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Abstract 

 This paper aims to develop an understanding of the evolution and applications of qualitative research 

methodologies in educational settings within the context of social science inquiry and research. It also 

illustrates their influence on social science research and their roles in social inquiries. It discusses their 

foundations, objectives, applications, and specific approaches to sampling, data collection, and analysis. This 

paper explores the sociological and philosophical foundations of qualitative research. It highlights the crucial 

role of qualitative methods in educational research by elaborating their ability to investigate complex contexts, 

amplify diverse perspectives, and promote equitable practices. Qualitative research is a significant field in 

social sciences, providing deep insights into real-world social issues and exploring an in-depth understanding 

of the topic or phenomenon studied. In this article, the researcher has tried to present the evolution of 

qualitative research methods in social science inquiry in the natural environment to develop a deep 

understanding of the social actions of individuals studied and their behavioral patterns. The present article 

will deal with the concept of evolution of qualitative research in detail, with its types, approaches, rationale, 

characteristics, data collection and analysis techniques, with its strengths and limitations. 

Keywords: Qualitative research, social science inquiry, educational settings, philosophical and sociological 

foundations. 

Introduction 

 This article gives an overview of the development and evolution of qualitative research methodologies 

in education. It emphasizes the importance of this research methodology in unravelling complicated human 

interactions and learning processes. Qualitative methods are prominent tools for gaining deep insights and a 

comprehensive understanding of complex phenomena. Qualitative research is utilized to comprehend how 

individuals perceive the world. Qualitative research contains various methodologies, each with an extensive 

history and an inductive and flexible nature. Each methodology involves data that does not indicate ordinal 

values. Qualitative research involves collecting and analyzing non-numerical data (e.g., text, video, or audio) 

to understand concepts, opinions, experiences, perspectives, meaning, and subjectivity, offering a unique lens 

through which to explore and interpret the complexities of social phenomena. Qualitative research is a 

methodology for scientific inquiry that emphasizes the depth and richness of context and voice in 

understanding social phenomena. This methodology is constructive or interpretive (Lim, 2023), aiming to 

unveil the “what,” “why,” “when,” “where,” “who,” and “how” (or the “5W1H”) behind social behaviours 

and interactions, rather than merely quantifying occurrences. Qualitative research holds an essential place in 

adaptability and resilience because it aims to capture the wide spectrum of human experiences and 

perspectives. Recognizing the construction of reality between the researcher and/or the participant, qualitative 

methods endeavour to foster a context-rich understanding, yielding insights that resonate profoundly with the 
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authentic experiences of individuals, while maintaining academic integrity due to its methodological 

underpinnings, procedures, and rigor. It can be used to gather in-depth insights into a problem or generate new 

ideas for research. Qualitative research generally adheres to a constructivist view of the world, believing that 

there is no single reality for a given phenomenon; instead, this research approach believes in multiple, relative 

dimensions of reality that can only be partially captured using subjective, naturalistic methods. 

Every type of research, whether it is related to science or social science, involves the collection, 

organization, and analysis of data to increase our knowledge and understanding of a problem or a topic. 

Generally, research has three stages:  posing a question, collecting data or information, and presenting a 

relevant answer to each research question. In his study, Creswell (2003) revealed three types of research: the 

Quantitative approach, the Qualitative approach, and mixed-method approaches.  

In quantitative research, the researcher examines various patterns, associations, correlations, and other 

characteristics of the relevant population based on data analysis and measurement. Despite this, qualitative 

research usually involves studies of individuals, based on interviews, focus group discussions, and 

observations, to identify their internal psychological, social, and behavioral characteristics. Qualitative 

research focuses on identifying specific features of consciousness, culture, and behavior, rather than 

discovering generalizations or regularities as quantitative research does. Research that utilizes both qualitative 

and quantitative research methods is referred to as mixed-methods research.  

DeFranzo (2011) concluded that the qualitative research approach is used to gain deep insights and a 

comprehensive understanding of underlying perspectives, reasons, thoughts, and motivations, which provide 

insights into the problem through various data collection methods such as interviews, focus group discussions 

with participants/respondents, observation, and so on. This research method has the quality to cover various 

issues in detail, and it provides a broad and thorough description of human experiences and behaviour. 

According to Creswell, the qualitative research process provides a detailed description of human experiences 

and behavior, with a clear mission and vision.  Qualitative research is inductive, generating meaning from 

collected data, and it depends on the researcher's knowledge and skills.   

