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Introduction  
 
The aim of this document is to provide a theoretical-methodological guide for the approach in 
the second block of the project entitled “Trade, gender and equity in Latin America: 
generating knowledge for political action”. The countries taking part in this stage will be 
Argentina, Chile, Colombia and Uruguay.  
 
In the first chapter, we return to the objectives of the two blocks of the project and 
systematize some important theoretical aspects in order to formulate the methodological 
approach for the second block. The second chapter deals with the methodological proposals.  
 
 
1. Objectives of the project 

1.1 Block 1  
 
The first block of the project has two main objectives: 
 

A. To calculate the intensity of women’s employment in foreign trade so as to rank 
sectors according to the intensity of women’s employment and the degree of skill of 
the workforce.  

B. To investigate whether public policies accompanied the increased labour insertion of 
women in the 1990s by providing care services or other alternatives to make it easier 
for women to manage work and family life, and also to analyze whether the private 
sector is running these kinds of services, and what their characteristics and conditions 
of access are. 

 
The approach used was to gather, process and systematize secondary information from 
different sources.   

1.2 Block 2  
 
The main aim of the second block of the research is: 
 
 To find empirical evidence to help understand how the public policies and social 

programmes that accompanied trade liberalization and the opening of markets have 
impacted on access, power and benefits towards more egalitarian gender relations in a 
productive chain.   

 
There are three levels of analysis in this block: macro, meso and micro. A productive chain 
with a significant share in foreign trade and that employs a significant proportion of women is 
selected. This is used to make an analysis of the changes in the dynamic of the labour market 
and the social repercussions for households caused by trade policies and patterns. Bear in 
mind that new opportunities that have opened up in the job market for women also involve 
changes in the structure of care in the home. Very often these jobs are such that they do not 
contribute to greater equity in the world of work and make for less equity in the household as 
well. 
 
The selection of a specific productive chain enables us to make a pyramid analysis that 
includes micro, meso and macro dimensions and their inter-relations. An in-depth 
examination of aspects of micro-economics (at the level of the household) and the economics 
of care, to understand the consequences in this sphere of the changes in trade, requires 
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information and analysis techniques that it is not viable to apply in a wider universe. 
Therefore the case study approach, taking a productive chain that is theoretically important, is 
a suitable strategy here. 

1.3 Productive chains with the gender focus  
 
What is the meaning of a “gender-approach” on productive chains?  
 
Studying gender in productive chains means that the analysis is centred on people and their 
inter-relationships rather than on products (Flores and Lindo, 2005). Including gender in the 
analysis of a chain means making an in-depth examination of the roles that men and women 
play in the chain, and of conditions of work, not only for descriptive purposes but to 
understand the socio-cultural, economic and institutional factors and processes behind the 
exclusion or inclusion of women or men in jobs in the different links, and the different 
opportunities that women and men have.   
 
These aspects of the research make it necessary to design an approach that will allow in-depth 
analysis and go beyond what quantitative data alone can show. These data are necessary to 
construct a picture of the environment and situation of a chain, but they cannot in themselves 
yield an understanding of how inclusion and exclusion, or equity and inequity, operate within 
the productive chain. 
 
 
2. Methodology for the second block 
 
Before looking at the methodological strategy we are proposing for the second block of this 
research, let us look again at the research questions that will guide us in each methodological 
decision.  

2.1 Research questions  
 

The macro level 
• Have trade policies fostered changes in women’s labour participation throughout the 

productive chain in the industries under consideration? If the answer is yes, then how have 
they had an effect, and what kinds of changes have they caused? 

• Has the international competitiveness of the productive chain been linked to gender 
inequalities in labour insertion? In the productive chain, have women been employed in 
jobs that are “typical women’s work”, or is there some change in their labour 
participation?  

The meso level 
• What factors have an effect on the different accession or adjudication of roles between 

men and women in the job market?  
• Are there institutional policies geared to facilitating reconciliation between men’s and 

women’s roles in the productive and household care spheres? What mechanisms with this 
objective have been implemented? We assume that when public and private institutions 
provide care services that could promote a better distribution of tasks between man and 
women, people really are freer to choose. 

The micro level 
• Has there been a change in responsibilities for the family care tasks that women have 

traditionally discharged in the home?  
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• What shifts have occurred in men’s and women’s roles in the home as a result of women 
joining the job market?  

• What ideas do men and women workers have about the public and private sector 
participating in care responsibilities?  

