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ESSAY 1: QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH

1.1  INTRODUCTION

The word quantitative implies some form of measurement and is generally used to
describe research studies in which an attempt has been made to measure
research data in numerical terms. According to Clifford and Gough (1990:71)
quantitative research is defined as a formal, objective, systematic process in which
numerical data are used to obtain information about the study subject, through
description of variables, examining relationships among variables, and determining
cause -and -effect interactions between variables. The researchers argue that
currently, the predominantly used method of scientific investigation in nursing is
quantitative research. This is mainly because some researchers believe that
quantitative research provides a sounder knowledge base to guide nursing practice
than qualitative research. Quantitative approaches, including descriptive,
correlational, quasi-experimental, and experimental are used to develop nursing
knowledge. The advantage of quantitative approach is that it is possible to
measure the reactions, thus facilitating comparisons and statistical aggregation of
the data. This gives a broad, generalizable set of findings presented succinctly and
parsimoniously. By contrast, qualitative methods typically produce a wealth of
detailed information about a much smaller number of people and cases. This
increases understanding of the cases and situations studied but reduces
generalizability (Patton, 1990:14).

Quantitative research is described as the traditional, experimental, or positive
approach, and qualitative approach as the interpretative, constructivist, or post-
positivist approach. Generally, quantitative research is used to answer questions
about relationships among measured variables with the purpose of explaining,
predicting, and controlling phenomena, whereas qualitative research is typically
used to answer questions on the complex nature of phenomena, often with the



purpose of describing and understanding the phenomena from the participants’
point of view (Leedy and Ormrod, 2001:101).

According to Yegids and Weinbach (2002:153), qualitative methods are commonly
used for better understanding of behaviours or phenomena about which we have
only limited understanding. When used for this purpose, a research study can be
described as exploratory. Less frequently, qualitative methods are used to describe
a behaviour or phenomenon that is already understood somewhat. It is not
expected to see qualitative methods used very often in explanatory research,
because the conditions for testing hypotheses (for example, representative
samples, control of extraneous variables) are not characteristic of qualitative
research. In contrast, more quantitative methods are often found in explanatory
research studies, and also in descriptive research.

1.2  DEFINITIONS

1.2.1 Qualitative research

Qualitative research is a relatively new approach to research in nursing and thus is
not as well understood as quantitative research. Qualitative research is a
systematic, subjective approach used to describe life experiences and give them
meaning. This type of research is conducted to describe and promote
understanding of such human experiences as pain, caring, powerlessness, and
comfort. Because human emotions are difficult to quantify (assign a numerical
value), qualitative research seems to be a more effective method of investigating
these emotional responses than is quantitative research. In addition, qualitative
research focuses on understanding the whole, which is consistent with the holistic
philosophy of nursing (Burns and Grove, 1995:392).

The term qualitative research encompasses several approaches to research that
are, in some respects, quite different from one another. According to Leedy and



Ormrod (2001:147), all qualitative approaches have two things in common: (1) they
focus on phenomena that occur in natural settings- that is, in the “real world”, and
(2) they involve studying those phenomena in all their complexity. This indicates
that qualitative researchers rarely try to simplify what they observe. Instead, they
recognize that the issue they are studying has many dimensions and layers, and
so the need to understand and portray the issue in its multi-faceted form. The
authors highlighted that the acceptance by many qualitative researchers that there
isn’t necessarily a single, ultimate truth to be discovered, but instead, there may be
multiple perspectives held by different individuals, with each of these perspectives
having equal validity, or truth. As a general rule, qualitative studies do not allow the
researcher to identify cause-and-effect relationships to answer questions, such as
what caused what or why did such-and-such happen.

According to Leedy and Ormord (2001:148), qualitative research studies typically
serve one or more of the following purposes.

o Description: They can reveal the nature of certain situations, settings,
processes, relationships, systems, or people.

« Interpretation: They enable a researcher to: (a) gain insights about the
nature of a particular phenomenon, (b) develop new concepts or theoretical
perspectives about the phenomenon, and/or (c) discover the problems that
exist within the phenomenon.

o Verifications: They allow a researcher to test the validity of certain
assumptions, claims, theories, or generalizations within real-world context.

o Evaluations: They provide a means through which a researcher can judge

the effectiveness of particular policies, or innovations.

