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Abstract
This article reflects on what qualitative research in psychology can contribute to the accumulation of
psychological knowledge. It provides an overview of qualitative research in psychology and discusses its
potential value to quantitative researchers. It also reviews the differences and similarities between
qualitative and quantitative research and explains how qualitative research can be differentiated from
other forms of knowing that are concerned with human experience. The article explains what makes
qualitative research “research” and how to determine if something is qualitative research or another kind
of meaning-making activity. It starts by defining and characterizing qualitative psychology and by
identifying qualitative psychology’s aims and objectives, and then goes on to examine qualitative
psychology’s relationship with the pursuit of knowledge and to position it within the wider field of
psychological inquiry. The article identifies ways in which qualitative research contributes to psycho-
logical knowledge (including thick description, critique, and theory development) and concludes by
affirming its place in a psychological research community that seeks to improve our understanding of
ourselves and the world we live in.

Translational Abstract
This article is about the role of qualitative research methods in psychological research. Qualitative
research does not use numbers and statistics, and instead pays close attention to what people say about
their experiences, thoughts, and feelings. The article identifies the defining features of qualitative
research and explains the aims and objectives of this type of research. Because most scientific research
uses quantitative methods, it is not always easy to see how qualitative research contributes to a body of
knowledge. This article argues that qualitative research can contribute to psychological knowledge, and
it identifies some ways in which this contribution can be recognized. The article contrasts qualitative
research with other activities such as journalism, literature, and philosophy. It suggests that qualitative
research is fundamentally different from these activities, and it identifies criteria that differentiate
qualitative research from these other types of activities. The article concludes that qualitative research in
psychology is engaged in the pursuit of knowledge and that qualitative research findings do contribute
to a body of knowledge.

Keywords: qualitative research, knowledge claims, psychological inquiry, meaning making vs. research,
types of psychological research

The aim of this article is to demonstrate the value of qualitative
research by identifying the ways in which it can contribute to the
discipline of psychology and the accumulation of psychological
knowledge. Qualitative researchers approach knowledge produc-
tion in ways that differ from those adopted by their quantitative
colleagues, and this article seeks to elucidate the processes by
which qualitative research generates insights and understanding. It
also discusses how the qualitative research process differs from
other ways of gaining knowledge. The discussion presented here
also aims to identify criteria that differentiate qualitative research
from other meaning-making pursuits that seek to shed light on
human experience and its diverse meanings. In what is increas-

ingly being referred to as a “posttruth” era (Ball, 2017; D’Ancona,
2017; Davis, 2017), it seems particularly important to protect the
notion of “psychological research” in general (and qualitative
psychology in particular) from becoming indistinguishable from
other forms of meaning making, such as journalism, philosophy, or
the arts, although these approaches have significance and value in
their own right.

In order to develop its argument, the article starts by defining
and characterizing research in general and qualitative research in
particular. It identifies the latter’s aims and objectives and differ-
entiates between the major types of qualitative research, and then
goes on to reflect on the contribution qualitative research can make
to psychology by examining qualitative psychology’s relationship
with the pursuit of knowledge and its position within the wider
field of psychological inquiry. This includes an examination of the
similarities and differences between qualitative and quantitative
research. The article then addresses the question of what makes
qualitative research “research,” and it reflects on what qualifies an
investigative activity as qualitative research rather than something
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else such as art, journalism, or philosophy. As such, the article
seeks to identify and map the boundaries that contain (and, there-
fore, define) qualitative research and that differentiate it from both
other types of research and other types of meaning-making pur-
suits. The article ends by drawing conclusions about what quali-
tative research can contribute to psychological knowledge.

What Is Research and What Is Qualitative Research?

Although there are many definitions of research (e.g.,
Langdridge, 2004; Oxford Dictionary of Current English, 2009;
Stangor, 2015; Weathington, Cunningham, & Pittenger, 2010), all
suggest that research involves a methodical process of investiga-
tion that seeks to arrive at new insights and understandings that
constitute knowledge about the world. In the case of psychological
research, we are concerned with gaining knowledge in relation to
human behavior and experience. Some definitions of research
specifically refer to the discovery of facts and laws that inform
new theories or the revision of existing theories (Research, 2019;
Merriam Webster online dictionary).

Qualitative research fits this definition given its aim to arrive at
new insights and understandings and its commitment to using a
systematic series of steps to arrive at its conclusions. Specifically,
qualitative research seeks to provide an understanding of people’s
experiences and the meanings that they give to their experiences.