 

History of Qualitative Research in Social Science 

To understand the history of qualitative research as a method of research, we must comprehend the 

wider framework of the evolution of social research. The history reveals that social research adopted the 

natural science model to develop basic research strategies and practices. The natural science method 

originated in the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries. In terms of the positivist model and the quantitative method, 

this was widely popular and used throughout the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century.   Numerous 

scientific revolutions and discoveries took place during this era. In 1637, the great philosopher, René 

Descartes, founder of modern epistemology, emphasized the need for objectivity in the search for truth in his 

book ‘Discourse on Methodology’. In the 17th century, Issac Newton and Francis Bacon proposed the 

‘Method of Induction’ in social research. Further, David Hume said that all worldly knowledge originates 

from our experiences and senses. August Comte, a French philosopher, also suggested later in the 19th century 

that new social science studies should follow the research methodologies of natural sciences. All of these ideas 

contributed to a hypothetico-deductive method known as the quantitative method in social science research 

that proceeds from general to specific, aiming to test a theory. Following this idea, the quantitative approach 

to studying human behavior eliminates variables and controlled conditions, displaying its limitations by 

treating the view of the social world as objective and absolute, while ignoring the context of the study and 

everyday subjective interpretation. 

 This shortcoming of the quantitative research and positivist approach introduces a new interpretivist 

approach, based on how humans make sense of their subjective reality and attach meaning.  The idea of the 

interpretivist approach develops the concept of qualitative research elaborated by Immanuel Kant, in his 

published work ‘Critique of Pure Reason’, to describe the multiple ways of knowing the world other than 
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direct observation. According to him, people know and learn from their senses, perception, and interpretations. 

Knowledge of the world is based on understanding, which emerges from thinking and experiences about what 

happens.  

Later, William Dilthey developed interpretivist thoughts that promoted the qualitative research 

tradition and methods. Dilthey emphasized the importance of social and historical context for understanding 

and exploring people's life experiences. Max Weber, a great admirer and follower of Dilthey, attempted to 

reconcile positivism with interpretivism. 

 Qualitative research plays a significant role in developing an understanding of human actions and lives in 

social, cultural, psychological, and historical contexts. 

 

Paradigm Shift: From Positivism, Post-positivism, Interpretivism, to Naturalism 

Research activities are increasing rapidly each year, leading to significant discussions on research-

related topics, especially concerning research methodologies. These research areas are understood through 

paradigms in research, which are currently of three types, and there is a notable difference among them.  

A paradigm presents research purposes through a theoretical and interpretative model.  The term 

paradigm is derived from the Greek word "paradigma," meaning "mold" or "pattern." In social sciences, 

research conducted under this paradigm represents a collective group of beliefs, values, and practices. A 

paradigm follows the belief system and theoretical framework.  

Of philosophical assumptions about ontology (The nature of our beliefs about reality, Richards, 2003), 

epistemology (The branch of philosophy that studies the nature of knowledge, Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003), 

methodology (Theoretically informed approach to the production of data, Ellen, 1984), and methods (Methods 

is influenced by the project's design and the researcher's theoretical perspective). Following these 

assumptions, American philosopher Thomas Kuhn first used this term to differentiate between disciplinary 

and sociological elements. 

Contributions related to Thomas Kuhn's paradigms deeply affect research within the scientific 

community. Kuhn defines a paradigm as a collective framework of theories, concepts, values, and practices. 

Numerous scholars have interpreted the term 'paradigm' in different ways (Than 1 and Than 2, 2015). 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), a paradigm is shaped by the convictions researchers hold regarding 

the methods of their investigations. 

In research, a paradigm refers to a holistic framework or worldview that influences how studies are 

conducted, including underlying assumptions about reality, knowledge, and methodology. Various paradigms 

are employed in social science inquiry, such as quantitative and qualitative approaches. 

The goal of quantitative paradigms is to acquire knowledge. This approach employs statistical methods 

and analyzes secondary data to gain insights while overlooking individual perspectives. Conversely, 

qualitative paradigms emphasize comprehending social meanings through discourse analysis, social 

creativity, and personal stories. According to Thomas Kuhn, shifts in paradigms represent "scientific 

revolutions. A paradigm shift occurs when a better change appears that upsets the entire framework. In other 

words, a "paradigm shift" is used to describe evolution regarding perspectives, behaviors, or social trends. A 

paradigm shift occurs when an existing approach to the world is replaced by a new method due to new, 

evolving viewpoints. Ignorance of theoretical underpinnings and terminology of different paradigms can 

create a hindrance in evaluating research conducted in various traditions; therefore, it is crucial to recognize 

the importance of different research paradigms and their shifts.  
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In the context of social sciences, the major research paradigms are: 

 Positivism (Traditional, scientific model)  

 Post-positivism 

 Interpretivism (Human-centered, meaning-based model) 

 Critical theory  

 Positivist & Post Positivism 

Two philosophical approaches that have influenced social science research are Positivism and 

post-positivism.  

