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RATIONALE, GOALS AND METHODS OF THE MINI PANELS

1.1. Rationale

The Netherlands Kinship Panel Study seeks to build up a database on family relationships by gathering information from various family members at different points in time. An innovative aspect of this project is the use of so-called mini panels, to supplement the data collected in the large-scale survey. Mini panels are small, qualitative studies, which – like the large-scale survey – have a panel structure in that they are repeated over time. The most common qualitative methods are more or less structured interviews and observation studies (for details, see 1.3). There are various arguments in favor of supplementing quantitative research methods with qualitative methods by using mini panels. We should note, however, that the distinction between the two is less strict than generally assumed. Qualitative research, too, often uses quantifying techniques and statistical analyses.
 There are two types of arguments in favor of using qualitative methods within the NKPS: methodological and substantive arguments. 

The methodological arguments are fourfold. The first is that mini panels offer researchers the possibility of collecting more valid information about some aspects of family solidarity. The answer categories provided in surveys are not always ideally suited to coding complicated or ambiguous feelings or attitudes, or ones that are difficult to put into words. This makes the information gathered less valid than desirable. Qualitative studies are well-suited to the study of systems of meaning, legitimization, interpretation and motivation. 
 Another advantage of qualitative methods is that they are sufficiently open and flexible to identify unexpected correlations, and this, too, increases the validity of the data. Another methodological argument in favor of mini panels is that they make it possible to gather more differentiated information about the specific target groups within the total sample. It could, for example, be useful to select a specific subgroup from the total sample and to interview this group in more detail in a mini panel about particular issues that were only marginally addressed in the survey. A third argument is that mini panels may contribute to refining the theoretical insights provided by the survey. Data from the mini panels can be used to further analyze the mechanisms that are assumed to underlie patterns of family solidarity and changes therein. This would improve our understanding of the dynamics of family relationships. A fourth advantage of mini panels is that the insights derived from them could lead to the development of additional measuring instruments, which could be used in the second wave of the panel study.

There are also substantive reasons that argue in favor of using qualitative methods in addition to quantitative methods in a study such as the NKPS. These arguments are related to the subject studied, in this case family relationships. A first reason for using qualitative methods is the sensitivity of family relationships. Families are often a far cry from the image of a ‘haven in a heartless world’. Many families have conflicts for a short or prolonged period of time. Some families face problems such as addiction, abuse or violence, which might have consequences for family solidarity. And families in general, not only the ones with problems, tend to be little inclined to ‘wash their dirty linen in public’. The borders between what family members consider to be strictly private and what they might reveal to an outsider are often carefully guarded. When these more sensitive aspects of family relationships are studied, qualitative methods tend to be more suitable than surveys.
 What are the backgrounds to broken family relationships, and in what way do dramatic family events influence family solidarity? The best way to find an answer to questions of this kind is to combine survey data with data provided by mini panels. 

A second substantive reason is linked to the relational and interactive character of family relationships. It is interesting to study the extent to which members of the same family experience the same family ties differently for the very reason that most family members see each other almost every day and develop their experience of and attitudes towards family ties in the context of this constant interaction. It is known, for example, that members of a couple often experience things such as their division of labor and sexuality quite differently. Such differences in the way people experience things can be studied more effectively by using mini panels than through surveys.

1.2. Goals

Family research has so far been based on either large-scale survey data or qualitative studies held among small numbers of respondents.
 The first type of research is well-suited to the study of general trends and patterns and variations therein, but does not provide detailed insight into the personal experiences of specific individuals nor in the backgrounds and possible explanations of these experiences. The drawback of qualitative studies, on the other hand, is that it may be difficult to make quantitative generalizations. Having said that, generalization of cases to theoretical propositions in stead of to populations may well be possible.
 Whereas surveys are a suitable method to identify structural and demographic trends in family relationships and to test hypotheses about causal relationships between variables, the advantage of the mini panel is that it can expose processes and mechanisms that shape family relationships and that influence the interaction between certain variables. Against this background, recent scientific literature about family research has underlined the need to combine qualitative and quantitative methods. The NKPS offers a unique opportunity to actually combine the two, by using mini panels, with their more open approach and focus on individuals and interpersonal relationships, as a follow-up to the broad information gathering through the survey. 