The Encyclopedia of Theory in Psychology (Miller, 2016,
p. 777) offers a general definition of qualitative research as “an
approach to research that is primarily concerned with studying the
nature, quality, and meaning of human experience,” whereby
“qualitative data take the form of accounts or observations, and its
findings are presented in the form of a discussion of the themes
that emerged from the analysis.” Qualitative researchers in psy-
chology are usually concerned with accessing the subjective di-
mension of human experience in order to better understand what
motivates people and to make sense of their actions.1 Qualitative
research methods are used in order to access the meanings given to
experiences by the people who have those experiences. This means
that qualitative research does not typically work with theoretically
derived, preexisting categories but instead constructs categories of
meaning (often referred to as themes) that reflect the meanings
contained in research participants’ words and actions. As such,
qualitative research is not normally concerned with establishing
cause–effect relationships, the identification of significant differ-
ences between groups, hypothesis testing, or the development of
predictive models. Nevertheless, qualitative research does seek to
generate a better understanding of social and psychological pro-
cesses; however, it does this on the basis of induction rather than
deduction. The findings from qualitative research can inform the-
ory development, both through the generation of new theoretical
formulations as well as by providing an opportunity to revise
existing theories in the light of new data. Although the results of
qualitative data analysis are not generalizable in a statistical sense
(whereby statistical calculations are used to justify generalizations
of the findings to the wider population), transferability of qualita-
tive findings (i.e., the extent to which the results from a particular
study have applicability beyond the specific context within which
the data were generated) is an important consideration for quali-
tative researchers (e.g., Henwood & Pidgeon, 1992). Transferabil-
ity can involve extrapolation from the original material to wider

contexts and related phenomena (Alasuutari, 1995), forms of an-
alytic generalization (whereby insights gained from the study of
one setting may help us to better understand the processes occur-
ring in another, related setting; Yin, 1994), or a focus on the
availability and/or accessibility of resources such as discourses or
behavioral practices across different contexts, helping to shed light
on the possibilities for action that are available to people in certain
situations.2

Types of Qualitative Research

There are variations in the qualitative approaches to research in
psychology. Although all of them share a concern with human
subjectivity and meaning making, they differ in terms of their
specific aims, the types of research questions they address, the
procedures they deploy for data collection and analysis, the types
of insights they can generate on the basis of their analyses, and
their epistemological orientations.

Willig (2012a) examined these differences by identifying four
points of tension around which the field of qualitative research can
be organized (the role of theory; description vs. interpretation;
realism vs. relativism; politics), and proposed three approaches to
knowledge generation for qualitative research: (a) a realist ap-
proach, (b) a phenomenological approach, and (c) a social con-
structionist approach.

As the present article is concerned with identifying the contri-
bution qualitative research can make to psychology, each of these
three approaches to knowledge generation will be introduced in
some detail before drawing conclusions about qualitative psychol-
ogy’s relationship with claims to knowledge in more general
terms.

A realist approach to qualitative research is concerned with
obtaining a better understanding of the social and psychological
processes that shape the phenomena we encounter. Such an ap-
proach to qualitative research aspires to explain why and how such
phenomena occur. As such, this approach presupposes the exis-
tence of structures and processes that are potentially knowable and
that have observable effects. This type of qualitative research is
committed to a discovery mode of investigation (see Madill, Jor-
dan, & Shirley, 2000), whereby the researcher gathers information
in order to better understand what is going on in a particular
situation. In this mode, the researcher is concerned with identify-
ing events and processes that have an objective existence, in that
they exist regardless of whether or not anyone is aware of them.
Qualitative methods that are compatible with a realist orientation
include thematic analysis and some forms of grounded theory
methodology; such methods extract themes from the data and use
these to develop models or theoretical formulations that explain

1 This article is concerned with the use of qualitative methods in psy-
chology, and although most of the issues discussed here do have relevance
to qualitative research in general, the focus here is upon the use of
qualitative methods in the study of human behavior and experience in the
widest sense. The term qualitative psychology is used to refer to the field
of qualitative research in psychology.

2 For example, within the context of memory work methodology Haug
(1987, p. 44) proposed that if “a given experience is possible, it is also
subject to universalisation,” and Kippax, Crawford, Benton, Gault, and
Noesjirwan (1988, p. 25) suggested that “each individual mode of appro-
priation of the social . . . is potentially generalisable.”
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the phenomenon under investigation. For example, a realist re-
search question might be concerned with the ways in which people
make decisions (e.g., “How do parents decide to send their child to
boarding school?” or “What is the process by which a couple
comes to the decision to get married?”) or with what happens when
established social practices are disrupted or challenged in some
way (e.g., “What happens when a new member joins an established
reading group?” or “How do employees of a large company
manage organizational change?”).

To illustrate the procedures involved in conducting realist qual-
itative research, consider a thematic analysis study of schooling
decisions made by parents. Such a study might use semistructured
interviews and/or focus group discussions with parents who have
decided to send their children to boarding school. Transcripts
would be made of discussions that would be subjected to line-by-
line coding to capture the meaning contained in each segment of
text. These descriptive codes would then be integrated into higher
order labels that capture wider meaning. The researcher then
clusters higher order labels into themes that reflect patterns in the
data that have relevance to the research question. In this way, the
accounts of parents would be broken down into a number of
recognizable configurations of meaning reflecting the parents’
reasons and motivations. The researcher would use these to con-
struct an explanatory framework to help understand the decision-
making process of parents who have decided to send their children
to boarding school.

