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Research: The Use of Ideal-type Analysis
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Abstract
The tradition of developing typologies has been prominent in research, particularly within the fields of psychology and sociology,
for decades. A typology is formed by grouping cases or participants into types on the basis of their common features. Despite
the prominence of typologies in research, methodological guidance on the process of developing a typology, particularly as a
qualitative method for analysing data, is scarce. Ideal-type analysis is a relatively new addition to the family of qualitative research
methods, which offers a systematic, rigorous method for constructing typologies from qualitative data. In our approach to ideal-
type analysis, the methodology consists of seven steps: becoming familiarised with the dataset; writing the case reconstructions;
constructing the ideal types; identifying the optimal cases; forming the ideal-type descriptions; checking credibility; and making
comparisons. This article is a summary of our approach to conducting ideal-type analysis. We hope that this article will help
researchers to consider whether using ideal-type analysis may be a suitable approach for their own studies.
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Introduction

In selecting an appropriate methodology for a piece of
qualitative analysis, decisions may be based on the re-
searcher’s own training history (or that of a supervisor), the
degree to which a methodology is recognised and accepted by
certain institutions, or whether there is clear guidance on how
a particular research method can be used. Whilst all of these
factors are relevant, it has been argued that qualitative re-
searchers would do well to take a pragmatic approach to
selecting a research method, which “looks at each method in
terms of what questions each can help the researcher
answer—a ‘whatever works’ position” (Pistrang & Barker,
2012, p. 7). Thus, ensuring that there is a good fit between
methodology and research question should be a key aspect of
the decision-making process.

For many qualitative research projects, a methodology that
is broadly speaking ‘thematic’ may seem appropriate, as it
allows for in-depth exploration of participants’ diverging
and shared experiences or perspectives. Examples of the-
matic approaches include thematic analysis (e.g., Braun &
Clarke, 2019), grounded theory (e.g., Charmaz & Henwood,
2017), or interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA;

e.g., Eatough & Smith, 2017). Despite some important dif-
ferences between these data analysis techniques, they all share
a fundamental approach to analysing data across cases or
participants to identify patterns in their experiences and
perspectives (Elliott & Timulak, 2005). However, in taking a
thematic approach, what can be lost is the specific meaning of
experiences for each individual, in the context of their own life
(or narrative). This is why some qualitative researchers prefer
to use case study methods, for example, as this avoids the risk
of de-contextualising participants’ experiences and allows for
in-depth exploration of meaning within-case or in context.
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Yet, this approach, in turn, also has its limitations – including
the fact that it reduces the possibilities for cross-case analysis
and understanding.

One way of bridging the gap between within-case and
cross-case approaches is through the use of typologies. A
typology is “a hierarchical system of categories used to
organize objects according to their similarities and dissimi-
larities” (Mandara, 2003, p. 132). A typology is formed by
grouping cases or participants into different types on the basis
of their common features, with consideration of how each
unique individual represents a particular pattern of features.
The tradition of developing typologies has been prominent in
research, particularly within the fields of psychology and
sociology, for decades. Examples of typologies in psychology
include parenting styles (Baumrind, 1991), personality types
(McCrae & Costa, 1987), and attachment (Ainsworth & Bell,
1970), and in sociology, economic systems (Kang, 2005) and
religious organisations (Pew Research Center, 2018). In the
context of psychology, where our work has been situated,
typologies seek to understand human behaviour by paying
close attention to individual cases (e.g., what are the unique
features of this person that represent a particular personality
type?), combined with a cross-case approach to explore
similarities and differences between cases (e.g., how does this
person relate to others in the dataset?). Yet, despite the
prominence of typologies in existing research, minimal
methodological guidance has been developed to explain how
to construct a typology, particularly as a qualitative data
analysis technique (Kluge, 2000).