Positivism, a research method or paradigm, was developed by Auguste Comte in the 19th 

century, and it includes experiments and tests. It promotes the universal laws, generalizations, and 

theories. It aims to obtain observational, objective, and quantitative knowledge to establish generalized 

relationships and clarify variables. It argues that people address social phenomena in terms of natural 

sciences.  However, it faces criticism as it does not allow personal values or interests to influence 

research. It assumes that there is an objective reality that can be observed and measured, and that 

knowledge can be obtained through empirical evidence. Positivists focus on causality, emphasize 

verification, and identify cause-and-effect relationships between variables to establish general laws or 

theories.  

Post-positivism, an evolved form of positivism, acknowledges that absolute truths cannot be 

definitively established and, thus, an objective reality cannot be completely grasped due to the 

constraints of human intellect. It emphasizes the role of subjectivity in research and highlights the 

importance of multiple perspectives in understanding social phenomena and various contexts. Post-

positivism, also referred to as critical realism, arose in response to the shortcomings of positivism. It 

posits that achieving full objectivity and value neutrality within the social sciences is impossible. This 

approach encourages reflexivity, critical thinking, and an understanding of context, thus questioning 

the concept of value neutrality and promoting research that is relevant to social issues. Furthermore, 

post-positivism highlights the importance of exclusion and seeks to disprove or dismiss theories 

through thorough testing and critical assessment. 

 Interpretivism 

Interpretivism, research philosophy, is a response to the shortcomings of positivism, rejecting 

the idea of a single, verifiable reality and emphasizing the subjective nature of reality. It also argues 

that understanding human experiences requires context, meaning, and multiple perspectives. It 

promotes qualitative research and its techniques, such as interviews, observations, and case studies, to 

gain in-depth insights into individuals' perceptions and worldviews.  It believes in socially constructed 

multiple realities and explains that truth and reality are not created and discovered, but are mediated 

by our senses. In the mid-20th century, Wilhelm Dilthey emerged and promoted this paradigm. 

This approach, initiated by Lev Vygotsky, focuses on the social and collaborative process of 

bringing about meaning and knowledge. Explanatory research, as a study method, is criticized for its 

limited ability to generalize and its emphasis on specific instances; however, some contend that it 

offers important insights into particular events. 

 Critical Theory 

Critical theory, emerging from the writers of the Frankfurt School, focuses on the impact of 

cultural, political, ethnic, gender, and religious factors on historical realism and reality. This theory 

assumes that no object can be free from the influence of the researcher without prior research. Critical 

educational researchers need to be self-aware of their epistemological biases and to communicate them 

clearly, to avoid confusion regarding the epistemological and political burdens they bring to the 

research site. The Frankfurt School, including Herbert Marcuse, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, 

Erich Fromm, and Jürgen Habermas, plays a significant role in social research (Kincheloe and 

McLaren, 2005). 
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Critical theorists believe that researchers study a topic critically, considering how history, 

society, culture, economics, ethnicity, and gender influence the reality of that topic. Looking at issues 

through the lens of critical race theory, Researchers also focus on how their interactions with 

participants can affect their research findings.  

All the above-mentioned processes of philosophical reflection have significantly enhanced our 

comprehension of various research paradigms. Understanding of paradigms allows researchers to 

make more thoughtful selections of research methods and techniques that not only align with the 

objectives of the study but also match the unique characteristics of the educational environments being 

examined. As a result, methodologies become more relevant and effective, leading to richer insights 

and more applicable conclusions in the field of education. 

 

Meaning of Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative research is a method of inquiry that seeks to comprehend the meaning, importance, 

relevance, significance, and experiences related to various phenomena. In contrast to quantitative research, 

qualitative research primarily focuses on gathering non-statistical information to gain insights into behaviors, 

emotions, and thoughts. Moras (2003) suggests that qualitative methods are suitable for those researches 

where knowledge is limited, the context is poorly defined, the boundaries of the subject are unclear, the nature 

of the phenomenon is not clear, or the issue is being re-evaluated. Qualitative research aims to explore the 

intricate nature of human experiences by providing detailed descriptions of their daily actions and the 

meanings behind them. Qualitative research helps researchers to understand the subjective realities of natural 

phenomena and explore how cultural, social, and personal factors affect people's experiences. In qualitative 

research, the researcher adopts a reflective approach, which enables them to concentrate on human 

experiences and diversity, thus improving the quality of data through a deeper understanding. To achieve this, 

they should employ holistic methods, such as ethnographic studies. Qualitative research investigates and 

portrays human experiences in a narrative form. It interacts with subjects in their natural environments and 

highlights diversity by acknowledging individual realities and cultural factors. The comprehension and quality 

of the data are enhanced through comprehensive methods such as ethnographic studies. 