 
We feel that the main theoretical-methodological challenge in this block is how to use the 
strategy of case studies of a productive chain to approach not only aspects of the links in the 
chain but also the study of relations outside these (gender relations in the home). Basing our 
work on the theoretical perspective of Elson (1994), in which family care tasks are located at 
the base of the wealth flow pyramid, we propose to shed light on the connections between the 
micro level of the household and the links in the chain through the productive chain case 
study strategy. 

2.2 The case study strategy  
 
The strategy of a research project is the general logic behind the design and collection of 
information to be able to achieve the goals of the study.  
 

a. When is it suitable to use case studies?  
 

Case studies are suitable mainly for research whose aim is to clarify matters involving 
questions of “how” and “why” (Yin, 1989). This means they are generally employed in 
studies of a descriptive and explanatory kind, but they are also suitable for studies that are 
exploratory, predictive and evaluative. Case studies have a flexible format, but this does not 
mean that putting them into practice calls for less rigour than studies based on other strategies. 
The great number of possible scenarios, and the complexity of the case study structure with 
diverse techniques and sources of information, requires meticulous work in each design stage.   
 
Gundermann (2001) distinguishes two main notions of case studies in the social sciences. In 
the first of these, the defining characteristic is the specificity of an object of study, and the 
aim of researching the case will be intrinsic to this. The other stance involves considering the 
case study as a means to achieving a better understanding of a more general phenomenon that 
goes beyond the case itself. This approach is called instrumental since the case illustrates or 
exemplifies a fact that is not exclusive to the case, and so the case does not become the final 
focus of interest.  
 
This project takes the latter approach. The findings from the case study of a specific 
productive chain will shed light on a series of general hypotheses and theoretical propositions 
about the impact on the care economy of trade policies and the social programmes that have 
accompanied trade liberalization, thus linking macro-economic elements to the meso and 
micro levels.   
 

b. The study of multiple cases 
 
The plan in the second block of this project is for each participating country to apply the 
simple case study strategy (a single case) with a specific design for each different country. 
The second stage involves making comparisons between the findings from each separate 
study. One of the main reasons for this document, with its general guidelines about how to 
implement specific designs, is to make it possible to compare the different cases so as to 
obtain more evidence in pursuit of the goals of this research. This could be described as a 
multiple case strategy, and it means that the teams in the different countries will have to 
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operate within a shared theoretical framework and share the same general methodological 
design, that they follow the same specific guidelines for the selection of each case depending 
on the dimensions of the study, and that their survey, data processing and analysis techniques 
should be as similar as possible.   
 

c. The generalization of case studies 
 
It is recognized that a case study is not geared to generating results that can be generalized 
statistically to the universe of reference. The case or cases in question are not part of a 
statistically representative sample, rather they are selected because of their importance in the 
field of theory. However, if case studies are seen as instrumental the subject of generalization 
does arise, and the concept of statistical inference is replaced by the notion of logical or 
theoretical inference. This means that “...the inference is based on the plausibility or logical 
nature of the nexus between the elements of the case studied and a conceptual matrix of 
reference” (Gundermann, 2001: 270). 
 

a. The place of qualitative and quantitative information in a case study 
 
Case studies are often associated with qualitative methodologies, but they can be based on 
quantitative evidence or on a combination of both kinds. If we focus on the general 
methodological design of the “Trade, gender and equity in Latin America: generating 
knowledge for political action” project, we find research based on a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative methodologies, block one being more quantitative in nature and 
block two more qualitative. The two methods are used in coordination: The information 
obtained in the first block will serve as an input for the selection of the cases in the second 
block, and the findings from second block will not only contribute to an understanding of the 
connections between gender and trade within each chain but also shed light on the 
phenomenon in a more general way.  
  
The specific design to approach the objectives of the second block calls for information that is 
mostly qualitative, and this will be supplemented with quantitative data not just in a 
secondary sense but probably from the use of surveys to gather some data.   
 

b. How the quality of case studies is evaluated  
 

According to some authors, the reliability and validity criteria used in evaluating quantitative 
research are also applicable to research of a qualitative nature, but other authors hold that 
evaluating the quality of qualitative studies requires separate validity criteria. We fall into line 
with the latter, and take the categorization cited by Valles (1999), derived from the work of 
Erlandson and others (1993), as an example and scheme for evaluating the design of this 
study. In this, three groups of ‘quality criteria’ are applied for a qualitative study, (a) 
reliability criteria, (b) authenticity criteria, and (c) ethical criteria.  
 
