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Why do you want to 
learn about qualitative 
methods?
https://bham.padlet.org/jaunger2/why-do-you-want-to-learn-about-qualitative-

methods-z7lo72i0ofbq73pd



What is qualitative 
research?
Qualitative research is defined as “the study 
of the nature of phenomena”, including “their 
quality, different manifestations, the context in 
which they appear or the perspectives from 
which they can be perceived”, but 
excluding “their range, frequency and place in 
an objectively determined chain of cause and 
effect” [1].

Basically: focuses on words rather than 
numbers

https://neurolrespract.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s42466-020-00059-z#ref-CR1


Why do qualitative research?

• Experience - Focuses on ‘lived experience’ rather than understanding an 
objective reality.

• Perspectives - Understands complexity by taking into consideration context via 
different perspectives.

• Insight - Studies behaviour in natural settings.

• Flexibility - Generally more flexible than purely quantitative research.

• Exploratory - Allows you to generate hypotheses that can be explored through 
quantitative research or with other methods.

• Evaluation - Can be important when evaluating or assessing feasibility of 
interventions.



Epistemologies and ontologies (study of knowledge 

and nature of reality)

It can be important to consider what epistemological perspective your 
research is taking.
• Constructivism - knowledge is actively constructed by individuals through 

their experiences and interactions with the world. Phenomena are socially 
constructed.

• Positivism - knowledge can be gained through empirical observation and 
scientific inquiry. There is an objective reality that exists independently of 
human perception. Often realm of quantitative research.

• Realism - knowledge can approximate reality through observation and 
rational inquiry. Reality exists independently of human consciousness.

Qualitative research tends to be constructivist but not exclusively so.



Qualitative research questions

• Quantitative research questions typically 
ask “What” or “Does X work” questions… 
or sometimes “How”.

• Qualitative research often asks how or 
why phenomena occur.

• E.g. research questions from a 
recent project:

• “Why do healthcare staff behave 
unprofessionally towards each 
other?”

• “How are interventions to reduce 
unprofessional behaviour 
between healthcare staff 
intended to work?”



Qualitative research processes can be less rigid



How can you 
collect qualitative 
data?

https://bham.padlet.org/jaunger2/how-can-you-collect-qualitative-data-
yeop8su1q6ece14



What types of data collection can be used?

• Documentary analysis.

• Observations.

• Semi-structured interviews.

• Focus groups.

• Open-ended surveys.

• Audio or video recordings. 

• Qualitative literature reviews using narrative synthesis –
which can be systematic too.



How can I best sample my population?

• What is the purpose of sampling?

• Finding a broad range of experiences/ opinions?

• Building theories/ explanations? 

• What is the rationale for this sampling strategy (methodology or 
pragmatism?)
• Things to consider: target population, inclusion criteria, budget/resources, time, how 

data will be analysed, practicalities of data collection (e.g. length of interview), 
recruitment process.

• How do you find ‘richest sources’ of information?
• Purposive sampling.



Need to draw on and use theory

• Philosophical theory - ontology/ epistemology (e.g. realism; 
constructivism): outlines the researchers’ standpoint & 
underlying beliefs

• Methodological theory - (e.g. phenomenology; grounded 
theory): provides focus for research and blueprint for methods

• Discipline-based theory - (e.g. Health Belief Model, Behaviour 
Change Wheel): influences or guides data collection / analysis



What does qualitative analysis look like?

Looking for patterns within the data set.

• Thematic Analysis

• Grounded Theory analysis - inductive

Exploring how language is used to 
interpret/ construct the world (e.g. what 
is intended meaning)

• Narrative Analysis

• Discourse Analysis



Example 1… Thematic analysis

• Headline: Method for analysis without 
‘theoretical allegiance’ – inductive or deductive 
or abductive

• Process: 6-step structured process of developing 
and refining themes

• May have: Later version reflexive, less ‘theory 
neutral’, researchers need reflect on 
philosophical assumptions underlying ‘their’ 
version of TA (Braun & Clarke 2019)



Example 2… Grounded theory

 Headline: Developing useful theory 

from qualitative data (‘grounded’ in 

data)

 Process: Inductive process where 

data collection and analysis are driven 

by developing theory

 May have: Structured approach to 

coding and memo-writing during 

analysis



Example 3… Use of qualitative data in other research: realist 
methods

• Based on critical realist ontology.

• Realist methodology seeks to 
understand how an intervention 
might work differently in different 
contexts. 

• It seeks to generate theories 
about “what works, why, and for 
whom”

• Comprises realist synthesis 
(literature) and realist evaluation 
(case studies).



What software can I use to aid in qualitative 
analysis?

• NVivo is commonly used to organise various 
forms of ‘qualitative data’ including interview 
transcripts, documents, video and audio 
content, and more.

• Data in NVivo are structured in codes that 
allow you to create and analyse themes and 
sub-themes, for example.