 

Characteristics of Qualitative Research 

Research is to see what everybody has seen and think what nobody has. (Albert Szent-Gyorgy)  

 Qualitative research is a technique based on non-statistical methods and examines non-numeric data. In 

qualitative research, the researcher investigates non-quantitative phenomena, such as people's experiences, 

languages, histories, cultures, and other sensitive natural realities from various perspectives, which helps in 

obtaining a deeper and broader understanding of a given problem and event. The nature of qualitative research 

can be understood through its characteristics, which are as follows: 

 Qualitative research is a dynamic and diverse field. 

 Qualitative research sees the non-quantifiable phenomena with multiple perspectives and 

contradictions.  

 Qualitative research explores and interprets the world to explain “why’’ and “how’’ rather than “what’’ 

and “how many”. 

 Qualitative research gives us a sense and empowers us to see the reality of various phenomena. 

 Qualitative research describes and explains the social world to develop explanatory theories.  

 Qualitative research lays the primary and theoretical foundations of social sciences that may help us 

to construct or re-examine the theories and reality.  

 Qualitative research makes the researcher methodologically versatile, to interact skilfully with others, 

be persistent, focused, and single-mindedly committed to research.  
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 The researcher secures a comprehensive understanding of social science theory through qualitative 

research, which helps them write and communicate. 

 Qualitative research is an overwhelming and challenging task that captivates one's brain and spirit, 

enriching one's existence. 

 To minimize the risk of invalidity and to construct a systematically verified theory, qualitative 

researchers collect data by examining everyday phenomena, organizing them into a cohesive whole, 

and developing a description to generate a solid theory.  

The qualitative researcher embarks on their journey by examining previous studies. After studying these 

pre-existing studies, the researcher uses them as a blueprint rather than adopting them. They tend to put these 

works on the back burner and approach them critically. The core idea of qualitative research is to create a 

methodical theoretical framework for an understandable and logical conclusion. So, a qualitative researcher 

maintains a safe distance from other people's ideas, preserving them in a contemplative state without truly 

accepting them; they logically and critically try to understand the phenomenon from multiple perspectives 

and viewpoints to induce a theory or reality. 

 

Role of Qualitative Research in Social Inquiry 

Qualitative research, in the field of social science investigation, encompasses interpretative, 

constructivist, and hermeneutic ideologies that offer a robust philosophical basis. Qualitative research 

methodology enables the uncovering of the richness of subjective meanings and interpretations of the human 

world, revealing the essence of human existence, which explores the complexities of culture, society, and 

individual life. Qualitative research paradigms include the post-positivist perspective, the constructivist 

paradigm, and the interpretivist approach (Antwi & Hamza, 2015). The post-positivist approach promotes 

objectivity and empirical observation to uncover generalized truths, while also explaining how structured data 

collection methods can be used to minimize subjectivity and bias (Ryan, 2006). In contrast, the constructivist 

paradigm holds that reality is subjective and constructed through social interactions, which is examined 

through methods such as participant observation and in-depth interviews (Lauckner et al., 2012). The 

interpretive approach is primarily focused on understanding human experiences and valuing different 

perspectives, which is done through narrative and content analysis methods (Williamson, 2006). These 

paradigms offer various perspectives to researchers that influence their views on the research process, 

selection of methods, and the philosophical framework guiding their studies. The terms 'positivist' and 

'empiricist' correspond with 'quantitative', while 'naturalistic' field research, 'ethnographic', 'interpretivist', and 

'constructivist' are often associated with 'qualitative'. Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) proposed that a paradigm 

establishes the philosophical basis of research and shapes the method of how the research study is conducted 

and conceptualized by the researcher. He further explained that the purpose, motivation, anticipated outcomes, 

direction of the entire research endeavours, research questions, methods, and interpretations, etc., are 

influenced by the research paradigm. The qualitative research paradigm promotes subjectivity and encourages 

active engagement of researchers in discussions. It deepens understanding of human experiences beyond data 

collection. 

Aspers and Corte (2019) aptly define, “qualitative research is an iterative process in which improved 

understanding within the scientific community is achieved by making new significant distinctions resulting 

from getting closer to the phenomenon studied".  

In social inquiry, qualitative research provides a lens for understanding the multifaceted nature of 

human society and culture, to recognize and construct our understanding of the social world. This 

methodology operates within specific research paradigms, which shape the research process and outcomes of 

various qualitative research approaches, such as Ethnography, Phenomenology, Grounded Theory, Case 

Study, Content Analysis, Ethnomethodology, and Narrative Research, to delve into the complexities of human 
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experiences, cultural dynamics, and social phenomena. In these qualitative approaches, different types of 

qualitative studies are done by the researcher according to the research objectives, such as: 

 Ethnography is based on observation and interaction within a specific community to understand its 

cultural practices and social norms.   