The goal of using mini panels in addition to the survey is to acquire knowledge that is both generalizable and differentiated and geared to the specific sensitive and interactional nature of family relationships. The strengths of both methods can be put to optimal use since they largely offset each other’s weaknesses.

1.3. Methods

Whereas the survey uses structured personal CAPI interviews and written questionnaires, the mini panels use a combination of different qualitative methods, such as more or less structured interviews, participant observation, focus groups, document analysis and audiovisual information. If necessary, these methods can be supplemented by a short supplementary questionnaire or vignette, but the emphasis should remain on the qualitative nature of the data gathering process. Each of the methods mentioned has its own specific approach to data gathering and analysis.
 Interviews are considered appropriate if one wants to gain an understanding of what certain events or social relationships signify for respondents. The degree to which the interviews are structured is variable and depends on the subject studied and the specific research question as well as on characteristics of the groups of respondents to be selected and the number of research units to be selected. The more sensitive a subject is, the less structured the interview questions should be. And in the case of relatively large numbers of research units, a more structured approach is generally desirable (see also Section 4). Observation techniques are rooted in the classical anthropological fieldwork of Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, a tradition that was perpetuated by the sociologists of the Chicago school. Their conviction was that if you want to understand how groups of people live together, you should observe them extensively over a prolonged period of time, preferably by participating in their community life. Focus groups hold intensive discussions and interviews with small groups of people about a particular ‘focus’, or issue. These discussions generally take place over a prolonged period of time.

The analysis of documents, diaries and letters is also a tried and tested qualitative method used by researchers who are interested in documenting the lives of specific individuals. In recent years, researchers have increasingly come to use audiovisual registration techniques. These techniques enable them in principle to observe people without them knowing exactly when they are being observed, and this is considered to contribute to the authenticity of the data gathered. 

It would not be appropriate to deal with the various data gathering methods of qualitative research in greater detail here. In the past decade, a wide range of publications on this subject have appeared  (e.g. Gilgun et al., 1992; Silverman, 1993; Burgess, 1995; Creswell, 1998, referred to in notes 1,3,5 and 6).

2.
SELECTING TOPICS FOR THE MINI PANELS  

Based on the arguments and considerations in favor of qualitative research presented in the first section, we decided to select five topics which would, in our view, benefit from a combination of quantitative and qualitative research. Whereas the first three topics focus on the sensitive and interactional aspects of family relationships, the last two seek to generate differentiated information about family ties within specific subgroups of respondents that are considered to be interesting for theoretical reasons. Repeated measurements are not equally relevant to all planned qualitative studies; in the case of some topics, a single study may well provide sufficient insight. A total of 12 mini panels have been planned. For each mini panel the researchers need to explain: a) why a qualitative approach is considered to be the best method in light of the central research question; b) whether and why a repeated measurement would be useful. 

Below we will set forth our ‘strategic plan’ for the selection of topics for the mini panels, requested by the NKPS Scientific Advisory Council at its meeting of 2-3 November 2001.

1. High and low solidarity in families. 

What are the reasons for differences between families with a very high or very low level of solidarity? Whereas we were able to trace families with high and low levels of solidarity with the aid of the quantitative data, and whereas correlational analyses provided an initial insight into the explanatory factors, mini panels enable researchers to study in more detail the backgrounds to and developments in these differences in solidarity. Specific family circumstances may play a role in addition to socio-economic and demographic factors, and the former factors were not, or only barely addressed in the survey. These include influences relating to the family climate, family cohesion, and the like.

2. Conflicts and family solidarity. 

In surveys, people tend not to talk willingly or easily about any conflicts they may have. There is therefore a very real probability of underreporting of sensitive subjects such as conflicts. In addition, the limited number of answer categories provided to describe the nature of the conflicts do not give the respondents the opportunity to say anything about the significance of these conflicts in their lives. Conflicts within families may influence the level and nature of solidarity. Here, too, families with frequent conflicts and families with few conflicts are selected on the basis of prior analysis of the quantitative data. These data can also be used for a preliminary investigation of the factors that relate to conflict. The mini panels will subsequently take a closer look at the reasons why certain families experience tension and others do not, as well as at the mechanisms that enhance or reduce tension.