• It is worth learning to use NVivo if you are 
interested in doing qualitative research.



What software can I use to aid in qualitative 
analysis?

• Does not do analysis for you.

• Supports multiple types of analysis (e.g. 
grounded theory, realist research, thematic 
analysis).

• Use of NVivo can increase transparency and 
makes it much easier to go back and quote 
specific data.



Challenges with qualitative research

What challenges do you think there might be with qualitative 
research?

Go into breakout rooms for 5 minutes to think about some of the 
issues, 
and appoint a person to report back to the group



Challenges with qualitative research

• Qualitative research often does not provide a single answer
• There can be conflicting answers which both can often be valid
• Subjectivity plays a major role (even if we can try to eliminate it)
• Bringing together different sources of data can be difficult
• Data are not ‘scalable’

• Internal validity - credibility

• External validity – transferability



Improving credibility

Are studies:

• Underpinned by theory, applied properly?

• ‘Making sense’ immediately (face validity…)?

• From reputable sources (but not a 
guarantee)?

• Well written and easy to follow?

• Using excerpts (quotes) to make a compelling 
case

• Using established well-evidenced 
methodologies?

• Consider formal appraisal.



Improving external validity

Consider:
• Comparisons to other research in other contexts
• Use of stakeholder groups into research analysis 

or to sense-check findings
• How representative is the sample?
• Does it use triangulation and other data sources?
• Have results been ‘presented back’ to 

stakeholders/participants? 
• Aka ‘member checking’ or ‘teacher-learner 

cycle’.
• Is it likely the authors reached ‘saturation’?



Saturation

“Saturation means that no additional data are being found whereby the 
sociologist can develop properties of the category.” Glaser and Strauss (1967: p. 
61).

• The point in coding when you find that no new codes occur in the data.

• Suggests a clear timepoint (no new codes/ themes/ theory emerge) rather 
than a process

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5993836/#CR26


Saunders B, Sim J, Kingstone T, Baker S, Waterfield J, Bartlam B, Burroughs H, Jinks C. Saturation in qualitative research: exploring its conceptualization 
and operationalization. Qual Quant. 2018;52(4):1893-1907. doi: 10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8. Epub 2017 Sep 14. PMID: 29937585; PMCID: 
PMC5993836.

Problems:
• Glosses over differences in methodology / approach (e.g. used to develop theory? What type 

of analysis is used?)
• Often used ‘defensively’ with little explanation to get past gate keepers



Triangulation 

• Data triangulation involves looking at/collecting data from a number of 
perspectives:

• Data is collected in a variety of ways (interview and focus groups), 
analysed and compared.

• The same dataset is coded by a number of different people, and each 
coding is compared.

• A completed analysis is reviewed and revised by other researchers.

• However, this requires transparency on how data are compared

• Triangulation can also be used to bring together quantitative and 
qualitative data (methodological triangulation).

• Are conclusions from data the same or explainable by one another?



How are qualitative studies assessed in ‘real 
life’?

• Journal peer reviewers/ editors

• Funders assessing research reports

• Formal evidence reviews/ Cochrane 
reviews (e.g. JBI Critical Appraisal 
Checklist for Qualitative Research)

• GRADE-CERQual (assessing confidence in individual 

review findings)

• (1) methodological limitations, (2) coherence, (3) adequacy 
of data, and (4) relevance

• Ethical / funder review of protocols



Can you think of some barriers to
proper reporting of qualitative 
studies?



Barriers can include

• Lack of consensus on 
guidelines/standards for reporting 
studies.

• Subjective analysis methods.

• Complexity - low maximum word counts 
in journals reducing richness of reporting.

• Peer reviewers not qualitative experts but 
nonetheless review studies.

• Defensive use of methods.

• Resistance from certain academic 
journals.



Worked example

Aunger JA, Millar R, Rafferty AM, Mannion R, Greenhalgh J, Faulks D, et al. (2022) How, when, and why do inter-

organisational collaborations in healthcare work? A realist evaluation. PLoS ONE 17(4): e0266899. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0266899



Worked example



Worked example

• The final sample comprised 32 interviews with 29 participants and 
one focus group with eight participant representatives.

• Interviews drew on realist interview methodology, with the focus on 
confirming, falsifying, and refining theory.

• Teacher-leaner cycle was used to ‘test’ theories from different 
perspectives.

• Analysis was performed in NVivo 12 software.
• Aim was to produce a final, refined programme theory.



How I tried to 
improve 
validity









Summary

• Qualitative research enables rich insights into social and behavioural 

phenomena.

• It answers questions that quantitative research cannot.

• It has limitations such as subjectivity and lack of scalability.

• It is useful to know how to appraise reports of qualitative research.



Any questions or
comments?



What did you find 
most interesting 
from this session?

https://bham.padlet.org/jaunger2/what-did-you-find-most-interesting-
from-this-session-c5j0m9hutcl0ybm4
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