 Phenomenology captures and interprets the lived experiences of individuals. It emphasizes how they 

perceive and make sense of their world.  

 Grounded theory develops new theoretical frameworks based on observations from the real world, 

enabling researchers to formulate theories. 

 A Case Study offers a detailed examination and rich insights into a particular phenomenon and context. 

 Content Analysis identifies patterns, themes, and meanings within the data to examine communication, 

written, visual, and spoken content.  

 Ethnomethodology uncovers the everyday methods people use to construct and make sense of social 

order. 

 Narrative research reveals how individuals derive meaning from their lives through the narrative 

structures. It also highlights the significance of personal stories and experiences. 

Together, these approaches provide valuable insights into our understanding of culture and society 

and also illuminate the intricate and diverse aspects of human lives. 

 

Qualitative Research: An Interpretivist Approach to Social Science Inquiry 

Qualitative research is a form of social inquiry that focuses on how people interpret and make sense 

of their experiences and the world in which they live. Atkinson et al. (2001) consider qualitative research as 

an ‘umbrella term’ in which many different approaches exist within the wider framework of this type of 

research. Qualitative researchers attempt to explore people's behaviours, perspectives, feelings, and 

experiences, and what lies at the core of their lives. Qualitative research is based on interpretivism and also 

relies on detailed descriptions of individuals' experiences in their respective environments. 

Qualitative researchers often exhibit similar traits and follow comparable methodologies during their 

research. The methods for collecting data in qualitative research are unique. This approach relies on primary 

data, indicating that the theoretical framework emerges organically from the data itself rather than being 

established in advance. Qualitative research is rooted in context; the researcher must be attuned to the 

surrounding circumstances and grasp the context and situation to investigate the nature of the data. Qualitative 

research employs emic approaches to understand the emotions, experiences, and perceptions of the individuals 

being studied. 

Qualitative research was widely used and popular in the 19th and 20th centuries. In the beginning stage 

of qualitative research, it flourished in America and Britain in the form of ethnographic research. During this 

period, quantitative research became popularised, and people's opinions about qualitative research were not 

good. They consider it unscientific and a soft research method. In response to these opinions, Qualitative 

researchers (Bogdon & Taylor, 1975; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) attempt to formalize their methods to emphasize 

the importance of qualitative research.  

 Qualitative inquiry has recently experienced a burgeoning in the field of educational research. 

Qualitative research is uniquely positioned to provide researchers with process-based, narrated, storied data 

that is more closely related to the human experience.  
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Reasons for Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research involves the unique ability to capture richness and provides valuable insights into 

social phenomena, human experiences, and perspectives, enabling a human-centered, holistic understanding 

of life and society. Various reasons allow researchers to conduct qualitative studies. 

 Necessity: Qualitative research prevents complex social speculations from being simplified into 

statistical analyses. It develops a deeper understanding of social realities. Qualitative methods provide 

the necessary tools to explore the nuances of human behavior and interactions, capturing their 

complexities (Lim et al., 2023). 

 Importance: Qualitative research generates rich and contextualized insights offering a human-

centered understanding of the world using in-depth focus group interviews and participant observation. 

This understanding is crucial for developing theories, informing policy, and formulating interventions 

in culturally sensitive and socially relevant areas.  

 Relevance: Qualitative research focuses on exploring phenomena in their natural settings to provide 

valuable insights into societal challenges for social scientists, policymakers, and other stakeholders. 

In the era of automation, digitalization, hyperconnectivity, globalization, and sustainability, qualitative 

research generates the knowledge of real-world complexities by incorporating experiences and 

perspectives of individuals and communities (Lim, 2023). 

 Urgency: Real-world social phenomena continuously evolve by political, economic, social, 

technological, environmental, and legal forces (Aguila, 1967). Qualitative research responds to 

changes occurring in the real world, allowing it to provide relevant insights for direct interventions 

and decision-making. 

 

Strengths and shortcomings of qualitative research 

  To develop a deep understanding and comprehensive insight into qualitative research, the researcher 

needs to explore both its strengths and shortcomings. The flexible and reflexive nature of qualitative research 

methodology provides a deep understanding of complex phenomena. Despite its distinctive features, 

understanding the different phenomena also has some challenges and limitations.  Qualitative research is 

appreciated for its strength, and it may also face constraints due to its shortcomings.  Here, the researcher 

highlights and discusses the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative research and the way to employ it.  