3. Solidarity in non-standard family relationships  

The NKPS Scientific Advisory Council (2-3 November 2001) suggested that we focus on groups that are difficult to fathom in a survey rather than on statistically ‘rare’ groups (as proposed in the initial application). Researchers do not have a cut-and-dried ‘cultural script’ for either of these two groups: they do not have any shared norms or expectations about how these family relationships are shaped, nor about how solidarity is created. Examples are step families, dual-location households in which the two partners live separately, co-parenting, and homosexual relationships. The aim of the qualitative studies is to increase our understanding of the way in which solidarity is created in these ‘scriptless’ relationships, and how it is experienced. 

4. Sex, age, ethnicity and family solidarity
Existing literature has shown that sex, age and ethnicity are important independent variables when it comes to the level and nature of solidarity (Rossi and Rossi 1990; Johnson 2000; Bengtson 2001). The mini panels are designed to enhance our understanding of what solidarity signifies for women and men, for people of different ages and people with different cultural backgrounds. The panels will shed light on how these differences in what solidarity signifies for people contribute to the creation of socio-cultural differences in family solidarity.

3. Transitions in family ties

Whereas the mini panels under topic 1 focus on levels of solidarity within families, and changes therein, this topic addresses transitions in the nature and quality of family ties in general. These transitions may, for example, relate to important life events, such as marriage, divorce, illness or the death of a family member. Several mini panels will be organized to gain a better understanding of the backgrounds to and explanatory mechanisms underlying transitions in family ties. We will do this by identifying, after the first wave, families that have experienced major life events. From this group we will then select respondents for the qualitative studies. 

Researchers will need to indicate under which of the topics identified above their research proposal would fall and in which way they contribute to the acquisition of knowledge about the topic in question.

3.
PROCEDURE FOR SETTING UP AND IMPLEMENTING MINI PANELS

The information gathered with the aid of the mini panels, like the information gathered in the survey, forms part of the total NKPS data-gathering process for which the members of the NKPS team are responsible. This means that the NKPS team are also responsible for the use of NKPS respondents in the mini panels, as underlined by the NKPS Scientific Advisory Council. The data provided by the mini panels must therefore, just like the survey data, be accessible to as broad a spectrum of users as possible (NKPS’s multi-user function). This sets quality requirements for the research question and the data-gathering process, and again comes under the specific responsibility of the NKPS team. 

The mini panels make use exclusively of  NKPS respondents. There are two reasons for doing so: 1. the possibility of making optimal use of the sample; 2. this approach offers the best guarantee for the successful integration of the data of the mini panels and those of the survey. Selecting respondents for the mini panels needs to be done with the utmost care, in terms of both the procedure followed and the possible research effects in a later round of the NKPS. Special attention also needs to be given to the sample taking and to the representativeness of the mini panels (see Section 4). The way in which the qualitative data are gathered may create specific limitations in terms of data processing (e.g. verbatim transcription of interviews or video footage) and impose certain data storage requirements. The qualitative data gathered will be made accessible to the academic community as soon as they have been suitably prepared and sufficient guarantees of anonymity have been given (see Section 6). 

Set-up and implementation; eligibility criteria

The following procedure will be used when setting up and implementing the mini panels. Six of the twelve mini panels will be conducted by PhD students working on the NKPS and members of the NKPS team, in close collaboration with outside researchers. For the remaining six mini panels the NKPS team will recruit researchers, who will be invited by public notice to draw up a proposal for a mini panel. The proposals submitted will be judged by members of the NKPS team based on a number of eligibility criteria, such as the degree to which their proposal is in line with the research question of the NKPS and with the topics selected for the mini panels, clarity of the research question, their arguments in favor of using mini panels as such and their reasons for repeating, or not repeating, the mini panel (see Appendix). 