1.2.2 Quantitative research

Burns and Grove (1997:62) describe quantitative research as the traditional

research approach in nursing, where nurses use a broad range of quantitative

3



approaches, including descriptive, correlational, quasi-experimental, and
experimental to develop nursing knowledge. Some of the relevant concepts in
quantitative research include basic and applied research, rigor and control. They
further noted that, basic or pure research is a scientific investigation that involves
the pursuit of “knowledge for knowledge’s sake” or for pleasure of leaming and
finding truth, while applied or practical research is a scientific investigation
conducted to generate knowledge that will directly influence or improve clinical
practice. Conducting quantitative research involves rigor, which requires discipline,
adherence to detail, and strict accuracy. A rigorous quantitative researcher
constantly strives for more precise measurement tools, representative samples,
and tightly controlled study designs.

13 QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

1.3.1 Descriptive research

Leedy and Ormrod (2001: 191) identify this type of research as one that involves
either identifying the characteristics of an observed phenomenon or exploring
possible correlations among two or more phenomena. In every case, descriptive
research examines a situation as it is, and it does not involve changing or
modifying the situation under investigation, nor is it intended to detect cause-and-
effect relationship.

Similarly, Burns and Grove (2001: 30) indicated that descriptive studies are a way
of (1) discovering new meaning, (2) describing what exists, (3) determining the
frequency with which something occurs, and (4) categorizing information. In short,
descriptive studies provide an accurate portrayal or account of characteristics of a
particular individual, situation, or group, and are usually conducted when little is
known about a phenomenon. In descriptive research, investigators often use
different methods, such as interviews, unstructured observation, structured



observation (observation guided by a checklist), and questionnaires to describe the
phenomenon under study, and provide the knowledge base and potential
hypotheses to direct the conduct of correlational, quasi-experimental, and
experimental studies.

1.3.2 Correlational research

According to Burns and Grove (2001:30), correlational research involves the
systematic investigation of relationships between or among two or more variables
that have been identified in theories or observed in practice, or both. If the
relationships exist, the researcher determines the type (positive or negative) and
the degree or strength of the relationships. They noted that the primary intent of
correlational studies is to explain the nature of relationships, and not to determine
cause and effect. Thus, comelational studies are the means for generating
hypotheses that could guide quasi-experimental and experimental studies focusing
on examining cause and effect interactions.

Moreover, a correlational study examines the extent to which differences in one
characteristic or variable are related to differences in one or more other
characteristics or variables (Leedy and Ormord, 2001: 191). In this type of study,
researchers gather data (numbers), such as test scores, ratings or frequencies
assigned by an expert observer of certain behaviours, for a particular group of
people or other appropriate units of study, reflecting specific measurements of the
characteristics in question. The researcher, then, examines the existence of
correlation between any of the variables studied. For instance, a correlation exists
if, when one variable increases, another variable either increases or decreases in a
somewhat predictable fashions.



1.3.3 Quasi-experimental research

The main purposes of quasi-experimental research, as described by Cook and
Campbell (1979; cited in Burns and Grove, 2001: 30), are as follows: (1) to explain
relationships, (2) to clarify why certain events happened, or (3) a combination of
these. These are reported to be the basis for testing the effectiveness of nursing
interventions that can then be implemented to control the outcomes in nursing
practice. However, they argue that quasi-experimental studies are less powerful
than experimental studies because they involve a lower level of control in at least
one of the three areas, such as (1) manipulation of the treatment variable, (2)
manipulation of the setting, and (3) selection of subjects. On the other hand, in
studies, such as in clinical areas or in studying human behaviour, where
researchers are usually unable to manipulate or control certain variables and study
subjects are not randomly selected, use of quasi-experimental studies is a
preferred quantitative method (Burns and Grove, 2001: 30).

1.3.4 Experimental research

The experimental method is the last major approach to research that we consider.
The basic purpose of experimental research is to examine the possible influence
that one factor or condition may have to ancther factor or condition; in other words,
it examines cause-and-effect relationships. It does so, ideally, by controlling all
factors except those whose possible effects are the focus of investigation. Leedy
and Ormrod (2001:229), describe three main characteristics of experimental
studies, namely (1) a controlled manipulation of at least one treatment variable
(independent variable), (2) administration of the treatment to some of the subjects
in the study (experimental group) and not to others (control group), and (3) random
selection of subjects or random assignment of subjects to groups, or both. It is for
these reasons that experimental studies usually have very controlled settings in
laboratories or research units in clinical agencies.