Strength of qualitative research:  

The unique strength of Qualitative research enhances its examining capability to investigate intricate 

phenomena in natural settings. The following are the strengths of qualitative research: 

 Contextual relevance: Qualitative research delves into specific circumstances and settings to 

ensure findings are deeply grounded in real-world and contextually informed strategies and 

solutions in which phenomena occur.  

 In-depth insights: Provides a comprehensive understanding of complex phenomena, contexts, 

experiences, perceptions, and interactions.  

 Holistic perspective: Qualitative research provides a comprehensive view of relevant aspects 

and their interrelations, which is essential for theory development and pragmatic solutions.  

 Recognition of participant voice: This primarily focuses on the participants' experiences and 

perspectives to ensure authenticity and to represent the participants' realities for grounded 

conclusions. 

 Scope for reflexivity and flexibility: Keep the research process relevant and adaptable by its 

reflexive and flexible nature. Its reflexive quality allows adjustments in methodology based on 

emerging data, and its flexible nature provides adaptability to changing contexts•  

 Emic perspective: The emic perspective involves understanding an event or culture from the 

perspectives of the people within it, emphasizing internal interpretations, meanings, and 



ISSN:2455-2631                                                                                             September 2025 IJSDR | Volume 10 Issue 9 

IJSDR2509147 International Journal of Scientific Development and Research (IJSDR) www.ijsdr.org b388 
 

experiences. It focuses on the subjective realities of the participants, attempting to grasp their 

unique understanding rather than imposing external frameworks.  

 Theory generation: Theory generation is a significant outcome of qualitative research, 

especially through inductive approaches. Instead of verifying existing theories, qualitative 

methods, particularly those embracing an emic perspective, facilitate the development of new 

theories directly from empirical data. This process often involves identifying patterns, themes, 

and conceptual relationships that emerge from participants' experiences, leading to nuanced 

and context-rich theoretical explanations. 

 Exploratory nature: Qualitative research is inherently exploratory, often undertaken when a 

topic is complex, new, or poorly understood. Its primary goal is to gain an in-depth 

understanding of a phenomenon, uncover underlying patterns, and identify new themes rather 

than testing pre-existing hypotheses. This approach allows for flexibility in research design 

and the emergence of unforeseen insights. 

Shortcomings of qualitative research 

 Despite many advantages and the distinct nature that offers deep insight, qualitative research has some 

drawbacks. Here, these restrictions are discussed by the researcher as follows: 

 Limited generalizability: Qualitative research often involves smaller, specific samples, 

which may not represent broader populations and can limit the scope of applicability of its 

findings.  This addresses the limited generalizability of qualitative research.   

 Resource-intensive: The qualitative research demands substantial resources (e.g., effort, 

time, money, and storage). The data collection methods, such as in-depth interviews, focus 

group discussions, and others, used in the qualitative study are time-consuming, and data 

analysis methods like content analysis are tedious. 

 High research complexity: Qualitative research data are often rich and voluminous, requiring 

expertise for analysis and interpretation.  

 Highly dependent on researcher's knowledge and skill:  Qualitative research hinges on the 

researcher’s abilities in data collection, analysis, and interpretation. To ensure the quality of 

qualitative research, the researcher has deep disciplinary knowledge and methodological skill 

sets. 

  Susceptible to researcher bias: This research methodology has an interpretive nature. It 

opens up possibilities for subjective influences. A researcher’s beliefs and values can 

unintentionally affect interpretation. 

 Lack of statistical analysis: Qualitative research deals with descriptive data that is not easily 

subjected to mathematical or statistical analysis.  Unlike quantitative research, which relies on 

statistical tests to determine causal relationships or generalize results to larger populations 

with statistical confidence, qualitative studies interpret themes and patterns, making objective 

verification of results challenging (Omni convert, 2023). 

 Time-consuming:  The processes involved in qualitative research, from data collection to 

analysis, are often highly time-intensive. Gathering rich, in-depth data through interviews, 

focus groups, or observations requires significant time for scheduling, conducting sessions, 

and transcribing recordings (Omni convert, 2023). Subsequently, the analysis of this data, 

which involves processes like coding, categorizing, and theme identification, is labour-

intensive and can take weeks or even months (Project Guru, 2016). 

 Data overload: Qualitative research often generates a vast amount of rich, complex, and 

unstructured data. Managing and making sense of this large volume of information can lead 

to "data overload" (Looppanel, n.d.). Researchers must meticulously organize, transcribe, and 

analyze every piece of data, and maintaining consistency in coding across large datasets or 

among multiple researchers can be a significant challenge (Looppanel, n.d.; Ossisto, n.d.).  
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These are the advantages and limitations of qualitative research. Before applying this methodology, it 

is essential to understand all the benefits and drawbacks of qualitative research, as well as how to enhance its 

strengths and mitigate its drawbacks.   