Reliability criteria (a) are in a sense parallel to the validity criteria in quantitative 
methodology. Credibility is proposed as an alternative to internal validity, mainstreaming as 
an alternative to external validity, and dependability to reliability. Credibility is established 
through the use of a collection of technical resources (intensity of participation in the context 
under study, the triangulation of data, methods and researchers, discussions with colleagues, 
the interpretation of information with the people studied, etc.). Mainstreaming is established 
through different theoretical-intentional sample procedures (this maximizes the approach to 
the object and the breadth of the information gathered). Dependability is established through 
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an ‘external audit’ for which the researcher must provide the necessary documentation for the 
control process followed in the course of the research (Valles, 1999). 
 
The first ‘quality criterion’ will be the one that has most to do with the methodological 
suitability of the study, and the second and third (authenticity criteria and ethical criteria) are 
linked to the researcher’s efforts to establish and maintain negotiated and re-negotiable 
relations favourable to the context and individuals studied, while the research is in progress. 
On this basis the researcher is better disposed to accede to (to authenticate) the plurality of 
social realities that there are in a context. Similarly, adherence to established codes of ethical 
conduct ensures people are protected in line with normal standards of privacy, confidentiality 
and consent.   
 

2.3 Selecting the case  
 
Selecting the case to be studied is “...a critical moment in the structure of the research because 
it is the case or cases that make it possible to explain general phenomena rather than a 
particular case.” (Gundermann, 2001:268)  
 

a. Selection of the branch of activity 
 
Prior to selecting the productive chain it is necessary to select the branch or branches of 
activity that are relevant to the aims of the research. The analysis carried out in the first block 
of the project yields useful results for selecting which branch or branches to look at. However, 
although the information obtained previously gives us a first approach to the chains that are 
relevant in this sense, it is insufficient to narrow our choice down to one particular case. 
Based on the data from the prior modules, branches of activity with the following 
characteristics should be selected: 
 

• A high proportion of women employed, and a significant proportion of women 
workers in jobs in the sector at any hierarchical level.  

• Successful export performance in the 1990s, or importance in the international trade 
strategy promoted by the country. 

 
Other data that may turn out to be useful in selecting a branch of activity are (a) the evolution 
of women’s employment, (b) pay differentials, and (c) the educational levels of men and 
women. These variables may be important either because the values for men and women are 
of a similar magnitude (indicating equity) of because they are different (inequity). One of the 
hypotheses in the project is that “...although trade liberalization policies have created new job 
opportunities for women, this does not automatically guarantee that gender inequities in the 
labour market will improve” (Project LA-IGTN, 2006). But case studies of an instrumental 
kind can be important for being a typical case or for being an atypical case since either would 
contribute to enriching the theoretical grounding and either would stimulate new research.  
 
An important aspect to bear in mind is that the information in the first block mainly has to do 
with branches of activity which are generally linked to diverse productive chains. It should 
also be borne in mind that a particular productive chain can have links that belong to different 
branches of activity. Dairy products, for example, is clearly part of the “manufacture of dairy 
products” branch, but it may also belong to “agriculture, livestock, hunting and related 
services”, “transport”, and “trade”. Knowing which branches participate more in trade and 
have high rates of female employment is the first input for selecting the sector or product, and 
other information is subsequently added to this to form the basis for selecting a chain.   



Trade, Gender and Equity in Latin America: Generating Knowledge for Political Action 
 

 8

 
b. Selection of a productive chain 

 
Once a branch of activity that is recognized as relevant to the goals of the project has been 
selected, it will be necessary to do what Flores and Lindo call “mapping the chains in the 
sector”, which consists in “making a graphic representation of the actors that take part in each 
link in the chain, and the inter-relationships between one link and another... This first exercise 
will help to give a clear overall view of what, and how many, enterprises, groups and 
individual persons are involved in the different activities of designing, producing and selling 
the product to the consumers. This also includes the different geographical spaces the product 
is moved to, including those outside the country” (Flores and Lindo, 2005: 30 and 31). This 
overview of the various chains in the sector will make it possible to select the chain (or 
chains, if time and budget resources allow) that is most suited to the requirements of the case 
study, bearing the following in mind: 
 

• Its share in foreign trade. 
• Geographical dispersion and economic size (with a possible trade-off between 

economic insignificance and ease of data collection). 
• Contacts with employers’, exporters’ or workers’ associations to facilitate accessibility 

for the research team. 
• Prior information in the public domain (including the results of previous research). 
• The distribution of women’s employment (contributing to an idea of where women’s 

participation is more highly concentrated). 
 

