
Using Qualitative Data

Monday 3rd April 2023
Annette Hayton
Senior Research Fellow, NERUPI Convenor
Joanne Moore (jm3196@bath.ac.uk)
NERUPI Researcher University of Bath



Straw Poll

Which of these methods have you used in your evaluations: 
• Focus Groups
• Interviews

• Observation

• Reflective accounts

• Creative expression

• Qualitative case studies
• Other 



NERUPI Members’ website

NERUPI MEMBERS WEBSITE

https://www.nerupi.co.uk/members/toolkit/basics


NERUPI Evaluation

moves away 
from the 

medical 
model Focus on 

inequalities
not individual 

needs

diagnose 
treatment

EVALUATION



Critical Participatory Action Research

Kemmis et al., 2014 p.74

http://nerupi-dev.floatdesign.net/members/resources/the-action-research-planner-stephen-kemmis-robin-mctaggart-rhonda-nixon-2014-book


Different types of questions



Member 
resources

Methods Guides available on:
Using symbols; Interviews; Focus groups; Feedback from stakeholders and interested parties; Creative 
expression; Reflective accounts; Evaluation wheel; Photo elicitation; Questionnaire surveys; Structured 
observation; Tracking; Voting; Use of Validated tools; Experimental and Quasi-experimental methods;
Case studies; Comparative case study analysis; Process tracing; Qualitative Comparative Analysis;
Contribution Analysis.



Qualitative methods pros and cons

What are the pros and 
cons of qualitative 

methods?
Put your thoughts on the 

padlet



Qualitative methods pros and cons

Ø Good for exploring how people make sense of 
their lives, why things happened and the meaning

Ø Bridges the gap between scientific evidence and 
practice by examining people’s attitudes, beliefs, 
preferences

Ø Can be used to test hypotheses about the 
mechanisms underpinning your theory of change

Ø Able to convey richness, detail and nuance and to 
look at how individuals react or respond 
differently to situations and each other

Ø Opportunities for embedding data collection into 
programme delivery

Ø Qualitative methods tend to be time consuming 
and therefore more costly to implement

Ø Data analysis may require a lot of input (e.g. 
transcription, coding, thematic analysis) and 
usually more than one round of iteration

Ø Greater need to control for subjectivity (e.g. 
danger of interviewer bias)

Ø Quantitative methods may have higher credibility 
with some people (e.g. funders)



Using qualitative data examples: Interviews

• Researchers at the Lincoln Higher Education 
Research Institute (LHERI) used biographical 
life-grid interviews with students as part of 
research to understand the impact of 
University of Lincoln’s Access Covenant 
(AC).

• This research project also included 
interviews with staff delivering AC services, a 
survey of university students including those 
who have accessed AC support. 



Using qualitative data examples: Focus Groups

• The WP team at Oxford Brookes has included use 
of focus groups with students as part of the 
evaluation of their student ambassador training 
activities. 

• As well as student ambassador training, the recruits 
also take part in employability training where 
ambassadors reflect on what skills they have gained 
form with working on programme.

• Running focus groups at the mid point in the 
programme, and various points in the student 
ambassadors student journey, is designed to help 
with the medium and long term evaluation (along 
with a pre and post survey, interviews and use of 
reflective diaries).

• Tracking is being put in place to assess success at 
university and graduate prospects.



Using qualitative data examples: Photo Elicitation

• A small scale study conducted with a 
sample of estranged students at the 
University of Lincoln (UoL) used photo 
elicitation to explore the experiences of 
estranged students and provide the 
institution with recommendations on how 
to better support its estranged students.

• The students were asked to take a series 
of images over the Easter holiday period -
which represented their student 
experience.

• The students’ comments about, and 
reactions to, these images were audio-
recorded with their consent. 



Methods Guides Now Available 

 Quantitative Qualitative 
Using symbols a a 
Interviews a a 
Focus groups  a 
Feedback from stakeholders and interested parties a a 
Creative expression  a 
Reflective accounts a a 
Evaluation wheel a  

Photo elicitation  a 
Questionnaire surveys a a 
Structured observation a a 
Tracking  a  

Voting a  

Use of Validated tools a  

Experimental and Quasi-experimental methods a  

Case studies a a 
 

• Triangulation of sources
• Mixed methods approaches 

https://www.nerupi.co.uk/members/resources/mixed-methods


Questions to explore in groups

1. What types of qualitative data have you 
used? 

2. What worked well and why? 
3. What were the potential limitations and 

how would you address these? 
4. What did this type of evaluation tell you 

about your activity? 

Debrief: 

What did you discuss? 

Did any methods seem better/worse than 
others? 

How do you decide which method to use 
for your own evaluation? 



Considerations for qualitative 
research

Issue Considerations Issue Considerations
Access to 
participants 

Relies on having the time and access to 
the participants in order to collect their 
reflections – may depend on 
relationships e.g. with partners

Drawing 
conclusions

Need to consider how judgements 
will be made (e.g. comparative 
analysis)

Expertise Requires expertise in undertaking 
research, data analysis and reporting

Data analysis Danger of generating a lot of 
evidence that needs to be 
synthesised

Sampling May not be possible to involve all 
participants to same depth, therefore 
need justifiable Sampling Methods (e.g.  
Purposeful sampling)

Software? Thematic analysis could involve using 
specialist software packages (e.g. 
MAXQDA)

QCA software
Ethical issues Informed consent, Confidentiality, 

Avoiding harm
Other



What are the 
assumptions 
about what 
you’re 
delivering?

