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Abstract

Spatial context matters for qualitative social science inquiry. Yet, the explicit and consistent
integration of these analyses has largely been segregated to the spatial sciences, geography
and urban planning. In this article, we present a theoretical argument for integrating spatial
data in qualitative inquiry and strategies for how to triangulate spatial and qualitative data.
We argue that including spatial analyses in inquiries of social phenomena enhances depth
and rigor to qualitative work across the social sciences.
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In social science qualitative inquiry, spatial context matters to our understanding of social
phenomena. Despite this, the explicit and consistent integration of spatial analyses has largely
been limited to a subset of social sciences, particularly geography and urban planning. In fact,
some social sciences—maost notably sociology—seem to have largely abandoned their spatial
roots both methodologically and analytically. In this article, we illustrate how qualitative social
scientists and, in particular, sociologists can return to their roots of spatial analysis, leveraging it
to enhance and to expand their research agendas.

Spatial data generally are used in two main ways in qualitative research studies, with varying
descriptive and analytical power. First, statistics (e.g., demographic data) associated with specific
geographic boundaries provide a broader sense of the context in which social processes emerge.
These kinds of statistics are most often deployed descriptively in the form of tables or maps.
Second, some scholars use spatial data to examine patterns and trends, integrating spatial data
into the analysis. This comes in the form of maps as tools for identifying patterns between the
area of study and its surrounding areas, and the triangulation of spatial and qualitative data
sources to analyze qualitative data by its spatial characteristics. These approaches can be
leveraged analytically to address research questions and to reveal new areas of inquiry.

Spatial description is prevalent in ethnographic and case study inquiries, as well as some
gualitative interviews, participant observation, and archival or document review projects, due to
their attention to contextual factors. However, we argue that the analysis of spatial data is largely
missing from qualitative research, particularly in sociology. In this article, we argue that spatial
analysis should play a larger role in qualitative inquiry. We present a theoretical argument for
integrating spatial analysis in qualitative methods by comparing illustrative examples in three
areas of sociological research: social capital, immigration, and education. Additionally, we share
strategies for triangulating spatial and qualitative data. Although we target our critique to
sociology, our conclusions and recommendations are relevant across the social sciences.

The article proceeds as follows: First, we describe some key historical precedents for the use of
spatial analysis in sociological qualitative research and provide a working definition of spatial
analysis. We provide empirical evidence of the lack of spatial analysis in qualitative sociological
inquiry. Next, we highlight a study in each of the selected topic areas—social capital,
immigration, and education—and discuss the value added of spatial analysis, highlighting the
specific research questions that they inspire and address. We do not intend these cases to be
exhaustive, but rather illustrative, and to serve as a vehicle that provides initial insight into the
utility of spatial analysis in each of these domains. Finally, we provide some strategies for
triangulating spatial and qualitative data. Ultimately, we argue that including spatial analyses in
inquiries of social phenomena—including those that ostensibly seem aspatial—enhances depth
and rigor to qualitative work across the social sciences.

Precedents for Spatial Analysis in Sociological Investigation

Although much of modern day sociology treats space as a container in which social processes
occur, theorists such as Lefebvre (1991) illustrate that space is a social construction. Space is both
created by and allows for social interactions and relationships, the reinforcement of social
hierarchies, and the deployment of power (Abbott, 1997; Gieryn, 2000; Lobao, 1996; Logan,
2012). In other words, the study of a location captures a unique configuration of social
relationships that reinforces and implements pre-existing social hierarchies.

As Lefebvre (1991) details, the social and the spatial are inextricably linked: “space is a [social]
product” (p. 26). The variations in these social configurations and histories across locations result
in differential development patterns in space, which then produces differential social processes,
and so on. Thus, space is created through social construction, which then informs the
reinforcement, implementation, and future formation of social configurations and relationships.
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Interestingly, sociologists often assume that macro-structural forces affect individuals similarly;
however, these theorists highlight how the transmission of macro-structural forces at the local
level involves varied socio-spatial settings in which structural processes manifest differentially.