To make this general mapping prior to selecting a specific chain, it will probably be necessary 
to conduct some interviews with key sources. These are sources and not interviewees since 
rather than directly providing information about the concrete objectives of the study they 
provide contacts in, and information about, the local situation, and this is useful for 
identifying the different links and actors involved and understanding the inter-relationships 
among them. These interviews are also an opportunity to get a general picture of the 
distribution of men and women employees in each of the chains. 
 
According to Flores and Lindo, once a chain is chosen the next step is to make a specific map 
of it that includes gender indicators. We feel that this task is already part of the field work of 
the case study, so the various dimensions needed for this map or graphic representation are 
included on the general list of dimensions for analysis. In any case, we present below an 
example of how these authors propose to illustrate (in a graphic way) chains from the gender 
perspective.  
 

Map of the dairy products chain of cooperative enterprises in Nicaragua 
 

Functions Actors Participation by gender 
         men              women  

Consumption Purchasers  
Commercialization Coop enterprises/supermarkets  
Processing  Cooperative enterprise  
Storage      Transporters/producers  

Milk production       Individual/organized producers  

Source: Flores and Lindo, 2005. Taken from Selmira Flores and Ner Artola (2004): “Cadena de lácteos en Nicaragua. 
Estudio de caso”  
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c. Selection of information collection units in the case: enterprises and individuals 

 
Once the chain has been selected and the links and actors that make it up identified, the units 
to be surveyed and analyzed have to be selected. A number of sampling decisions have to be 
taken at this point in the design, and each of these must be justifiable as being important in the 
theory, because it captures the heterogeneity of the link or enterprise, or because it is 
representative (in the theory), because it involves a special actor, because it is accessible in 
function of the time or resources available, etc. Each research team will have to make these 
decisions keeping the following aspects in mind: 
 
 To leave out links in the chain that are outside the country. 
 If it is not possible to reach all the actors in a link (which is very likely) the enterprise(s) 

to be surveyed should be selected in function of pre-set criteria (for example, because it 
has the most women employees, because it has the greatest market share, because its 
position in foreign trade has changed significantly in recent years, because there are 
dissimilar cases inside a link, so heterogeneity can be captured, etc.). 

 To contact key sources and special interviewees (the latter are people who give 
information that is directly relevant to the purposes of the study, and they are selected 
because they have a unique or key position in the group or institution to be studied) such 
as employers, managers or union leaders in each of the links and enterprises selected.   

 The viability of applying the different information-gathering techniques to be used.  

2.4 Dimensions of analysis  
 
We present below the main core elements of the case study analysis and operational 
modalities, and a guide to the techniques and sources that will be used in the survey.  
 
1) Trade policies that affect the productive chain and its behaviour  
 

Dimension Sub-dimensions Variables or indicators Unit of analysis 
Number of firms involved in 
each segment of the chain Number of enterprises The chain / each 

link 
Share in Gross Domestic 
Product  Gross Production Value The chain / each 

link 

Changes in export share Value exported 
Physical volume Commercial link 

Economic 
performance 

Evolution of the product  Gross Production Value series The chain / each 
link 

Enterprises’ characteristics  
Size, type of enterprise 
(multinational, cooperative, family, 
etc.), source of capital 

The chain / each 
link Industry 

characteristics 
Geographical location  The chain / each 

link 

Number of employees  The chain / each 
link Employment 

characteristics Distribution of employees by 
sex  The chain / each 

link 

Trade policies Trade agreements, trade 
preferences, quotas, etc. Commercial link 

Access to international markets Countries traded with. Exports and 
imports Commercial link 

Changing 
patterns of  trade  

Competitiveness Currency exchange rates Commercial link 
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Possible sources of information:  

• Central Bank statistics about industry performance and exports.  
• Sectoral studies (ALADI, CEPAL, Universities)   
• Industry surveys and census 
• Information provided by employers’ associations 
 
2) Workforce structure in the different stages of the productive chain 
 
For the dimensions of this module the units of analysis are the enterprises selected in each 
link, or the link itself if it is can be approached as a whole.  
 
a. Quantitative block 
 

Dimension Sub-dimensions Variables or indicators 
Number of employees   Women’s and 

men’s employment  Quality of employees  Social benefits, types of contract, schedules, etc. 
Socio-economic Education, age, marital status, type of household, etc. 