There are differences among realist researchers in terms of their
conceptualization of the relationship between their data and the
(experiential, social, and/or psychological) realities they want to
access. What is sometimes referred to as naïve realism (but per-
haps more respectfully described as direct realism; see Willig,
2012a) takes data at face value, assuming that the data provide
straightforward information about the phenomenon under investi-
gation. From such a perspective, accounts of experience supplied
by research participants are taken as a direct reflection of their
actual thoughts and experiences. Critical realism, by contrast, takes
the view that the data we collect can provide us with information
about the underlying structures that generate the phenomena we
are interested in but that the data never simply and directly reflect
what is going on at a deeper level. Critical realism differentiates
between observable (e.g., words, behavior, social practices) and
unobservable (i.e., underlying social and psychological structures
that generate observable phenomena) aspects of reality, proposing
that it is the researcher’s task to investigate the complex relation-
ship between the two. For example, a direct realist researcher
would take parents’ accounts of why they have decided to send
their child to boarding school at face value and extract themes
representing the reasons given by the parents for their decision
from the accounts. By contrast, a critical realist researcher would
dig deeper and try to identify the underlying structures that under-
pin the parents’ decision, and would attempt to explain why the
parents justified their decision in just the way that they did.

A phenomenological approach to qualitative research is con-
cerned with gaining access to research participants’ subjective
experiences and seeing the world through their eyes. Such an
approach is not interested in establishing an objective, “bird’s eye
view” of a situation but instead seeks to “step into the shoes” of
research participants to better understand the meaning they give to
their experiences. It focuses on the experiential worlds of individ-

uals rather than a shared, external “real” world. Phenomenological
research methods such as descriptive phenomenology or interpre-
tative phenomenological analysis can be used to capture subjective
experiencing. Research questions asked by phenomenological re-
searchers focus on experience (e.g., “What is it like to be living
with a visual impairment?” or “What does it feel like to win the
lottery?”) and meaning (e.g., “What does it mean to be widowed?”
or “How do people make sense of discovering that they have been
adopted?”).

To illustrate the procedures involved in conducting phenome-
nological research, consider an interpretative phenomenological
study of the experience of living with a visual impairment. Such a
study would require the researcher to conduct, record, and tran-
scribe phenomenological interviews with partially sighted individ-
uals. Such interviews would focus on participants’ subjective
experience of living with a visual impairment and the meanings
they give to their experience. Analysis of the transcribed inter-
views begins with line-by-line coding. Here, the researcher pays
attention to the emotional tone as well as the content of what is
said. Initial codes are combined into emergent themes that capture
the experiential meaning contained within them. Emergent themes
are then clustered into superordinate themes with their own sub-
themes. A table of superordinate themes is compiled for each
participant, which are then integrated into a master table of themes
for all participants. The master table reflects the dimensions of the
experience of living with a visual impairment that are shared
across participants.

There are differences, however, among phenomenological re-
searchers in the extent to which they embrace interpretation as a
part of phenomenological research. Descriptive phenomenologists
seek to present research participants’ subjective experience as
accurately as possible, whereas interpretative (or hermeneutic)
phenomenologists contextualize, reflect upon, or even develop
explanatory interpretations that account for the experiences which
their participants describe. In other words, whereas descriptive
phenomenologists are concerned with getting as close as possible
to the actual experience by describing its quality and texture in
detail, interpretative phenomenologists aspire to make sense of the
experience and to give it wider meaning.

A social constructionist approach to qualitative research is con-
cerned with the social construction of meaning and the mecha-
nisms involved in this process. Here, the researcher is interested in
the ways in which people talk about the world (including them-
selves and their experiences) and how these ways of talking
construct particular versions of social reality. People are concep-
tualized as actors who inhabit a social world that is made up of
discourses (i.e., ways of talking about things) and social practices
(i.e., ways of doing things) that inform and shape how people
experience themselves and others. Social constructionist research-
ers use varieties of discourse analysis to examine how prevailing
ways of talking about something set up ways of seeing a situation
and facilitate ways of relating to a situation. To illustrate, consider
the difference between the terms patient and health care consumer
and the rights and responsibilities that are associated with each
within the context of health care provision. Discourse analysis
works with talk and text to study the relationship between lan-
guage (the words used), meaning (the sense that is made through
using those words), and practice (the actions and behaviors af-
forded by the words used). For example, a social constructionist
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research question might be “How do male University students talk
about romantic relationships and how do they position themselves
discursively within their own romantic relationships?” or “How do
doctors and patients talk about chronic fatigue syndrome and what
may be the implications of this for patients’ experience of chronic
fatigue syndrome?”