 

Approaches of qualitative research 

 The objective of qualitative research is to comprehend and understand how individuals see the world. 

There are numerous approaches to conducting qualitative research, such as case study, phenomenological 

research, ethnography, grounded theory, and narrative research. They share some common characteristics 

despite diverse goals and viewpoints.  

 Grounded theory: Grounded Theory was proposed by the sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm 

Strauss. According to them, research should depart “from the ground.’’ Grounded theory is based on 

the generation of theory from data. In the grounded theory approach, researchers gather rich data on a 

topic of interest and generate theories inductively.  

 Case Study: The most common type of qualitative method is the case study, used in Information 

Sciences and Technologies research to study a phenomenon in its real context. The case study blends 

the views and opinions of all the “actors” in the case being studied.  

 Phenomenological research: Researchers investigate a phenomenon or event by describing and 

interpreting participants' lived experiences to incorporate a variety of data collection methods, like 

interviews, conversations, action research, focus group discussions, participant observation, and 

analysis of personal texts.  

 Narrative research: Narrative research involves detailed stories based on the life experiences of 

individuals, groups, or organizations. A narrative can be both a method and a phenomenon to be 

studied. Researchers examine the stories to understand participants' sense, perception, and experience 

that make a story.  

 Ethnography: The researcher involves themselves in groups, organizations, and surroundings to 

understand their cultures, behaviors, traditions, etc., for in-depth insights.  

 Naturalistic inquiry: Naturalistic inquiry research primarily focuses on how people experience life 

in natural settings and how they behave during it. It is an approach to understanding the social world 

where researchers observe, describe, and interpret the experiences and actions of specific individuals 

and groups in a social and cultural context. 

All the mentioned qualitative research approaches provide deep insights and a thorough understanding 

of natural phenomena, individuals, groups, and cultures, which help researchers to comprehend different real-

world contexts. 

 

Data collection techniques of qualitative research 

Qualitative researchers draw from a palette of techniques to gather comprehensive and in-depth 

information. Each of the research approaches uses one or more data collection methods. These are some of 

the most common qualitative data collection methods:  

 Archival: Researchers analyzing pre-existing papers, documents, records, and archives to obtain 

information. In this process, researchers collect data from traditional documents (brochures, 

magazines, and newspapers) and online resources (social media and customer reviews) to obtain up-

to-date information about the beliefs and actions of people. But because they are anonymous or 

pseudonymous, they may be ephemeral and unauthentic. Due to the anonymity of all archival data, 

these are unreliable. Therefore, to ensure their richness and reliability, researchers should view them 

with a critical perspective, contextualize the facts, keeping source bias in mind, and juxtapose them 

with other techniques. 
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 Observations: The observational data collection technique in qualitative research enables researchers 

to see people in their natural environments. It offers a detailed comprehension of a situation and also 

highlights discrepancies between people's actions and words.  This technique also has some 

drawbacks, including subjectivity, the Hawthorne effect, and moral dilemmas. Researchers can 

overcome these drawbacks through various unobtrusive observation techniques, such as triangulation, 

to validate results and provide a thorough understanding of the research topic.  

 Interviews: In interviews, researchers ask open-ended questions in a structured or semi-structured 

format to gain an understanding of individual perspectives. The interviewer plays a pivotal role with 

his flexible timings and respondent-led discussion management, reflecting individual insights at the 

end of the interview. 

 Focus groups: Focus groups are used to ask questions and generate discussion to investigate various 

viewpoints and comprehend group dynamics. To promote people’s engagement, focus groups require 

organized and probing questions. It also guided group discussions to gather attitudes and perceptions 

on a specific issue or object. 

 

Data analysis techniques in qualitative research 

 The researcher uses two types of data analysis techniques in the qualitative data analysis process: 

content analysis and thematic analysis.  

The coding process in a content analysis contains three steps: open coding, initial stage using 

participants' language characterized by generation of many codes, axial coding reassembling the data fractured 

during open coding by making connections between codes, and selective coding known as final stage 

integrating and refining the categories to form themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

Thematic analysis is a methodical approach for analyzing qualitative data (Braun & Calrk, 2006). 

The thematic analysis technique involves six steps: 

 Stage 1. Familiarization with the data: Researchers carefully read and re-read the data in the initial 

phase to identify the preliminary patterns and codes.  

 Stage 2. Generating initial codes:  This step organizes and labels data segments to refine codes as 

deeper insights are gained, ensuring that these are rooted in the nuances of the data. 

 Stage 3. Searching for themes:  The goal of this step is to create a thematic "map" through the 

generation of themes that encapsulate the substance of the data.  

 Stage 4. Reviewing themes:  This stage includes integration and refutation. Integration synthesizes 

themes to accurately represent data, while refutation critically examines each theme for 

counterexamples.  