1.3.5 Advantages and disadvantages of quantitative research

According to Silverman (2000:3), a quantitative research approach has both

advantages and disadvantages, depending on the nature of the study under

investigation. Some of the features and the advantages of quantitative research

methods are summarized in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1:  Advantages of quantitative research (from Silverman, 2000:3)

Method Features Advantages

Social survey Random samples Representative
Measures variables Tests hypotheses

Experiment

Experimental stimulus
‘Control group’ not exposed
to stimulus

Precise measurement

Official statistics

Analysis of previously
collected data

Large datasets

‘Structured’ observation

Observations recorded on
pre-determined schedule

Reliability of observations

Content analysis

Pre-determined categories
used to count content of
mass media products

Reliability of measures

Inspite of the above listed advantages, Silverman (2000:7) highlighted some

criticisms regarding the use of quantitative research methods as follows.

e Quantitative research can amount to a ‘quick fix’, involving little or no contact

with people or the field’

e Statistical correlations may be based up on ‘variables’ that, in the context of

naturally occurring interaction, are arbitrarily defined

o After-the —fact speculation about the meaning of correlations can involve the

very common-sense processes of reasoning that science tries to avoid




e The pursuit of ‘measurable’ phenomena can mean that unperceived values
creep into research by simply taking on board highly problematic and unreliable
concepts such as ‘delinquency’ or ‘intelligence’

o While it is important to test hypothesis, a pure statistical logic can make the
development of hypothesis a trivial matter and fail to help in generating
hypothesis from data

1.4 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

The term qualitative research encompasses several approaches to research that
are, in some respects, quite different from one another, but commonly used to
better understanding behaviours or phenomena about which we have only limited
understanding. Some of the different qualitative methods are described in the
following sections.

1.4.1 Phenomenological research

Creswell (1998:107) describe the term phenomenology, in its broadest sense, as
referring to a person’s perception of the meaning of an event, as opposed to the
event as it exists external to the person. A phenomenological study is a study that
attempts to understand people’s perceptions, perspectives, and understandings of
a particular situation. In some cases, the researcher has had personal experience
related to the phenomenon in question and wants to gain a better understanding of
the experiences of others. By looking at multiple perspectives on the same
situation, the researcher can then make some generalizations of what something is
like from an insider’s perspective. The author further noted that phenomenological
researchers depend almost exclusively on lengthy interviews (perhaps 1-2 hours in
length) with a carefully selected sample of participants. A typical sample size is
from 5-25 individuals, all of whom have had direct experience with the
phenomenon being studied.



1.4.2 Grounded theory research

One of the best known methods of qualitative research is grounded theory. It relies
heavily on skilful interviewing and a specialized form of content analysis. According
to Yegidis and Weinbach (2002:141) grounded theory research seeks to learn what
meaning people give to certain events in their lives. Like most qualitative research,
it seeks to generate hypotheses and attempts to build theory from data (in contrast
to quantitative research, which often tests theories using data). Researchers
conducting grounded theory research constantly monitor and reshape their
developing theories. In grounded theory research, sample selection, data
collection, and data analysis occur simultaneously rather than in a pre-established
sequence. Grounded theory is based on the premise that the meanings that people
give to events in their lives (for example, certain experiences or loses) are very
important in understanding their responses and resilience to the events (Yegidis
and Weinbach, 2002:141).

1.4.3 Ethnographic research

One type of research that often takes a form similar to unstructured systematic
observation is ethnographic research. It is especially well suited to facilitating an
understanding of individuals within their context. Yegidis and Weinbach,
(2002:135) describe the purpose of ethnographic research as an approach that
allows researchers to do more than simply observe behaviours. It endeavours to
help them understand beliefs, attitudes, values, roles, social structures, and norms
of behaviour in human environments that are different from their own. Ethnographic
methods were first developed in the field of anthropology to guide participant
observation and qualitative field research of Western investigators studying
behaviour in primitive societies. However, ethnographic methods are now also
used to understand subgroups within modern dominant cultures (Yegidis and
Weinbach, 2002:135).



1.4.4 Historical research

Historical research involves the systematic collection and analysis of a wide array
of historical data relevant to a research question and/or hypothesis. It requires
reconstructing the past in order to address some current knowledge deficit or to
answer some question or questions. Historical research, as a process, requires the
development of a research question or hypothesis that can logically be studied by
the analysis of historical documents and other sources that may illuminate the past.
Sources of data that may be consulted include interviews with key individuals who
were present at an earlier time (oral histories), letters, memoirs, public records and
documents, news papers, agency memos, and reports. First hand information,
such as that given by key individuals or by their official records, is considered a
primary data source. Secondary sources are those accounts that have been written
by historians or other persons not directly involved in the historical event.
Obviously, the source of data used in a historical research study is a major factor in
assessing the quality of its findings (Yedigis and Weinbach, 2002:159).