To illustrate the procedures involved in conducting social con-
structionist research, consider a discourse analytic study of male
university students’ talk about romantic relationship. Such a study
might work with transcripts of focus group discussions around the
topic of dating and relationships. Analysis of the transcripts would
initially focus on the way in which participants use language to
construct meaning around the notion of romantic relationships. For
example, the person they are romantically involved with might be
referred to as “my girlfriend,” “my partner,” “my lover,” or “my
girl,” all of which invoke different shades of meaning. The anal-
ysis would then examine the conversational contexts in which such
different constructions are deployed to understand their action
orientation. For example, references to “my partner” may be used
to establish one’s reputation as mature and responsible, whereas
“my girl” might be used to play down the significance of the
relationship. In this way, the analysis would map out the discursive
resources available to the participants to talk about their romantic
relationships to provide insights about the social context within
which young men negotiate their relationship status.

Like phenomenological researchers, social constructionist re-
searchers take a relativist approach to knowledge in that they are
interested in the ways people construct meaning to make sense of
the world (rather than in the nature of “the world” itself). However,
there are differences among social constructionist researchers re-
garding their research aims. Some social constructionists do take a
“real” world as their reference point, whereas others conceptualize
“reality” as something that is always fluid, always contextual, and
always discursively constructed for a purpose. The former, more
moderate form of social constructionist research is concerned with
how and why particular discourses have emerged and what the
necessary conditions for their emergence might be, making it
compatible with a critical realist perspective.

Qualitative Psychology’s Relationship With
Claims to Knowledge

We have seen that qualitative researchers adopt a variety of
approaches to research and that the knowledge they create varies
as a result. We have seen that some types of qualitative research
seek to describe participants’ subjective experience and meaning-
making practices, whereas others aspire to understand the mech-
anisms that underpin such experiences and practices. However,
despite these differences, qualitative research as a whole remains
committed to knowledge generation. Although qualitative psy-
chologists acknowledge that different research methodologies pro-
duce different kinds of insights (and that it is important to ac-
knowledge this as part of the practice of researcher reflexivity;
e.g., Gough & Madill, 2012), they still engage in the pursuit of
knowledge as their overarching objective (see Willig, 2016). All
qualitative research (even that with a relativist orientation) makes
claims about how something happens or what something is (be that
people’s thoughts and feelings, their actions and practices, the way
they make sense of the world, the discursive resources they deploy

and how the deploy them, and so on). These claims are based upon
the application of systematic, transparent procedures that extract
meaning from data to provide answers to questions. Although the
research questions that inform qualitative psychological research
may differ from those typically examined by quantitative psychol-
ogists, there is always a specific research question the researcher
seeks to answer, and it is the answer to the research question that
makes a contribution to knowledge.

So how does this differ from a quantitative approach to psycho-
logical research? We have seen that qualitative research works
with data that can be mined for relevant categories of meaning to
shed light on the phenomenon of interest. Qualitative research
tends to work inductively from the bottom up. Qualitative research
is driven by an interest in the ways in which human actors
contribute to the processes by which categories of meaning come
into being and in how these change within an evolving social
context. By contrast, quantitative research is often reductive in that
it seeks to explain complex phenomena (e.g., human behavior)
with reference to a specific set of factors (such as personality type,
social identity, or hormonal balances) and their interactions. In
addition, quantitative research employs strategies for sampling and
statistical analysis that allow its findings to be generalized to wider
populations, whereas qualitative research does not provide a basis
for generalizability (although transferability can be aspired to).
Hypothesis testing in its formal, Popperian sense plays a role in
many quantitative research designs but is not compatible with
qualitative research. There are elements of informal hypothesis
testing in grounded theory methodology and case study designs
such as negative case analysis (in which the researcher looks for
instances that do not fit with an emerging theoretical formula-
tions); however, these never constitute the starting point of the
research and they are only applied after theoretical propositions
have emerged from an initial inductive research phase.

Finally, unlike quantitative research, qualitative research does
not aim for replicability of its findings. Qualitative researchers
accept that qualitative analysis is inevitably informed by the re-
searcher’s stance and their approach to interpretation. Although the
methodological procedures of a qualitative study can be under-
stood and reenacted by another researcher, their interpretations of
the data are not expected to be the same.

There are, therefore, important differences between the aspira-
tions of qualitative and quantitative psychological research.3 How-
ever, the argument developed in this article is that despite the
differences in their approach to knowledge generation, all forms of
psychological research seek to further our understanding of the
human condition and contribute to a body of knowledge about it.
Despite their differences in approach, all forms of psychological
research seek to ground their knowledge claims in methodical,
systematic, and transparent analyses of data, and can therefore be
described as empirical research.

3 The extent to which qualitative and quantitative research are rooted in
distinct philosophical paradigms and the implications of this for combining
the two approaches in one study are subject to debate (see, e.g., Jackson,
2015, and Landrum & Garza, 2015).
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Qualitative Psychology’s Relationship With the Pursuit
of Knowledge

There are, of course, forms of knowing that are not the outcome
of a formal research process. In fact, most of what we know about
being human comes to us through routes that have nothing to do
with research. So how do we differentiate qualitative research and
the insights it generates from other meaning-making activities, and
where might we draw the boundary between qualitative research
and other forms of knowing?