In this article, we present an approach to constructing
typologies: ideal-type analysis. This approach is not prom-
inent within existing qualitative research, yet we propose that
it is an important addition to the range of qualitative research
methods available, as it is a systematic, rigorous approach for
developing typologies from qualitative data (Gerhardt, 1994).
This article is a summary of our approach to conducting ideal-
type analysis. We have published a book providing a detailed
guide to conducting ideal-type analysis (Stapley et al., 2021).
Here, we present a brief overview of the technique, explain
how this approach compares to other qualitative data analysis
techniques, and present two example studies to illustrate the
diverse ways in which it may be usefully applied in research.

What is Ideal-Type Analysis?

Max Weber (1904), one of the early pioneers in the field of
sociology, introduced the ideal type approach. Weber regarded
the ideal type - a description derived from observations of an
empirical reality or a social phenomenon - as the initial step in
one’s analysis of a new or under-studied topic (Psathas, 2005;
Swedberg, 2018). The ideal type was in essence a hypothesis
about a particular phenomenon, which different instances or
examples of that phenomenon could be compared, tested, or
measured against to facilitate interpretation (Gerhardt,
1994; Stuhr & Wachholz, 2001; Wachholz & Stuhr, 1999;

Werbart et al., 2016). In this way, the ideal type could be
construed as a ‘methodological tool’ or ‘yardstick’ used
to facilitate comparisons between instances of phenom-
ena unfolding in different time periods and places (Kvist,
2007; Psathas, 2005; Werbart et al., 2016).

Uta Gerhardt (1994) later developed a qualitative research
method within sociology, drawing on Weber’s concept of the
ideal type: ideal-type analysis. Though ideal-type analysis has
its roots in sociology, and has often been used by psycho-
therapy researchers within the field of psychology (McLeod,
2011), ideal-type analysis is a flexible method that can be used
with a range of different qualitative data sources and research
fields. In a nutshell, it involves the systematic comparison of
cases or participants within a qualitative dataset to form ‘ideal
types’, or groupings of similar cases. Together, the ideal types
form a typology. Through constructing ideal types, we are able
to illustrate the different patterns of behaviours, thinking, and
feelings that participants exhibit or describe, and compare
between participants.

Ideal-Type Analysis And Epistemology

Ideal-type analysis is not underpinned by one particular
epistemological perspective, but as with all research, it is
important for researchers to try to be explicit and reflexive
about the assumptions that they make at the outset of their
study. In our own work, we have taken a critical realist
perspective (Maxwell, 2010). In other words, we recognise
that there is a pre-social world that exists, but knowledge of it
can only be understood through our own experiences of it and
so it is always subjective. From a critical realist perspective,
the researcher would develop ideal types as an attempt to make
sense of or explain some aspect of reality, without considering
these types to be an ‘objective’ version of the world. Indeed,
the word ‘ideal’ in an ideal-type analysis context does not
mean ‘best’, but rather it refers, philosophically, to an ‘idea’
(McLeod, 2011; Werbart et al., 2016). In this way, we can
regard ideal types as generalisations or mental representations
of a social phenomenon that will never be identical with
reality, but which will help to make that reality understandable
(Stapley et al., 2021). Thus, in an ideal-type analysis, ‘the
ideal’ is seen as something that is constructed, through a
process of empirical investigation of things in the world, and it
is understood as a social construct that may help our under-
standing of the phenomenon under review.

If we take a critical realist perspective, we accept that in
constructing ideal types, the researcher inevitably brings their
own perspective and view of the world to their interpretation
of the data. Decisions about the validity of that interpretation
would partly depend on how fully their interpretation is rooted
in the data, but would also depend on how well the types
constructed contribute to our understanding of reality, or help
to make predictions about the world. For example, the ‘par-
enting styles’ identified by Baumrind (1991) are without doubt
shaped by certain cultural assumptions and may not be

2 International Journal of Qualitative Methods



objectively ‘true’ (Sorkhabi & Mandara, 2013), but they can
nevertheless help us to make sense of certain key differences
in styles of parenting, and allow us to make predictions. For
example, authoritative and authoritarian parenting styles have
been shown to have predictive value in terms of child aca-
demic achievement (Pinquart, 2016).