This theoretical case for place is strongly present in the origins of sociological investigation in the
United States, which generally correspond with the rise of the industrialized city and its attendant
inequality and social ills (Hall, 2002). Spatial analysis was inherent in these early studies of social
life. For example, Charles Booth’s (1892) 17-volume study, Life and Labour of the People in
London, and Jacob Riis’s (1890) volume, How the Other Half Lives: Studies among the
Tenements of New York, provided never-before-seen documentation of the lives of those living in
poverty in the industrial city. Both of these surveys sought to document and to categorize people
living in poverty and, by extension, the places that they inhabited. Booth made extensive use of
statistics and maps, providing an early articulation of the geography of poverty. His spatial lens
mapped the entire city of London, and offered a new way to read the city along lines of economic
inequality. Riis, one of the first social documentary photographers in the United States, took
advantage of new portable camera technology and created a photographic catalogue of the
tenement conditions in New York City. He offered visual evidence of the texture and lived
experience in particular places. Both works signal a shift in understanding the city, specifically in
seeing neighborhoods as a discrete unit where particular physical and demographic characteristics
manifested and aggregated.

Less than a decade later, W. E. B. Du Bois (1899) deployed similar social survey methods in his
seminal work The Philadelphia Negro. Like Booth, Du Bois sought to map the full city (in his
case, Philadelphia), and then hone in on specific areas that housed concentrations of African
Americans to document their social exclusion. His spatial analysis revealed manifestations of
structural forces of slavery and the labor market through an analysis of the physical environment,
neighborhood, and housing conditions, and the spatial distribution of the African American
population. Du Bois’ spatial analysis augments his argument that the plight of African Americans
stems from a number of factors that manifest in space including: unemployment, lack of training,
low wages, immigration and migration patterns, and racism.

Booth, Riis, and Du Bois represent a few of the early users of spatial analysis in the context of
gualitative research inquiries. These Progressive Era efforts laid an important foundation for
academic inquiry of urban change, which informed the Chicago School of sociology. Maintaining
a positivist philosophy, sociologists at the University of Chicago approached their city as a
laboratory. The Chicago School picked up earlier theories connecting urbanization to social
disorganization and disconnection, focusing on the psycho-sociological impacts of urbanization.
They narrowed their scale of inquiry to individuals, communities, and their physical vessels:
neighborhoods. As Abbott (1997) remarks, the Chicago School “felt that no social fact makes any
sense abstracted from its context in social (and often geographic) space and social time” (p.
1152). Witnessing significant urban change, they sought to theorize the mechanisms of these
transformations. Their research focused on social ecology, racial and ethnic identity, and social
disorganization, and they used a range of data collection and analysis methods, including
“statistical, ethnographic, quantitative, and qualitative techniques” (O’Connor, 2001, p. 45).
These methods were specifically used for spatial analysis to understand social dynamics.

Their social ecological approach conceptualized neighborhoods as a closed ecosystem in which
social life occurred. In this approach, individuals are embedded in their spatial environments both
forming and formed by their surroundings. Following from this, competition for space among
groups drove locational decisions; neighborhood change followed a natural tendency towards
social equilibrium. New actors (in the case of Chicago, incoming immigrant populations) would
enter the ecosystem and disrupt the equilibrium. Competition for space followed, and
neighborhood succession occurred when less dominant populations were forced to relocate. The
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dominant groups that stayed established a new equilibrium. Spatial analysis was intrinsic to their
theorization and methodological approach. Subsequent scholars (e.g., Drake & Cayton 1945)
adopted these methodological innovations, but used them to challenge the dominant theorization
of cities and naturalized neighborhood succession to explain the persistent segregation of the
African American community in Chicago.

These early innovations in methodology and theory influenced the direction of urban sociology
and the training of subsequent generations of sociologists. This legacy is seen most strongly in the
theoretical orientation of neighborhoods as naturalized urban ecosystems and the positivist
methodological approach, which introduced systematic surveys, observations, and quantifiable
measures to investigations of urban change and spatial characteristics. Despite this legacy, the
more recent study of topics central to the Chicago School agenda, race, immigration, and poverty,
generally lack spatial analysis with a few exceptions.

