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QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: DATA COLLECTION

Different methods are used in qualitative research. The most common are interviews, focus group discussions, observational methods and document analysis. Combining two or more data collections methods, for instance interviews as well as focus groups (‘data triangulation’) enhances the credibility of the study. Irrespective of the data collection method applied, it is important to keep a diary during the study, with reflections on the process (e.g. regarding method and participant selection) and the role and influence of the researcher (‘reflexivity’).

Read more:

Choo, E.K. et al. (2015) Qualitative research in emergency care part I: Research Principles and common Applications. Academic Emergency Medicine, 22: 1096-1102

Part I of a two-article series, provides an introduction to general principles of applied qualitative health research and examples of its common use in emergency care research, describing study designs and data collection methods most relevant to our field, including observation, individual interviews, and focus groups. Table 2 in this article provides an overview of different qualitative data collection methods with their advantages and challenges.

Ranney, M.L. et al. (2015) Interview-based Qualitative Research in Emergency Care Part II: Data collection, Analysis and Results Reporting. Academic Emergency Medicine, 22: 1103-1112.

Outlines the specific steps necessary to conduct a valid and reliable qualitative research project, with a focus on interview-based studies. These elements include building the research team, preparing data collection guides, defining and obtaining an adequate sample, collecting and organizing qualitative data, and coding and analyzing the data. With a discussion on potential ethical considerations unique to qualitative research as it relates to emergency care research.

Example using methodological triangulation:

Sewdas, R. et al. (2017) Why older workers work beyond the retirement age: a qualitative study. BMC Public Health, 17: 672.

This study is based on a combination of semi-structured telephone interviews and focus groups.

Interviews

Interviews are useful to explore experiences, views, opinions, or beliefs on specific matters. Accounts can be explored and compared to others, to develop an understanding of the underlying structures of beliefs (See chapter 4 in Green & Thorogood, 2010). There are different grades of structuring the interview: structured, semi-structured or open/in-depth, dependent on the characteristics of structuring the interview by the researcher. Often the researcher develops a topic list before the start of the interview, which can be used in a flexible manner. As the interview is a product of interaction between the researcher and the interviewee, the setting and skills of the researcher are of importance (e.g. the ability to build a sense of trust (developing rapport), the way of phrasing questions, give the interviewee room to tell a story, body language). Furthermore, it is important to think about the type of transcription of audio tapes.

Focus group discussions

Focus group discussions are useful to examine how social knowledge is produced. The researcher stimulates discussion in order to examine how knowledge and ideas develop and operate in a given group. Most of the times, a facilitator guides a discussion about a particular topic in a group of usually 6-12 people. Some sensitive issues might be more easy discussed within a group, although other (personal) information might be withheld, for instance when persons are acquainted with each other or because of hierarchical relations within the group. The role of the facilitator is to create an open atmosphere, involve participants in the discussion and manage this discussion. The organization of a focus group requires careful attention. This includes the sampling and recruitment of participants, the composition of the topic list and how the data will be collected.

Observational methods

Observational methods are used to understand phenomena by studying people’s accounts and actions in an everyday context. There are different types of observations, with various degrees of research participation, like non-participating observation (e.g. by using video recordings), and participant observation or ethnography. Ethnography ‘usually involves the researcher participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking questions through informal and formal interviews, collecting documents and artefacts.
