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What is qualitative inquiry?
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Innovators are told, “Think outside the box”. Qualitative scholars
tell their students, “Study the box. Observe it. Inside. Outside.
From inside to outside, and from outside to inside. Where is it?
How did it get there? What’s around it? Who says it’s a ‘box’? What
do they mean? Why does it matter? Or does it? What is not a ‘box’?
Ask the box questions. Question others about the box. What’s the
perspective from inside? From outside? Study diagrams of the box.
Find documents related to the box. What does thinking have to do
with the box anyway? Understand this box. Study another box. And
another. Understand box. Understand. Then, you can think inside
and outside the box. Perhaps. For awhile. Until it changes. Until
you change. Until outside becomes inside – again. Then, start over.
Study the box.”

(Patton 2002)
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Qualitative vs. quantitative research questions

• Examples of qualitative questions

– What are the dimensions of the return-to-work
program, what are the needs and behaviors of the
actors in the process, and what are they actually
doing? And why?

– How does the physical, social, organizational and
structural contexts influence the program?

• Interactional and relational aspects,
communication, organizational environment,
financial aspects
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(Patton 2002)
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Study design examples: basic research
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An unstructured, open and explorative approach
• Topic: The perspectives of employers and people on sick leave

on workplace measures in return to work
– Explorative design based on the research aim
– Open-ended interviews with 18 people on sick leave and

their managers (45-120 mins)
• Allows the respondents to control the agenda for the

conversation, but covers specific topics of interest
• May lead to a large variation content between the

interviews; limited comparability, but open for analyses
of unexpected themes

• Suitable design for an explorative study with small or medium
sized data materials

(Seing et al, 2015)

Study design examples: applied research
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A structured approach
• Topic: Occupational health services’ work with

rehabilitation
– 40 interviews with OHS staff and employers
– Based on specific research questions
– Structured interview guide

• Focuses on answering predetermined questions,
limited flexibility

• Facilitates comparisons between respondents,
limited possibilities for analysing unexpected
aspects of the issue

(Ståhl et al 2015)
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Evaluating complex interventions
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• Interventions and projects in work disability
prevention is often complex, involving several
stakeholders

• Need for mixed methods, and different approaches
for different aspects and phases of the intervention

• Focus on outcomes, processes and context

Evaluating complex interventions
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• Process evaluations may be both formative and
summative
– Formative evaluations are carried out both to

document processes and to improve the quality of
the intervention

– Summative evaluations are used to give context to
the outcome studies by summarizing what was
actually done in the intervention
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Formative evaluation as continuous learning
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You learn something new every day. Actually, you learn
something old everyday. Just because you just learned it, doesn’t
mean it’s new. Other people already knew it. Columbus is a good
example.

George Carlin

• What is new for the practitioner is not necessary new for the
researcher

• What is new for the researcher is not necessary new for the
practitioner

Interactive research
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• Has its origin in
action research

• Focuses on close
collaboration
between research
and practice, but lets
the two develop in
separate systems

(Svensson et al, 2015)
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Qualitative analysis?

11

• Less structured study designs opens for analyses
based on results (inductive) or theories (abductuve,
iterative)

– The employer study has resulted in two papers
with different analytic approaches:

• Result-oriented analysis, based on the
perspective of the people on sick leave

• Theory-driven analysis, based on theory of
employers social responsibilities
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(Graneheim & Lundman 2004)



1/10/2017

7

Theory-driven analysis: example
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(Seing et al 2015b)

Concepts for quality assessment
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• Validity, reliability and generalizibility are quantitative concepts
• In qualitative research the concept of trustworthiness is used,

which comprises:
– Credibility – is the material managed and categorized in a

reasonable way?
– Transferability – are the results transferable to other

contexts?
– Dependability – the overall quality of the material and the

research process
– Confirmability – how well are the reporting of results and the

conclusions supported by the data?
• These points are attained through the scrutiny of several

researchers, feedback from respondents, and thorough and
transparent descriptions of data collection and analysis
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