 Stage 5. Defining and naming themes: This stage involves defining and refining themes to determine 

their significance in the overall data story and analyzing their essence for clarity. 

 Stage 6. Reporting Themes: This section will explore and identify themes that encapsulate the 

essential findings, insights, and patterns that have emerged from our comprehensive data analysis and 

observations.  

 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research 

Different approaches are used by researchers to establish trustworthiness in quantitative and qualitative 

research. Quantitative research uses internal and external validity to establish trustworthiness, whereas in 

contrast, qualitative research establishes trustworthiness through confidence, dependability, transferability, 

and credibility. In qualitative research, trustworthiness focuses on ensuring that the results of the study are 

dependable and credible. In contrast, in quantitative research, researchers use validity and reliability to ensure 

the accuracy and consistency of the results. In qualitative research, the concept of trustworthiness is more 

abstract and is expressed through different terminology. Trustworthiness in qualitative research is the 
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reliability and credibility of study findings, often challenging to measure due to subjective interpretations. 

Researchers employ methods like member checking, peer debriefing, and triangulation to ensure data 

accuracy and validity, making trustworthiness crucial for believable results. 

 

Since qualitative researchers do not use specific instruments with predetermined metrics such as validity and 

reliability, they must use alternative methods to demonstrate that their findings are credible, transferable, 

confirmable, and trustworthy. These four components are essential to establishing trustworthiness in 

qualitative inquiry. 

Lincoln and Guba posit that the trustworthiness of a qualitative research study is important to evaluating its 

worth. Trustworthiness involves:  

 Credibility (confidence in the 'truth' of the findings): Credibility in qualitative research is akin to 

the concept of internal validity in quantitative research, but it is adapted to the context of qualitative 

methodology (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility hinges on the authenticity and trustworthiness of 

the data. This is achieved through prolonged engagement (researchers spend extended time in the field, 

persistent observation (consistent attention to detail within the research setting), triangulation 

(combining multiple data sources, approaches, theories, or investigators), member checking, and peer 

debriefing. 

 Transferability (showing that the findings have applicability in other contexts): Through 

transferability, the researcher provides enough descriptive detail to their readers, by which they 

evaluate how the findings might apply to other situations or groups.  

 Dependability (showing that the findings are reliable and repeatable): This ensures that the results 

are obtained by the researcher through a carefully considered and consistently executed research 

procedure rather than being capricious.  

 Confirmability (a degree of neutrality or the extent to which the findings of a study are shaped 

by the respondents and not the researcher's bias, motivation, or interest): Confirmability shows 

the reliability of qualitative research and guarantees that the conclusions are grounded in the 

experiences and viewpoints of the participants.  
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Figure: 1 

Figure 1 illustrates the methods we use to enhance the trustworthiness of qualitative data. 

 

 

 

Ethical considerations in qualitative research 

Ethical considerations are crucial in qualitative research because of its delicate and personal nature. 

To maintain the ethics of the qualitative research, the researcher follows:  

 Anonymity and confidentiality: In qualitative research, the researcher always tries to 

maintain anonymity refers to the protection of identity for those taking part in the study, and 

confidentiality refers to ensuring that the attribution of comments in your reports or 

presentations does not identify participants. 

 Data access, security, and retention:  Researchers must employ strong security measures and 

explicit protocols to preserve participant information and confidence regarding data retention 

and disposal after the study. 

 Protecting participants from harm: The researcher must give clear information to the 

members involved in the research project regarding it. Additionally, if there are any harmful 

effects related to this research, those effects must be evaluated, and suitable remedial actions 

should be implemented if such situations occur. 

  Informed consent: Researchers must secure informed consent from participants regarding 

the research before commencing the study and should also offer advance information about 

how the data they provide will be utilized for research purposes. Additionally, researchers 

should inform participants that their identities will remain confidential. Ethical considerations 

in research require ongoing attention and responsiveness as the research progresses.  
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The ethical protocol should be regularly reviewed by the researcher, which makes researchers alert 

and aware of emerging ethical issues during the study. The researcher upholds the highest standards of 

research and honors the rights and well-being of participants through these ethical guidelines. 

Conclusion 

This article gives an overview and a comprehensive understanding of qualitative research. This also 

highlights its importance in social science research. This paper discusses its strengths and weaknesses, 

including contextual relevance, in-depth insights, and holistic perspectives. Additionally, it covers key 

approaches, data collection techniques, and qualitative data analysis techniques. This explores and emphasizes 

its trustworthiness and the importance of ethical considerations. The paper provides a valuable resource for 

researchers, offering a clear understanding of qualitative research and practical insights for rigorous studies. 
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