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Abstract: In social sciences research there are instruments made up of questions and that aim to ascertain opinions,
behaviors and attitudes, aim to find out how the person would act in a given situation, instead of putting the person to the
test. Although there are no right or wrong answers, there is a tendency to respond in a socially acceptable way, even if the
answer does not correspond to reality. This problem can be circumvented through the Q-sort methodology that combines
guantitative and qualitative data and analytical techniques that are not present in other methods. In this way, it consists of
presenting participants with a set of statements on a given topic and asking them to classify them according to their opinion,
according to a predefined distribution, which, in general, is approximately normal. This methodology forces participants to
distribute the score among the items on the scale, thus avoiding the constraints associated with social desirability and the
tendency to respond in the same way or always through the midpoint to different questions. Another advantage is that it
provides linearity and near-normality to the scale, which makes it possible to compare subjects more easily with each other.
Notwithstanding its advantages, Q-sort methodology also has negative points because forced-choice measures produce
ipsative data that lead to distorted scales and problematic psychometric properties. As the data are obtained by ordering a
set of items or by forcefully choosing one item over another, it is impossible to reach very high or very low values on all
scales, which gives rise to a large number of negative values that, in turn, they result in an average correlation between the
scales, which is also negative. In view of the above, it was considered pertinent to review the research carried out on the g-
sort methodology, presenting its main advantages and disadvantages.
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research

1. Introduction

The Q methodology was presented by Stephenson (1935) and later refined in Brown (1996) for the areas of
social sciences and humanities to study subjectivity through a combination of qualitative and quantitative
techniques (Zabala et al., 2018). It is a methodology that aims to investigate subjective perspectives, beliefs and
concepts that characterize human mental states and behavioral manifestations (Akhtar-Danesh, 2018).

According to Lundberg (2019) it is appropriate to study social phenomena around which there is much debate,
conflict and contestation, since the study of values and attitudes is often carried out with self-report
instruments. Therefore, most of the time, the answers are given according to social norms and the
representations that people build of reality and not according to reality itself (Escobar Cabello and Sanchez Soto,
2019). To avoid this situation, subjects are required to classify the scale items according to a previously
established distribution, which approximates normality (Stenner and Capdevila, 2020).

Following this idea, Kamperman et al. (2022) add that it is desirable that the data follow a normal distribution,
as it means that the values of the variable are grouped around the mean, in a symmetrical pattern, which reveals
that the responses of the participants are diversified, a fundamental aspect for the making statistical inferences.

The purpose of this article is to review the research carried out on the g-sort methodology, presenting its main
advantages and disadvantages.
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2. Literature review

2.1 Q-sort Methodology

Q-sort is a mixed research method that uses quantitative results to confirm qualitative results in order to better
understand the phenomenon under study (Santos et al., 2019). One of the strengths of this methodology is its
exploratory approach and its potential to generate theories, since, generally, no hypothesis is formulated before
the execution of the study (Lundberg, 2019). In addition, several authors (e.g., Eyvindson et al., 2015; Moree,
2017; Thompson et al., 2013) describe the Q-sort methodology as a reliable approach to fill the gaps inherent in
the R method that only allows relate differences between individuals, while Q-sort makes it possible to relate
intra-individual differences.

Following this idea, Eyvindson et al. (2015) adds that the R Method emphasizes the analysis of the relationships
between the variables, while the Q Method focuses on comparing the perception of each of the individuals
within the sample in which they belong. This method consists of a group of statements or objects about a topic
predetermined by the researcher (e.g., The sustainability practices adopted by the organization comply with
current legislation) and from which participants classify these statements into categories (Santos et al. al., 2019).

The Q-sort table includes a rating scale that can range from -3 and +3 to —6 to +6, depending on the degree to
which participants agree with each of the statements presented. There is no ideal range, because it depends on
the number of statements. A greater number of statements generally requires a wider reach (Akhtar-Danesh et
al., 2018).