First of all, it is important to acknowledge that qualitative
psychology incorporates much critical reflection on the processes
by which claims acquire the status of “knowledge,” “fact” or
“common sense.” Discursive psychology, for example, has con-
tributed much to our understanding of how speakers use rhetorical
devices to externalize and legitimize their accounts of events and
thus construct “facts” in the service of “stake management”
(e.g.,Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996) designed to achieve
objectives such as to avoid blame, disclaim responsibility, or
silence potential challenges to one’s views. Scientific discourse
itself has been critically examined as a social practice with a focus
on its consequences for those who are positioned within it (e.g.,
Parker, 1992). For qualitative psychologists, the process by which
claims to knowledge are negotiated within social contexts is a
delicate matter that is not simple or straightforward.

Qualitative psychologists frequently invoke a critique of “pos-
itivism” defined as the view that “the external world determines
absolutely the one and only correct view that can be taken of it,
independent of the process or circumstances of viewing” (Kirk &
Miller, 1986, p. 14).4 Most qualitative psychologists subscribe to a
constructivist perspective, acknowledging that every attempt to
describe something always involves choices about what to focus
on and how to represent it (e.g., Ponterotto, 2005). In other words,
as soon as we attempt to capture reality, we are also constructing
a particular version of it. Most qualitative psychologists accept that
there is no unproblematic, direct access to the phenomena they are
interested in (be that people’s thoughts and feelings, the meanings
of their actions, or the processes by which social and psychological
events unfold), and that the data never speaks for itself but needs
to be interpreted. Interpretation inevitably means that a transfor-
mation of the data through the researcher necessarily takes place
during the research process (see Willig, 2012b, for a discussion of
the role of interpretation in qualitative psychology). Qualitative
researchers must possess “reflexivity,” meaning that they monitor
their own contribution to meaning making during the research
process, taking this into account when drawing conclusions from
their research findings (Finlay & Gough, 2003). Qualitative psy-
chology, therefore, recognizes the complexity of knowledge gen-
eration and acknowledges the contribution of the researcher’s
choices and preferences to the resultant knowledge. However, this
does not mean that qualitative research does not aspire to arrive at
new insights and understandings about social and psychological
processes. Qualitative researchers are not content to simply share
their thoughts in order to stimulate readers to think about some-
thing in new and different ways. If the sole objective is to evoke
a response that widens the audience’s experiential field/repertoire,
then a researcher has moved from the realm of research into the
realm of the arts.

So What Makes Qualitative Research “Research”?

We have seen that most definitions of “research” include a
systematic approach to gathering and scrutinizing information in
the search for new knowledge. This suggests that for an activity to
be described as “research,” it needs to employ an identifiable
methodology, it needs to work with some form of data, and it
needs to focus on increasing our understanding of ourselves and/or
the world we live in. Qualitative research shares these commit-
ments. For something to be described as qualitative research, it
needs to do more than create and share new ways of looking at the
world and to contribute to the proliferation of perspectives. Al-
though this can be a valuable activity in its own right, in that it can
provide stimulation and inspiration for individuals and groups and
potentially contribute to positive social change, it does not qualify
as “research.” This is because research aspires to do more than
propose new ideas; it seeks also to systematically ground such
ideas in evidence in a way that is open to scrutiny by other
researchers.

Qualitative researchers have access to a wide range of methods
of data collection and analysis including methods which are highly
innovative and unconventional. Some of these involve close col-
laboration between the researcher and the research participants as
in participatory action research or some forms of ethnography, or
even a merging of the roles of researcher and participant as in
memory work or autoethnography. However, this does not mean
that such research does not involve a systematic and rigorous
search for an answer to a specific research question.5 Qualitative
research methods are designed to ensure that qualitative data
analysis is not selective or impressionistic, and that the research-
er’s engagement with the data can generate results that surprise the
researcher and make them reconsider their assumptions about the
phenomenon under investigation. The purpose of qualitative re-
search is to increase our understanding of a particular phenome-
non. It is not to express the researcher’s own views or their
personal response to the data they have collected. Such views and
responses may help the systematic exploration of the data as they
can draw the researcher’s attention to their own blind spots as well
as to the potential emotional impact of a piece of data. However,
the researcher’s reactions do not in and of themselves constitute a
better understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. Such
reactions, along with the data as a whole, need to be interpreted in
a transparent and methodical fashion that is open to scrutiny and
evaluation by other researchers.

Similar considerations apply to the use of innovative forms of
dissemination of the results of qualitative research such as poetic
condensation, films, or theater productions. When artistic forms of
expression are used to communicate the findings from a qualitative
analysis, there needs to be a clear indication of what is being
illustrated through these forms of expression and what they rep-

4 Qualitative researchers sometimes suggest that quantitative psychology
subscribes to a positivist epistemology. However, see Robinson (2014) for
a persuasive challenge to this claim.