Notably, the work of William Julius Wilson (1987) and his analysis of urban change and
increasing inner city Black poverty leveraged spatial analyses in the development of such
concepts as concentration effects, social isolation, and spatial mismatch. Subsequent scholars
have used ethnographic and spatial analysis to challenge and to engage in Wilson’s ideas. For
example, Mary Pattillo (2013) in Black Picket Fences disrupts Wilson’s notion of social isolation,
highlighting the Black middle class’ ties to poor Black communities through social networks and
spatial proximity of residence. Massey and Denton (1993) emphasized the spatiality of racial
discrimination as manifested in the housing market. Finally, Wacquant (1998, 2008) extended
Massey and Denton’s (1993) focus on residential segregation with the concept of racial enclosure
to understand the relationship among race, poverty, and space in his ethnographic studies of urban
decline.

More recently, spatial data have been deployed in quantitative studies of inequality and racial and
income segregation (see e.g., M. J. Fischer, 2003; Reardon & Bischoff, 2011; Watson, 2009), and
broadened analyses from the neighborhood level to metropolitan, county, and state geographies
(see e.g., C. S. Fischer, Stockmayer, Stiles, & Hout, 2004; Massey, Rothwell, & Domina, 2009;
Reardon et al., 2008). Spatial analysis also has been central in the neighborhood effects literature,
in which researchers use both qualitative and quantitative approaches to uncover causal
mechanisms among concentrations of poverty, racial groups in neighborhoods, and subsequent
negative life outcomes (see e.g., Ellen & Turner, 1997; Galster, 2010; Jencks, Mayer, Lynn, &
McGeary, 1990; Sampson, 2011a, 2011b; Sharkey, 2013).

Despite the use of spatial analysis in these works, current qualitative sociological inquiry largely
neglects spatial analysis. In a review of American Sociological Review (ASR) and American
Journal of Sociology (AJS) from 2004 to 2014, we searched the table of contents and abstracts of
131 issues and 848 articles for the use of key words including spatial, geography,
urban/suburban/rural, neighborhood, residential, cities, or the name of a specific geography (e.g.,
southern counties or a city’s name). We then reviewed the full text of each article identified in
this scan to find articles conducting spatial analysis, rather than just using spatial data. The results
illustrate the dearth of spatial analysis in sociology. As shown in Table 1, we found a total of 29
articles using spatial analysis, which is 3.4% of all published articles between 2004 and 2014. Of
these articles, 79% (23 articles) involved the use of quantitative research methods, whereas only
10% (three articles) involved the use of qualitative research methods (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Use of Spatial Analysis in Sociological Journals from 2004 to 2014

ASR AJS Total

Article Type Count Percentage Count Percentage Count Percentage
All 12 2.6 17 4.3 29 3.4
Quantitative 10 2.2 13 3.3 23 2.7
Qualitative 2 0.4 1 0.3 3 0.4
Mixed Methods 0 0.0 2 0.5 2 0.2
Methodological 0 0.0 1 0.3 1 0.1
Total 456 392 848

Sources: American Sociological Review (ASR) and American Journal of Sociology (AJS), 2004-2014.

While the lack of spatial analysis in sociology is a problem across the discipline, qualitative
sociologists have particularly neglected the spatial aspects of their studies, leaving those elements
to spatial experts in urban planning and geography. Yet, as the work of scholars like Booth, Riis,
and Du Bois highlights, the social is organized spatially, suggesting a particular imperative for
sociologists (Abbott, 1997). Investigating the spatial components of socio-spatial processes
furthers our theoretical and empirical understanding of the social processes that we study,
including how location matters for social phenomenon.

Qualitative researchers can augment their studies of socio-spatial processes with spatial analysis
with two approaches: spatial description and spatial analysis (see Table 2). Spatial description is
generally presented with maps and statistics that describe the context of the research site.
Although prevalent in social science research, descriptive statistics are usually segregated from
analysis in qualitative research, contained in a background or contextual section of a work rather
than integrated in the analysis and findings sections. When these spatial descriptors are
incorporated into an analysis, they are often used as context, such as providing statistics about a
neighborhood that an informant discusses. Although description is important, the analytic gains
are minimal.

