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This essay reviews interpretive approaches to dyadic analysis using qualitative data. After reviewing
classic approaches to dyadic analysis of qualitative data, we explore some of the benefits these classic
approaches offer family communication studies. We then look to three new approaches to dyadic
analysis—multiadic analysis, affective analysis, and collaborative autoethnography—that can be of
benefit to those who study families. We close with thoughts about observing family interaction and
building theory across research paradigms.

INTRODUCTION

As Ganong and Coleman (2014) note in their recent review of qualitative family research, the
embrace of dyadic methods and analysis holds strong potential for family studies, especially
in terms of research innovation and the development of novel findings. Given that most dyadic
approaches to data collection involve observing how different family members communicate both
about their families and with each other, we believe dyadic methods can allow researchers to
observe and theorize about the constitutive nature of family communication (Baxter, 2004), as
well as to witness how families use communication to create and make meaning across situation
and context (Manning & Kunkel, 2014a). To capitalize on this potential, we explore common
dyadic research approaches and their benefits. We then present three nascent forms of dyadic
analysis that could especially prove beneficial to family studies.

Classic Approaches to Dyadic Family Studies

Even though dyadic approaches to family research have been common over the past 30 years,
dyadic qualitative research has been slow to develop within the communication discipline. That is
not to suggest that qualitative data approaches have not been used to study family communication

Correspondence should be addressed to Jimmie Manning, Department of Communication, Northern Illinois
University, 207 Watson Hall, DeKalb, IL 60115. E-mail: jman@niu.edu


mailto:jman@niu.edu

Downloaded by [Adrianne Kunkel] at 10:23 19 June 2015

186  MANNING AND KUNKEL

for an extended period of time. Over 20 years ago, Stamp (1994) interviewed 10 couples mul-
tiple times, both as individuals (i.e., separate interviews with husbands and separate interviews
with wives) as well as couples (i.e., husbands and wives interviewed together). This approach
allowed him to understand both how each parent-to-be saw his or her individual role as a parent,
as well as how they came together to assume parental responsibility. Since the publication of
Stamp’s (1994) study, dyadic methods have seldom been used for studies of family communi-
cation. As Eisikovits and Koren (2010) note, dyadic analysis is even rarer. Such analysis, they
contend, holds “much promise for deepening and broadening the content, as well as for the trust-
worthiness” of what researchers can know and learn about couples (p. 1642). In this essay, we
extend dyadic analysis beyond the common approach of looking at couples—although that cer-
tainly is often important to family scholarship—and to larger notions of family. We especially
consider how dyadic analysis benefits family communication research.

Benefits of Dyadic Analysis

Eisikovits and Koren (2010) are largely to credit with a recent interest in dyadic studies for
scholars across multiple disciplinary and topic areas. As health researchers, they point out that
one of the most important benefits offered by dyadic analysis is that it allows for researchers to
observe overlap and contrast between couple members. That is, by interviewing each participant
in a couple-relationship separately, the similarity or overlap in answers can be identified, as well
as the difference or contrast. That, in turn, allows for researchers to see beyond each individ-
ual interview and into the meaning, perceptions of reality, and sense-of-being experienced by a
dyad. These ideas are then tied into triangulation, or how a sense of certainty about each intervie-
wee’s account, can be achieved. Even though these aspects of dyadic interviewing are valuable,
they contend, “the best-quality data can be collected from individual members of the couple,”
especially because the fear of information being revealed to a partner might influence the qual-
ity of data (Eisikovits & Koren, 2010, p. 1642). Still, they point to how several health-oriented
topics—especially topics related to relationships—can benefit from dyadic analysis.

Although we appreciate that these benefits and limitations might be apt for many health con-
texts, as well as qualitative research studies that veer closer to the realist end of the qualitative
continuum (Ellingson, 2009), based on our own research experiences and from reviewing the
work of others we do not believe they align with the goals and aims of most interpretive or criti-
cal communication research studies. Rather than seeing difference or contrast as a lack of validity,
we share Baxter’s (2011) view that competing discourses often illuminate or even create social
realities that can and should be of interest to researchers. Moreover, these differences across inter-
views can indicate meaning-making in action, or how people navigate reflection about their lived
experiences (Manning & Kunkel, 2014a).

Differences across dyadic interviews can also indicate where and how marginalized or ignored
voices are stifled (Baxter, 2011); the situations or contexts where some discourses, narratives, or
actions emerge where others do not (Manning & Kunkel, 2014b); and a sense of emotion, latitude,
experience, and feeling (Manning & Kunkel, 2014a) as they emerge both in and across interviews.
In short, we do not believe that individual, joint, or dyadic interviews can solely be pointed to as
the best approach; but, rather, that research questions about communication might point to each
as an ideal approach for a particular study.