1.4.5 Philosophical inquiry

Philosophical inquiry involves using intellectual analysis. Ellis (1983; cited in Burns
and Grove, 2001: 31) identifies the main purposes of philosophical inquiry as
follows: (1) clarify meanings, (2) make values manifest, (3) identify ethics, and (4)
study the nature of knowledge. Thus, the philosophical researcher considers an
idea or issue from all perspectives by extensively exploring the literature,
examining conceptual meaning, raising questions, proposing answers, and
suggesting the implications of those answers.

1.4.6 Critical social theory

According to Bumns and Grove (2001: 58), critical social theory provides the basis
for research that focuses on understanding of how people communicate and how

10



they develop symbolic meanings in the society. The author argues that many of the
meanings occur in a world where certain facts of the society are taken for granted,
rather than being discussed or disputed and where the established political, social,
and cultural orders are perceived as closed to change and are not questioned.

Burns and Grove (2001:32) stated the following regarding the use of critical social
theory.
The researcher attempts to uncover the distortions and constraints that impede
free, equal, and uncoerced participation in society. Through research, power
imbalances are exposed, and people are empowered to make changes.
Empowerment involves: (1) recognizing the contradictions in a situation, (2)
reflecting on the reality of the situation, (3) moving to a state of action, and (4)
making changes in the situation to correct the contradictions or imbalances.

Critical social theory, thus, provides a philosophical basis for multiple research
methods to generate knowledge that might promote empowerment and political
change. In this situation, critical social scientists might use either quantitative or
qualitative researches, or a combination of the two, and triangulation, in order to
make the knowledge generated the most persuasive to policymakers and the
public. Ford-Gilboe et al. (1995; cited in Burns and Grove, 2001: 32) indicated that
critical nursing science provides a framework from which one may examine how
social, political, economic, gender, and cultural factors interact to influence health
or iliness experiences. Moreover, Burns and Grove (2001:32) emphasise on the
need for nurses to be aware of constraints and power imbalances in society that
affect areas, such as access to care, care of the chronically ill, and pain
management of the terminally ill, because the patients’ and families’ health needs
and the health care system developed to meet these needs are continuously
influenced by the social system that surrounds them.
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1.4.7 Advantage and disadvantage of qualitative research

Qualitative research is a generic term for different investigative methodologies

described in the preceding sections. It emphasizes on the importance of looking at

variables in the natural setting in which they are found. Some of the advantages

and disadvantages of qualitative research are summarized in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2: Advantages and disadvantages of qualitative research (from Key,

1997, accessed online)

Advantages

Disadvantages

e Produces more in-depth, comprehensive
information.

e Uses subjective information and
participant observation to describe the
context, or natural setting, of the variables
under consideration, as well as the
interactions of the different variables in the
context. It seeks a wide understanding of

the entire situation.

The very subjectivity of the inquiry
leads to difficulties in establishing
the reliability and validity of the
approaches and information.

It is very difficult to prevent or
detect researcher induced bias.
Its scope is limited due to the in-
depth, comprehensive data
gathering approaches required

However, in many quantitatively oriented social methodology textbooks, qualitative

research is often treated as a relatively minor methodology. As such, it is

suggested that it should only be contemplated at early or ‘exploratory’ stages of a

study. Viewed from this perspective, qualitative research can be used to familiarize

oneself with a setting before the serious sampling and counting begins. This view

is expressed in the following extract from an early textbook by Selitiz et al.
(1964:435) cited by Silverman (2000:9). Note how the authors refer to
‘nonquantified data’ implying that quantitative are the standard form:

The inspection of nonquantified data may be particularly helpful if it is done
periodically throughout a study rather than postponed to the end of the statistical
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analysis. Frequently, a single incident by a perceptive observer contains the clue to
an understanding of a phenomenon. If the social scientist becomes aware of this
implication at a moment when he can still add to his material or exploit further the
data he has already collected, he may considerably enrich the quality of his

conclusions.

1.4.8 Criteria for evaluating qualitative research

The criteria for evaluating a qualitative design are a little more vague and probably
can best be stated as a group of related questions given below (Tesch, 1990:55).

o Did the data collection methods seem to encourage research participants to
discuss their experiences and perceptions honestly and candidly?

e To what degree do the data reflect a diversity of experiences and perceptions?

e Do the data reflect the “richness” that is sought when using qualitative
methods?

o Did the design yield data can be evaluated in relation to existing knowledge
found in the professional literature? '

« Did the research produce credible theories or hypothesis for future research?