5 A good illustration of this is Stanley’s (2015, p. 150) approach to
autoethnography, which combines “an evocative, verisimilitude-seeking,
firmly anchored ‘auto’-ethnography that focuses squarely on one’s own
lived experience but that also applies critical analysis and aims to formulate
theoretical understandings, with the aim of creating understanding beyond
the data itself.”
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resent (i.e., what new insights they contain about the phenomenon
of interest). Ideally, a formal research paper presenting the meth-
odology used and the insights generated by the research ought to
be produced alongside other forms of dissemination.

How Do We Decide Whether Something Is Qualitative
Research Rather Than Another Kind of

Meaning-Making Activity?

One way of ascertaining whether something counts as research
is to check whether it attempts to answer a specific research
question. After all, the search for greater understanding is driven
by questions or by the identification of gaps in one’s knowledge.
Although qualitative research questions tend to be open-ended and
flexible (in that their focus can change during the course of the
research as more information about the subject matter under in-
vestigation comes to light), it is important for the researcher to be
explicit about the question that drives their research and to ac-
knowledge that decisions about data collection and analysis are
always informed by a question. Qualitative research questions
often start with the word how, as they tend to be concerned with
processes (e.g., “How do people make decisions about X?”; “How
is ‘anger’ constructed in anger management literature?”; “How do
couples negotiate the transition to parenthood?”). Although jour-
nalists, too, seek to throw light on what happens to people when
they report on social phenomena, the purpose of such reporting is
different from that of a research report. The journalistic report
presents a story to draw attention to a social phenomenon, whereas
the qualitative research report presents the outcome of a system-
atic, bottom-up analysis of a data set. The former uses quotes from
people involved in the phenomenon of interest to support the
argument made in the story, whereas the latter uses quotes from
participants to illustrate the themes identified in the research.6

It is also important to differentiate between research questions
and other kinds of questions. In an account of the descriptive
phenomenological method, Giorgi, Giorgi, and Morley (2017)
suggested that questions about the essential properties of human
existence (what the authors call “universal essences”) can only be
answered by philosophical means, whereas questions about the
essential properties of particular contextualized subjective experi-
ences (what the authors call “psychological essences”) are suitable
for qualitative research. For example, the question “What does it
mean to be human?” cannot be answered on the basis of qualitative
research, whereas the question “What is the participants’ lived
experience of sharing their life with a pet dog?” would be a
suitable research question. Questions that can be addressed
through the medium of qualitative research are those that can be
answered through the analysis of a specific data set; the answers to
such questions will always and necessarily be specific to a partic-
ular context rather than universal. Philosophy, by contrast, uses a
method of philosophical inquiry to draw conclusions from state-
ments rather than from the analysis of data. Philosophical methods
include being skeptical, and using logic, dialectics, or hermeneu-
tics to interrogate statements. As such, philosophical investigation
is systematic and methodical but not empirical.

Another criterion for deciding whether a piece of work qualifies
as research is whether it seeks to contribute to our knowledge
about a particular phenomenon. Qualitative psychology distin-
guishes itself by its attempt to increase our understanding of

human experience. It does this by contributing insights into the
structure and content of human experience and social engage-
ments. A piece of qualitative research needs to locate itself within
the existing body of knowledge about the phenomenon under
investigation to demonstrate what it contributes to this body of
knowledge (be this by way of expanding, critiquing, or even
deconstructing current conceptualizations and ways of understand-
ing the phenomenon). Although novelists and poets are also con-
cerned with illuminating human experience, their works constitute
stand-alone interpretations of experience, and their value is deter-
mined by the effect they have on the reader rather than the
contribution they make to a body of knowledge.

A third criterion for identifying a piece of work as research is
the presence of a clearly defined method. Qualitative analysis and
interpretation ought to involve working through data guided by a
method of analysis that has been described and explained to the
reader. This method should require the researcher to engage in a
process of critical reflection including a systematic questioning of
the researcher’s emerging interpretations (see also Willig, 2012b,
p. 24).7 This is required to enable readers to evaluate the quality of
the research and to determine its trustworthiness (Williams &
Morrow, 2009). In the case of novels and poems, the reader’s
recognition and response to the work determines their value.
Qualitative research, by contrast, needs to demonstrate the pres-
ence of a method and its consistent and transparent application to
a data set for its insights to be considered trustworthy.

What Can Qualitative Research Contribute to
Psychological Knowledge?

