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THE FEATURES OF EXCELLENT QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

by Simon Moss


Introduction

If you are a research candidate, supervisor, or researcher, you may need to evaluate a quantitative study.  For example, you might need to evaluate a study if

· you need to determine whether your own research proposal or a research proposal submitted by someone you supervise is appropriate
· you want to conduct a systematic literature review and thus need to decide which studies to include
· you want to outline the strengths of your study in a grant application or in the discussion 

This document presents some principles you can apply or taxonomies you can utilize to evaluate quantitative studies—and then to determine how to improve these studies.  


Key features of excellent research

When research candidates or researchers design a research project, they sometimes overlook vital details or principles.  To prevent this problem, you could utilise the following table.  This table itemises and clarifies some overlooked features of exemplary quantitative research.  Exemplary projects will often comprise the majority, but seldom all, of these features

	Feature of exemplary research
	Details or justifications

	Research objectives
	

	Some or all of the literature was reviewed methodically 
	· Researchers might conduct a systematic literature review; see the relevant information on this webpage
· Researchers might consider alternative methods, such as a scoping literature review or rapid review

· This methodical review could be published as a separate paper or chapter 
· Alternatively, researchers might write a traditional, narrative review; however, in the first few paragraphs, researchers might indicate how they extracted the publications and information methodically rather than haphazardly
· They might, for example, describe the search terms they entered, the databases they utilised, and the criteria they utilised to decide which studies to include and which information to extract. 

	The project is designed to solve a consequential problem or important controversy in the literature
	· If the project is designed to solve a consequential problem, researchers should be able to substantiate the cost, prevalence, or longevity of this problem
· A typical problem might be a specific disease or crime
· If the project is designed to resolve a controversy in the literature, researchers should be able to show that many scholars have alluded to this debate
· A typical controversy might revolve around two conflicting theories or approaches

	The project utilises the insights or methods of at least one recent, esteemed study to extend another recent, esteemed study
	· The two or more esteemed studies should have been published in the last three or so years—and perhaps even more recently if the field evolves rapidly
· The two or more esteemed studies should have been published in a Q1 journal or similar

	The distinct feature or features of this project should be designed to address the problem or resolve the controversy in the literature
	· For example, if the project is the first attempt to blend two papers or approaches, researchers should be able to justify why this unique blend might be able to resolve this problem or controversy 

	Design
	

	If possible, participants or cases should be randomly allocated to conditions, called a randomised control trial
	· For instance, half the participants might complete one education program and the other participants might complete another program 
· Alternatively, sets or clusters of participants or cases may be randomly assigned to conditions, called a cluster randomised control trial
· For a discussion about various designs, read this document

	If participants or cases are allocated to conditions, as few people as possible should know which participants or cases were assigned to each condition
	· For example, participants should not be aware of the condition to which they were assigned—such as whether they are completing the advanced program or standard program
· Similarly, the individuals who interact with participants should be oblivious to who was assigned to each condition 
· If participants should be unaware of the condition in which they were assigned, they could be later asked questions to assess their awareness.  An example is “Did you notice anything unusual or distinctive about this task…”

	If participants or cases are assigned to conditions, the conditions should be identical except on the features the researcher wants to assess
	· However, on the features the researcher wants to assess, the conditions should differ appreciably between one another on these features
· If these features do not differ appreciably across conditions, researchers are not as likely to generate significant results  

	Researchers should check that participants had followed the instructions, sometimes called a manipulation check
	· For example, if the participants in one condition were instructed to read some material, researchers should check they actually read this material
· Researchers should conduct intention to treat analyses; that is, one analysis is directed only to participants who followed the instructions; the other analysis is directed to all participants who received the instructions (see Gupta, 2011).  

	If possible, participants or cases should be measured at more than one time
	· This design is called longitudinal
· If the appropriate statistical tests are applied, this design can be utilised to differentiate the cause and effect
· Appropriate statistical tests include mediation analysis, path analysis, and growth curve models.

	If participants or cases are measured at more than one time, researchers should introduce measures that diminish the rate of withdrawal
	· Researchers should report the proportion of people who withdrew from each condition
· The proportion of people who withdrew from this study should at least be similar in each condition

	Researchers should measure and control variables that are appreciably related to the outcome measure.  
	· For example, if the outcome is student engagement, a control variable might be mood or past grades
· If participants or cases are not randomly assigned to conditions, this principle is especially important
· To determine which statistical tests to utilize, perhaps utilise this document 

	Measures or materials
	

	Researchers should be able to present evidence that justifies the validity of their measures or materials 
	· To validate measures, researchers might consider the relationships between this measure and other related variables as well as factor analyses, Cronbach’s alpha, and similar methods
· To assess content validity, researchers could apply the procedures that Lawshe (1975) proposed (see also Wilson, Pan, & Schumsky, 2012).