Labour Type of occupation, type of task, hours/day, shifts, new work 
schemes, extension of service 

Characteristic of 
workforce by sex 

Remuneration Pay gaps 
 
Sources of information: 
• Secondary data on enterprises  
 
b. Qualitative block 
 

Dimension Sub-dimensions  
Competencies required for the different tasks in the enterprise and ideal profiles (sex, age, 
marital status).  
Skills identified in men and women. Sex division of 

work Changes in roles performed by man and women in recent years (types of tasks, schedules, etc.). 
Reasons. 
Opinions about the effects of industrial restructuring on the male and female workforce in the 
enterprise (number of workers, type of task, pay, etc.). Industrial re-

structuring   Adaptation of men and women to industrial restructuring. 
How and under what conditions male and female entrepreneurs accede to technology. Access to 

technology If there are differences, what they are and what they are due to. 
Types of courses run and who they are for. 
Reasons for these priorities. 
Changes in training. Reasons. Training 

Who really do the courses (men/women) and why. 
Perception of advantages/disadvantages in enterprises when they use women’s “competencies”. Enterprise 

development Perception of how product trade changes have impacted on enterprise development. 
Factors of opening or closing spaces so women enter greater value added links. Inter-

relationships 
among actors 

Characteristics and nature of transactions among actors (solidarity, trust, relatives), kind of 
negotiations, results (foster equity, open doors to women).  

 
Techniques and sources of information: 
• In-depth interviews with special actors (employers, managers, union leaders, etc.) 

 
3) Institutional environment   
 
Like in the previous module, these dimensions in each link, or in the enterprises selected in 
each, must be surveyed.  
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Dimension Sub-dimensions 

Labour regulations (national and local). Changes in the regulations. 
Existence and type of agreements. Changes. 

Agreements 
between 
enterprises and 
workers Compliance with regulations and agreements 

Labour benefits  Social security coverage, maternity and paternity leave, child care leave/permission, money or 
tax benefits for families and children.  
Lodging, child care services, teaching services. Opinions about the pros/cons of implementing 
these services. 
Opportunities for women to reach higher or management positions. Labour relations  
Presence of unions, labour participation, union membership by sex, gender-related union 
demands. 

 
Techniques and sources of information: 
 

• In-depth interviews with special actors (employers, managers, union leaders, 
etc.) 

 
4) Sexual division of labour, resources and decision making connected to care in the home.  
 
The units of analysis in this fourth module of dimensions are the male and female workers in 
the enterprises selected in each of the links.  
 
a. Quantitative block 
 

Dimension Sub-dimensions Variables or indicators Techniques and 
sources 

Characteristics 
of household 
and of male 
and female 
workers 

Socio-economic 
indicators  

Sex, age, educational level, marital status, social 
security coverage (personal and family), task in 
enterprise, composition of household, children 
and/or dependent older adults, responsible for 
household tasks, main source of income. 

Form (short 
questionnaire) for 
participants in 
discussion groups or for 
interviewees 

 
At the end of each discussion group meeting each participant can be given a form (a short 
anonymous questionnaire) to be filled in with some personal and household details. This 
information will give the socio-economic profile of the members of the groups, and there is 
no intention to generalize this to all workers. In interviews, these questions can be part of the 
agenda. 
 
b. Qualitative block 
 

Dimension Sub-dimensions 
Job satisfaction. Reasons for working. Evaluation of work task. 
Family life focus: ideal roles for men and women. Women’s’ roles. Changes since labour 
insertion. Evaluations.  
Difficulties/benefits to coordinate labour and domestic lives.  
Possible effect of religious and political stance on vision of labour and family spheres. 
Present and future personal (labour, family, educational, etc.) and family goals, changes and 
aspirations. 

Personal 
development (current 
contrasted with past) 
 

Ideas about family and children (ideal age to commit in a relationship and have children). 
How to coordinate family, children and work.  
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Distribution of tasks and decisions about tasks (preparing meals, cleaning, simple repairs, 
shopping, care of children and ill and older people). Current perception and changes in 
recent years.  
Evaluations of tasks carried out and distribution of household tasks.  

