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What is qualitative research?

A naturalistic interpretive research 
approach, concerned with 

understanding the meanings people 
attach to phenomena such as actions, 

decisions, beliefs and values within 
their social world 

(Richie and Lewis, 2003) 



Common assumptions about qualitative 
research

Touchy 
feelySmall scale

Not generalisableCommon 
sense, not 
research

Lacks reliability 
and validity

Not scientific



Hierarchy 
of 
evidence

QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCH

?



Level of evidence

Ia Meta-analysis of randomised controlled trials. 

Ib  At least one randomised controlled trial. 

IIa  At least one well-designed controlled study without randomisation. 

IIb  At least one other type of well-designed quasi-experimental study.

III Well-designed non-experimental descriptive studies, such as 

comparative studies, correlation studies and case studies. 

IV Expert committee reports or opinions and/or clinical experiences of 

respected authorities. 



The goal of all research in health technology 
assessment should be to establish knowledge about 
which we can be reasonably confident…..Therefore, 
decisions about whether qualitative or quantitative 

methods are most appropriate to a particular 
research problem should be made on the basis of 
which approach is likely to answer the question 

most effectively or efficiently  (HTA 1999)

Methodologies cannot be true or false, only more or 
less appropriate (Atkin & Chatoo 2006) 



What types of questions can 
qualitative research answer best?



How?

Why?
In what 

way?



Image result for whats occurring meme

?
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http://www.cleanvideosearch.com/media/action/yt/watch?v=jmdl4mt_p0c


Use A Qualitative Approach To.....

• Identify and explore people’s feelings, beliefs and experiences

• Understand why certain things happened in the way they did 
– behaviours, processes

• Generate new theory

• Generate hypotheses to be tested later

• Gather data in a naturalistic setting



Qualitative research is not the same as PPI 



But patients can be involved in qualitative 
research

Public and Patient Participation (PPP)
Taking part in a research study – focus group, interview, questionnaire.

Patient and Public Involvement (PPI)
Doing research ‘with’ or ‘by’ people who use services rather than ‘to’, ‘about’ 
or ‘for’ them – involved in choice of topics, design, advising on the project, 
carrying out research  

Co-design approaches are more likely to be qualitative 

NIHR INVOLVE (www.invo.org.uk/) 



Qualitative research approaches

•Qualitative research covers a very broad range 
of philosophical underpinnings and 
methodological approaches

•Ontology – beliefs about the nature of the social 
world and what is known about it 
• Epistemology – beliefs about the nature of 

knowledge and how it is obtained 

Choice of 
approach 

depends on 
questions and 

perspective



Qualitative research 

• What is reality? 

• The Guardian's 1986 'Points of view' advert

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_SsccRkLLzU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_SsccRkLLzU


Qualitative research approaches

• Ethnography – immersion in a social world, observation

•Phenomenology – focus on structure and essence of 
experience of a phenomenon

•Grounded Theory – generation of a theory 

•Case Study – detailed examination of one or more social 
units within their context

•Action Research – focus on solving a problem in action

Choice of 
approach 

depends on 
questions and 

perspective



Qualitative Methods

• Participant observation

• In depth interviews ★

• Focus groups ★     

• Discourse/conversation analysis

• Documentary analysis

 

Verbatim transcripts, codes, themes, 
interpretation

Image result for instrument
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The 
researcher IS 
the 
instrument

• Important to be aware of own influence on data collection and 
analysis

• Reflexivity “challenges the status quo through a continuous process 
of questioning, examining, accepting and articulating our attitudes, 
assumptions, perspectives and roles” Barrett et al 2020 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/tct.13133?saml_r
eferrer 

• Different interviewing styles elicit different responses 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4539962/ 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/tct.13133?saml_referrer
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/tct.13133?saml_referrer
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4539962/


The qualitative interview

• Listen to how the researcher is interviewing this man

• What techniques is she using?

• How successful do you think they are?

• What is your sense of this interview? 

• What did you think was done well?

• And not so well? 

https://healthtalk.org/living-and-beyond-cancer/sense-of-identity-or-self-image 

https://healthtalk.org/living-and-beyond-cancer/sense-of-identity-or-self-image


Qualitative research aims to reflect the        
real world

What works, why 
does it work, for 

whom and in what 
circumstances?



