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Today’s Presentation Overview

• Nature of qualitative work – worldview and 
assumptions

• Types of research suited to qualitative approach

• Design
• Sampling

• Data Collection and Management

• Analysis

• Practice

• Writing up results



What is Qualitative Research?

• Research using non-numeric data

• Spoken words (interviews, stories)

• Written documents (essays, applications, open-
ended survey responses)

• Images (drawings, photographs, maps)

• Direct observations



Qualitative research

 Iterative approach to data collection and 
analysis

 Focus on individual meaning, diversity, 
variation

 High  value placed on rendering the 
complexity of information



• “Qualitative description, using qualitative methods,
explores the meanings, variations, and perceptual
experiences of phenomena and will often seek to
capture their holistic or interconnected nature.
Quantitative description, based on descriptive
statistics, refers to the distribution, frequency,
prevalence, incidence, and size of phenomena… The
choice of quantitative or qualitative depends on
how one wishes to understand and characterize the
norms of interest.”

• - Doing Qualitative Research
Crabtree and Miller, 1999



Misperceptions of Qualitative Data



Exercise 1: Participant Observation

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IZThS14Xqc
o

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IZThS14Xqco


Descriptive Research –
Qualitative and Quantitative

Aim Analysis 
Objective

Research Question

Identification -
Qualitative

Name What is this? Who is this? 
What is happening?

Description Qualitative 
Description

What is the nature of this? 
What is important here? What 
are the variations? What is the 
meaning?

Quantitative
Description

How many? How much? 
When? Where? What size?

Adapted from Crabtree & Miller, 1999



Explanatory Research –
Qualitative and Quantitative

Aim Analysis 
Objective

Research Question

Explanation Interpretive 
explanation 
(qualitative)

How patterns exist? How do 
phenomena relate to one 
another? How do they differ? How 
does this work? How did this 
happen?

Statistical 
association 
(quantitative)

Does variable X relate to variable 
Y? What are the measurable 
associations between 
phenomena? When this happens, 
how often does that happen?

Adapted from Crabtree & Miller, 1999



What are the associations and 
explanations?



Intervention/Evaluation Research –
Qualitative and Quantitative

Aim Analysis 
Objective

Research Question

Testing 
predictions  
(evaluating 
interventions)

Evaluation of 
intervention 
(quantitative)

Is A more effective than B? What A 
is implemented, what is the effect 
on C?

Evaluation of 
intervention 
(qualitative)

What difference does this 
intervention make? Are there 
unexpected outcomes? Does the 
intervention fit other 
circumstances? Are there unseen 
relationships or variables?

Adapted from Crabtree & Miller, 1999



Iterative Research Process

Qualitative
hypothesis generating

Quantitative
hypothesis testing



What are the strengths of qualitative 
research?

 Discovering new things

 Understanding issues more deeply, in 
greater detail (“granularity”)

 Generate hypotheses



What are the Weaknesses of 
Qualitative Research?

 May not be generalizable

 Subject to interpreter bias*

 Difficult to establish causality*

 Doesn’t give quantitative relationships (how 
big, how many, how much)

 Time-consuming analysis

*also true of quantitative research



Bottom line: What is the best 
method for your research 

question?



Design Considerations
 Small sample size is typical 

 Consider how the participants would best 
discuss this issue – is this an individual or 
shared experience? 

 Interviews take skill to administer; focus 
groups even more 

 Written responses (essay questions, open-
ended survey answers) are easier to manage 
but data collection is less flexible



Identifying Participants

 Focus on purposeful sampling (sometimes 
called “targeted” sampling)

 Random sampling – generally not ideal

 Snowball sampling 

• Useful with a difficult-to-access population

• Sample will not be independent of one another

• Convenience sample… is convenient.



Developing Prompts/Questions
 Questions should be specific, clear, 

straightforward

 You can ask fewer questions than you think

 Questions can be broad or narrow

 Pilot-test questions if possible
 Get comfortable with flow

 Make sure you’re asking what you think you’re 
asking

 Practice being an interviewer, get coaching



Study Design

• “structured:”

 Interview or focus group follows a clear “script”

• “semi-structured:”

 Follow-up clarifying questions are used to 
gather more information

 Questions can be refined during the 
interview/focus group process



Example 1: Educational Debt Study

• Research question: How do students consider 
their educational debt as they evaluate career 
choices, especially primary care?

• Participants: Second year medical students at a 
single medical school with above-average debt

• Sampling/Recruitment: Health Policy course 
with required essays

• Data: 132 essay responses about debt and 
career development



Debt Study Essay Question

Some people believe that high educational debt, 
and the different levels of income that U.S. 
physicians in different specialties can expect to 
earn, keeps many medical students from choosing 
fields with lower pay, such as primary care. 

Does your educational debt, and the different 
levels of income you might expect to earn in 
different specialties, influence the way you think 
about your specialty choice and career? Why or 
why not?



Example 2: Rural Women Physicians 
Study

• Research question: How do women physicians 
in rural practice balance their family and work 
lives?

