were conducted at the beginning of the 
research that further data collection was no longer possible, due to a lack of 
resources. Therefore, it was not possible to refine the defined concepts and 
categories by way of theoretical saturation. [49]

In addition, STRAUSS and CORBIN envisaged integrating other data in addition 
to the interviews. In our case, this would have meant data from the debriefing of 
the interviewers, the relevant research literature on cooperation between parents 
and daycare staff, and the use of the visual data generated at the research 
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workshops (photos and videos, see MEY & DIETRICH, 2016). Lack of time and 
the heterogeneity of the data collection for the debriefings prevented us from 
using this data. The writing of memos during the research process is a common 
additional source of data. Due to the lack of time, we were not able to implement 
this form of data collection. However, the research teams created a flipchart for 
each research workshop in which they recorded important content from their 
discussions along with organizational questions. Although we did not include the 
flipcharts in the data analysis per se, we did use them in the introduction to the 
subsequent workshop. [50]

5. Discussion

Participatory data analysis is desirable in participatory health research because it 
is consistent with the approach and has epistemological advantages. The core 
idea is to generate transformative knowledge for social change, such as 
addressing issues of health equity. The accompanying "messiness" is not only 
unavoidable, but it also represents a sign of quality in collaborative work. In ElfE, 
we supplemented the coding process of GTM with elements from the DEPICT 
process for participatory data analysis. The driving principle was shared decision-
making among the academic researchers and peer researchers. We intended a 
greater influence of the peers early in the analysis, as compared to the previous 
participatory research studies using GTM described in Section 3.3 (ACKERMANN 
& ROBIN, 2017 and DICK, 2007). [51]

We chose to use GTM for several reasons. It allowed us to fulfill the desire of the 
peers to do "real" research by using a standard qualitative research approach. 
GTM is also a process that is well documented in the literature. Although 
participatory research does not aspire to a rigorous adherence to methods 
(ABMA et al., 2019), falling back on proven methods provides guidance in the 
often difficult to understand, cyclical process of data analysis. GTM is also very 
compatible with participatory processes, especially due to its action orientation, its 
focus on interpretation, and its cyclical approach. It supports the opening up of a 
space for discussion and interpretation by all participants, which is a constitutive 
element of participatory research. In the following, we will examine our 
experience with the use of GTM, including the adaptations we made. [52]

The cooperative data analysis that took place in the research workshops 
functioned well overall. The peers engaged with this time-intensive, iterative 
process and participated in it continuously (even if the level of participation was 
less pronounced than in other phases of the research). Instead of training the 
peers beforehand, it proved advantageous to provide training as needed over the 
course of the workshops, making it possible to interlink the information on method 
with the knowledge of the peers. The use of GTM enabled the explicit and 
systematic integration of the peers' knowledge into the data analysis process. [53]

The coding process was participatory, thus ensuring the participatory validity 
(WRIGHT, 2013) of the analysis. Reading together all interviews in the research 
workshops was an important aspect. In spite of the cyclical approach and the 

© 2011 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/



FQS 20(3), Art. 6, Ina Schaefer, Gesine Bär & the Contributors of the Research Project ElfE: The Analysis of 
Qualitative Data With Peer Researchers: An Example From a Participatory Health Research Project

often dynamic discussion process, the delineation of the steps in coding made it 
possible for all participants to see that progress was being made. Being able to 
see progress was an important element in the parents' experience of satisfaction 
with the work process. The peers demonstrated a high degree of willingness to 
participate in what for them was sometimes an unusual process of reading and 
editing long texts. But they saw the process as finished with the reading and 
coding in the research workshops. Whereas the academic researchers wanted to 
continue with several iterative loops of interpretation. From our point of view, this 
tension posed a limitation in the analysis process and represents a dilemma 
regarding the reliability of participatory research (McCARTAN, SCHUBOTZ & 
MURPHY, 2012). A similar tension existed with regard to theoretical sampling. 
The peer researchers considered the summary of findings for the purpose of 
identifying the need for further knowledge as being a repetition of previous 
discussions. Our intent was to make plain which aspects from the interview 
material could be additionally refined with the everyday knowledge of the peers. [54]

Considering the work of CREAN (2018), we could have expected the peers to 
add their perspectives throughout the research process, especially during the 
data analysis, so then to be able to analyze the transcripts with a greater distance 
from their personal experiences. On the contrary, we had the impression that the 
interpretation of the data material remained strongly tied to the experiences of the 
peers. Thus, case-specific analyses and the contrasting of interviews was not 
possible. [55]

The process of participatory coding required a considerable amount of time (30 
research workshops for the three teams). This time was missing later for working 
together in publicizing the findings, resulting in a lower level of participation in this 
final phase. We observed over time less regular participation in the research 
workshops. This may have been due to the short time intervals between the 
workshops and/or the lengthiness of the overall process and the families' 
"growing out" of the daycare life phase. It may also indicate flagging interest in 
the process of consolidating the findings. Regarding the adaptations of GTM and 
DEPICT, we see that the various levels of coding could not be implemented in a 
clear-cut manner in the research workshops. There was also not sufficient time 
for a greater consolidation of the material by way of constant comparison or the 
inclusion of additional material (especially memos). [56]

We had a very good experience with the cross team compilation of the categories 
considered to be particularly important by the peers, as well as in deriving a core 
category. However, the coding process could not be completed for all the 
categories identified. Some questions from the interview guidelines could also not 
be included in the compilation. For that reason, we also did not use all identified 
categories for the presentation of the ElfE results. This experience suggests that 
a more sparing approach would have been more expedient, particularly by 
reducing the amount of data collected. [57]