Responsibility

The researchers selected by the NKPS team on the basis of their proposal will be responsible for the implementation of the mini panels. They will be supported by a small committee, which will monitor the quality of the data, the suitability of the data for future use, and the overall progress of the project. At least one member of the NKPS team will be represented on the committee. 

Organization
The fieldwork will be flexibly organized. Several mini panels will commence their activities at different points in time and will each have a different mission. The organization of the mini panels will therefore be tailored specifically to the characteristics and requirements of each individual mini panel (for further details, see Section 5).  

Funding

Funding of the mini panels will be coordinated by the NIDI. Funds will not be granted for research personnel but will be allocated solely for the implementation of fieldwork for the mini panels. 

Time path
A notice for the submission of proposals will be published in the Newsletter of September 2003 of the Social Sciences Division of the Dutch Research Council. A decision about the six mini panels to be outsourced will be taken in January 2004.

4. 
SAMPLE AND SELECTION OF RESPONDENTS

Each mini panel will first define the population it intends to study. It should start by defining the specific concepts to be studied (e.g. what exactly is the meaning of high conflict, househusband, older adults, high solidarity, etc). In addition, a number of other standard concepts may need to be defined (age, sex, region, etc). The description of the population should be given special attention in the case of observation designs and other less common designs. For example, if the researchers wish to study family albums, they first need to define what their research unit will be and what the population will be. And if they plan to visit family reunions, what will then be the research unit? In many cases they may be dealing with nested designs, in which families are the higher units and individual family members the lower units, for example, or where families are the higher units and family events are the lower units. The exact design will differ from one mini panel to the next, depending on the topic studied. The design will also depend on the method opted for. 

As indicated above, the mini panels will only use the NKPS sample. It is vital that the selection procedure be followed carefully when making a selection from the NKPS sample. This will take place at NIDI’s offices, and potential respondents will be contacted and approached in collaboration with the NKPS team. Each mini panel will have to ensure in advance that no detrimental effects are expected on the answers and the response rate in a later round of the NKPS. Each survey affects the respondents, of course, but the effect may well be stronger in the event of intensive surveys. Respondents therefore need to be approached with the utmost care. And non-response needs to be treated with even greater circumspection. A whole host of selection problems may arise if one wants to discuss a particular subject with a respondent at greater length. This may, for example, result in positive selection (the respondent is highly involved in the subject and has positive experiences in this area), or in negative selection (the respondent has personal problems with this subject and sees the survey as a means to overcoming the problem). 

Random sampling will be neither possible nor desirable in all cases, but careful selection of the research units and maximum representativeness are also very important in the mini panels. The smaller the number of units studied, the more important it is to select them with due care. A representative sample must be taken from the population defined and the necessary procedures must be developed. The researchers need to describe in which way (random or otherwise) they intend to ensure that they will select those units that are representative of the population in terms of the relevant characteristics. What these relevant characteristics are will depend in part on the topic studied, and relate to the selection criteria used. If, for example, research is conducted into poverty, the researchers need to give some thought to the causes of poverty, and define the different kinds of poverty based on these causes. 

The mini panels will generally make use of  reasoned stratification: based on the relevant characteristics, specific comparison groups will be composed that are considered to be representative of the corresponding population. The researchers will need to consider which comparison groups they wish to use given their research question. Research that seeks to shed light on causes, backgrounds, and motives or on consequences and implications cannot be conducted without a comparison group. But many descriptive research questions also need a frame of reference to be able to determine whether or not something is ‘very’, ‘frequent’, ‘serious’, or ‘high’, for example. Comparison groups need not always be created for a specific study; they can also be composed using data from other surveys, or taken from research literature. 

We cannot say in advance how many units need to be gathered. The greater the number of comparison groups used in the study, the greater the number of units that need to be gathered. In the case of open interviews, a maximum of 80 interviews per mini panel will apply.