Care activities in the 
home 

Family arrangements to handle care activities, strategies, networks (family, community, 
etc.).  
Perceptions of existence, access to and quality of public/private health, education, child 
care, etc. Access to public and 

private care services 
 Who should take care of health, education, child care, etc. Ideal roles of State, enterprises, 

families. 
Who decides about family clothing, food, education, health and recreation. What are the 
spending priorities. Differences between men and women. 

Decisions about 
expenditure on “care 
services” Advantages and disadvantages of having domestic service in the home.  

Perceptions about time spent on paid activities outside the home. Use of time by men 
and women Perceptions about time spent on unpaid care tasks in the home. 
 
Techniques and sources of information   
 
• Discussion groups made up of men and women workers from each link in the productive 

chain 
• Interviews with men and women workers from each link in the productive chain (these 

can be used to supplement the groups, or instead of groups in links where the group 
technique is not viable)  

 

2.5 Qualitative information-gathering techniques  
 
The approach in the second block of the project calls for a variety of information-gathering 
techniques because it involves the study of a complex case which has many dimensions and 
units of analysis (links, enterprises, individuals). The proposed techniques for gathering 
qualitative information are in-depth interviews and discussion groups. For quantitative 
information secondary sources will be used.  
 
2.5.1 The in-depth interview  
 
  a. What is its function? 
 
In social research, interviews rank as a qualitative technique. There is a communication 
process between the interviewer and the interviewee, and the latter generates discourse 
reflecting his/her ideas and attitudes to the subject being researched. The interviewer is not 
concerned with the interviewee’s personal characteristics; the focus is on interpreting the 
motivational axes of the individual’s actions, the social form of his/her motivation and 
ideological position as a typical member of the reference class. “The open interview technique 
is useful for obtaining information that is pragmatic in nature, that is to say about how diverse 
individuals act and reconstruct the system of social representations in their individual 
practices.” (Alonso, 1998:72) 
 
Another element is our research objectives and questions is the question of institutional 
aspects that have an effect on men and women in the labour market performing in specific 
roles, and policies that are geared to reconciling female and males roles in the world of 
production and family care tasks. Using the interview technique to elicit discourse on these 
and other key topics from employers, managers and union leaders will allow us to approach 
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the system of social representations (norms, values, beliefs, stereotypes, etc.) that prevail in 
enterprises (at least in the case studied) and give sense to action and positions on the gender 
equity question. “Using the interview presupposes that the thematic subject of the research, 
whatever it may be, will be analyzed through the experience that a certain number of 
individuals have of it, individuals who are parts and also products of the action studied, since 
analysis of the teller is part of the story that is told.” (Greel 1990, in Alonso 1998:78) 
 
  b. What kind of interview should it be? 
 
We feel that the most suitable kind for the special interviewees is the semi-structured 
interview, which involves preparing an agenda of subjects to be dealt with in such a way that 
the interviewer is free to order and formulate questions throughout the session (Patton 1990). 
Selecting employers, managers and union leaders from each of the links in the chain may 
involve differences (socio-cultural, to do with the job environment, etc.) among the actors, so 
it is necessary to adapt the questions and the thread of the conversation to the individual’s 
characteristics in each interview.  
 
If in-depth interviews are used as a supplement to or substitute for worker discussion groups, 
a standardized open interview format is probably more suitable. This kind of interview 
involves an ordered list of questions that are the same for all interviewees, and that evoke 
open and free responses. (Patton 1990, in Valles 1999) 
 
  c. The interviewer’s role  
 
According to Valles, the ideal interviewer should have a “flexible personality”. “Interviewers 
who tend to dominate the situation (filling silences, and talking too much to the interviewee), 
and interviewers who adopt an extremely passive stance, both lack flexibility” (Valles, 1999: 
216). It is important that the interviewer should achieve the aims of the interview, critically 
evaluate the information received, and pursue clear and complete answers.    
 
When designing the interview agenda, the researcher can facilitate the interviewer’s task by 
sketching out a scheme for approaching the different dimensions to be analyzed. This 
presupposes that as well as the guide with the main points, there is also a list of wide-ranging 
questions for starting the interview off and for moving from one topic to the next, with 
elements to prompt the interviewee should this become necessary. There are a number of 
“interview tactics” that the researcher cannot anticipate since they are part of the interviewer’s 
trade and expertise. Valles sets out a synthesis of seven tactics, (1) silence, (2) animation and 
elaboration, (3) reaffirming and repeating, (4) recapitulating, (5) clarifying, (6) changing the 
subject, and (7) the post-interview. (Valles, 1999)  
 
  d. The selection of interviewees  
 
How interviewees are selected has to do with sampling decisions that are based on the aims of 
the study and the time and resources available. With these aspects in mind, a preliminary 
design is drawn up (this can be modified during field work) that will specify interviewee 
profile and the number of cases to cases to be tackled.   
 