STRAUSS and CORBIN (1990) posed questions to guide the research process 
according to GTM principles. Because GTM could only be partially implemented, 
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we were not able to use the questions to reflect on the quality of our work. We 
used general criteria for qualitative research instead (FLICK, 2012 [1995]; 
STEINKE, 2010 [2000]) which show how ElfE benefited from the coding process. 
The intersubjective comprehensibility was increased. The process also profited 
from detailed description. The methodical approach was easy to communicate, 
and it made possible the comprehensive integration of the knowledge and 
experience of the peer researchers, thus promoting the generation of 
transformative knowledge. The peers and the professionals considered the 
examples from the interviews, focused on the challenges of cooperation between 
parents and daycare staff, to be particularly valuable. Thus, it was less the 
generalizing statements but rather the examples from everyday practice that were 
seen to have the most benefit. Although all findings from the studies could be 
validated in a communicative and comprehensive manner, they only referred to 
the categories considered particularly important by the participants. Further 
analysis of the results will be undertaken at a later time. [58]

5.1 Limitations

Participatory research creates local evidence, meaning the focus is on a small-
scale local level. Our project can be seen as a case study without the goal of 
creating generalizable knowledge (WRIGHT, 2013). The project showed that 
participatory research can be conducted with novice peer researchers in both the 
data collection and analysis phases. The brevity of the interviews are a sign that a 
longer pretest phase might have been useful for building competency as 
interviewers. The full potential of the peer researchers was not fully realized and 
the data were lacking in depth. [59]

The data analysis was not completed as specified by GTM. Substantiated 
findings were generated that offer a basis for action recommendations, but no 
theory was developed. There was also no specific analysis for special target 
groups. Parents with daycare-age children from the Berlin district of Marzahn-
Hellersdorf and the community of Lauchhammer were approached as peers. The 
professional and educational backgrounds of the participating parents were, 
however, diverse. Also, with regard to cultural background, parents with Russian 
as their native language were included in the Marzahn-Hellersdorf case study. 
And in Lauchhammer, parents of children with special educational needs were 
interviewed also. But these differences were not taken into account in the 
analysis, due to lack of time. [60]

The coding process of GTM supported the goals of participatory research, 
specifically to make possible the collective generation of knowledge and to 
produce locally valid knowledge. However, the research teams were only able to 
produce theory in a rudimentary fashion. Basic GTM elements such as theoretical 
sampling, memo writing, and the inclusion of other data sources could not be 
incorporated sufficiently. This was due to a lack of means to implement these 
elements, limited time, and the varying interests of us as academic researchers 
as compared to the interests of the peer researchers. Finding ways to incorporate 
these elements is important for future participatory research projects. [61]
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One approach would be a division of labor among the participants, which may 
involve more input by the academic researchers during the analysis process. 
Theoretical sampling would better support the development of concepts and 
categories (STRAUSS & CORBIN, 1990); however, this presupposes that the 
peer researchers see the relevance of this process. Our experience is that peer 
researchers assume that as much data as possible should be collected. To keep 
the data analysis manageable, only a selected group of peers can participate in 
data collection. Therefore, a decision should be made as to which peers will 
participate in data collection. [62]

5.2 Recommendations for participatory data analysis

We recommend the following for participatory data analysis:

• The use of GTM makes it possible to integrate the everyday knowledge and 
experience of peer researchers into the data analysis process and to interlink 
that with the knowledge of the academic researchers. This supports an 
intensive exchange among all participants, resulting in the generation of new 
knowledge. From an epistemological perspective it is therefore more suitable 
as a basis for data analysis in participatory research than qualitative content 
analysis. 

• Data collection should be performed sparingly, even if this stands contrary to 
the wishes of the peer researchers. An iterative approach as recommended 
for GTM would be more useful, building the amount of data gradually. 
Theoretical saturation should be the criterion for deciding whether to collect 
more data.

• The extent of the data collection should also be considered in regard to 
practical questions resulting from the organization of numerous research 
teams with a variety of research questions.

• The implementation of the coding as well as the other core elements of GTM 
require prior experience on the part of the academic researchers, planning for 
the participatory work, as well as sufficient staff resources. For this, at least 
two staff are required in addition to the staff facilitating the research 
workshops and other meetings. 

• Any editing of the results from the research workshops should be discussed 
together with the peer researchers. Time and staff resources must be 
available for this step. 

• Debriefing following the interviews is important for alleviating the emotional 
impact of the interview experience as well as for examining ethical questions. 
The debriefing should be based on memo discussions as described in GTM. 
The importance and benefit of the debriefings should be made clear to all 
participants.

• A collaborative approach to data analysis has proven successful, including 
the process of entering coding into data analysis software. It is important that 
all steps of the process are managed jointly with the input of the various 
participant groups.
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• The incorporation of dynamic reading from DEPICT to the GTM process 
provides easy access to the process of data analysis. The collaborative 
analyzing aspect, as well as the specifics of GTM coding, need to be 
presented clearly.

• An important task of the academic researchers during the data analysis is to 
promote the comparison of data, particularly by recognizing and drawing 
attention to the differences between interviews and advocating for an iterative 
approach in data collection (BERG & MILMEISTER, 2008).

• Although it is difficult to estimate the time required for a participatory data 
analysis process, the available resources should be calculated in advance. 
This calculation should be used as a basis for keeping the process 
manageable in terms of available resources. [63]
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