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Qua-Wars: 
Qualitative Methods Unit – a comparison of quality and quantity 

 
Learning Objectives: 
 
1. To gain an appreciation for the role of qualitative research in health care.   
2. To learn to distinguish qualitative from quantitative methods 
3. To learn to appreciate and apply their results of qualitative papers including: 

• Determining the validity of the results 
• Interpreting the results 
• Applying the results to your patients 

 
 
 
Problem-Based Educational Package 
 
1. Read the attached clinical scenario. 
2. Define the clinical question and outline a strategy to find the evidence. 
3. Read the attached JAMA articles about qualitative research in health care. 
4. Review different teaching options based on the needs of your learners and the time 

available. 
5. Critically appraise the attached paper 
6. Decide whether the diagnostic test will help you in your decision making for your patient.  
 
Enclosed Materials 
 
1. Steinhauser, KE et al. In search of a good death: observations of patients, families and 

providers.  Annals of Internal Medicine 2000; 132: 823-832.  
2. Giacomini, M et al. Users’ Guides to the Medical Literature.  XXIII.  Qualitative research in 

health care, A.  Are the results of the study valid?  JAMA 2000; 284 (3): 357-62. 
3. Giacomini, M et al. Users’ Guides to the Medical Literature. XXIII.  Qualitative research in 

health care, B.  What are the results and how do they help me care for my patients?  
JAMA 2000; 284 (4): 478-82. 

4. Strategies for Teaching Qualitative Methods 
5. Critical Appraisal Worksheet 
6. Steinhauser,KE et al. Factors considered important at the end of life by patients, family, 

physicians and other care providers.  JAMA 2000;284 (19):2476-2482. 
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Clinical Scenario: 
Mr. W is a 67-year-old man with a history of colon cancer 20 years ago that was treated at 
that time with surgery and chemotherapy.  He presents to the ER with a 6-week history of 
difficulty swallowing and post-prandial emesis.  He reports vomiting of undigested food and 
has lost 40 lbs in the past few months.  He denies odynophagia.   Mr. W also has a 40 pack-
year smoking history and is a former heavy alcohol user, having quit several years ago. 
 
Physical Exam: Temp 99.3 BP lying down 138/70 P lying 80 with sitting up BP drops to 
120/60 and pulse increases to 102.  Mr. W is  cachexic and has bitemportal wasting.  His 
mucus membranes are dry.  He has no LAN.  He has decreased breath sounds at the right 
base.  Heart exam is without murmurs or rubs.  Abdomen, extremities and neurologic 
examinations are normal. 
 
This man is admitted to your service and over the next two days, Chest CT reveals marked 
thickening of the esophageal wall with near obliteration of the esophagus. EGD revealed an 
obstructive lesion with occlusion that was too tight to allow the endoscope to pass, however a 
biopsy is done.   
 
The team discusses the overwhelming probability of esophageal cancer with Mr. W while 
awaiting the results.  Thus far, he has refused to discuss his hospital course with his family 
because he does not wish to worry them until he has an answer for sure.   He was separated 
from his wife and does not maintain contact with her.  He was in touch with his children, but 
they were all grown and he did not live near them.  He openly admits, even without a clear 
diagnosis that if he has cancer, he would like to avoid toxic therapies if they will not be able to 
cure him.  He reports that his inability to swallow is the single most difficult thing for him and 
that the quality of his life might be improved if he could swallow.   
 
The student on the team voices helplessness at the situation.  “It is clear that he is going to 
die and there is not much we can do for him.”  You suggest that, if he is going to die, we 
could try to offer him a “good” death.  He responds, “a good death- what can be good about 
death?”  You recall that you recently read a qualitative study that might help them to try to 
gain insight into the values and attitudes that surround death.  They ask whether a qualitative 
study is one that is about quality.  You recognize a teachable moment and offer to bring the 
paper the next day for the team to review. 
 
The paper you have in mind is: 
 
In search of a good death: Observations of Patients, Families, and Providers. Ann 
Intern Med. 2000;132:825-832 
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Strategies for 
teaching 

about 
Qualitative 
Research 
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The Teaching Opportunity: 
Background:  You have now identified a teachable topic for your team- you need to assess 
how much time you would like to spend on qualitative research methods and on the review of 
this paper.  Each of the following 4 tips would lead up to a critical analysis of the qualitative 
study you have selected. 
 

