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QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PRACTICE

involvement of their partners in deciding to take part in the trial. Analysis of inter-
views with women and their partners suggested that women used a process of per-
suasion to overcome the resistance their partners often had to their participation in 
the trial, and men reported using this resistance to gain more knowledge about their 
partners, and the new technology. Although the microbicide gel could be considered a 
‘female controlled’ technology, in practice it might be difficult to use covertly in rela-
tionships because of the changes it produced in how the vagina felt. However, it 
emerged that the ‘meaning’ of microbicide gel within relationships was very different 
from that of condoms. Whereas condoms were associated with a lack of trust (and 
were therefore difficult to use in long-term relationships), the gel was associated with 
sexual pleasure (in part, because using it involved intimacy) and with greater com-
munication within relationships, thus making it suitable for long-term relationships.

The roles of qualitative research in large trials such as the Microbicide Development 
Programme are complex. First, the research (in the examples here, from feasibility and 
pilot studies) generates useful data in its own right, addressing questions about how 
sexual health is experienced in the context of relationships and health care provision. 
Information about the different ways that microbicide gel and condoms are perceived in 
terms of ‘trust’ is extremely useful information that could be used, for instance, in plan-
ning rollout campaigns for the product if the trial does show that microbicides are effective 
and safe. Second, such data also have to function as ‘useful’ for the primary purposes of 
a large quantitative trial, in which adequate recruitment and retention, and the reliability 
and validity of trial methods, are crucial. This potentially raises problems if the qualitative 
data are not consistent with data from other parts of the trial. Third, there are issues of 
integrating findings from the quantitative and qualitative components during the analysis.

In this case, qualitative interviews and focus groups helped in the design of the trial’s 
quantitative instruments, especially in terms of clarifying key concepts and the range of 
ways in which they were understood locally. This included defining terms such as ‘long-
term partner’ or ‘penetrative sex’, which may be difficult to standardize across study 
settings. They also aided in designing recruitment strategies that maximized informed 
consent and ethical participation. Finally, interviews and focus groups provide essential 
information on the process of the trial, and on issues such as how women completed the 
diaries developed to monitor adherence through the trial and how their answers to study 
questionnaires may change over time as a result of their participation in the project.

Reflective questions

Imagine you have been asked to oversee the qualitative component of a large complex 
trial. What kinds of issues might you wish to agree with your co-investigators in advance? 
What kinds of analysis might be appropriate for your data?

Feedback

Crucially you might want to agree how any discrepancies between the qualitative and the 
quantitative findings will be dealt with or reported. For the analysis, it will depend on 
which aspect of the data you are dealing with. If you are looking for information regard-
ing the implementation of the policy you might want to use Framework analysis. If, 
however, you are looking at perceptions and understandings of the participants then you 
might prefer an approach based on the principles of grounded theory.

(Continued)
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antagonistic relationships, with (for instance) qualitative data providing context and 
explanation for associations found, but also potentially suggesting critique of quantita-
tive indicators, or a reframing of the original study questions.

Reflective questions

In your view, is it ever truly possible to ‘marry’ research findings from different episte-
mological perspectives or are they doomed always to be ‘unhappy bedfellows’? What 
steps might a research team take to minimize the effects of this? 

Feedback

The two case studies in this chapter provide some examples of productive mixed methods 
approaches, despite some tensions. One way of minimizing the impact of fundamental 
epistemological difference is to agree in advance whether or not to address this in the 
research output and to agree how far (if at all) acknowledgement of this should be taken. 
It might be feasible to agree in advance that the pragmatic findings should be published 
without discussion of this in public health policy/health services research journals but 
that more reflexive, theoretical/philosophical papers be written up for social science 
specialist journals as well.

Qualitative research and applied research
A distinction is often made between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ research. ‘Pure’ research, or 
basic research, is usually considered to be orientated towards a researcher’s own 
interests, or problems that are generated from within a discipline. Research in 
anthropology or sociology that is focused on understanding health behaviour or 
beliefs, but with no explicit aim of improving practice or changing behaviour, could 
be considered ‘pure’ research. Of course, many of these studies do later contribute 
to improvements in health care, but their initial aim is one of ‘understanding’ rather 
than making a contribution to practice. In contrast, ‘applied’ research begins with a 
problem rooted in practice: how well something works, or what the needs for an 
intervention are, for instance.

Moira Kelly (2004) usefully outlines some of the issues of doing qualitative 
evaluations, as one example of applied research. The key distinction between basic 
and applied evaluation research for Kelly is its context: evaluations are instigated 
to address a practical problem, with the aim of ‘appraising human activities in a 
formal, systematic way’ (2004: 523). Although the methods used in evaluations 
may be the same as those used in basic research, the commissioners, or funders, 
are likely to have a greater interest in the study, with tighter control over how it 
is conducted. In terms of the orientations towards qualitative methodologies 
introduced in Chapter 1, there are clearly potential tensions. If the strengths of 
qualitative methodology include a flexibility of design and the ability to challenge 
common-sense understandings of the world, these may not be welcome in a 
tightly-controlled evaluation, in which the funders, not unreasonably, would like 
a clear answer to a predetermined question or firm recommendations that focus 
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