When taking a critical realist perspective, we therefore
recognise that different researchers may legitimately construct
different ideal types regarding the same phenomena, de-
pending on their context and view of the world (Frommer
et al., 2017; Psathas, 2005). Consequently, researcher re-
flexivity and transparency about the context within which
ideal types are constructed is important. Moreover, when
conducting an ideal-type analysis, researchers should be
transparent about how they view the data that they are ana-
lysing, and remain reflective throughout the analysis process
on their own role in shaping the analysis and interpretation of
the data.

Comparisons to Existing Qualitative Data
Analysis Techniques

Table 1 illustrates how ideal-type analysis compares to other
widely used qualitative data analysis techniques. For example,
ideal-type analysis differs from thematic approaches to
qualitative data analysis because it does not seek to identify a
set of themes across the dataset, rather it seeks to identify
groupings of participants (who share similar experiences)
within the dataset. Thematic approaches look for common-
alities (and points of divergence) across participants’ expe-
riences, or search for patterns of shared meaning across a
dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006). By contrast, ideal-type
analysis looks for commonalities (and points of divergence)
between participants’ entire accounts of their experiences. In
this way, ideal-type analysis shares some common ground
with narrative analysis approaches, which seek to analyse data
in the context of participants’ stories or narratives (Sharp et al.,
2018). However, in a narrative analysis, findings can be
presented thematically and/or in terms of individual stories,
whereas in an ideal-type analysis, findings are always pre-
sented in terms of participants’ individual accounts of their
experiences, with a focus on how these relate to the experi-
ences of other participants in the dataset. Furthermore, unlike
other qualitative data analysis techniques, the starting point for
an ideal-type analysis requires a relatively large sample
(typically 30+ cases), which is required to facilitate the de-
velopment of meaningfully distinct groupings of participants
within the dataset.

What Are The Steps To Carrying Out An
Ideal-Type Analysis?

In our approach, there are seven steps to conducting an ideal-
type analysis, which are outlined below. These steps are

described in more detail in Stapley et al.’s (2021) book. We
present an outline of each of the seven steps here. The steps are
presented linearly, but in reality, the researcher may revisit
steps multiple times over the course of their analysis to make
refinements as necessary. Our approach draws on and builds
on the methodology for ideal-type analysis outlined in pre-
vious studies conducted by Gerhardt (1994), Lindner and
colleagues (Lindner, 2006; Lindner & Briggs, 2010; Lindner
et al., 2006), Stuhr and Wachholz (1999, 2001), and Werbart
and colleagues (Philips, Werbart, et al., 2007; Werbart et al.,
2011, 2016), but also differs from these previous studies in
several ways (Stapley et al., 2021). First, our approach adds a
familiarisation with the dataset step at the outset of the
analysis. This aligns with the first step of a thematic analysis,
as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), which advocates
that the time spent by the researcher in becoming familiar with
the extent and content of the data collected, including re-
cording initial reflections and ideas, is “the bedrock for the rest
of the analysis” (p. 87). Our approach also specifies the de-
velopment of the ideal-type descriptions as a distinct step in
the analysis process, as this helps the researcher to clarify the
essential features of each type. The process of comparing
cases within and between the ideal types is often conducted in
previous studies (e.g., Stuhr & Wachholz, 2001; Wachholz &
Stuhr, 1999; Werbart et al., 2011, 2016); however, our ap-
proach formalises this as the final step in the analysis and a
core part of the methodology.

Becoming Familiarised With The Dataset

The researcher begins by familiarising themselves with the
dataset. Familiarisation can be achieved, for example, by
conducting interviews, listening to interview audio files, and
transcribing interviews.