15 THE COMBINATION OF QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE
APPROACHES (TRIANGULATION)

The term “triangulation” originally coined by Denzin (1978; cited by De Vos,
1998:359), referred mainly to the use of multiple methods of data collection with a
view to increase the reliability of observation, and not specifically to the
combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches. Some of the guidelines on
the practical meaning of triangulation are stated below.
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o Theoretical triangulation: Involves the use of several frames of reference or
perspectives in the analysis of the same set of data.

o Data triangulation: Is an attempt to gather observations through the use of a
variety of sampling strategies to ensure that a theory is tested in more than one
way.

e Investigator triangulation: Is the use of multiple observers, coders,
interviewers and/ or analysts in a particular study.

e Methodological triangulation: Is the use of two or more methods of data

collection procedures within a single study, i.e. the original meaning.

16 COMPARISON OF QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

Quantitative and qualitative research methods generate different kinds of
knowledge that are useful in nursing practice, thus, complement each other.
According to Burns and Grove (2001:27), the problem area to be studied
determines the type of research to conduct, and therefore, the researcher’s
knowledge of both types of research methods promotes accurate selection of the
methodology for the problem identified. In the following sections, a comparison of
these two approaches will be highlighted in terms of, researcher-participant
relationship, philosophical origin, rigor, focus and validity.

1.6.1 Researcher-participant relationships

One of the important differences between qualitative and quantitative research lies
in the relationships between the researcher and the individuals or subjects being
studied, i.e. participants. Burns and Grove (1995:398) highlighted the impact of the
nature of these researcher-participant relationships on the data collected and its
interpretation. For instance, they noted that, in many qualitative studies, the
researcher observes social behaviour and may interact socially with the
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participants, where, to a certain extent, the researcher influences the individuals
being studied and, in turn, is influenced by them. Even, the mere presence of the
researcher may alter behaviour in the setting. This involvement, considered a
source of bias in quantitative research, is considered by qualitative researchers to
be a natural and necessary element of the research process (Burns and Grove,
1995:398). They recommend that the researcher must become closely involved in
the subject’s experience in order to interpret it, as the skills in empathy and intuition
are cultivated.

Burns and Grove (1995: 398) suggest that, in qualitative research, it is necessary
for the researcher to be open to the perceptions of the participants, rather than to
attach his or her own meaning to the experience, because participants often can
assist in determining research questions, guiding data collection, and interpreting
results. In addition to the role the researcher takes in the relationship, expectations
of the study must be carefully considered. The researcher’s aims and means need
to be consistent with those of the participants. For example, if the researcher’s
desire is to change the behaviour of the participants, this must also be their desire.

1.6.2 Philosophical origins of quantitative and qualitative research

Quantitative research: This research approach is thought to produce a result that
is based on rigor, objectivity, and control. Buns and Grove (2001:27) describe that
quantitative approach toward scientific inquiry emerged from a branch of
philosophy, called logical positivism, which operates on strict rules of logic, truth,
laws, axioms, and predictions. According to their view, quantitative researchers
hold the position that ‘truth’ is absolute and that there is a single reality that one
can define by careful measurement. Thus, to find the truth, one must be completely
objective, where values, feelings, and personal perceptions cannot enter into the
measurement of the reality. Quantitative researchers believe that all human
behaviour is objective, purposeful, and measurable, and that the researcher needs

only to find or develop the ‘right’ instrument or tool to measure the behaviour.
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Qualitative research: According to Bumns and Grove (2001:28), qualitative
research is reported to have evolved from the behavioural and social sciences as a
method of understanding the unique, dynamic, holistic nature of human beings.
They describe the philosophical base of qualitative research as interpretive,
humanistic, or naturalistic and is concerned with understanding the meaning of
social interactions by those involved. Qualitative researchers, thus, believe that
‘ruth’ is both complex and dynamic and can be found only by studying persons as
they interact with and in their socio-historical settings.

1.6.3 Rigor in quantitative and qualitative research

Rigor is the striving for excellence in research and involves discipline, scrupulous
adherence to detail, and strict accuracy. A rigorous quantitative researcher
constantly strives for more precise measurement methods, representative
samples, and tightly controlled designs. Characteristics valued in these
researchers include critical examination of reasoning and attention to precision.
Logical and deductive reasoning are yessential to the development of quantitative
research. The research process includes specific steps that are developed with
meticulous detail and logically linked together. These steps are critically examined
and re-examined for errors and weaknesses in such areas as design, treatment
implementation, measurement, sampling, statistical analysis, and generalization.
Reducing these errors and weaknesses is essential to ensure that the research
findings are an accurate reflection of reality (Burns and Grove, 1997:41).