• Participants: Women practicing Family Medicine 
in rural zip codes

• Sampling/Recruitment: E-mail recruitment using 
rural physician listservs and snowball sampling; 
compensated with Amazon gift cards

• Data: 25 interviews (transcriptions and audio 
recordings)



Rural Women Physician Interview 
Questions

• How are you managing with your work-life 
balance?

• How do you bring your work life and personal 
life work in balance?

• How do you prioritize your responsibilities?

• How has your career affected your family?

• What part does your partner play in your work-
life balance?

• What solutions have you found?



How has your career affected your family?

“Say more about that.”

“So what I hear you saying is…”

“When was that?”

“How old was your son then?”

How do you prioritize your responsibilities?

“What happened then?”

“How did you decide?”

“How did you feel?”

“Interesting.”

How are you managing with work-life balance?

“Tell me more.”

“What was that like?”

“That sounds like a challenge.”

“And what did the office manager say?”



Ethical Considerations
 Difficult (impossible?) to get truly anonymous data with in-

depth interviews, focus groups, or even essays

 Informed consent is essential.

 Always get IRB approval.

 Do not promise anonymity; commit seriously to 
confidentiality.

 Generally best not to collect data directly from participants 
when you have another relationship.

 Consider removing identifying information before group 
analysis. Use caution when listening to audio.

 If collecting sensitive/upsetting information, have a 
support plan in place.



Costs

 Incentives

 Software

 Personnel time, including administrative 
support time

 Transcription

 Travel



Collecting and Managing Data
 Audio recording 

benefits/drawbacks 
(consent)

 Memo-writing or 
note-taking

 Transcription (self or 
service)

 Document your own 
reflections on the 
data



NVivo http://www.qsrinternational.com

•Well-known 

package

•Evolved from 

NU*DIST, in use for 

decades

•Has training 

seminars all over 

the world

•User-friendly, 

intuitive

Collecting and Managing Data

http://www.qsrinternational.com/


Atlas Ti  http://atlasti.com/

• Also widely used. 

• More advanced skills, less user-friendly

• Training and free trials available

Dedoose http://www.dedoose.com/

• Has a truly free version, with limited ability to collaborate

• Entirely web-based; no local computer management 
needed

Collecting and Managing Data

http://atlasti.com/
http://www.dedoose.com/


Approach to Analysis

 Content analysis: text is coded by identifying key words 
(or using pre-identified key words), allowing documents 
to be “converted” into quantitative data

 Template analysis – a pre-existing template is used to 
code data

 Immersion and Crystallization: cycles of concentrated 
review of data, combined with reflection, until themes 
emerge. (Typically followed by detailed coding.)

 Many, many others



Immersion and Crystallization



Analysis is a Team Sport

 Diverse team is best (worldviews, disciplines, 
experiences)



Exercise 2: Text Immersion

 Move into small groups of 3-4 people

 Look at the data you’ve been given individually

 Then discuss the findings with your group

 Write down three to five major “themes” 
 Each “theme” should have supporting evidence – key words, quotes, 

examples

 There can be sub-themes, caveats, complexity, minority opinions

 Look for conflicting viewpoints/contradictions

 Remember the research question!

 Plan to present to the larger group



Disclosures about this Data

 This is real data; please do not share it 
outside this room

 I have scrubbed it to make it anonymous

 Some details have been changed

 These data do not represent the complete 
range of data that we found - they are not a 
complete presentation of the studies 
represented



Exercise Debrief
 What did you enjoy 

about doing the “rapid” 
qualitative analysis?

 What was difficult?

 What was unexpected?

 Does this spark ideas for 
qualitative research you 
could do?



Coding Manual - example



Detailed Coding



Exercise 3: Coding

• As a group, return to one of the major themes 
you identified

• From the beginning, go through each interview 
one by one
– Find any text that supports the theme and mark it 

within the dataset

– Note also any text that contradicts or refutes the 
theme

• Discuss as a group – how closely do you agree? Is 
the theme supported by the text?



Questions?



Increasing Validity of Data
 Saturation: when fresh data no longer yields new insights or information

 Reflexivity: the researcher reflects about how their background, 
experiences, and beliefs shape their interpretion of the data

 Member checking: Take the findings back to the participants to check for 
agreement 

 Triangulation: Themes (findings) and  coding should be corroborated by 
multiple participants

 Code-recode  strategy: Multiple members of research team code and try to 
reach consensus

 Audit trail: documentation of how data collection and analysis was 
completed

 Multidisciplinary team

 Experienced qualitative researcher



Presenting and Writing Qualitative 
Research

• “One sign of inexperienced writers is that 
the prefer to discuss their proposed study 

rather than write about it.”

- John W. Creswell
Research Design, 2014



Presenting and Writing Qualitative Research

Don’t stay in the water

too long.



Methods Section

 Describe your process clearly and completely

 State your philosophic approach and specific 
methodology – there is no “standard 
qualitative methods”

 Some quantitative reporting may be 
appropriate, particularly to describe sample

 Consider the style of your target journal

 Consider the knowledge base of your 
audience



• `



Methods Section



Methods Section



Methods Section



Methods Section



Results



Results





Discussion Section

 Implications of findings

 Significance of findings in larger context of 
previous research

 Limitations

 Areas for further research



Questions?



Find a good coach and get in the water!
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