Writing The Case Reconstructions

The researcher reconstructs or summarises each participant’s
narrative (e.g., their interview transcript) into a case recon-
struction. Thus, a case reconstruction is essentially a written
summary or description of the data available for each par-
ticipant. A case reconstruction could summarise an entire
interview transcript or it could focus solely on the sections of
an interview transcript that are relevant to the study aim(s) or
research question(s). It could also include more than one
interview transcript for each participant, such as in the context
of a longitudinal study whereby interviews are conducted at
multiple timepoints.

Constructing The Ideal Types

The case reconstructions are used to form the ideal types,
through systematically comparing and contrasting each case
reconstruction with each other. The researcher’s intention is to
explore the similarities and differences between cases

Stapley et al. 3
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(participants) to identify patterns across the dataset in terms of
participants’ whole accounts of their experiences or per-
spectives. This process leads to the formation of groups (or
ideal types) of similar cases - participants with similar ex-
periences or perspectives. There should be clear distinctions,
differences, and heterogeneity between groups, with homo-
geneity within groups (Stuhr & Wachholz, 2001; Wachholz &
Stuhr, 1999). Not all cases within each group will have had the
exact same experience nor will share the exact same per-
spective, however there must be something fundamentally
similar about the cases within each group that links them to-
gether and apart from the other groups of cases (Stapley et al.,
2021). Each participant should only belong to one ideal type.

Identifying The Optimal Cases

Once the ideal types are formed, the researcher then identifies
a single case reconstruction as the ‘optimal case’ to represent
each ideal type. Optimal cases are those which most closely
illustrate the pattern of similar cases that each group repre-
sents. The optimal case for each ideal type is the orientation
point to which the researcher compares all of the other cases
within that type to explore how and to what degree they re-
semble the optimal case (Philips, Werbart, et al., 2007; Stuhr &
Wachholz, 2001; Wachholz & Stuhr, 1999; Werbart et al.,
2011, 2016). This process facilitates the researcher in con-
ducting a thorough exploration of the characteristics, per-
spectives, and experiences of all participants who represent
each ideal type.

Forming The Ideal-Type Descriptions

The researcher then names and develops a detailed description
for each ideal type. The description closely represents the
optimal case and in this way illustrates the group of similar
cases to which it belongs (Stuhr & Wachholz, 2001; Wachholz
& Stuhr, 1999). The description can also include elements of
other cases within the group as necessary to comprehensively
describe the characteristics of that ideal type. Each case within
an ideal type will represent or reflect the ideal-type description
to a greater or lesser degree (Kühnlein, 1999).

Checking Credibility

Using the ideal-type descriptions, an independent researcher -
who has not been involved in the analysis so far - then attempts
to regroup the cases into the ideal types (Philips, Werbart,
et al., 2007; Werbart et al., 2011, 2016). The purpose of this is
not to check inter-rater reliability, but to ensure that the de-
scriptions of the ideal types are appropriately grounded in the
data, and that the descriptions are clear and differentiated enough
to allow someone else to use them to be able to group the existing
cases into the proposed ideal types. Where there is disagreement,
this should be discussed until consensus can be reached (Philips,
Werbart, et al., 2007; Werbart et al., 2011, 2016). This may

lead to refining of the definitions of the ideal types, re-
grouping cases, rewording ideal-type descriptions, or
identifying additional types. The aim of this step is to assess
the clarity of the ideal types, rather than to ascertain the
‘correctness’ of the typology, including checking that in-
terpretations adequately reflect the data.

Making comparisons

The write-up of the study should include a summary of the
similarities (and differences) between the cases within each
type, compared with each other and with the optimal case. It
should also include a summary of the differences (and sim-
ilarities) between the ideal types themselves. To facilitate
comparisons of the cases within and between the ideal types,
the researcher could also draw on additional data collected
about participants, such as demographic or clinical outcomes
data, where appropriate.

