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Learning Objectives

❑ Discuss the purposes of qualitative research

❑ Identify appropriate questions for qualitative 

research

❑ Describe different qualitative approaches and 

types of data collected

❑ Identify criteria for rigor in qualitative approaches 

and data collection



Check In

When I say “qualitative research” 

what comes to mind for you?



Qualitative Research is…

French C. Making sense of qualitative research. BMJ Blog. 2017



How many of you have done 

qualitative research or 

evaluation?



Purposes of Qualitative Research

To describe an experience or event

To explore complex phenomena

To understand meaning of everyday activities

To uncover a framework or hypothesis

To elucidate complex dynamics

To supplement quantitative data



http://theculturegame2008.blogspot.com/2008/10/blog-post.html

Qualitative

vs.

Quantitative?



Example: Quantitative Data

Rate the overall effectiveness of this rotation: 

(Mean: 4.8, SD: 0.51)



Example: Qualitative Data

Great opportunity to develop meaningful relationships 

with patients, attendings, and residents within this 

longitudinal rotation over 6 months.  Lots of opportunities 

to take care of my own patients.  Patient population is 

almost 100% low-income, so I learned a lot about the 

needs and assets of the underserved communities in the 

Central Valley, which is very different from the Bay Area.     

Really enjoyed doing my project and felt that I received 

a lot of support and guidance from faculty and the 

dept.  Most residents and attendings are friendly.



Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches

QuantitativeQualitative

Describe, explain, predict 

i.e. how many, how, when
Test hypothesis

Describe, explain
i.e. how, why, what

Generate hypothesis



Qualitative Approaches in HPE

Ryan G. Introduction to positivism, interpretivism and critical theory. Nurse Res. 2018; 25:14-20.



How Qualitative Methods are used in HPE

 Research

 Needs assessment 

Curriculum development

 Evaluation 

 Instrument development
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❑ Identify appropriate questions for qualitative 

research

❑ Describe different qualitative approaches and 

types of data collected
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Good Qualitative Research Questions

Aim to explore, understand, describe, generate

Focus on process and why things happen

Use open-ended or semi-structured approaches 

Are clear, concise, and focused

Address significant and relevant 

O'Brien BC, Ruddick VJ, Young JQ. Generating Research Questions Appropriate for 

Qualitative Studies in Health Professions Education. Acad Med. 2016; 91(12):e16.



Is this a “good” qualitative research 

question? 

17

Do residents who identify as underrepresented 
in medicine (URiM) receive lower ratings on 
professionalism than those who do not identify 
as URiM?

1. Use reaction buttons to indicate Yes or No.

2. In the Chat - explain why or why not.



Is this a “good” qualitative research 

question? 

18

What are the characteristics of effective feedback 
on resident professionalism?

1. Use reaction buttons to indicate Yes or No.

2. In the Chat - explain why or why not.



Is this a “good” qualitative research 

question? 

19

How do faculty respond to professionalism 
lapses?

1. Use reaction buttons to indicate Yes or No.

2. In the Chat - explain why or why not.



Activity 1: 
Take 10 min to write your own 

qualitative research question

Enter it here: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Zn3qnyXFq7v

U2qMfCy2eduK21miecQHbAZakjVWrqwI/edit?usp=sh

aring

20

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Zn3qnyXFq7vU2qMfCy2eduK21miecQHbAZakjVWrqwI/edit?usp=sharing


10 min Break!
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Qualitative Approaches

Chen HC & Teherani A. Common qualitative methodologies and research designs in health professions 
education. Acad Med. 2016. e5

Act as a pivotal frame that shapes the research question, 

the method of data collection, and how data are analyzed



Thomas, David. (2006). A General Inductive Approach for Analyzing Qualitative Evaluation 

Data. American Journal of Evaluation. 27. 237-246.



Example of different types of approaches

What’s the problem with “professionalism”?
Constructivist Grounded Theory: How do learners 

conceptualize the purpose of professionalism and what 
contributes to this conceptualization?

 Phenomenology: What are learners’ lived experiences of 
professionalism? 

 Ethnography: How do clinical learning environments 
contribute to learners’ perceptions of professionalism?

Critical Discourse Analysis: What are the dominant 
discourses in training programs’ formal policies and 
procedures regarding professionalism? OR What are the 
dominant discourses in critiques of professionalism?



Data 

Collection 

Methods

Paradis E. Tools of the qualitative research 
trade. Acad Med. 2016. e17



Interviews

The interactional exchange of dialogue in face-to-face 

or other contexts 

Meanings and understandings are created in an 

interaction

A thematic or topic-centered approach where the 

researcher has topics, themes or issues they wish to 

cover, but with a fluid and flexible structure



Interview Considerations

❑ Will people be willing and able to discuss the 
topic?

Relevance, Recall, Specific Examples, Social Desirability

❑ Will we be able to identify appropriate 
participants for interviews and are they likely to 
volunteer?