5.
FIELDWORK

5.1. Expertise

The fieldwork for the mini panels can be organized in several ways, but in all cases the researchers themselves will remain responsible for the data collection, and must have one or more of the following competencies: 

· administering and reporting about more or less structured questionnaires about a wide range of subjects;

· conducting and reporting single, pair and group interviews;

· leading and reporting group discussions about a wide range of subjects 

· leading and reporting discussions with experts about a wide range of subjects
· observation of respondents in an experimental setting;

· using vignettes in open interviews, focus groups and expert meetings;

· reporting omissions, errors and unexpected reactions during the open interviews, the focus group discussions, experts meetings and observations;

· monitoring interviewers and discussion leaders, with special attention to speed, efficiency, response and data quality.

5.2. Organization

Each mini panel will organize its own fieldwork. The organization will depend on the specific requirements of the method opted for. In the case of interviews, we will engage the services of professional interviewers who will, if possible, move from one mini panel to the next. Various market research agencies, such as Intomart and NIPO, have departments specialized in qualitative research. Intomart has a pool of interviewers specialized in conducting open interviews. Part of the fieldwork for the mini panels will be outsourced. In addition to using professional interviewers, the option will be kept open for the researchers and PhD-students to conduct some of the interviews themselves. This is a good strategy, allowing them to become familiar with specific characteristics of the respondents and the nature of the material gathered. The researchers will have to indicate in their research proposals whether, and to what extent, they wish to make use of professional interviewers and the degree to which they themselves will be involved in the fieldwork. 

The training program for interviewers will consist of general sessions that can be used for all mini panels (for details, see Section 5.3), and sessions geared specifically to the topics and methods of the individual mini panels. The tailor-made sessions will be developed separately. 

In addition to coordinating the fieldwork for the mini panels, the Field Manager will be responsible for quality control. The Field Manager will also be in charge of the training of interviewers, to the extent that this relates to the NKPS program. 

5.3. Training interviewers

The interviewers will have to follow a training program consisting of research (NKPS)-specific elements as well as basic interviewing skills. In addition to the skills needed for standard interviews, the interviewers will need to be trained in the specifics of the subject studied, for if they are not, they will not be able to successfully conduct the open interviews. The basic skills include: (a) how to approach respondents (b) how to ask qualitative questions, and (c) how to deal with problem situations. The research-specific elements include: (a) general introduction to the research project, (b) going through the interview schedule, (c) how to use tape recorders, and (d) respondent administration. 

The training program will consist of at least two half-day sessions, with a week’s break, and should include at least two trial interviews, that could be conducted in the week’s break. The training includes:

· introduction to the research project

· going through the interview schedule
· contacting respondents and fixing dates for interviews

· trial interviews

· feedback on trial interviews

· dealing with problem situations

· anonymity

· organizational/practical procedures

Refresher sessions will be held after several weeks in which the interviewers can exchange experiences and discuss any problems they may have encountered. 

6.
DATA STORAGE AND AVAILABILITY 

One of the factors that make the NKPS program special is that both quantitative and qualitative data will be made available to the Dutch academic community. Another exceptional aspect is that we intend to stimulate secondary analyses of the qualitative material. Secondary analyses may include replications of existing analyses; this is hardly ever done in qualitative research yet offers a unique opportunity to reinforce the reliability of interpretations and research results. Secondary analyses may also entail analyzing material that has exceeded the time budget of the first researcher. This improves the efficiency of the research. 

The data will be made available to other researchers as soon as they have been prepared for research by third parties (six months after completion of the fieldwork at the latest). This means that the researcher in question may potentially need to compete with other analysts, but qualitative researchers need not be better protected than people who gather survey data. 

The data will initially only be made available in Dutch. Funds for translating the data have not been budgeted. We could, in the future, decide whether to make the data provided by the various mini panels available in English as well, with the aid of additional funding. In anticipation of possible future translation, it would be judicious to follow the guidelines of the UK Data Archive at the University of Essex so that no additional efforts will have to be made should the data be made available to an international audience in the future. 

Two activities are needed to make the data available: data control (quality control) and data conversion (availability to third parties). Data can be offered to the NKPS Data Archive either in digital form (preferably via WinMAX or NUD*IST
) or in analogue form; below we will briefly address digital data.