Examples Of Studies Using Ideal-Type Analysis

To illustrate how ideal-type analysis can be used by re-
searchers, we present two examples of studies using this
method. Both studies were underpinned by a critical realist
perspective, taking the view that participants’ interviews
provided a subjective window into their experiences and
perspectives, with details selected by participants in the
moment of their interview, depending on what they remem-
bered or were willing or able to share. From this perspective, it
was also understood that the researchers’ analysis of partic-
ipants’ accounts would inevitably be shaped by their own prior
experiences, knowledge, and research interests. For example,
the research teams in both studies were all educated within the
field of psychology in the UK, which may bring with it certain
assumptions about the psychological world.

In the first study, the intention was to examine the sub-
jective experiences of parents over the course of their teenage
child’s journey through depression and their therapy at child
and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS), as part of a
wider PhD study interested in the perspective of parents of
adolescents diagnosed with depression. In the second study,
the intention was to explore the reasons that adolescents gave
for why they dropped out of their therapy for depression at
CAMHS, in the context of a wider PhD study about dropout
from adolescent psychotherapy. In this study, reflexive dis-
cussion within the research team led to an awareness that the
term ‘dropout’ already frames young people’s behaviour in
particular ways, and this awareness helped the research team
to become more open to the idea that ‘dropping out’ could
have alternative, including potentially more positive,
meanings.

Example 1.A longitudinal study to explore the experiences of
parents whose adolescent children had received psychological
therapy for depression
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Our first example is taken fromwork undertaken by the first
author (ES) as part of her PhD. This study has been published
(Stapley et al., 2017), and the methodology has been described
in detail elsewhere (Stapley et al., 2021). Here we provide an
overview of the study and its findings, using this example to
demonstrate ideal-type analysis as a qualitative method.

This study aimed to examine patterns in the lived expe-
riences of 28 parents of adolescents who had been referred for
psychological therapy for depression at CAMHS in England,
in the context of a randomised controlled trial (RCT; Goodyer
et al., 2017). The dataset for this study consisted of three
interviews with the adolescent’s mother or father, or both
parents, over the 3-year period of the study (one interview per
year). The first interview (Time 1) took place around the point
of the adolescent’s referral to CAMHS, the second interview
(Time 2) took place approximately 36 weeks after Time 1, and
the third interview (Time 3) took place approximately 1 year
later.

This study had several elements that contributed to the
decision to use ideal-type analysis to analyse the data. First,
the aim of this study was to look at patterns across parents’
whole accounts of their experiences over the course of their
teenage child’s depression and therapy at CAMHS. In line
with this, ideal-type analysis is used to create heterogenous
groupings of cases or participants with similar experiences –
each group or ideal type represents a different pattern of
experiences within a dataset. Second, the dataset for this study
was relatively large: 84 interviews in total across 28 families
over the three years of the study. Sample sizes in studies that
use ideal-type analysis are typically large and heterogeneous
to provide sufficient variation and breadth of cases to enable
the researcher to group cases into distinct types (Stapley et al.,
2021). Third, the dataset in this study was longitudinal, which
can present a dilemma for qualitative researchers in terms of
whether to use a trajectory or a repeated cross-sectional ap-
proach to analyse the data (Grossoehme & Lipstein, 2016).
Ideal-type analysis has been used in previous studies to make
sense of longitudinal qualitative data and to explore change
over time in participants’ experiences and perspectives (e.g.,
Werbart et al., 2011, 2016).

The seven steps outlined in the previous section were
followed in this study to conduct the ideal-type analysis. The
steps and findings of this study are also described elsewhere
(Stapley et al., 2017, 2021), but are summarised here. ES
familiarised herself with the data through conducting the
interviews and quality checking interview transcripts. Case
reconstructions (approximately one page in length each)
were then written by ES to describe and summarise each
parent’s experiences as discussed during their interviews at
Times 1, 2, and 3. The case reconstructions were written after
all of the data had been collected, with each participant’s
interviews summarised chronologically in their case re-
construction. This meant that each of the 28 case recon-
structions (one per family) consisted of three subsections,
each representing one timepoint. This process involved

constant comparison between the original interview tran-
scripts and the summary document (the case reconstruction)
to ensure that the essential features of each participant’s
experience at each timepoint were captured.

