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Research methods in psychology
Qualitative

What are qualitative methods?

Qualitas is from Latin, meaning a focus on qualities or features of 
something.

Qualitative research asks about feelings and observing behaviours.

What do the methods usually look like?

Interviews or observed interactions happening in the world.

What type of data do these methods use?

Words and descriptions.

What are qualitative methods good for?

Understanding how the description of a specific situation can be 
unique and complex.

What are the limitations of qualitative research?

As qualitative research examines small groups of people in very 
specific situations, the results of the research can’t usually be 
generalised to other groups of people.

Is qualitative or quantitative best?
Is it best to explore a research question qualitatively or 
quantitatively?

For example… consider a study to investigate the strategies 
young people use to cope with stress.

Conduct semi-structured interviews with 30 people, with 
in-depth discussion of their experiences of stress, as well as how 
they cope with it. After transcribing the interviews, thematic 
analysis could be used to identify recurring patterns of meaning 
throughout the data.

Recruit 200 young people to complete an online survey 
measuring stress levels, as well as variables which might predict 
ability to cope with stress, such as the extent of their social 
support. Graphs could be used to represent the most common 
variables and correlations calculated between self-reported 
stress levels and factors such social support.

Lydia Harkin is a lecturer in psychology at Nottingham 
Trent University. Lydia uses both qualitative and 
quantitative methods to research how to improve life 
for people affected by a cancer diagnosis.

Go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/psychologyreviewextras for a 
pdf of this poster to download and print for display in the classroom.
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Quantitative
What are quantitative methods?

Quantitas, in Latin, means focusing on quantities or amounts of 
something.

Quantitative research counts how often things occur and 
calculates numerical patterns in behaviours.

What do the methods usually look like?

Experiments and questionnaires with fixed-answer categories.

What type of data do these methods use?

Numbers and statistical patterns.

What are quantitative methods good for?

Searching for general laws that apply throughout the world.

What are the limitations of quantitative research?

As quantitative research looks for generalised patterns of 
behaviours, the results of research sometimes ignore what 
happens with people whose behaviours fall outside of the norm.

So who is the winner?…
It’s a draw! In the past, there was debate over which of these 
methods was superior. These days, both methods are seen as 
complementary.

Qualitative methods can help to provide more detailed insight 
into a phenomena.

Quantitative methods can help to understand how common 
certain behaviours and thoughts are.

In fact, sometimes these methods are combined in one study to 
make a mixed methods approach.


