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Progressive Comparative Methodology (PCM)

Comparison is a mainstay of the qualitative analysis process, and conducting comparisons in a thorough, planned manner maximises understanding of the phenomena of interest and increases the ability to replicate studies. Through comparing, the researcher is able to perform the necessary steps to develop a theory inductively, namely categorising, coding, delineating categories, and connecting them (Boeije, 2000). 

The literature is not particularly clear on the practice of comparison. Morse and Field (1998:130) suggest that each piece of data should be compared with every other piece of data. Schwandt (1997) states that comparative methods serve the discovery and distinction of diverse concepts and indicators in the data. Preliminary theories and propositions are compared and tested against new data until saturation occurs (Morse & Field, 1998; Schwandt, 1997).  However, this still does not indicate how to go about applying the comparison method.

Progressive Comparative Method (PCM) is a tool that is derived from Constant Comparative Methodology (CCM), a principle of qualitative analysis in the grounded theory approach developed by Glaser and Strauss (Glaser, 1999;  Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 1992). The authors prefer to use the term “progressive” rather than “constant”, as the latter implies a continual process of comparison, whereas the actual process is more discontinuous, as each phase of comparison building upon previous comparisons of the research data (Fitzgerald, 2002).

Progressive comparison goes hand in hand with theoretical sampling where researchers decide which data will be gathered next and from where, on the basis of provisional theoretical ideas (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In this way, it is possible to answer questions that arise from the analysis of, and reflection upon, previous data. The cyclical nature of comparison and reflection may be repeated to progress towards answering the research questions.

Boeije (2000) was pragmatic when she developed a five-step procedure for constant comparison from her own experience with qualitative analysis of data. We have modified this stepped process in order to enhance its comparative focus, as follows:

Step one: 
Comparison within single in-depth interview 

Step two:
Comparison between interviews within the same group

Step three:
Comparison of interviews from different groups

Step four:
Comparison of different groups 

The analysis consists of two activities, namely, dividing and linking. ‘Dividing’ emphasises the separate themes that emerge during interviews and focuses on an individual ordering process relevant to the research questions. ‘Linking’ accentuates the content and richness of the data and attempts to interpret the parts as a whole and connect the pieces together. Further analysis follows this procedure to help systematise the analysis process. 
The paper outlines the questions used to interrogate the data during each step in a purposeful procedure for using the progressive comparative method. The value of PCM in inductive theory development is then illustrated through its application to interview data pertaining to occupational subcultures and innovation.