6.1. Quality control

Making data available to third parties requires first and foremost that a complete set of data about the project in question is available in digital form. This should include: 

i. the research proposal and research design

ii. the interview schedule and any supplementary materials (e.g. vignettes)

iii. the observation checklist

iv. the interview instructions and information about the interviewers

v. instructions relating to confidentiality and anonymity

vi. confirmation of permission given by interviewees to make the data available

vii. characteristics of the respondents

viii. other background information

ix. information about missing data and non-response  

x. correspondence with respondents.

6.2. Anonymity

The entire data set is made available anonymously. The anonymization methods used by Qualidata include:

xi. removing all real names and, where necessary and possible, replacing them by pseudonyms. This applies to family names, place of residence, names of companies and organisations, etc. 

xii. systematic use of the same pseudonyms in all publications related to the dataset

xiii. developing a reference system to link the pseudonyms to the real names, which will not be for external use

xiv. linking the qualitative data to the quantitative data with the aid of pseudonyms

xv. removing quotes with the aid of which the respondent could be traced.

6.3. Conversion

Qualidata presents conversion possibilities that enhance usability. This is, in fact, a matter for our computer specialist. Having said that, we should realise that many Dutch researchers still work with WordPerfect and that this is certainly not the most suitable software to be converted. It would also be advisable to include a course in NU*DIST (NVIVO) in the training program for the mini panels (although WinMAX can also be used).

6.4. Organization of data

Qualidata gives a number of – more or less routine – examples of the organization of data at two levels: the level of the research as a whole and the level of the individual respondent. At both levels, we need to know at least:

xvi. the ID (pseudonym) of the people interviewed

xvii. date of birth

xviii. sex

xix. occupation

xx. place and dates of survey

xxi. number of pages of text

xxii. file names.

Appendix: Selection criteria for mini panel applications

· is it in line with key goals of the NKPS and the topics selected?

· arguments in favor of mini panel as such

· reasons for repeating, or not repeating mini panel

· clarity of research question and theoretical framework

· clarity of research design and method

· rationale for choice of respondents

· how are data gathered?

· how are data processed?

· planning 

· budget

� See, for example: Burgess, R.G. (1995). Studies in Qualitative Methodology. Vol. 5: Computing and Qualitative Research. London: Jai Press;  Russell Bernard, H. (2000). Social Research Methods. Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. London: Sage.


� Schwartz, H.  & Jacobs, J. (1979). Qualitative Sociology. A Method to the Madness. New York: Free Press.


� Gilgun, J.F., K. Daly & G. Handel (eds) (1992). Qualitative Methods in Family Research. London: Sage. These authors conclude: ‘The complex and dynamic interplay of family meanings, coupled with a phenomenological and structural diversity in families, requires a method that is malleable, sensitive, and practical. Qualitative methods, designed to capture emergent meanings, are well suited to the study of a wide range of family experiences.’ (p. 11)


� Bengtson, V.L. (2001). ‘Beyond the nuclear family: the increasing importance of multigenerational bonds’. Journal of Marriage and the Family 63: 1-16; Wilson, G. (1993). ‘Intergenerational solidarity from the point of view of people in advanced old age’, in Becker, H.A. and P.L. Hermkens  (eds), Solidarity of Generations. Demographic, Economic and Social Change, and its Consequences, Amsterdam: Thesis, pp. 625-643.


� Silverman, D. (1993). Interpreting Qualitative Data. Methods for Analysing Talk, Text and Interaction. London: Sage


� See, for example, Creswell, J.W. (1998). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design. London: Sage. See also Siverman (1993).


� NUD*IST is a software package for qualitative content analysis; the most recent versions are known as QSR NUD*IST 4 and QSR NUD*IST Vivo (NVivo). The system’s functions include: saving and processing text, coding and decoding text, automatic codebook generation, selecting and combining text across documents (interviews), connecting texts, making memos and linking them to text fragments, making links to photographs in the text, spreadsheets, databases (SPSS).
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