Having differentiated qualitative research from other forms of
inquiry, we now turn to the question of what qualitative research
can contribute to psychological knowledge. Because of the large
amount of time required to analyze qualitative data, qualitative
psychologists tend to work with relatively small numbers of re-
search participant. Consequently, the research designs they use do
not allow them to make predictions or to generalize their findings
to wider populations. Instead, qualitative psychologists contribute
to psychological knowledge by way of thick description, critique,
and theory building. There are also qualitative methods for con-
ducting metasyntheses, whereby findings from different qualitative
studies are integrated, enabling qualitative psychologists to iden-
tify trends and commonalities across studies. Each of these con-
tributions is examined in more detail below.

Thick Description

Thick description is the goal for much qualitative research
(Ponterotto, 2006). It requires the researcher to describe the phe-
nomenon under investigation in terms of its meaning(s) rather than

6 Investigative journalism forms an exception to this in that investigative
journalists do conduct research based upon a methodology that can be
subjected to scrutiny and quality checks by third parties.

7 Whilst replicability of findings is not a meaningful goal for qualitative
research, qualitative researchers reporting a study should provide suffi-
ciently detailed information about the processes of data collection and
analysis to allow another researcher to conduct a similar study in another
context.
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simply recording observable “facts” about it. Denzin (1989, p. 83,
in Ponterotto, 2006, p. 540) defined thick description as follows:

A thick description . . . does more than record what a person is doing.
It goes beyond mere fact and surface appearances. It presents detail,
context, emotion, and the webs of social relationships that join per-
sons to one another. Thick description evokes emotionality and self-
feelings. It inserts history into experience. It establishes the signifi-
cance of an experience, or the sequence of events, for the person or
persons in question. In thick description, the voices, feelings, actions,
and meanings of interacting individuals are heard.

Thick description seeks to provide the reader with access to the
inner world of research participants, their emotions, thoughts,
perceptions, and intentions (Holloway, 1997). Ideally, a thick
description will be recognized by the reader and produce “the
feeling that they have experienced, or could experience, the events
being described” (Denzin, 1989), pp. 83–84, in Ponterotto, 2006,
p. 542). Using thick description, qualitative research can bring to
life abstract psychological constructs such as “burnout,” “stress,”
or “anxiety,” and provide the reader with access to the subjective
realities of those who experience these phenomena. Thick descrip-
tion can increase our understanding8 of experiences through (a)
clarifying their meaning(s) to those involved in and/or affected by
them, and (b) providing access to experiential realities to readers
who have not had those experiences themselves.

Critique

Qualitative research can be used to challenge assumptions and
to take a fresh look at the psychological categories we employ to
think about people and to make sense of their actions and experi-
ences. Methods such as discourse analysis have been used to
deconstruct psychological constructs (such as “psychopathology”
or “stress”) by examining how they are put together, how they
function, whose interests they may serve, and with what conse-
quences may be deployed in conversations (e.g., Parker, Georgaca,
Harper, McLaughlin, & Stowell-Smith, 1995; Willig, 1999). The-
ories of “health” and “illness” have been subjected to critical
scrutiny, raising questions about the extent to which they are
informed by preconceived notions of what it means to be “healthy”
(e.g., Harper & Thompson, 2012; Ogden, 1995). Qualitative re-
search methods allow the researcher to take into account the social
and historical contexts within which people (including researchers
and other experts) experience themselves and others, and in which
they talk or write about those experiences. As such, qualitative
research features prominently in accounts of critical psychology
(e.g., Gough, McFadden, & McDonald, 2013; Murray, 2015).

Qualitative psychology contributes to psychological knowledge
by challenging our assumptions and preconceived notions about
human experience and behavior, as well as by offering insights
into the processes by which dominant narratives about human
psychology come into being, exercise, and maintain their power.

Theory Building

Qualitative research can contribute to theory building in several
ways. First, idiographic, bottom-up research designs allow for the
emergence of new theories that are grounded in the data and reflect
the detail and particularities of human experience-in-context.

Grounded theory methodology (e.g., Bryant & Charmaz, 2007),
intrinsic case study designs (e.g., Stake, 1995), and interpretative
phenomenological analysis (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) are
good examples of this relationship between theory and data. Here,
the approach to theory building is primarily inductive in that the
data drive the process of theorizing, and the theory is the end
product rather than the point of departure of the research. How-
ever, there is also a deductive element involved as emerging
theoretical constructs and tentative claims about their relationships
with one another are continually being checked against the data.
This is why grounded theory methodology advises the researcher
to move between data collection and analysis in a progressive
cycle until no new categories of meaning can be identified and
theoretical saturation has been achieved. In reality, saturation
remains a goal rather than an actual end point of the research;
theory development is an ongoing process that does not end with
the completion of any one study. The originators of grounded
theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 40, cited in Dey, 1999, p.
117), acknowledged this when they cautioned,

When generation of theory is the aim, however, one is constantly alert
to emergent perspectives, what will change and help develop the
theory. These perspectives can easily occur on the final day of study
or when the manuscript is reviewed in page proof: so the published
word is not the final word, but only a pause in the never-ending
process of generating theory.