Qualitative vs quantitative research

Qualitative Research

• Subjective  

• Naturalistic

• Holistic 

• Descriptive 

• Conceptual  

• Inductive 

• Post positivist 

Quantitative Research 

• Objective

• Reductionist 

• Experimental

• Scientific

• Deductive 

• Controlled 

• Positivist 



Not necessarily an either/or…



Sampling in qualitative research is different 



Characteristics of qualitative sampling
Sample aims Sample requirements Sample type

Qualitative In-depth exploration

Data in context

Map diversity, include key 
groups and dimensions

Smaller sample size

Purposive:
Deliberate selection on 
basis of known 
characteristics

Quantitative Measure extent

Statistical correlations

Statistical representation exact 
mirror of population

Large sample size, robustness of 
estimates

Random probability



Sampling in qualitative research

•4 sampling techniques:
• purposive 
• theoretical 
• convenience 
• snowballing 



Purposive or criterion-based sampling

•  Sample is selected with a purpose to represent a type in relation to  
key criterion that is suspected to be relevant.  

    e.g. socio-demographics, experiences, behaviours, roles

• Two aims:
• key criteria are represented
• diversity within each criteria

• Different approaches:  homogenous, heterogeneous, extreme case, key 
informants 



Theoretical sampling

• Sample based on their potential contribution to development and 
testing of theoretical constructs

• Associated with development of grounded theory

o initial sample selected

odata analysed

o further sample selected to refine emerging categories and 
theories 

• Useful in exploratory research where little is

 known about particular phenomena



Snowballing and convenience sampling

Snowballing:
• Series of introductions to a

new sample from research participants

• Useful for hard to reach groups

Convenience:
• Chooses sample according to 

ease of access

• Lacks clear sampling strategy



Some examples of qualitative research



Qualitative research contributes evidence at 
various levels



Synthesis of the qualitative evidence



Qualitative research also contributes here





Development and evaluation of            
complex interventions



“A potential dissonance between 
efficacy and effectiveness that can 
be explained by qualitative 
research”

Cochrane Qualitative Research Methods Group

 http://cqrmg.cochrane.org/supplemental-handbook-guidance 

http://cqrmg.cochrane.org/supplemental-handbook-guidance






Summary - Qualitative research

It refreshes and gets into 
the parts that other 

research methods cannot 
reach…

Is very important for improving 
understanding on how, and whether, 
people perceive health interventions 
to be effective and acceptable – or 
more fundamentally, whether they 
work.  Qualitative evidence is also 

essential to understanding the 
factors influencing the 

implementation of health policies 
and interventions 

World Health Organisation Guideline 
Development Handbook 2014


	Slide 1: Introduction to Qualitative Research Design & Methods
	Slide 2: What is qualitative research?
	Slide 3: Common assumptions about qualitative research
	Slide 4
	Slide 5: Level of evidence
	Slide 6
	Slide 7: What types of questions can qualitative research answer best?
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10: Use A Qualitative Approach To.....
	Slide 11: Qualitative research is not the same as PPI 
	Slide 12: But patients can be involved in qualitative research
	Slide 13: Qualitative research approaches
	Slide 14: Qualitative research 
	Slide 15: Qualitative research approaches
	Slide 16: Qualitative Methods
	Slide 17: The researcher IS the instrument
	Slide 18: The qualitative interview
	Slide 19: Qualitative research aims to reflect the        real world
	Slide 20: Qualitative vs quantitative research
	Slide 21: Not necessarily an either/or…
	Slide 22: Sampling in qualitative research is different 
	Slide 23: Characteristics of qualitative sampling
	Slide 24: Sampling in qualitative research
	Slide 25: Purposive or criterion-based sampling
	Slide 26: Theoretical sampling
	Slide 27: Snowballing and convenience sampling
	Slide 28: Some examples of qualitative research
	Slide 29: Qualitative research contributes evidence at various levels
	Slide 30: Synthesis of the qualitative evidence
	Slide 31: Qualitative research also contributes here
	Slide 32
	Slide 33: Development and evaluation of            complex interventions
	Slide 34: “A potential dissonance between efficacy and effectiveness that can be explained by qualitative research”  Cochrane Qualitative Research Methods Group  
	Slide 35
	Slide 36
	Slide 37: Summary - Qualitative research

