
Temporality in Qualitative Inquiry: Theories,
Methods, and Practices
Temporality is a fundamental aspect of human experience. We are
constantly experiencing time, whether we are conscious of it or not. Time
shapes our thoughts, feelings, and actions. It structures our social
interactions and institutions. It is an inescapable part of our lives.
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In qualitative research, temporality is an important consideration.
Qualitative researchers seek to understand the world from the perspective
of the people they study. This means that they need to be aware of the
ways in which time influences the experiences and perspectives of their
participants.

There are a number of different theories of temporality that can be used to
inform qualitative research. These theories can be divided into two broad
categories: linear and non-linear.
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Linear theories of temporality

Linear theories of temporality view time as a linear progression from the
past through the present to the future. This is the view of time that is most
commonly held in Western culture. It is also the view of time that is most
often used in quantitative research.

There are a number of advantages to using a linear theory of temporality in
qualitative research. First, it is a simple and straightforward theory that is
easy to understand. Second, it is a theory that is compatible with the
methods of data collection and analysis that are commonly used in
qualitative research.

However, there are also some disadvantages to using a linear theory of
temporality in qualitative research. First, it can lead to a overly simplistic
view of time. Time is not always a linear progression. It can also be cyclical,
reversible, or even discontinuous. Second, a linear theory of temporality
can lead to a focus on the past or the future at the expense of the present.

Non-linear theories of temporality

Non-linear theories of temporality view time as a more complex
phenomenon than a linear progression. These theories recognize that time
can be experienced in different ways by different people and that it can be
shaped by social and cultural factors.

There are a number of different non-linear theories of temporality that can
be used to inform qualitative research. These theories include:

Cyclical theories of temporality view time as a cyclical process. This
is the view of time that is most commonly held in many non-Western



cultures. It is also the view of time that is most often used in qualitative
research that is focused on cultural studies.

Reversible theories of temporality view time as a reversible process.
This is the view of time that is most often used in qualitative research
that is focused on memory and narrative.

Discontinuous theories of temporality view time as a discontinuous
process. This is the view of time that is most often used in qualitative
research that is focused on social change and transformation.

There are a number of advantages to using a non-linear theory of
temporality in qualitative research. First, it can lead to a more nuanced and
complex understanding of time. Second, it can help researchers to avoid
the biases that can be associated with linear theories of temporality. Third,
it can open up new possibilities for data collection and analysis.

However, there are also some disadvantages to using a non-linear theory
of temporality in qualitative research. First, it can be more difficult to
understand and apply than a linear theory of temporality. Second, it can
lead to a more fragmented and disjointed understanding of the research
data.

Methodological approaches to temporality in qualitative inquiry

There are a number of different methodological approaches that can be
used to study temporality in qualitative inquiry. These approaches include:

Narrative analysis is a method that can be used to analyze the ways
in which people construct stories about their lives. These stories can



reveal a great deal about the ways in which people experience and
make sense of time.

Discourse analysis is a method that can be used to analyze the ways
in which people talk about time. This can reveal a great deal about the
ways in which people think about time and how it shapes their social
interactions.

Grounded theory is a method that can be used to generate new
theories about social phenomena. This method can be used to study
the ways in which people experience and make sense of time.

Ethnography is a method that can be used to study the everyday lives
of people. This method can be used to observe the ways in which
people interact with time and how it shapes their social interactions.

Phenomenology is a method that can be used to study the subjective
experiences of people. This method can be used to study the ways in
which people experience and make sense of time.

Autoethnography is a method that can be used to study the
researcher's own experiences. This method can be used to study the
ways in which the researcher's own experiences of time shape their
research.

The choice of methodological approach will depend on the research
question and the theoretical framework of the study.

Practical implications of temporality in qualitative inquiry

The concept of temporality has a number of practical implications for
qualitative inquiry. These implications include:



The importance of time in data collection. The researcher needs to
be aware of the ways in which time can influence the data collection
process. For example, the time of day, the day of the week, and the
season of the year can all affect the ways in which people respond to
interview questions.

The importance of time in data analysis. The researcher needs to
be aware of the ways in which time can influence the data analysis
process. For example, the researcher's own experiences of time can
shape the ways in which they interpret the data.

The importance of time in reporting research findings. The
researcher needs to be aware of the ways in which time can influence
the reporting of research findings. For example, the researcher's own
experiences of time can shape the ways in which they write about the
research.

By being aware of the concept of temporality, qualitative researchers can
conduct more rigorous and insightful studies.

Temporality is a fundamental aspect of human experience. It is a complex
and multifaceted phenomenon that can be studied in a variety of ways.
Qualitative researchers need to be aware of the concept of temporality and
its implications for research design, data collection, data analysis, and
reporting of research findings.
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