It has also been suggested that theory development in qualitative
research incorporates an abductive element,9 whereby the re-
searcher responds to surprising aspects of their data by creating
new forms of explanation that can accommodate these unexpected
manifestations (Reichertz, 2014).

A second way in which qualitative research can contribute to
theory development is by providing an opportunity to test existing
theories against new data. Here, case studies can play a similar role
to experiments in that they can falsify a theory. Although no
number of case studies (or, for that matter, experiments) can prove
a theory to be true, a single case that challenges an existing
theory’s prediction suffices to question its validity and sets limits
to any generalizations that can be made on the basis of the theory
(see Stake, 1995).

Finally, qualitative research can contribute to theory develop-
ment by using thick description to map social and/or psychological
processes. For example, phenomena such as the practice of self-
harm (Josselin & Willig, 2015) or the way in which clients use
therapy sessions to change aspects of themselves (Elliot, 2012) can
be better understood through a detailed examination of partici-
pants’ thought processes as they move through these experiences.
A focus on participants’ own meaning making and their intentions
within particular contexts allows the researcher to make sense of

8 The use of the term understanding within this context evokes Dilthey’s
differentiation between “understanding” and “explanation,” whereby the
former requires a hermeneutic methodology and renounces prediction as a
goal (see Schmidt, 2006, Chapter 2).

9 According to the pragmatist philosopher Charles Sanders Pierce, ab-
duction is a third way of making inferences (with induction and deduction
being the other two). Abduction refers to the conception of a new idea or
hypothesis in response to unforeseen and noteworthy patterns in the data
(see McLeod, 2001).
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participants’ actions and to understand how they journey through
a process that culminates in the phenomenon of interest (e.g., an
act of self-harm or a successful therapy outcome). Such research
can produce theoretical formulations that capture the inner logic of
such processes, map their progress, and offer insight into the
motivations that underpin participants’ actions.

Qualitative research contributes to theory development by mov-
ing beyond descriptions of observable events to consider what may
lie beneath them and what may shape and direct them. Theories are
nonobservational statements that seek to organize experiences and
events in a way that renders them meaningful and coherent. As
Bendassolli (2013, p. 9) argued, in order to “develop a theory that
is not a simple synthesis of observational statements- that is, a
description in a broad sense [r]esearchers must go beyond induc-
tion.” Qualitative psychology’s contribution to psychological
knowledge through theory building is complex and advances
through a combination of inductive, deductive, and abductive
inferences (Reichertz, 2014).

Metasynthesis

Metasynthesis is a qualitative method for integrating the results
from different qualitative studies (Shaw, 2012). As qualitative
researchers tend to work with relatively small samples, metasyn-
thesis constitutes a welcome opportunity to extend the reach of
qualitative research and broaden the evidence base for psycholog-
ical practice. There are different approaches to metasynthesis, with
some seeking to establish a cumulative body of knowledge about
a particular phenomenon by bringing together findings from dif-
ferent studies that address the same research question, whereas
others integrate findings across studies in order to develop theory.
All forms of metasynthesis systematically integrate the findings of
a group of studies, although there are differences in the extent to
which they attempt to account for diversity within the corpus by
explaining differences as opposed to simply focusing on shared
themes, and the extent to which the synthesis considers the socio-
historical context within which the primary studies have been
produced. There are also differences in technical matters, such as
the number of studies to be included, inclusion and exclusion
criteria, and the extent to which the findings from primary studies
are reinterpreted (e.g., by relabeling or regrouping the original
themes). However, all forms of metasynthesis constitute “a distinct
piece of scholarly research and not merely an option for organizing
and displaying literature in the field” (Thorne, 2015, p. 1348). As
such, the results from metasynthesis research make an original
contribution to the literature. Although metasynthesis has only
relatively recently been embraced by qualitative psychologists,
there is now a growing literature reporting metasyntheses in qual-
itative health psychology in particular (e.g., Barker, das Nair,
Lincoln, & Hunt, 2014; Bennion, Shaw, & Gibson, 2012; Snel-
grove & Liossi, 2013; Willig & Wirth, 2018).

Conclusions

This article posed the question of what makes qualitative re-
search “research.” It was concerned with how we decide whether
something is qualitative research as opposed to another kind of
meaning-making activity. The article argued that despite important
differences between qualitative approaches in psychology includ-

ing their specific aims, the types of research questions they pose,
and the kinds of insights they seek to generate, qualitative research
in psychology is engaged in the pursuit of knowledge and is
motivated by the desire to improve our understanding of social and
psychological processes. The article identified three criteria for
deciding whether a piece of work qualifies as qualitative research
(the presence of a specific research question; contribution to a
body of knowledge; a clearly identified method of inquiry), and it
identified ways in which qualitative research can contribute to
psychological knowledge (by way of thick description, critique,
theory development, and metasynthesis). The article draws the
conclusion that qualitative psychology constitutes a research en-
deavor that locates it firmly within the psychological research
community.
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