Downloaded by [Adrianne Kunkel] at 10:23 19 June 2015

QUALITATIVE DYADIC ANALYSIS 187

To be certain, dyadic approaches—especially using different interview types—hold many ben-
efits and limitations for qualitative family communication researchers (see Table 1). In that sense,
the design of an interview protocol is important, as research design has a direct impact on the
type of data obtained that, in turn, has an impact on what kind of analyses can be used to explore
the data.

MOVING DYADIC ANALYSIS FORWARD: THREE APPROACHES

Although dyadic qualitative research has been limited in family communication studies, we cau-
tion researchers interested in using such methods to avoid the limitations of using simple thematic
analysis or initial coding approaches when analyzing dyadic data. In addition to some of the
common pitfalls of using only thematic analysis (see Manning & Kunkel, 2014b, for discussion),
many of the research questions involved with dyadic studies will demand more sophisticated
approaches that will allow in-depth analysis of data. Fortunately, family communication scholars
have access to many interpretive coding or discourse-analytic approaches that already allow for
unpacking the complexities of dyadic data. These include contrapuntal analysis (Baxter, 2011),
action-implicative discourse analysis (Tracy, 1995), and interpersonal iterations of dramaturgic
coding (Dunn, 2014) and values coding (Manning, 2015). In the next section, we expand on
three more coding approaches that we believe have tremendous potential for dyadic qualitative
projects.

Multiadic Analysis: Drawing from Multiple Discourses

Because families often are more than one simple dyad, and instead hold the possibility for many
dyadic connections, it is important to consider what dyads might be relevant for a given study.
For example, a study about how a family of four communicates about cancer could involve the
husband-wife dyad who will likely talk about cancer differently than the brother-sister dyad who
might be focusing their discussions on different topics or concerns. When the family as a whole
comes together, it is likely still that family members will communicate differently as the full
family creates a different situation or context than the various dyads that could be formed from
that family. To take advantage of these potential differences, Manning (2013) developed what he
calls multiadic analysis, a way of tracing relationships between different discourses, especially
in terms of how they influence each other.

In multiadic analysis, discourses represents both the talk generated by individuals, dyads, or
groups as they are together in a particular situation and context; but then also any other exter-
nal articulation that might be invoked by those same individuals, dyads, or groups as they come
together. For example, in a cancer interview study, a brother and sister might discuss a pam-
phlet they received that tells them how they can cope when a family member is diagnosed with
cancer. Depending on availability, the researcher could then use that pamphlet as another dis-
course of analysis in the study. Although such external discourses are important, much of the
meaning-making found using multiadic analysis—especially in family communication studies—
comes from looking at how individual interviews differ from dyadic interviews; and then how
those interviews still differ from interviews with the full family. Multiadic interviews are open
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to multiple possibilities. For example, in his studies exploring family purity pledges, Manning
(2014b, 2015) chose to use the same interview protocol to interview each member of a family
separately before bringing them all back together and using the exact same interview protocol.
That allowed him to see what discourses introduced in individual interviews were segmented or
muted when the family came together, as well as what new discourses were generated. Depending
on a study’s goals and aims, however, it might be that the researcher develops different protocols
for a particular individual, dyad, or group.

Affective Analysis: Examining Emotion, Feeling, and the Fluidity of Meaning

As noted, dyadic interviews are especially good at allowing a sense of overlap and difference
between the viewpoints of different people. We posit that because communication is constitu-
tive of family (Baxter, 2004), and especially relationships (Manning, 2014a), it is important to
consider how such overlap and difference both build notions of family as well as how families
navigate or respond to particular ideas, people, social institutions, and the like. As Eisikovits
and Koren (2010) indicate in their review of dyadic analysis, the common approach to exam-
ining overlap or difference often involves seeking some sort of certainty or even truth about
what particular family discourses or narratives mean. Depending on the research question, such
an approach certainly has some benefits, but we challenge family communication scholars to
stretch further and consider the fluidity of meaning across situation and context. Specifically, we
follow Manning and Stern (in press) in asserting that the objects, bodies, ideas, and social institu-
tions involved with relationships—in this case, family relationships—can come together to form
assemblages of affective meaning that can differ from situation to situation.

Affective analysis, then, involves understanding that people’s actions or responses are often
not based on logic or reason; rather, they assign meaning based on feeling, especially feeling in a
particular place and time. As Seigworth and Gregg (2010) note, “Affect is found in those inten-
sities that pass body to body (human, nonhuman, part-body, and otherwise), in those resonances
that circulate about, between, and sometimes stick to bodies and worlds” (p. 1). As research inter-
viewers, it is important that we consider how the interview session we are co-creating situates a
particular time and place for affective resonance. Through affective analysis, researchers can
consider how different individuals or dyads come together to create different affect that, perhaps,
results in different knowledge. For example, talk about a wedding ring might generate a different
sense of performed emotion across interviews or even during specific topics within interviews.
For a mother’s interview, she might smile fondly remembering her own ring on her wedding day,
grimace at the feelings of failure she endured when taking it off post-divorce, and yet show con-
flict about the lavish nature of her daughter’s ring and whether it matches up with any sort of love
her daughter might feel for her fiancé.

