
CRITICALLY EVALUATING QUALITATIVE PAPERS (eg RCTs)
Qualitative research: Questions to help you make sense of a paper. 

Adapted from: Greenhalgh,T and Taylor, R. How to read a paper: Papers that go beyond numbers (qualitative research). BMJ, 1997;315:740-743. John Wright & Nick Price, Bradford

Question 1: Did the paper describe an important clinical problem addressed via a clearly formulated question?

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Comment:

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Question 2: Was a qualitative approach appropriate?
If the objective of the research was to explore, interpret, or obtain a deeper understanding of a particular clinical issue, qualitative methods were almost certainly the most appropriate ones to use. If, however, the research aimed to achieve some other goal (such as determining the incidence of a disease or the frequency of an adverse drug reaction, testing a cause and effect hypothesis, or showing that one drug has a better risk-benefit ratio than another), a case-control study, cohort study, or randomised trial may have been better suited to the research question. 
Comment:
	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Question 3: How were the setting and the subjects selected?
In qualitative research, however, we are not interested in an "on average" view of a patient population. We want to gain an in depth understanding of the experience of particular individuals or groups; we should therefore deliberately seek out individuals or groups who fit the bill. If, for example, we wished to study the experience of non-English speaking British Punjabi women when they gave birth in hospital (with a view to tailoring the interpreting or advocacy service more closely to the needs of this patient group), we would be perfectly justified in going out of our way to find women who had had a range of different birth experiences—an induced delivery, an emergency caesarean section, a delivery by a medical student, a late miscarriage, and so on—rather than a "random" sample of British Punjabi mothers. This is termed purposeful sampling.

Comment:
Question 4: What was the researcher's perspective, and has this been taken into account?
Have the researchers described in detail where they are coming from so that the results can be interpreted accordingly?

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Comment:
Question 5: What methods did the researcher use for collecting data—and are these described in enough detail?
 "have I been given enough information about the methods used?", and, if you have, use your common sense to assess, "are these methods a sensible and adequate way of addressing the research question?" 

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Comment:

Question 6: What methods did the researcher use to analyse the data—and what quality control measures were implemented?
 It is simply not good enough to flick through the text looking for "interesting quotes" which support a particular theory. The researcher must find a systematic way of analysing his or her data, and, in particular, must seek examples of cases which appear to contradict or challenge the theories derived from the majority. (This is termed ‘deviant case analysis’.) 

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Comment:

Question 7: Are the results credible, and if so, are they clinically important?
We obviously cannot assess the credibility of qualitative results through the precision and accuracy of measuring devices, nor their significance via confidence intervals and numbers needed to treat. It usually takes little more than plain common sense to determine whether the results are sensible and believable, and whether they matter in practice. 

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Comment:

Question 8: What conclusions were drawn, and are they justified by the results?
How well does this analysis explain why people behave in the way they do? 

How comprehensible would this explanation be to a thoughtful participant in the setting?; How well does the explanation cohere with what we already know?

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Comment:

Question 9: Are the findings of the study transferable to other clinical settings?
One of the commonest criticisms of qualitative research is that the findings of any qualitative study pertain only to the limited setting in which they were obtained. In fact, this is not necessarily any truer of qualitative research than of quantitative research.

	Yes
	Can’t tell
	No

	
	
	


Comment:

OVERALL, WHAT DO YOU THINK: (weigh up the 9 questions)

Doctors have traditionally placed high value on numerical data, which may in reality be misleading, reductionist (=looking at the minutiae rather than the whole picture), and irrelevant to the real issues. The increasing popularity of qualitative research in the biomedical sciences has arisen largely because quantitative methods provided either no answers or the wrong answers to important questions in both clinical care and service delivery.1 If you still feel that qualitative research is necessarily second rate by virtue of being a "soft" science, you should be aware that you are out of step with the evidence.
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