Another aspect of rigor is precision, which encompasses accuracy, detail, and
order. Precision is evident in the concise statement of the research purpose,
detailed development of the study design, and the formulation of explicit treatment
protocols. But the most explicit use of precision is evident in the measurement or
qualification of the study variables. Measurement involves objectively experiencing
the real world through the senses: sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell. The

researcher continually searches for new and more precise ways to measure
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elements and events of the world. Scientific rigor is valued because it is associated
with the worth of research outcomes, and studies are critiqued as a means of
judging rigor.

Qualitative research methods have been criticised for luck of rigor. However, Burns
and Grove (1997:71) argue that these criticisms have occurred because of
attempts to judge the rigor of qualitative studies using rules developed to judge
quantitative studies. Rigor needs to be defined differently for qualitative research
since the desired outcome is different. In qualitative research rigor is reflected in
narrowness, conciseness, and objectively and leads to rigor adherence to research
designs and precise tactical analysis. Rigor in qualitative research is associated
with openness, scrupulous adherence to a philosophical perspective, thoroughness
in collecting data, and consideration of all the data in the subjective theory
development phase. In order to be rigorous in conducting qualitative research, the
researcher must ascend to an open context and be willing to continue to let go of
sedimented views (deconstructing). Maintaining openness requires discipline. Lack
of rigor in qualitative research is due to problems such as inconsistency in adhering
to the philosophy of the approach being used, the failure to “get away from” older
ideas, poorly developed methods, inadequate time spent collecting data, poor
observations, failure to give careful consideration to all the data obtained, and
inadequacy of theoretical development from the data (Burns and Grove, 1997:71).

1.6.4 Validity in quantitative and qualitative research

In quantitative method validity depends on careful instrument construction to be
sure that the instrument measures what it is supposed to measure. The instrument
must then be administered in an appropriate, standardized manner according to
prescribed procedure. The focus is on the measuring instrument, the test items,
survey questions or other measurement tools. In qualitative inquiry, however, the
researcher is the instrument. Validity in qualitative methods, therefore, hinges to a
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great extent on the skill, competence, and rigor of the person doing fieldwork
(Patton, 1990:14).

1.6.5 Focus of quantitative and qualitative research

Burns and Grove (2001:28) describe the focus or perspective of quantitative
research as being concise and reductionistic, which involves breaking the whole
into parts so that the parts can be examined. Involvement of researchers in a study
is thought to bias or sway the study toward the perceptions and values of the
researchers (Bumns and Grove, 2001:28), the reason why quantitative researchers
remain detached from the study and try not to influence the study with their values
(objectivity).

However, according to Burns and Grove (2001: 28), the focus of qualitative
research is broad, the intent of which is to give meaning to the whole (holistic)
rather than the parts. The qualitative researcher has an active role in the study,
and the findings from the study are influenced by the researcher’s values and
perceptions. Although this research approach is subjective, the proponents of this
approach assume that subjectivity is essential for the understanding of human
experiences.

The most obvious difference between quantitative research and qualitative
research is that quantitative research uses data that are structured in the form of
numbers or that can be immediately translated into numbers. If the data cannot be
structured in the form of numbers, they are considered qualitative. However, one
must note that qualitative data can sometimes be handled in such a way as to
produce quantitative data. e.g. the researcher exploring feelings of patients can
analyze the responses in clusters that are negative or positive so as to produce a
figure/percentage of negative patient and positive patient feelings)

The unique characteristics of these two approaches are described in the following
paragraphs.
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Purpose: Leedy and Ormrod (2001:102) argue that quantitative researchers
contribute to theory by searching for explanations and predictions that will be
generalised to other situations and/or people. In contrast, in qualitative research
the findings are used to better understand complex situations in order to build
theory from the ground up.

Process: Quantitative studies are reported to represent the mainstream approach
to research, and therefore, carefully structured guidelines exist for conducting
them, where concepts, variables, hypotheses and methods of measurements are
defined before the study begins and remain the same throughout (Leedy and
Ormord, 2001:102). According to the same authors, quantitative researchers
choose methods that allow them to objectively measure the variable(s) of interest
by trying to remain detached from the research participants so that they can draw
unbiased conclusions. Conversely, the qualitative research process is holistic,
where measurement instruments and interpretations developing along the way. In
this situation, Leedy and Ormrod (2001: 102) report that researchers enter the
setting with open minds, prepared to immerse themselves in the complexity of the
situation and interact with their participants, with variables emerging from the data,
leading to context-bound information, patterns, and/or theories that help to explain
the phenomenon under study.