 Incentives, Recruitment strategies 

❑ Who will conduct the interviews?

Training needs, Familiarity with or distance from the topic 
and participants, Consider power, status, rapport 



Tips for Constructing Interview Protocols

1. Write a script to tell your participants what 
the interview is about, what to expect, 
inform them of their rights as participants in 
a research study, obtain consent.

2. Use your knowledge of relevant literature 
to inform your questions

3. Align your questions with your conceptual 
framework

4. Ask open-ended, generally neutral 
questions (minimize assumptions)

5. Pilot your questions



Example Interview Questions

Interview about professionalism experiences.

Q. How do you conceptualize a professionalism 
lapse?

Problem: Big, vague question; assumes familiarity with 
the concept of professionalism lapse. Same as 
research question.

Revised Q. Please tell me about a time when you 
observed something you considered unprofessional.



Example Interview Questions

Interview with residents, fellows and faculty about 
bullying behaviors

Q. Have you ever bullied a student? 

Problem: it might be difficult for interviewees to admit 
bullying a student, the word is too loaded

Revised Q. Have you ever felt like the student you 
were talking to felt intimidated? Can you tell me 
about it?



Example Interview Questions

Interviews with trainees and faculty about 

professionalism.

Q. Do you think trainees should be assessed on 

professionalism? 

Problem: not an open-ended question, may not 

yield much actionable information

Revised Q: What are some benefits of assessing 

trainees’ professionalism? What are some drawbacks 

of assessing trainees’ professionalism?



Focus Groups

Group discussion with 1-2 facilitators

Multiple purposes:

 Develop interview or survey questions 

Collect data on different perspectives with 

opportunity for disagreement

Observe social interactions among participants 

Collectively develop ideas on a given topic



Focus Group Considerations

Diversity of group

Implications for participation

Group dynamics

Ensuring all can participate, contribute

Sensitivity of topic

Confidentiality, Social desirability

Scheduling



Activity 2: Draft & Pilot Interview Questions

Earlier in the workshop you wrote a qualitative research 

question.  Revisit that question.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Zn3qnyXFq7vU2qMfCy2edu

K21miecQHbAZakjVWrqwI/edit

The Task: 

1. Draft at least 3 interview questions that could address 

your research question (10 min)

2. In trios, conduct an interview using your questions (21min –

7min x 3)

1 person interviews (interviewer)

1 person responds (interviewee)

1 person observes and shares observations (observer)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Zn3qnyXFq7vU2qMfCy2eduK21miecQHbAZakjVWrqwI/edit


Activity 2: Debrief

1.  Any challenges you encountered when 

writing questions?

2.  Anything you learned from piloting your 

interview guide?



Sampling in Qualitative Research

"Participants are not recruited on a 

representative basis, but rather because of 

their expert knowledge of the phenomenon 

under inquiry”

Green J, Thorogood N. Qualitative methods for health research. London: Sage; 2005



Considerations in Sample Selection

Which participants to select 

What sites

Which activities, events or artifacts

What recruitment / selection strategies

How to determine sample size / sufficiency



Whom to Select?

Approach Participants in Sample

Grounded theory Theoretical sampling

Phenomenology Narrow, criterion sampling

Narrative Ability to tell stories of lived experience

Ethnography Site, within-culture sampling

Case study Maximum variation, unusual cases



Sample Size

Sites, individuals, events

Extensive detail on each

Approach-based sample size

Grounded theory - 20+

Phenomenology - 1-appx. 300

Narrative - 1-2 individuals or larger pool

Ethnography - single culture

Case study - 4-5 case studies

Creswell JW & Poth CN. Qualitative Inquiry & Research design. 4th ed, 2018  p.158-9



Sample Size: Qualitative interview studies

Malterud K et al. Sample size in qualitative interview studies: guided by information power. 

Qual Health Res. 2015

Information power

• a concept to guide 

adequate sample size for 

qualitative studies

• the more info relevant to 

the study, the fewer 

participants needed
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Rigor in 

Qualitative 

Research

Researcher & Team Responsibilities
• Roles and relationships

• Managing power relations

• Informed consent

Sampling & Recruitment
• Adequacy

• Appropriateness

Data Collection
• Authenticity

• Reflexivity
Ng S et al. Qualitative research in medical 
education: methodologies and methods (Chapter 
29) in Understanding Medical Education, 2018.



Qualitative 

Reporting 

Guidelines

O’Brien BC, Harris IB, Beckman TJ, et al. Standards for 

Reporting Qualitative Research: A Synthesis or 

Recommendations. Acad Med. 2014;89:1245–1251
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In Closing

▪ Qualitative research serves many purposes

▪ These purposes differ from positivist (or 

quantitative) research and carry different 

assumptions 

▪ There are many approaches to qualitative 

research and many types of data

▪ The range of approaches means standards 

for quality and rigor must be carefully 

considered in context
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