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QUICK ANSWER

Qualitative research investigates meaning, experience, and process
through non-numerical data — interviews, observation, documents,
and open-ended text — to understand how and why something
happens rather than how often or how much. Its rigor rests on
transparency of process, depth of engagement with the data, and
triangulation across sources, not on statistical generalizability.
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Qualitative research is often misunderstood as "softer" or less rigorous than quantitative work, largely
because its rigor doesn't show up as a p-value. But a well-conducted qualitative study — with a
transparent process, deliberate sampling, and triangulated analysis — can answer questions numbers
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simply cannot reach: why a policy failed on the ground despite sound design, or what a customer actually
means when a survey option doesn't capture their real experience.

1. What Qualitative Research Actually Investigates

Qualitative research investigates meaning, process, and lived experience — how people understand a
situation, why a phenomenon occurs, and what context shapes an outcome. It is well suited to exploring a
poorly understood problem before it can be measured quantitatively, and to understanding the reasoning
behind a pattern a quantitative study has already identified.

2. Common Qualitative Methods

Method What It Captures Typical Use

In-depth interviews Individual perspectives, motivations, Understanding decision-making or
and reasoning lived experience

Focus groups Group dynamics and shared or Testing reactions, exploring social
contested views norms

Ethnographic Behavior and context as it naturally Understanding a setting or culture

observation occurs from the inside

Document/content Themes and framing within existing Analysing policy documents, media,

analysis text or archives

Case study Deep, contextualized understanding Exploring a complex, specific
of one instance situation in depth

3. The Qualitative Research Process, Step by Step

1. Define the question. Focused on meaning, process, or experience rather than scale or frequency.

2. Select the method and sampling approach. Purposive sampling — chosen deliberately for
relevance, not randomness — is standard here.

3. Collect data. Through interviews, observation, or document review, with careful, verbatim
recording.

4. Code the data. Identifying recurring themes and patterns systematically, not impressionistically.
5. Triangulate. Cross-check emerging themes against multiple sources or data types where possible.

6. Report with transparency. Documenting the process clearly enough for a reader to assess its
credibility.

4. Sampling in Qualitative Research

Qualitative research typically uses purposive sampling — deliberately selecting participants or sources
most relevant to the research question, rather than aiming for statistical representativeness. Sample size is
judged by "saturation": the point at which additional data stops producing new themes, not by a pre-set
number calculated for statistical power.
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5. How Rigor Is Assessed Without Statistics

+ Credibility: does the analysis plausibly represent participants' actual perspectives, checked through
methods like member-checking?

+ Transferability: is there enough contextual detail for a reader to judge whether findings might apply
elsewhere?

+ Dependability: is the process documented transparently enough to be followed and audited?
+ Confirmability: are conclusions traceable to the data, rather than the researcher's own assumptions?

6. When Qualitative Is the Right Choice

Qualitative methods fit best when the question concerns why or how, when the phenomenon is not yet well
understood enough to measure meaningfully, or when understanding context and nuance matters more
than establishing scale. It is frequently the right first step before a quantitative study, used to identify the
right questions and hypotheses to test at scale.

7. Al in Qualitative Research

Al tools can accelerate thematic coding across large volumes of interview transcripts or open-text survey
responses, surfacing candidate themes faster than manual coding. They cannot reliably replace a
researcher's contextual judgment about what a participant actually meant, especially with ambiguous or
emotionally nuanced material, and Al-suggested themes should be checked against the source transcripts
before being reported as findings.

8. Common Mistakes

+ Treating a small purposive sample as though it were statistically representative.

+ Coding impressionistically without a documented, repeatable process.

+ Presenting a single quote as representative of the whole sample without context.

+ Skipping triangulation and relying on a single data source for a significant claim.

+ Accepting Al-suggested themes without checking them against the original transcripts.

9. Best Practices

+ Use purposive sampling deliberately, and disclose the selection logic.

+ Document the coding process transparently enough for another researcher to follow it.
+ Triangulate findings across multiple sources or data types where feasible.

+ Present quotes as illustrative of a theme, not as proof of a general pattern.

+ Verify any Al-assisted coding against the original data.

10. Frequently Asked Questions

Is qualitative research less rigorous than quantitative research?

No — rigor is assessed through different criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability)
rather than statistical validity, and a well-conducted qualitative study is just as rigorous within its own
standards.
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How many interviews are enough for a qualitative study?
It depends on when thematic saturation is reached — the point additional interviews stop producing new
themes — rather than a fixed number decided in advance.

Can qualitative findings be generalized?
Not in the statistical sense — but findings can be transferable to similar contexts if the original context is
described in enough detail for a reader to judge the fit.

11. Key Takeaways

+ Qualitative research investigates meaning and process, judged by transparency and triangulation
rather than statistics.

+ Purposive sampling and thematic saturation, not random sampling, are the standard for sample
selection and sizing.

+ Al can accelerate coding but cannot replace contextual human judgment about ambiguous data.

12. Working With OASIS Research Writing

OASIS Research Writing conducts qualitative research — interviews, case studies, and document analysis —

with transparent, auditable methodology.
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