Then, through comparing and contrasting the case re-
constructions with each other, the research team developed the
ideal types. The research team took a reflexive and consensus-
building approach throughout their analysis. This involved
keeping an audit trail of the analysis process and having
discussions with each other about the assumptions that each
researcher was making or bringing to the dataset, and the
possible bearing of these on the analysis, to ensure that the
types remained grounded within or representative of the data.
The research team also explored together the rationale behind
different possible ways of grouping participants to determine
the best fit for the dataset. This ultimately led to the devel-
opment of three ideal types, which captured three distinct
patterns in parents’ experiences over the 2-year period of the
study. An optimal case for each of the three ideal types de-
veloped throughout this process was selected, which most
clearly illustrated each of the three patterns. Names and de-
scriptions for each of the three ideal types were then devel-
oped, with the optimal case for each in mind.

An independent researcher then attempted to regroup all of
the case reconstructions into the ideal types, using the ideal-
type descriptions. The percentage agreement between the
original researchers and the independent researcher on which
type each case belonged to was 75%. The descriptions of the
ideal types were refined accordingly (for instance, more detail
was added for clarification) following discussions with the
independent researcher, and agreement was then reached on
the seven cases that the original researchers and the inde-
pendent researcher had assigned to different ideal types. Thus,
the calculation of percentage agreement in this study was used
as a tool to facilitate discussion, reflection, and refinement
where necessary of the typology, rather than as an indication of
its ‘correctness’.

The first type was the ‘learning curve’ parents (N = 12),
who had found the support that they and their child had re-
ceived from CAMHS to be life-changingly helpful, as they
developed new perspectives over time and adapted accord-
ingly. The second type was the ‘finding my own solutions’
parents (N = 6), who tended to find CAMHS disappointing and
ultimately ended up solving their child’s difficulties them-
selves. The third type was the ‘stuck’ parents (N = 10), who
did not find CAMHS particularly helpful, but who also did not
know where to turn next for further help for them and their
child.

Finally, similarities and differences were explored between
the three ideal types in terms of participant demographic data.
This comparison process showed that there were demographic
differences between the parents representing each type. For
example, “17% of the learning curve parents had experienced
mental health issues themselves or described their child’s
other parent as having experienced mental health issues,
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compared to 33% for the finding my own solutions parents,
and 70% for the stuck parents” (Stapley et al., 2017, p. 1436).

Example 2. A mixed methods study to explore types of
treatment dropout in adolescents receiving psychological
therapy for depression

Our second example is taken from work undertaken by the
second author (SOK) as part of her PhD. This study has been
published (O’Keeffe et al., 2019), and the methodology has
been described in detail elsewhere (Stapley et al., 2021). Here
we provide an overview of the study and its findings, using
this example to demonstrate how ideal-type analysis is
compatible with mixed methods studies.

This study aimed to investigate the concept of treatment
dropout, to understand the reasons why young people drop out
of psychological therapies. Treatment dropout is defined as the
premature ending of therapy when the client decides to end
treatment without the agreement of their therapist (Warnick
et al., 2012). However, the concept of dropout is poorly de-
fined in the literature, and little is known about the meaning
behind adolescents’ decisions to stop treatment. This study
sought to investigate whether there are more meaningful
categories of dropout that could be derived from qualitative
data.

In this study, the sample consisted of 32 adolescents who
had been offered psychological treatment in the context of the
same RCT referenced in the previous example, and who had
been classified as having dropped out of treatment by their
therapists. The adolescents (and their therapists) had been
interviewed about their experiences of the therapy, including
how the therapy had ended. Data were analysed following the
seven steps to conducting an ideal-type analysis outlined
earlier in this article. This led to the construction of three
dropout types: ‘dissatisfied’, ‘got what they needed’, and
‘troubled’. ‘Dissatisfied’ dropouts were those adolescents who
reported stopping therapy because it failed to meet their needs
(N = 18); ‘got what they needed’ dropouts were those who
reported stopping therapy because they felt better (N = 10);
and ‘troubled’ dropouts were those who reported stopping
therapy because they felt that it was not the right time for them
to engage in treatment due to having too much else going on in
their lives at that time (N = 4).

