Beyond Thematic Analysis: Practical Qualitative Methods for Richer, Policy-Relevant Insights to Reduce Firearm-related Harm
November 19th, 2025
PEN PORTRAIT BREAKOUT GROUP
Motivating Scenario
You are part of a research team studying what leads to an Extreme Risk Protection Order (ERPO) implementation. An ERPO is a civil court order that temporarily removes firearms from a person who poses a danger to themselves or others, and prohibits them from purchasing new ones. The dataset you’ve been given is messy: it includes fragmented documents, and no single source tells the full story.
Your team’s goal is to make sense of these fragments by reconstructing a chronological case narrative (a pen portrait) that captures the key events, behaviors, and turning points in one individual’s ERPO case.
Your Task
1. Read the provided case materials.
2. Reconstruct the sequence of events as best you can.
3. Identify what you believe to be the precipitating event. The precipitating event is the reason the ERPO petition was filed when it was. Said another way, this is what led the petitioner to file for an ERPO. This is not necessarily the most severe risk behavior displayed by the respondent. Events may include multiple risk factors and take place over a brief time period. For example, a respondent may engage in substance use, use violence against another person, have the police (who eventually initiate the ERPO petition) arrive to help with the situation, and then threaten suicide, all within the course of 4 or 5 hours.a
4. Note where information is missing, ambiguous, or open to interpretation—these gaps are part of your analytic insight.

Goal: Move from disconnected documents to an interpretive, coherent case summary that could inform within- or cross-case analysis.
Debriefing questions
1. What was the precipitating event?
2. How did you use this method to come to that conclusion?
3. What gaps or uncertainties remained?
4. How did reordering the events chronologically change your understanding of the case?
5. What questions did exercise this raise?
aDefinition from: Ward J. (2024, June 3). Florida ERPO Study Training Manual. [Training Manual]. In alignment with: National Collaborative on Gun Violence Research. (2020). A multi-state evaluation of Extreme Risk Protection Orders: Implementation, outcomes, and jurisdictional variations [Grant]. Michigan State University & Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health. 

RIVER VALLEY POLICE DEPARTMENT
Incident Report #1
Date/Time: June 13, 2022 / 0345 hours
Location: 1847 Willow Bend Road, River Valley, WA
Case #: 22-3389
Reporting Officer: Deputy K. Morales #562

INVESTIGATION
On 06-13-2022 at approximately 0345 hours, I was dispatched to 1847 Willow Bend Rd. for a report of a disturbance. Caller Amy Miller stated that her brother, Brandon T. Miller (DOB 07-12-1984), had been “acting paranoid” and yelling that people were outside his house.
Upon arrival, I observed Brandon pacing on the porch, holding a flashlight, and shining it toward the nearby tree line. He appeared agitated but cooperative. He denied having a weapon on him and consented to a quick pat-down. No weapons were located.
Miller told me he believed people were “trying to break in again” and claimed he had seen lights behind the shed earlier that evening. He reported that “someone was tampering with his truck” the night before. He appeared anxious, sweating, and speaking rapidly. When asked about substance use, he admitted to using methamphetamine “on and off,” most recently “a few days ago.”
Amy Miller arrived at the scene and reported that Brandon had been awake for several nights and “hears things that aren’t there” when he’s coming down. She stated she had taken his handgun “last week” after he mentioned needing it “for protection.”
No evidence of forced entry or trespass was observed. I provided Brandon with information on mental-health crisis services and encouraged him to rest. The call was cleared once he agreed to stay with his sister overnight.



RIVER VALLEY POLICE DEPARTMENT
Incident Report #2
Date/Time: June 15, 2022 / 2130 hours
Location: 1847 Willow Bend Road, River Valley, WA
Case #: 22-3417
Reporting Officer: Sgt. D. Carlson #472

INVESTIGATION
On 06-15-2022 at approximately 2130 hours, officers were dispatched to the above address for a report of shots fired inside a residence. Caller was identified as Amy Miller, who stated she was on the phone with her brother, Brandon T. Miller, when she heard two loud bangs and screaming. She said he had recently been discharged from River Valley General Hospital “a day or two ago” after being evaluated for meth withdrawals.
Upon arrival, I observed lights flickering inside the residence and could hear a male voice shouting. Officers established a perimeter and made contact after several minutes. Brandon exited wearing sweatpants and no shirt, visibly shaking, and yelling that “people were in the walls.” He complied with commands to drop a handgun.
Inside the residence, officers located two spent 9 mm casings and observed bullet holes in the living-room drywall and ceiling. No one else was present. Brandon was sweating heavily, scratching his arms, and reported that “they came back through the vents.” He admitted to firing “to scare them off.”
Brandon said he had “barely slept in a week” and had been “seeing shadows.” He mentioned that “after what happened with Dad, I can’t ignore it when I hear voices.” When asked to clarify, Brandon said he had been “thinking a lot about ending it too,” but “didn’t want to go the same way.” Brandon refused voluntary medical transport, stating, “I’m fine now, I just need everyone to leave.” Given his statements about self-harm, recent firearm discharge, and apparent altered mental state, Brandon was detained and transported to River Valley Hospital without incident.
On 06-16-2022 at 0945 hours, I conducted a phone interview with Amy Miller. She stated Brandon lost his construction job two weeks ago and had been “spiraling since.” She referenced their father’s (Tom Miller) death by firearm suicide in 2012 and said Brandon had “started talking about it again last week.” Amy reported that Brandon kept an additional rifle “at his friend Jake’s property outside town,” uncertain of its storage status.


Pen Portrait 001
Orientation:
Actors:
· Respondent: Brandon Miller
· Petitioner: River Valley PD
· Brandon’s sister: Amy Miller
· Brandon and Amy’s father: Tom Miller
Described respondent characteristics:
· Race: W
· Gender: M
· Military service: None described
· Age: 33 at time of petition
· County: Rural
Places:
· Macro: River Valley County
· Micro: Brandon’s house; River Valley Hospital
· Virtual: Brandon’s phone call with Amy
Chronologically Reconstructed Timeline:
	Date
	Event

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	6/18/2022
	ERPO Petition filed and temporary order granted

	7/2/2022
	Full ERPO granted



Developed by Conrick, K.M., November 2025 for 2025 National Research Conference for the Prevention of Firearm-Related Harms