Data collection: Quantitative researchers identify one or a few variables that they
intend to study and then collect data specifically related to those variables. Specific
methods of measuring each variable are identified and developed with utmost
attention to the validity and reliability of the measurement instruments. Data are
collected from a population, in a form that is easily converted to numerical indices.
On the other hand, qualitative researchers operate under the assumption that
reality is not easily divided into discrete, measurable variables. Qualitative
researchers are often described as being the research instrument because the bulk
of their data collection is dependent on their personal involvement (interviews,

observations) in the setting. Rather than sampling a large number of people with
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the intent of making generalizations, qualitative researchers tend to select a few
participants who can best shed light on the phenomenon under investigation,
collecting both verbal data and nonverbal data (Leedy and Ormrod, 2001:102).

Data analysis: All research requires logical reasoning, with quantitative
researchers tending to rely more heavily on deductive reasoning, beginning with
certain premises (e.g., hypotheses) and then drawing logical conclusions from
them. In contrast, qualitative researchers make considerable use of inductive
reasoning, making many specific observations and then drawing inferences about
larger and more general phenomena, as described in Figure 1 (Leedy and Ormord,
2001: 102).
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Synthesis
Offering hypothesis or

propositions, constructing

tables, diagrams, hierarchies

Classification
Grouping the data into

categories or themes, finding
meanings in the data

Perusal
Getting an overall “sense” of
the data, jotting down
preliminary interpretations

Organization
Filing, creating a computer

database, breaking large units
into smaller ones

Figure 1.1. A diagram showing the organization and analysis of qualitative data
(from Leedy and Ormrod, 2001: 161).

Reporting findings: Quantitative researchers usually reduce their data to

numbers, which they present in the form of statistical tests. In this case, the power
of interpretation rests in the large number of scores that depict the norm, or
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average, of the group’s performance. The results are usually presented in a report
that employs a formal, scientific style using passive voice and impersonal language
(Leedy and Ormrod, 2001: 103). Conversely, qualitative researchers construct
interpretive narratives from their data and try to capture the complexity of the
phenomenon under study, using a more personal, literary style, and including the
participants’ own language and perspectives. ‘Atthough all researchers must be
able to write clearly, Leedy and Ormrod (2001:103) suggest that to be an effective
qualitative researcher one must be specifically skilled in this area.

Some of the unique characteristics of these two approaches in terms purpose,
process, data collection, analysis, and reporting findings are summarized in the

Table 1.3.

Table 1.3: Characteristics of quantitative and qualitative research (from Burns
and Grove, 2001: 27)
Characteristic Quantitative research Qualitative research

Philosophical origin

Logical positivism

Naturalistic, interpretive,
humanistic

Focus Concise, objective, and Broad, subjective, holistic
reductionistic
Reasoning Logistic, deductive Dialectic, inductive
Basic of knowledge Cause-and-effect relationship | Meaning, discovery,
understanding
Theoretical focus Tests theory Develops theory
Researcher Control Shared interpretation
involvement
Methods of Structured interviews, Unstructured interviews and
measurement questionnaires, observations, observations
scales, or physiological
instruments
Data Numbers Words
Analysis Statistical analysis Individual interpretation
Findings Generalization, accept or Unigueness, dynamic,

reject theoretical propositions

understanding of phenomena,
and new theory
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In order to further highlight the uniqueness of these two research methods in terms
purpose, process, data collection, analysis, and reporting findings, few case
studies from some countries are presented in the following paragraphs.

Examples of quantitative studies

Forster, McLachlan, Lumley, Beanland, Waldenstrom and Amir, (2004:176)
conducted a study aimed at determining the influence of mid-pregnancy
breastfeeding education on the proportions of women breastfeeding at hospital
discharge and on the duration of breastfeeding in Australia using a quantitative
method. In their study, they used a randomized controlled trial to compare two
strategies for increasing the initiation and duration of breastfeeding. The study was
conducted on 981 primiparas who attended a public, tertiary women’s hospital in
Melboourne, Australia, and were randomized to one of two interventions or
standard care. Based on the statistical analyses, their result showed that, neither of
the interventions increased breastfeeding initiation or duration compared with
standard care.