Having followed the steps described in this article to
construct this typology, the research team began to make
hypotheses about the dropout types during the final step of the
analysis (the ‘making comparisons’ step). They hypothesised
that ‘got what they needed’ dropouts would have better
clinical outcomes compared with the ‘dissatisfied’ dropouts.
Clinical outcomes were measured in the RCT using the Mood
and Feelings Questionnaire (MFQ), a measure of self-reported
depression (Angold et al., 1987). The research team found that
‘got what they needed’ dropouts had better clinical outcomes
compared with ‘dissatisfied’ dropouts at 36-weeks post-
therapy, providing tentative support for this hypothesis
(O’Keeffe et al., 2019). These findings must be viewed with

caution due to the small sample size, yet they provide an
illustration of how quantitative data may be integrated into the
analysis at this stage to compare cases across ideal types.

In a subsequent study, SOK conducted further exploration
of the dropout types, this time to retrospectively explore the
interactions between ‘dissatisfied’ dropouts and ‘got what they
needed’ dropouts with their therapists prior to the therapy
ending (O’Keeffe et al., 2020). Specifically, the research team
were interested in whether there were markers of ruptures in
the therapeutic alliance that were indicative of different types
of treatment endings. Ruptures are defined as deterioration in
the alliance between a client and therapist (Safran & Muran,
1996). Audio recordings of therapy sessions for those same
cases were rated using observational measures of the thera-
peutic alliance and instances of rupture-repair in the thera-
peutic alliance. In integrating the ideal types with this
observational data, the research team indeed found greater
unresolved ruptures in the sessions prior to ‘dissatisfied’
dropout, compared with ‘got what they needed’ dropout. This
finding provided further evidence that the ‘dissatisfied’ and
‘got what they needed’ dropout types, constructed using ideal-
type analysis of semi-structured interviews, should be re-
garded as distinct phenomena – given that different interac-
tional patterns were observed in their therapy sessions prior to
them stopping treatment (O’Keeffe et al., 2020).

Together, these studies show how various forms of data, for
instance demographic information, outcome data, and ob-
servational data, can be integrated into an ideal-type analysis
to provide a rich understanding of a complex psychological
phenomenon.

Conclusions

We argue that ideal-type analysis, while a relatively unknown
and underused method within qualitative research, offers an
important contribution to the range of qualitative research
methods available. The construction of typologies is not new
in research, yet there has been a lack of guidance in the lit-
erature on how researchers might go about constructing a
typology. We propose that ideal-type analysis provides a clear,
rigorous, and systematic approach to constructing typologies
using qualitative data. The use of case reconstructions allows
researchers to work with a relatively condensed form of
qualitative data, which facilitates the management and anal-
ysis of large qualitative datasets. The emphasis on checking
credibility ensures that interpretations are grounded within the
data. The identification of optimal cases helps to illustrate the
core features of the ideal types. These elements can make it a
particularly useful approach, including for those less expe-
rienced in qualitative methods – as each step can be easily
recorded, audited, and overseen by other team members and
supervisors.

As demonstrated in our case study examples given here,
ideal-type analysis is a flexible approach that can be adapted to
fit with the aims and data of a given study. Often researchers
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will need to decide between carrying out a cross-case or
within-case approach to analysing qualitative data; with the
former risking losing the voice of the individual, while the
latter risks overstating the importance of the experience of one
individual. Aligning with Gerhardt (1994), we argue that
ideal-type analysis bridges the gap between cross-case and
within-case approaches to data analysis, as its focus is on
exploring similarities and differences in participants’ whole
accounts of their experiences. We hope that this article will
help researchers to consider whether using ideal-type analysis
may be a suitable approach for their own studies.
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