The first step in this preliminary design is to have an idea of the numerical and socio-
demographic characteristics of the universe of potential interviewees. This information can be 
sought from secondary sources of quantitative and qualitative data, or from primary sources 
through interviews with keys persons. This information will be used in the construction of the 
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“typological pigeonhole”1 and its segmentation criteria, always bearing in mind that it is 
theoretical and not statistical decisions that are taken. For example, in the project some of the 
dimensions to be analyzed have to be approached via the opinions of managers and union 
leaders in the different links. The gender perspective means that when there are links that 
have female as well as male managers it is important to conduct interviews with members of 
both sexes, and the same goes for union leaders.   
 
The same applies when workers are interviewed. The socio-demographic characteristics of the 
different universes (by links) must be known to be able to select cases in function of variables 
that are analytically important and possibly have an influence on the opinions and views of 
the interviewees (sex, age, type of household, having children, place of residence) in pursuit 
of greater discursive heterogeneity. These decisions contribute to the internal validity of the 
design. 
 
The number of interviews needed is determined in function of various criteria, the number of 
boxes in the typological pigeonholes, the saturation criteria and, like in all methodological 
decisions, the time and budget available. The first of these aspects means that the greater the 
number of groups to be represented discursively (each box in the pigeonholes) the greater the 
number of interviews, and the saturation criteria means continuing with interviews until they 
cease to yield new discursive elements about the social representations of the reference group.  
  
2.5.2 The discussion group 
 

a. What is its function? 
 
Discussion groups are one of the most widely-used qualitative techniques. Like in-depth 
interviews, discussion groups enable the researcher to approach the ideological and 
motivational systems of certain reference groups. However, the two techniques differ in that 
while interviews can provide information about individual behaviour, that is to say the ways 
in which people act out social representations, groups always yield information of a collective 
nature about representation systems in relation to the aims of the study. (Alonso, 1998) 
 
Discussion groups are a framework to capture the ideological representations, values, 
attitudinal and emotional preconceptions about institutions or objects, stereotyped discourse, 
etc., that are dominant in a particular strata, class or global society. The group micro-situation 
creates optimum conditions for the basic motivational structure of the collective subjectivity 
of the class represented to emerge, with all its contradictions, ambiguities and subtleties (Ortí, 
1986). 
 

b. Participant selection and forming groups   
 

The number of groups that are formed should correspond to the number of different areas of 
discourse that are relevant to the aims of the project as sources to show the system of 
representations in the class of reference. These design decisions can be shaped, like with 
interviews, in typological pigeonholes. The fact that the groups are heterogeneous means 
there should be a certain degree of homogeneity within each group. “If there is excessive 
potential dispersion, distance or conflict between the members of the discussion group, it will 

                                                 
1 “The typological pigeonhole being understood as an instrumental sampling device that the researcher uses to 
obtain a selection of interviewees, and is geared to controlling (minimally guaranteeing) heterogeneity in the 
sample as regards variables that are seen as analytically important. These are sampling designs in which the 
comparison of cases that are conceptually important is projected.” (Valles, 1999: 212)  
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not be possible to negotiate or approach the sense of the social representations and categories 
that is produced in common dialogue in social groups.” (Alonso, 1998: 103) 
 
In line with these principles it will be necessary to form at least two discussion groups for 
each link in the chain, one of female workers and the other of male workers, so as to be able 
to make an analytic comparison of the ideas of the two groups about how to achieve personal 
development, as regards stereotyped gender discourse about the family, work, representations 
about care, and so on. It will also be necessary to evaluate the risks of incompatibility 
stemming from the differences inherent in belonging to different occupational categories and 
socio-economic strata. It would seem that the most suitable strategy would be to seek people 
that are homogenous in terms of these variables.   
 
In some links of the chain it may be so difficult to form discussion groups that in-depth 
interviews would be used to supplement groups or even in place of them. There might be 
various factors that hinder group formation, like there being too few potential participants, or 
if the people know each other too well, or if it is problematic in time or space to gather 
workers together, or excessive heterogeneity which would make it difficult to form groups 
that are homogenous as regards the typological variables in question.  
 