Start with 
the Theory 
of Change

• What’s 
already 
known from 
existing 
evidence? 

Assess the 
existing 

evidence

• Focus on 
where there 
are the gaps 
in the 
evidence 

Develop 
research 

questions
• Select an 

appropriate 
and feasible  
evaluation 
design

Identify 
needs & 

approach

• Look for 
opportunities to 
embed data 
collection in 
delivery

Agree the 
methods

•Process of 
review and 
continual 
learning 

Evaluate 
the 

evaluation



Approaches to impact evaluation (The 
OfS Standards of Evidence)

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/standards-of-evidence-and-evaluating-impact-of-outreach/


Tips for using qualitative methods for evaluating outcomes
• The method you choose should be based on what you are researching: 

Ø Qualitative research is best for What? Why? And How? Type questions 

• Rationale for why you have chosen a qualitative approach could be:  
Ø To test assumptions of how programmes work in practice;

Ø To capture detailed and nuanced data about a particular issue to understanding what aspects have/haven’t 
worked and why;

Ø To identify or explore unintended outcomes. 

• The resources you have will make a difference, but being rigorous and transparent is the key to 
good qualitative research. 
Ø The study should be supported by a series of logical and justifiable steps.

§ Identify the key perspective that need to be captured

§ Identify suitable data collection methods (interviews, focus groups, observations, open-ended surveys etc.). 

§ Consider what techniques or concepts will guide the data analysis and interpretation stage. 

§ Consider what quality checks you can put in place to justify your interpretations.

• Being clear about the methodological process will help to strengthen the credibility of your 
findings.



Qualitative methods and impact evaluation

Ideas for strengthening 
the evidence base

Outcomes
Provides 

evidence of a 
change in at 
least one of 

your project’s 
key outcomes.

Measures
Measures of change
are precisely defined and 
relevant to the intervention

Data collection
Outcomes are 

compared 
between 

participants and 
comparators

Triangulation
The design
triangulates 
results from 

multiple 
perspectives

Contextualisation
Analysis takes account of 
background factors (location, 
gender etc)

Limitations
You acknowledge the likely 
limitations of the approach 

Sampling
Covers your whole 

cohort or uses a credible 
sampling approach.

Rationale
Based on testing an 
explicit programme 

theory

Grounding
Takes account of the 

existing literature 
evidence and what it 

means for you

Critical Reflection
You consider what 
needs updating in 
light of developing 

evidence

Joining up
Between different evaluations and 
connects these as part of a coherent 
programme of knowledge building



Analysis for small ‘N’ populations

Designs that can be used to test and refine the programme theory: 
• Comparative case studies

Ø Analysis of similarities and differences/patterns
• Qualitative comparative analysis

Ø Pair-wise comparisons of case to compare the configurations of different cases in order to identify 
the components that result in specific outcomes (i.e. the combinations of causes and effects)

• Realist evaluation
Ø Finding out what works, for whom under what conditions

• Contribution analysis
Ø Mapping all the factors that contributed to the outcomes

• Process tracing
Ø Making judgements about the weight of the evidence about all the different possible explanations 

for how an outcome came about



Mixed methods designs



Tips for Qualitative Data Analysis

• How many themes? 

Ø Depends on the evidence collected. Keep going until you reach saturation. 
But make sure only to report themes you have enough data to support, if 
the evidence is ‘thin’ then you may need to do more research to justify it.

• Software packages?

Ø Range from using a spreadsheet/matrix to keep track of themes and 
variables, to thematic analysis packages and tools for QCA

Organise the 
data

Explore the 
data to identify 

themes

Create initial 
codes

Review and 
refine the 

codes

Present the 
themes



Tips for reporting

• Communicating the results

Ø It can be useful to think of the themes as the basic headings in an 
outline. Start each section with a brief description of that theme. Follow 
that with relevant quotes and illustrations. 

• Drawing conclusions and making recommendations

Ø Does the intervention theory and related practices need updating in 
light of developing evidence? 

• Demonstrating quality

Ø Show how the evaluation was done in a rigorous and systematic way 
following a series of justifiable steps. 



NERUPI Links & Further Reading

NERUPI EVALUATION SECTION NERUPI THEORY OF CHANGE

NERUPI MIXED METHODS NERUPI METHODS GUIDES

NERUPI ANALYSING QUALITATIVE DATA.             NERUPI QUESTION BANK

TASO Evaluation with small cohorts

Miller, E & Daly, E. (2013). Understanding and measuring outcomes: The role of qualitative data. Glasgow, 
Scotland: Institute of Research and Innovation in Social Services.

Rogers, P. & Goodrick, D. (2010). Qualitative data analysis. In Wholey, J., Hatry, H., & Newcomer, K., 
(Eds.), Handbook of practical program evaluation (3rd ed., pp. 429–53). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

https://taso.org.uk/evidence/evaluation-guidance-resources/impact-evaluation-with-small-cohorts/what-is-small-n-evaluation/
https://www.nerupi.co.uk/members/toolkit/basics
https://www.nerupi.co.uk/members/resources/mixed-methods
https://www.nerupi.co.uk/members/toolkit/evaluation/methods-guides
https://www.nerupi.co.uk/members/resources/qualitative-data-analysis-coding-example
https://www.nerupi.co.uk/members/resources/nerupi-framework-question-bank
https://taso.org.uk/evidence/evaluation-guidance-resources/impact-evaluation-with-small-cohorts/what-is-small-n-evaluation/
http://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/understanding-and-measuring-outcomes
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