Table 2
Using Spatial Data

Primary Use Examples

Spatial

L Setting context Maps and statistics of spatial unit characteristics
Description

Maps of spatial patterns and trends

Spatial Analysis Analyzing patterns and trends . . . o
P 4 yzingp Triangulation of spatial and qualitative data

In contrast, spatial analysis specifies space in the aims of the research program, thereby making
spatial patterns central to the data analysis. These studies consider how spatial variation in social
and structural processes influence their topic of study. Like spatial description, spatial analysis
can be conducted with maps. However, analytical maps aim to understand patterns and trends of
spatial data, rather than just the characteristics of a place. Analytical maps may include several
layers of information to display the coexistence of certain characteristics or display how a
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characteristic changes over time. For qualitative research, spatial analysis also includes the
triangulation of spatial and qualitative data. For example, interview data might be analyzed by
characteristics of the interviewee’s residential neighborhood. Ultimately, spatial analysis does
more than describe spatial data by analyzing patterns and trends (Lubienski & Dougherty, 2009).

In the remainder of this article, we illustrate the power of spatial analysis in qualitative work
through examples from the existing literature on social capital, immigration, and education. In
each of these three issue areas, we present a case that uses spatial analysis to illustrate the analytic
gains of a spatial approach.

Case Examples of Spatial Analyses

The examples below represent published articles that explore socio-spatial processes through a
mixed methods research approach, bringing together spatial analysis and qualitative research
methods. These three examples provide examples of how spatial data can be used analytically and
inspire reflection on what could be gained by the use of spatial analysis. For each study, we
provide a short summary of the broader literature, a description of their data and analysis
techniques, and reflections on how spatial analysis enhanced each work. As stated above, we do
not intend these examples to be exhaustive, but rather use these cases as an illustrative vehicle to
provide preliminary insight into and provoke further discussion of the value-added of spatial
analysis in each of these domains of social science research, discussed in the conclusion.

Social Capital

Social capital represents the actual or potential resources from the aggregate of relationships or
social ties that an individual holds (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988). The study of social capital
represents a socio-spatial phenomenon due to the formation of relationships in particular
locations. In fact, theory on social networks includes spatial assumptions about relationship
formation based on the proximity or distance of ties (Bridge, 2002; Guest, Cover, Matsueda, &
Kubrin, 2006). Despite this, much of the qualitative literature on social capital is aspatiall,
focusing on network ties without considering their location in the geographic area of study or the
proximity to the research subject. Rowe and Wolch (1990) illustrate the added benefits of spatial
analysis for social network studies in their study of homeless populations.

Using ethnographic and interview data, Rowe and Wolch (1990) examine the spatial patterns of
homeless women’s networks over time. The spatial elements of their study include three
approaches. First, they provide a descriptive analysis of the area of study, Skid Row in Los
Angeles, and the location of institutional supports and resources available to the homeless in the
neighborhood and surrounding area. Second, they analyze daily spatial patterns of their
interviewees and how their daily movement relates to different aspects of their social network,
including maps of their daily patterns. Finally, they consider how changes in their social networks
and “home base” locations influence their respondents’ spatial patterns and connections to
different aspects of their social networks.

Through spatial analysis, Rowe and Wolch (1990) are able to ask different kinds of questions, as
best illustrated by their final analysis. Given that the home location of the homeless is precarious
and can vary on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis, the authors were able to use their analyses of
the descriptive location of social network ties to understand how a sudden change in a homeless
woman’s home location impacts her social ties. Changes in location have implications for these
women’s ties to institutional actors such as public assistance case workers, as well as friend and
family ties who the women depend on for protection, financial support, and other forms of
assistance. Based on the frequency of location change identified by the authors, exploring
locational changes explained changes in the stability of ties over time.
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Immigration

Although the study of immigration has traditionally focused on immigration entry points such as
New York City or San Francisco, the increase of immigrant populations across the United States
has expanded the locations of interest to this literature. Part of the change in immigration patterns
is where immigrants are settling, with rising numbers in suburban communities rather than inner
city areas traditionally associated with immigration (Garr & Kneebone, 2010; Kneebone &
Berube, 2013). Importantly, patterns of immigration vary by country of origin and educational
attainment, which fuels regional differences in immigration patterns. These spatial variations
have led to interest in the service environment of areas inhabited by various immigrant
populations. de Graauw, Gleeson, and Bloemraad (2013) explore this through spatial analysis in
their study comparing immigrant centered services in central city and suburban locations.