In contrast, a daughter’s interview might find her also smiling when talking about the ring on
her wedding day, exhibiting uncomfortable evasion when discussing the possibility of divorce,
and expressing frustration with how her mother is jealous of the ring. As these two interviews
indicate, the ring serves as an object of fluid meaning, as different affects inform what the ring
is and can mean. The goal of affective analysis is not so much to create a list of such emotions
or to develop articulations of how they are expressed—although those might make fine studies
using another coding or analytical technique—but rather to consider how affect circulates through
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different moments or beats in an ongoing affective economy. Those observations of affective
change can then be iteratively paired with theory—most likely one that has been developed in the
ongoing area of affect studies (e.g., Gregg & Seigworth, 2010)—to make a theoretical argument.
In that sense, using affective analysis is more akin to rhetorical criticism than it is to traditional
interpretive approaches such as thematic analysis, as the researcher is using the data as a text for
observation and argument. Those interested in pursuing affective analysis are strongly encour-
aged to review Jackson and Mazzei (2012) who offer helpful guidelines for non-normative (i.e.,
codeless) qualitative data analysis.

Collaborative Autoethnography: Sharing and Building Stories

In our review of dyadic analysis, we also noticed—and would be remiss not to mention—that
one particular area in family communication where dyadic approaches are being used in inter-
esting and illuminating ways is via collaborative autoethnography. As Adams and Manning (in
press) note, autoethnography has allowed researchers insights about families that might not oth-
erwise be obtainable through more traditional qualitative research methods. Koenig Kellas (2010)
points out, however, that autoethnographic methods are underrepresented in family communica-
tion studies. We believe that the benefits of collaborative autoethnography, or autoethnographic
research that is developed in collaboration with others (Ngunjiri, Hernandez, & Chang, 2010),
allow it to be a space where dyadic narrative research can embrace highly personal and nuanced
accounts of lived experience.

Autoethnography involves “a researcher who employs personal narrative and ethnographic
analysis to illuminate the relationship between lived experience and culture” (Foster, 2014,
p. 447). Collaborative autoethnographers find ways to work together during all or part of the
research process, often as a way to encourage deeper thinking, clearer and more evocative writing,
and a sense of common or divergent connections (Ngunjiri et al., 2010). Such autoethnography
might be written as an essay in a single voice where different collaborators’ stories are made
clear; in patchwork style, where the different collaborators contributions blend together; or in
another form that makes sense for a particular project (Ellis, 2004). The key idea is that analy-
sis occurs through the contrast and/or interaction with a fellow autoethnographer. Ngunjiri and
colleagues (2010) have developed a process that benefits both budding and experienced collabo-
rative autoethnographers, one that involves a great deal of individual self-writing and reflection,
as well as sharing, probing, meaning-making, and writing among a duo or group. For an excellent
example of collaborative autoethnography, see Aleméan and Helfrich’s (2010) touching account
of each of their experiences with dementia and how it affected their families. In addition to offer-
ing illuminating stories from each author’s unique perspective, they also offer clear theoretical
and practical implications that often accompany the best autoethnographic work.

CONCLUSION

In addition to reviewing some of the more-established approaches to dyadic analysis of qualita-
tive data, we have also offered three newer and very different approaches to dyadic data analysis
that can be of benefit to family communication researchers. Whether one is more comfortable
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embracing more traditional or emerging approaches to dyadic analysis, we offer two final sug-
gestions from the field based on our own dyadic studies. First, one of the greatest strengths of
dyadic analysis is that it can often allow for a genuine sense of how families interact with each
other. Although interview settings are certainly contrived, they still allow insights into how fam-
ily members respond or react to ideas and especially to each other. Similarly, autoethnographic
approaches certainly come from a particular point of view, but they also allow insights into mun-
dane, everyday family experiences that researchers cannot directly observe. We encourage dyadic
approaches such as those listed here because they do offer insights that more traditional methods
might not.

Finally, we also encourage researchers to consider how the findings generated from dyadic
approaches can be incorporated into ongoing theoretical discussions. One of the greatest strengths
of interpretive-theoretical approaches is that they allow researchers to draw from different epis-
temological or ontological traditions for their work (Manning & Kunkel, 2014a), and, to quote
Foster (2014, p. 448), the findings of dyadic research should not remain “separate (but equal?)”
from other research traditions. Rather, we see dyadic qualitative approaches as a vital contribu-
tion to family communication studies that can defy, reinforce, or otherwise challenge or extend
knowledge generated from other research paradigms.
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