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What we’ll look at:

• About Qualitative Research
• Focusing Qualitative Questions
• Sources of Qualitative Research 
• Case study: worked search example
• Practical: Sifting Abstracts Exercise
• Challenges for Searching
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Types of Qualitative Research
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Qualitative Research
• “Research that derives data from 

observation, interviews, or verbal 
interactions and focuses on the meanings 
and interpretations of the participants 
(From Holloway and Wheeler, "Ethical 
issues in qualitative nursing research," 
Nursing Ethics, 1995 Sep; 2(3): 223-232).
Year introduced: 2003” 

[MeSH]
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Why is it important? - 1

• Qualitative research seeks to understand 
and interpret personal experiences, 
behaviours, interactions, and social 
contexts to explain the phenomena of 
interest, such as the attitudes, beliefs, and 
perspectives of patients and clinicians; the 
interpersonal nature of caregiver and 
patient relationships; the illness 
experience; or the impact of human 
suffering. (Wong et al, 2004)
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Why is it important? - 2

• “Qualitative”, represents various research 
methodologies including ethnography, 
phenomenology, grounded theory, and 
narrative analysis. Instead of quantifying 
or statistically portraying the data, 
qualitative research focuses on the 
narrative account of the individual and in 
so doing gives voice to the patient or 
provider in the health care decision 
making process (Wong et al, 2004)
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Why do 
qualitative research?

“Qualitative research has an important role in evidence-
based health care, in that it represents the human 
dimensions and experiences of the consumers of health 
care. This type of research does not answer questions 
concerning the effectiveness of health care; rather it 
provides important information about such things as the 
appropriateness of care and the impact of illness. It also 
provides a means of giving consumers a voice in the 
decision-making process through the documentation of 
their experiences, preferences, and priorities.”

Evans, D.  
“Database searches for qualitative research”. 

J Med Libr Assoc. 2002 Jul; 90(3):290-3.
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Qualitative meta-synthesis: 
contributions to evidence based 

practice
• For generation of models and theories. 
• For subsequent validation and gauging of the empirical 

support for theories. 
• In methodological reviews in determining the existence 

of certain bodies or "schools" of thought. 
• To chart the longitudinal development of concepts  
• To complement findings and interpretation of quantitative 

SRs, e.g. patient acceptance or compliance. 
• In identifying significant domains or attributes to enable 

the development of prototype instruments or scales. 

Booth A (2001) Cochrane or Cock-eyed: how should we 
conduct systematic reviews of qualitative research? 
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Focusing Qualitative 
Questions
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A structure for formulated 
questions

Health services research uses PATIENT-
INTERVENTION-COMPARISON-OUTCOME (PICO)
structure

Within social sciences research the following may 
be more appropriate:
SETTING
PERSPECTIVE
INTERVENTION / EXPOSURE / INTEREST
COMPARISON
EVALUATION
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An example of SPICE [Actual Example]

• SETTING – Awaiting Surgery 
• PERSPECTIVE – Patients
• INTERVENTION - Coronary Artery Bypass 

Graft Surgery
• COMPARISON – None
• EVALUATION – Uncertainty and Anxiety 
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An example of SPICE 

• SETTING – Primary Care
• PERSPECTIVE – Patients with Diabetes 
• INTERVENTION – Good Blood Pressure 

Control 
• COMPARISON – None
• EVALUATION – Attitudes  
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Try one!

• What is the impact 
of childhood 
cancer on their 
parents in terms of 
their quality of life 
in the home?
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An alternative - ProPheT!

• Problem – First time  
mothers

• Phenomenon of 
Interest – Attitudes to 
Breastfeeding

• Time – Within first six 
months of birth
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Exercise: Now you try! Use the 
SPICE framework to formulate 

your own research question
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Sources of Qualitative 
Research
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SOURCES

Reference
lists

Databases

Contact with
researchers/
practitioners

Grey
literature

Pharmaceutical
industry

Research

Handsearching

Conference
proceedings

Citation
indexes

General
e.g. 

ASSIA
Subject 
specific

e.g. MEDLINE

Evidence-
based

Registers

Research 
Councils

Published
copies

Indexes

OPACs

Databases

InternetDirect
contact
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Sources of Qualitative Research - 1

Journal Articles
• ASSIA
• British Nursing Index
• CINAHL
• ERIC
• MEDLINE
• Social Science Citation Index
• Sociological Abstracts
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Sources of Qualitative Research - 2

Dissertations
• Dissertation Abstracts
• Index to Theses
• CINAHL
Books and Book Chapters
• British Library OPAC
• COPAC
• Specialist Library Collections
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Exercise

Identifying Qualitative Research 
from Abstracts
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Identifying Qualitative Research -
Terminology

• Generic terms: e.g. “qualitative” plus

• Exploratory Methods: Focus group, Grounded theory, 
Action Research, Content analysis, Thematic analysis 

• Software: Nudist or NVivo
• Citations: Glaser & Strauss
• Application: Ethnology, Psychology
• Phenomenon: Perceptions, Attitudes, User Views, 

Standpoint, Viewpoint
• Approaches: Ethnographic
• Data: Stories, Narratives, Descriptions, Themes, 

Findings
• Experiences: Encounters, Experiences
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Case Study – A fistful of doulas?

• You are working on an 
ESRC funded project 
looking at the benefits of a 
doula (a woman 
experienced in childbirth 
who provides continuous 
physical, emotional, and 
informational support to the 
mother before, during and 
just after childbirth) for low-
income mothers. 
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Our example of SPICE 

• SETTING – the Developed World (with 
comparable health systems to the UK)

• PERSPECTIVE – Low-income mothers 
• INTERVENTION – Doula (Lay support)
• COMPARISON – Professional support [or 

No Support] 
• EVALUATION – Perceived levels of social 

support, birth outcomes, levels of 
breastfeeding etc.
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Boolean - OR

DOULAS OR LAY SUPPORT

DOULAS

LAY 
SUPPORT

Use to combine like terms or terms within the same concept
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Boolean - AND

CHILDBIRTH

DOULA OR 
LAY SUPPORT

CHILDBIRTH AND DOULA OR LAY SUPPORT

Use to combine together different concepts
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Using Boolean in your strategy 

SETTING &
PERSPECTIVE

INTERVENTION EVALUATION

(CHILDBIRTH
OR

LABOUR
OR 

LABOR)
AND

LOW INCOME

DOULAS OR 
LAY 

SUPPORT

ATTITUDES, 
VIEWS, 

OPINIONS 
AND AND
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Challenges for Searching

PDF created with pdfFactory Pro trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com


Challenges for searching
• Qualitative research is small part of two million plus 

articles published every year in biomedical research 
literature

• Inconsistent indexing hinders ability to search the 
literature.

• Qualitative studies using creative titles or providing 
inadequate abstracts have greater risk of inappropriate 
indexing

• Variations in indexing practices necessitate using more 
than one database and different search filters. 

• Qualitative studies in MEDLINE use fewer methodologic
index terms than CINAHL which focuses on professions 
that commonly use qualitative methodologies 

• Searching MEDLINE plus CINAHL may improve yield for 
relevant qualitative studies.
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