When organizing the statements according to their personal opinions, each one occupies a place in the table
according to the importance attributed to each one, which varies from negative to positive (Figure 1). After
completing each individual Q-sort, the statements receive the rating assigned to their place in the table and in
the general Q-sort, made up of the responses of all participants. The values assigned to each statement are
added together and generate the final score assigned to each category (Lutfallah & Buchanan, 2019).

The number of columns and rows that make up the table depends on the number of statements
developed/selected by the researcher, each of which must have a place in the table so that it can be sorted by
the participant. If the number of statements to be evaluated is 25, the table must consist of 25 spaces (Santos
et al, 2019).

Strongly disagree Neutral Strongly Agree
-4 -3 -2 1 -1 0 12 3

4

Figure 1: Q-sort table with extremes that oscillate between —4 and 4

(Adapted from Santos et al. 2019)

The table presented in Figure 1 is composed of nine columns, where the value minus four (-4) corresponds to
total disagreement with the statement and four represents total agreement with it. The number of responses
corresponding to each statement was limited in advance, which forces a forced distribution and encourages
participants to carefully reflect on the ranking of statements according to their point of view on the topic
(Lucinski, 2016). The Q-sort matrix facilitates the analysis and interpretation of results and increases the accuracy
of the analysis performed (Martinez et al., 2021).

The Q-sort methodology makes it possible to establish correlations between people and not between
measurement instruments, so that participants who order items in a similar way share the same point of view
on the subject under analysis. Based on individual correlations, factors are extracted that identify people who
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reveal similar or different opinions regarding a given factor (Escobar Cabello and Sanchez Soto, 2019). The
linearity and approximation of the normality of the data distribution, allows the subjects to be compared with
each other more easily (Stenner and Capdevila, 2020).

It is important to mention that like any methodology, this one also has advantages and disadvantages that we
will now describe.

2.2 Advantages of the Q-sort methodology

One of the main advantages of this methodology is related to the decrease in the number of answers attributed
to the midpoint of the scale, because when participants answer different types of questions in the same way,
validity is compromised due to the bias of the results (Karim, 2001).

According to Stenner and Capdevila (2020), the person always marks the same answer because he is afraid to
take a position on the subject under analysis and decides to respond according to his perception that it is socially
desirable. With Q-sort, participants are forced to distribute their answers across the various spaces of the table,
which implies decision making and as such the effort to distort the answers is considerably less (Ramlo, 2021).

Unlike questionnaires, whose items can be answered using a Likert-type scale, which requires a single reading
for a generally direct and quick answer, Q-sort may require several decisions to assign an answer, because it
requires a comparison of each affirmation with the others, which increases the validity of the evaluation process
(Eyvindson et al., 2015).

Another advantage concerns the a priori criterion used by the researcher to develop the measurement
instrument, since, as he is responsible for choosing theories and/or variables, he selects the response scales that
may allow him to validate his hypotheses (Lundberg , 2019).

In the Q-sort, the answers are classified, by the participants, according to their references on the topic under
analysis, that is, it is the respondent who decides the importance he attaches to each statement in relation to
the others and its ordering in the table. Subsequently, this ranking is compared with that of the other
participants to assess the similarities and differences in relation to their points of view. Thus, it is not the
researcher who prepares the Q-Sort who decides, a priori, the classifications, but the respondent, from his point
of view (Stenner and Capdevila, 2020).

2.3 Disadvantages of the Q-sort methodology

Despite its advantages, the Q-sort methodology also has negative points, because forced-choice measures
produce ipsative data that lead to distorted scales and problematic psychometric properties (Salgado et al.,
2015).

In this context, Martinez et al. (2021) report that as the results are relative, it is impossible to obtain very high
or very low values on all scales, which leads to a large number of negative values which, in turn, result in an
average correlation between the scales, which is also negative. And despite these averages approaching zero,
when there are few scales involved, it becomes difficult to assess the construct validity through the Classical
Test Theory (Kleka and Soroko, 2018), which leads Walton et al. (2020) stating that with less than 30 scales it is
practically impossible to obtain psychometric parameters that can be interpreted.