	If participants need to complete subjective measures, such as rate their wellbeing, researchers should include procedures to assess or to promote honesty
	· For some appropriate techniques, read this document.  This document, although written to assist interviewers, is largely applicable to surveys as well. 
· If possible, researchers could administer the over-claiming technique—a procedure that assesses whether participants exaggerate their knowledge about a topic (Paulhus & Harms, 2004)

	Researchers should conduct a pilot, preliminary, or feasibility study
	· These studies could be used to validate measures, improve the procedures, assess the viability of some activity, or estimate the likely effect sizes—an index that is necessary to conduct power analyses 

	Participants or cases
	

	Researchers should be able to justify the number of participants or cases in their study
	· They may conduct an a priori power analysis
· They may reveal the number of participants or cases exceeds other comparable studies—especially studies that utilised similar techniques to analyse the data

	The participants should be representative of the relevant population
	· Researchers might statistically compare the characteristics of a sample—such as the mean income—with the characteristics of a relevant population
· If one characteristic differs between the sample and population, researchers could perhaps conduct a technique to ascertain whether this characteristic is likely to affect some relationship
· For example, a moderated regression might show this characteristic, such as income, does not moderate the association between the predictor and outcome
· They could thus conclude the bias in the sample is unlikely to affect the conclusions

	Ethical considerations
	· For more details about ethics, first visit this webpage and follow the links

	Individuals should not feel pressure to participate in the study
	

	The project should demonstrate respect to all humans
	· The project should not restrict the autonomy of individuals to pursue their values, preferences, rituals, and goals

	The project should demonstrate justice
	· That is, the project should treat all individuals and groups fairly—rather than benefit only a particular subset

	The benefits should appreciably outweigh the costs
	· The harm or discomfort should be minimal

	Data analysis
	

	The assumptions that underpin some technique should be assessed, if applicable
	· Alternatively, researchers may choose techniques that are not sensitive to particular assumptions

	During the analysis, if a decision is reached that might be contentious, researchers should report what the findings would have been if another choice was reached
	· To illustrate, researchers might choose to exclude an outlier
· They should then report, perhaps in an appendix, the results that would have been observed if the outliers had been retained

	The technique chosen to analyse the data is suited to this kind of outcome measure  
	· Researchers should ascertain whether the outcome measure—such as student engagement or health—is binary, categorical, a ranking, a count, or some other numerical measure
· Researchers should then choose the technique that is suited to this kind of measure (for a discussion, see this document)

	Risks
	

	Researchers should record the possible risks or problems that could unfold
	· Researchers should develop a plan on how they might respond if these risks unfold



  









The Medical Education Research Study Quality Instrument or MERSQI

Sometimes, such as during a systematic review, you might want to rate quantitative studies numerically. To illustrate how you can achieve this goal, you should first learn about the Medical Education Research Study Quality Instrument or MERSQI.  Although originally devised to assess medical education research, the MERSQI offers insights that can be applied to other fields of education—and indeed to other fields in general.  You can utilise this instrument to assign a rating to a quantitative research study.  Specifically

· read each question in the first column
· determine which answer is most relevant to your study
· add the points that correspond to your answers
· a perfect score is 18—but the average study is about 9 to 10.


	Question
	Answer
	Points

	Which study design did you utilise?
	Participants are randomly assigned to conditions—a randomized control trial
 
	3

	
	Participants are assigned to conditions—but some characteristic or circumstance determines to which condition they are assigned
	2

	
	Participants are not assigned to conditions; instead, the researchers measure participants before and after some event: a pre-post design
	1.5

	
	Participants are not assigned to conditions and measured at one time only
	1

	In how many institutions or sources were participants derived
	Participants were derived from one institution or source only 
	0.5

	
	Participants were derived from two institutions or sources
	1

	
	Participants were derived from more than two institutions or sources
	1.5

	What % of invited individuals participated
	Less than 50% or not reported
	0

	
	Between 50 and 75%
	1

	
	Greater than 75%
	1.5

	What was the outcome measure?
	Objective measure—such as a test or physiological index
	3

	
	Subjective measure—such as rating by participants
	1

	Which psychometric properties of the outcome measure were reported
	The internal structure—such as factor analyses
	1

	
	Statistics that gauge content validity—such as inter-rater reliability on the perceived importance of various items (see Lawshe, 1975; Wilson, Pan, & Schumsky, 2012).


	1

	
	Relationships to other variables—such as discriminant validity
	1

	Was the data analysis appropriate
	Appropriate given the study design and type of data
	1

	
	Inappropriate given the study design and type of data
	0

	Was the data analysis complex enough
	Only descriptive analyses were conducted
	1

	
	Inferential analyses were conducted
	2

	What outcomes were measured
	The satisfaction, attitudes, perceptions, and opinions of participants
	0

	
	The knowledge or skills of participants
	1

	
	The behaviours of participants
	2

	
	Outcomes such as patient health
	3



This instrument also offers some insight into the hallmarks of excellent quantitative research.  These hallmarks include

· a design in which participants are assigned to conditions—and preferably randomly
· a design in which participants are derived from more than two distinct institutions or sources
· a high response rate
· outcome measures that assess objective outcomes and have been validated
· suitable data analysis

This measure, however, is useful in specific circumstances only—such as if you want to conduct a review of education studies.  Yet, several problems limit the utility of this measure:

· some of the questions are relevant only to education studies
· the answers overlook many key considerations, such as which variables were measured and controlled, whether the statistical assumptions were fulfilled, and whether the sample was biased 
· the instrument does not assess the degree to which the research question or hypotheses were justified
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