Using a mixed methods research design, de Graauw et al. (2013) analyze the response to growing
immigrant populations in suburbs and new gateway cities. The authors specifically treat these
expansions in immigration as a socio-spatial process, analyzing the data within the spatial context
in two ways. First, they take a regional approach, comparing four cities in the same region. This
allows them to control for regionally specific differences, while also analyzing the influence of
the immigration history and service environment in a proximate area, San Francisco. The regional
approach is central to their main findings, which include that due to their smaller scale and more
recent influx of immigrants as compared to San Francisco, city officials outside of San Francisco
either do not realize the extent of immigration to the city or do not realize the immigrant
population has a need for services not provided.

Second, they analyze interview, archival, and administrative data from each city in the context of
the socio-spatial process of immigration and poverty. As the authors describe, “Attention to place
is critical for understanding public-private partnerships that target disadvantaged groups: the poor
tend to be concentrated in particular areas, community organizations operate in specific locations,
and government allocations are usually made within circumscribed political jurisdictions” (de
Graauw et al., 2013, p. 79). Treating immigration as a socio-spatial process means that the
authors triangulate aspatial data with spatial data. Thus, the proportion of government funding
provided to immigrant organizations (aspatial data) is analyzed in relation to both the number of
immigrant organizations in the city of study (aspatial data), and the proportion of immigrants and
immigrants living in poverty (spatial data). Funding inadequacy thus is derived from both the
financial and demographic demand. de Graauw et al. (2013) successfully demonstrate the
feasibility of more rigorous spatial analyses.

Education

Educational researchers and sociologists grapple with complex conditions within and across
school sites and districts. Many studies have centered on district- or school-level policies and
outcomes for individual or groups of students. One persistent problem in urban schooling is racial
and class segregation. This school segregation reflects patterns of residential segregation across
neighborhoods and metropolitan areas, as most school placement is based on neighborhood of
residence, and leads to negative outcomes for students (e.g., Orfield & Lee, 2005).

Today, the landscape of urban schooling is shifting. Under the auspices of education reform,
many districts have adopted policies of school choice that allow parents to choose a school for
their child anywhere in the district rather than assigning them to a local neighborhood school.
Districts and education reform advocates suggest that school choice strategies can attract and
retain middle class families to urban districts, build equity, and achieve high-quality education for
all students (Ball, 1993; Belfield & Levin, 2009; Ladd, 2002; Scott, 2011). Because choice
policies disaggregate a student’s school from her/his neighborhood of residence, they shuffle
students of different ethno-racial backgrounds across the district. Further, these school choice

98



International Journal of Qualitative Methods 2015, 14

policies inherently have a spatial component, shifting the geographies of schooling across district.
Despite this, most educational research on school choice focuses not on questions of geography
or space. Bell (2009) is an exception, interrogating parental decision-making as a spatial process,
in which parents strongly consider distance traveled and place-based.

Bell (2009) uses “two conceptions of geography-space and place” (p. 492) to understand the ways
in which geography along these two dimensions played into parents’ choices for schooling in
Detroit. She argues that geography is important for the broader understanding of parents’
decision-making and school choice policies. To set the context, Bell (2009) details the spatiality
of schools including their ties to neighborhood and the links between residential and educational
choices, thereby indicating that geography is a key component of parental decision-making. Bell
(2009) deploys an analytic frame that discerns the dimensions of space and place as the two
components of geography:

Geography as space is operationalized through variables such as distance, commute
time, and the availability of transportation. It is measured in miles and minutes...Place
refers to the social, economic, and political meanings people assign to particular spatial
locations...these meanings are not universal. (p. 495)

Bell (2009) interviewed parents with children entering new schools in either the sixth or ninth
grade three times: before, during, and after their selection process. Her analysis is not only of the
interview data, but also spatial analyses using maps “to look more closely at how and when
geographic preferences caused parents’ choice sets and geographic sets to differ” (p. 502). By
triangulating mapping tools with her interview data, Bell captures the nuance of parental
decision-making and addresses new questions about urban and educational policy that take into
account space and place considerations in school-choice policies.

Integrating Spatial Data in Qualitative Inquiry

As the examples described earlier illustrate, the use of spatial data in qualitative research can
open up new areas of inquiry and expand understanding of socio-spatial processes. However, the
intellectual and practical task of integrating spatial analysis in the study of social processes is not
necessarily obvious. In this section, we describe tools of mapping and data triangulation for
integrating these pieces of data in a robust, mixed methods analysis.