Martinez et al. (2021) also states that often a normal distribution may not be appropriate for ipsative data,
because as all scales are correlated, it is more likely that profiles with predominantly positive or negative values
will emerge, which have asymmetry coefficients and kurtosis that deviate from the range -1.96 to 1.96
recommended in the literature.

The interdependence that exists in the forced choice scales and in the observed results can change the
psychometric properties of the instrument, because the selected item does not depend only on the level of
latency that it is measuring, but also on the set of items to which it belongs, which makes that each observed
result is influenced by the results of the set of items (Welter and Capitdo, 2007).

223
Proceedings of the 21st European Conference on Research Methodology for Business and Management Studies, ECRM 2022



Rosa Rodrigues, Paula Lopes and Miguel Varela

Santos et al. (2019), in turn, report that, due to the low intercorrelation of the items, the subscales tend to have
low internal consistency, with average values around 0.20, which is why it is not uncommon for it to be rejected
to the detriment of the Likert scales.

3. Q-sort methodology Phases

The effectiveness of the Q-sort methodology depends on the fulfillment of the steps recommended by Ferreira
et al. (2022), namely: (i) identification of the topic to be analyzed; (ii) gathering information from a literature
review or through interviews with experts in the study area; (iii) selection/development of a representative set
of statements; (iv) election of participants who meet all the inclusion criteria; (v) construction and application
of the Q-sort with the statements considered most relevant to answer the research problem; (vi) statistically
analyze individual and global results through factor analysis of Q-sorts, with the aim of revealing which
individuals are part of each point of view and the “strength” of this connection; (vii) and qualitative
interpretation of ratings to explore claims that differentiate one factor from others.

Identification of the
theme

Information collection

Selection/development of
affirmations

To elect participants

Build and apply
Q-sort

Statistical analysis

Interpretation of ratings

Figure 2: Q-sort methodology Phases
(Adapted from Ferreira et al., 2022)

It should be noted that the Q-sort methodology does not require large samples, because after a certain number
of statements, theoretical saturation is reached and no new information is introduced (Maia et al., 2018). In
addition, statistical validity is not the main concern of this type of methodology, since the importance falls on
the different opinions (subjectivity) about the topic being studied and not on the percentage of the population
that adheres to each of these opinions (Ferreira et al., 2022).

This methodology allows analyzing whether there is agreement between the opinions of the participants, how
and why it occurs. The comparison of convergent, complementary and/or contradictory opinions can be
extremely useful in all areas of knowledge, in particular those dedicated to the study of subjective social
phenomena that largely depend on the values and beliefs of those who evaluate them (Escobar Cabello &

224
Proceedings of the 21st European Conference on Research Methodology for Business and Management Studies, ECRM 2022



Rosa Rodrigues, Paula Lopes and Miguel Varela

Sanchez Soto, 2019). The use of the Q-sort methodology makes it possible to expose similar profiles of
individuals who share ideas (Stenner and Capdevila, 2020) regardless of sociodemographic variables (e.g., sex,
age, education level).

4. Conclusion

The Q-sort methodology is suitable for social phenomena where there is a lot of debate, conflict and
contestation (e.g., sustainability, politics and religion), so the objective is not to obtain the absolute truth, but
rather to collect and explore as many opinions as possible /points of view of different people (Wulff, 2019).

According to Santos et al. (2019) the distribution used in the Q-sort methodology has several advantages over
traditional Likert-type scales, among which the impossibility of the respondent to agree with all the questions
or choose only the central answers stands out. All answers have to be allocated to the space of the table
corresponding to the degree of agreement attributed to each statement (Ramlo, 2021).

The elaboration of a Q-sort instrument implies the presentation of a set of statements to the participants who
must distribute them according to the degree of agreement with them (Rampold et al., 2020). The classification
is based on the respondents' references on the subject under study and according to a previously established
nomenclature (Stenner and Capdevila, 2020).

This methodology was created to give participants the opportunity to express their opinions on a given topic,
without the researcher being responsible for choosing the variables that allow the validation of their research
hypotheses (Ferreira et al., 2022).
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