1. 15 minute tip: 
You might begin by asking your group whether they can define and compare the 
characteristics of Quantitative vs. Qualitative Research with respect to the following 
categories.  You can use the information in the User’s Guides to help clarify the 
issues.   
 
Table 1: Compare and Contrast Quantitative and Qualitative Research  
 Quantitative Research Qualitative Research 
What kind of information is 
being gained?  

  

Type of Reasoning? 
 
 

  

Methods 
(Types of study designs 
used) 
 
 

  

Product of the work 
(i.e. what will be reported in 
your results section?) 
 

  

Measurements and 
Questions (Open vs Close 
ended) 
 
 

  

Statistical Considerations 
 
 

  

Sample Size Issues 
 
 

  

Sources of Bias 
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2. 30 minute tip:   
You might follow the exercise using table I (above) with a discussion surrounding Mr. 
W.  Specifically ask, what are the things that we can do to improve the quality of Mr. 
W’s time prior to his death? Have half of the group come up with Quantitative 
Outcomes and the other half come up with Qualitative Outcomes.  

 
Quantitative 
Outcomes 

How you would 
measure them 

Qualitative 
Outcomes 

How you would 
measure them 
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3. 60-90 minute workshop: Experiential learning about Qualitative Research 
 

If you want to try something a little bit different, you could try an exercise that would really 
drive home the differences between the two research methodologies.  Have your groups 
actually design and perform an experiment trying to clarify the following research 
question.   

 
 

Research Objective:  In search of a Good Breakfast:  Observations of hungry 
medical residents—the Donut Trial. 
 
Directions:  Groups separated into qualitative and quantitative teams.  You can use a 
coin toss to randomly assign people to their groups.   
 
Materials:  Two boxes of donuts, identical in content- one box per each team.  (cookies or 
other food items would work as well as long as you have two identical sets) 
 
Goal: Each team has 20 minutes to use their methodology to describe the donut 
breakfast in their group.  The winning team will be that one which comes closest to “truth” 
about the breakfast provided as determined by an unbiased judge (to be picked by you!).   
Validity will be judged as the truthful correspondence of results with an objective 
reality. 

 
The qualitative team must use open-ended evaluations, inductive reasoning and 
describe the important characteristics of the breakfast.    They should use their data to 
generate hypotheses and may be experiential. 
 
The quantitative team must use close-ended evaluations, deductive reasoning with 
hypothesis testing.  Their hypotheses should be based on their prior experiences 
concerning what characteristics would be important.  Attempts must be made to avoid 
bias. They must be able to apply quantitative statistics to their measurements (not 
actually do the statistics, just be able to!) 
 

4. 60 minute tip: 
A different approach would be to look at two papers that address similar questions with 
very different methods.  Along with the qualitative paper from Annals of Internal Medicine, 
give out the paper from JAMA by the same authors (included in your packet).  The JAMA 
paper reports on the quantitative work that followed the qualitative work.  Ask the learners 
to read both papers and discuss their different strengths.  Discuss why the second paper 
in JAMA could not have been done without the groundwork provided by the qualitative 
piece.    
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Assessing Validity: Is there a truthful correspondence of results to a presumed “ objective 
reality.” 
Methodologic rigor:   
1. Is the study designed to address its research question and objectives appropriately? 
2. Methods section: should include, participant selection, methods of data collection, 

comprehensiveness of data collection, procedures for analyzing data and corroborating 
findings.   

 
User’s Guide to the Medical Literature:  Critical Appraisal Worksheet for Qualitative 
Research: 

Validity Criteria:   
Steinhauser, KE. et. al. In search of a good death:  observations of patients, families, and 
providers.  Ann Int Med. 2000;132:825-832 
 
What is the Research 
Question? 

 

Were participants relevant to 
the research question? 
 
 
Was participant selection 
well reasoned? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Were the data collection 
methods appropriate for the 
research objectives and 
setting? 
 
(Field observation, 
interviews, document 
analysis) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Was the data collection 
comprehensive enough to 
support rich and robust 
descriptions of the observed 
events? 

 
 
 
 
 

Were the data appropriately 
analyzed and the findings 
adequately corroborated? 

 
 
 
 
 

Study Results  
What are the results of the 
study? 
 
 How evocative and thorough 
is the description? 
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Applicability to patient 

care 
 

How do the results of this 
study help me care for the 
patients? 
 
 
 
Does this study help me 
understand the context of my 
practice? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does this study help me 
understand my relationships 
with my patients and their 
families? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