Maps provide a visual representation of the spatial dynamics of a social phenomenon or process.
Although summary statistics are useful to present a social process, phenomenon, or characteristic,
they do so in an aspatial way, providing no indication of the spread or distribution of such
processes across a given geography. Maps, on the other hand, illustrate patterns across specified
areas, allowing researchers to identify the actual spatial distribution instead of assuming equal
distribution. Thus, qualitative social scientists can use maps to analyze spatial clusters, proximity
between areas with varied characteristics and resources, change in the process or phenomenon of
interest over time, the spatial relationship between two or more phenomenon or processes, and/or
historical patterns of the same and related phenomenon and processes. This can include data
about characteristics of geographic areas or locations of specific institutions and resources.
Whether applied to understand regional dynamics of a socio-spatial process as seen in de Graauw
et al. (2013) or local dynamics as seen in Bell (2009) and Rowe and Wolch (1990), these analyses
provide insight to larger processes by which social life operates within space. Just as Booth and
Du Bois learned the craft of hand drawn mapping for their work, researchers today might need to
acquire new skills—for example the use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to create
analytical maps.

Findings from analytical maps can then be triangulated with other qualitative data, as seen in the
deGraauw et al. (2013) example. Practically speaking, researchers can accomplish this data
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integration manually or use qualitative data analysis (QDA) software packages. Either way, they
can use findings from spatial analysis to relate a set of attributes or characteristics linked to other
qualitative data. For example, spatial analysis might reveal levels of segregation (e.g., low,
medium, high) across neighborhoods. Researchers then might take this information and analyze
interview data by linking residential addresses with levels of segregation.

As articulated here, researchers can use a staged process, first developing maps for spatial
analysis and then triangulating these findings with other qualitative data. Starting with maps
allows the researcher to identify what is most salient for the qualitative analysis without assuming
spatial patterns that might or might not be present. Additionally, this triangulation can reveal
where spatial patterns influence the qualitative findings rather than assuming spatial patterns are
inherently reflected in the qualitative data.

Conclusion

Although the classics of sociology used spatial analysis across both qualitative and quantitative
inquiry, our empirical work illustrates that today’s sociological investigations largely overlook
the spatial patterns of social phenomenon. This article documents the opportunities that
triangulating spatial and qualitative data present. Spatial analysis can reveal nuanced findings and
open up new areas of inquiry across a range of studies. Qualitative researchers can understand
how the spatial patterns of social processes affect the behavior and actions of participant
observation participants, the experiences and perspectives of interview participants, and the
priorities and focus of documents.

Although we advocate for an integration of spatial analysis within qualitative studies, we
acknowledge that this is not always an obvious endeavor for several reasons. First, the spatial
aspects of some topics of study are not always as apparent as the social aspects. In fact, most
social scientists are trained to prioritize social patterns and, thus, overlook spatial patterns (Davis,
n.d.). Using an analytical approach to spatial data analysis requires the researcher to evaluate the
relevance and importance of place for her or his study.

Second, spatial data might not be readily available in a form that is meaningful for the study,
either in the appropriate unit of analysis of interest or time period of study. For example, a
researcher interested in a specific neighborhood might not find a census tract or zip code that
closely aligns with the socially understood boundaries of that area. Additionally, Census data,
which is the most frequently used spatial data, are available every 10 years, which might not align
with the years of study. However, researchers can also compile their own spatial data through
observations (see Rowe & Wolch [1990] and Bell [2009] as examples).

Finally, spatial data are often (but not always) in the form of quantitative data, as seen in some of
the examples above. Researchers who specialize in qualitative methods might feel less
comfortable navigating this type of data. However, the analytical approach we promote is based
primarily on triangulation of qualitative and spatial data, which is easily accomplished within
most qualitative data analysis software packages without any advanced statistical skills or tools.

Despite these barriers, spatial analysis is both possible for many key topics of interest for social
scientists and empirically relevant to the broader understanding of social processes. Although
non-spatial social scientists might not be interested in the geologic and geographic processes of
study in some spatial sciences, we can certainly benefit from advances in mapping and data
availability to explore the spatial patterns of the social phenomenon that drive our research
agendas.
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