Veigh (2005: 21) also conducted a survey in Australia using a quantitative method
with the objective of identifying the most common peri-menopausal symptoms
experienced by a group of Australian women and to explore the extent to which
those symptoms were distressing. The author collected data using self-
administered questionnaires from a non reproductive self-selecting convenience
sample of 200 women aged 45 to 55 years, who were assumed to be peri-
menopausal, and drawn from a state wide population of women residing in New
South Wales, Australia. The analyses for this study were performed using SPSS
(statistical Package for the Social Sciences) software, using frequency distributions
and descriptive statistics to provide information about the sample, symptom
frequency; and level of symptom distress. Their result showed that most frequently
occurring peri-menopausal symptoms included forgetfulness, lack of energy,
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irritability, and weight gain. The most distressing peri-menopausal symptoms
included weight gain, heavy bleeding, poor concentration and leaking of urine.

Another example of a quantitative study, conducted in Hong Kong, had an
objective of determining how patterns of breastfeeding, maternal demographics,
and maternal employment affect continuation of breastfeeding in primiparous
women in Hong Kong (Dodgson, Tarrant, Fong, Peng and Hui, 2003:195). This
research was conducted as part of a larger longitudinal infant feeding study
examining the relationship between motivational and situational variables and
primiparous’ infant feeding behaviours. Self-report surveys were collected from
participants while they were in the hospital, and then by telephone follow-up at
certain monthly intervals postpartum or until they had discontinued breastfeeding.
Data analysis was done using descriptive statistics, the Kruskal-Wallis test, and
hazard ratio (HR). Their results revealed that factors such as maternal age,
attendance at a prenatal breastfeeding class, intended weeks of breastfeeding,
breastfeeding score in hospital, and length of exclusive breastfeeding were
significantly associated with continuation of breastfeeding.

Examples of qualitative studies

As described in the preceding sections, qualitative researchers use unstructured
observation and interview methods to gather data. The data include the shared
interpretations of the researcher and the subjects, and no attempts are made to
control the interaction.

For instance, a study conducted in the UK by Graffy and Taylor (2005:179) using a
qualitative method, with the objective of examining women’s perspectives on the
information, advice, and support they receive with breastfeeding, analysed
qualitatively women’s responses to open questions about their experiences of
breastfeeding support. Participants were recruited as part of randomized controlled
trial of additional support from volunteer breastfeeding counsellors, and they
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completed questionnaires when their babies were 6 weeks old. Their result showed
that thematic analysis of women’s responses to open questions identified five
components of the support that women wanted: information about breastfeeding
and what to expect, practical help with positioning the baby to breastfeed, effective
advice and suggestions, acknowledgment of mothers’ experiences and feelings,
and reassurance and encouragement.

Another study conducted in the USA by Tabi (2002:275) had the purpose of
validating community members’ perspectives on teen pregnancy prevention with
elements of an educational-career youth developmental model (ECYDM) to reduce
teenage pregnancy among African American teens. The specific aims of this study
were: (a) to gain understanding of the factors contributing to teenage pregnancy;
and (b) to identify pregnancy prevention programme relevant to the needs of
African American youth. They employed a qualitative research methodology
(explanatory and descriptive) to validate elements in ECYDM with the perspective
of community members on teen pregnancy prevention for minority youth in urban
communities. Data were collected from a convenience purposive sample of 43
teens and adults in two urban public high schools in two communities in a major
mid-western city. Data analysis included transcribing audiotapes from focus group
and individual interviews.

The application of this qualitative methodology and its findings has implications for
programme design, research, and nursing education. in this particular research
problem (i.e. teenage pregnancy) the findings suggest that a piecemeal approach
to reducing teenage pregnancy in inner city urban communities will be ineffective
and that to achieve desired outcomes, programme interventions must be designed
from a holistic perspective to address identified high-risk behaviours in the
community that affect youths’ growth and development.

Here in South Africa, a qualitative study was done by Uys (2000:79) in Kwazulu-
Natal with the aim of describing the perceptions of student nurses on the past,
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present, and future of the discipline, and identifying common themes and
predictions about the future. The researcher used a qualitative explorative survey,
in which in-depth interviews were used to gather information from the sample
respondents, drawn from three nursing schools. Interviews were taped and then
transcribed. Coding was done using five main categories, namely nursing today,
changes in the recent past, the future of nursing, the image of nursing and the
individual student. This methodology allowed the researchers to assess the
responses that reflect an idealistic view of nursing tempered by a realistic
knowledge of the difficulties encountered in the practical situation.

In nursing practice, as with many other similar studies, quantitative and qualitative
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