Different authors recommend different numbers of participants in a group; the widest feasible 
margins are 5 to 12 people, and the ideal would be 7 to 10. In any case it is always advisable 
to call a larger number of participants in case of possible absences. 
 
We feel it is important that, once the universe of potential participants has been defined 
(thanks in part to interviews with key individuals), it should be the research team that calls 
individuals to form the groups. If the enterprise or organization called people for this purpose 
it might distort the workers’ opinions about the situation. In any case it is crucially important 
that the enterprise should support the effort, that the workers should know this is so, that 
maximum confidentiality is guaranteed, and that the participants know be aware of the fact 
that the focus is on group discourse and not on individuals. It is also advisable to hold the 
actual group session in a space that is neutral as regards the subject and the participants’ 
characteristics.  
 

c. The coordinator’s role 
 
The coordinator should be someone with experience in coordinating groups of this kind, 
someone who can empathize with the participants and who has an adequate understanding of 
the subject of the discussion and the aims of the research. Besides this, this person should not 
introduce her or his own personal value judgements, should not pre-judge, and should not lead 
the group in a pre-set way. The coordinator should be conscious of the fact that his or her 
function is not to take part in the discussion but to elicit different opinions and keep the 
session focused on the main subject in question. To do this, the coordinator can use tactics 
like reformulating, reiterating what has gone before or going back to opinions that were 
expressed previously, and these tactics can also be used to prevent prolonged silences. He or 
she will also have to intervene if the group gets over-excited, and if one member 
spontaneously starts to monopolize the discussion the others should be drawn out of 
themselves and encouraged to express their opinions. 
 
A discussion group session can vary from one to two hours, and if the time taken falls outside 
these limits the aims of the discussion group may be jeopardized. An hour and a half is the 
most suitable length.  



Trade, Gender and Equity in Latin America: Generating Knowledge for Political Action 
 

 16

2.6 Information analysis and presentation 
 
It is not possible to specify a strict format for the qualitative analysis and drawing up the 
report, but we shall try to provide some guidelines to give some degree of uniformity to the 
criteria used in the different countries taking part in the study. The research involves a wide 
range of different kinds of information, and it will be useful to have a pre-established plan for 
processing and analyzing the data that is gathered. Nevertheless, the coordinator still has an 
important and creative role to play in ordering, processing and systematizing the information 
gathered. 
 
Once the recordings of the interviews and discussions have been transcribed and ordered in 
function of the typological pigeonholes (by links, enterprises, sex, etc.), these texts should be 
coded in function of the analytic sub-dimensions required. Other dimensions that were not 
foreseen will probably emerge from a detailed reading of the transcripts. Besides this, it will 
be possible to identify “types of discourse” or “categories” within each dimension or sub-
dimension, and these should also be codified. In this way a tree of codes that captures the 
different dimensions, sub-dimensions and various kinds of discourse (categories) can be built 
up. One way that these codified texts can be ordered is the matrix system, which can be built 
around units or dimensions. Each box in the matrix can be filled with “categories” identified 
in each dimension, using the tree of codes and the codified texts. When the report is drawn up 
the matrix can be used as a system for ordering the analysis, and as a conceptual guide so that 
textual references to each of the categories can be identified in a simple way. 
 

Example of matrix to order qualitative information 
 

 Link 1 Link 2 Link 3 
 Enterprise 

1 
Enterprise 

2 
Enterprise 

1 
Enterprise 

2 
Enterprise 

1 
Enterprise 

2 
Dimension 1       
Dimension 2       
Dimension 3       
Dimension 4       

 
It will be important, when the time comes to present the analysis, that the different teams 
should all be using the same pre-established general model.  
 

1. Presentation of the chains of the sector and of the productive chain that have been 
selected for the case study. This point will contain the quantitative information that 
has been gathered, and will set the context of the qualitative analysis. This information 
could be presented with maps or graphic representations.  

2. A quantitative and qualitative analysis of each link. Here the qualitative information 
from each of the selected enterprises is collated with the qualitative information 
gathered from the special interviews and the workers. The analysis of this can be 
organized in function of the different blocks of dimensions to be analyzed.  

3. A comparative analysis of the different links. This involves approaching the relations 
between the different links. The comparative analysis will make it possible to identify 
the repercussions of trade policies throughout the chain, not only as regards jobs but 
also in terms of social effects.  
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