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Owning Your Limitations

• The eventual realities that many of you have or will face are the 

inherent limitations of your common practice and methods that 

cannot provide the knowledge or answers that you seek.

• I would argue that only through the recognition of those constraints, 

and a conscious effort to circumvent them, can you fully achieve the 

totality of your exploration.



Why use Qualitative Research in PM&R?

• As scientists who work in PM&R, most of our research focuses on 

improving quality of life, functional independence, and health 

outcomes for people (humans) who live with disabilities.

• Qualitative inquiry can provide you with a deeper understanding of 

human behavior, experiences, and phenomena with rich and 

nuanced data that cannot be captured with numbers.



Qualitative Research as the Lodestar of my Work

• Interpretative phenomenological analysis of barriers and facilitators 

to community exercise after TBI launched my research journey.

• Consistently identified needs and hidden perspectives that are 

rooted in the voices of community stakeholders.

• Prevailed as one of my strongest assets across my collaborative work 

at Spaulding-Harvard TBIMS and North Texas TBIMS. 



Agenda Part I: Design and Study Selection

• Designing a Qualitative Study

• Interpretive Frameworks / Worldviews

• Five Main Qualitative Designs

• Making Connections in PM&R



Agenda Part II: Study Conduct and Production

• Rigor and Trustworthiness

• Qualitative Data Collection

• Qualitative Data Analysis

• Quality Control and COREQ



Designing a Qualitative Study (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

The comprehensive version involves…

• Starting with an issue or problem of interest.

• Examining the literature in that area.

• Posing research questions.

• Gathering and analyzing data.

• Writing up the findings.

If only it were that simple!



Designing a Qualitative Study (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

The complex version really begins with…

• Assumptions, 

• A worldview, 

• A possible theoretical lens, and 

• Studying research problems that examine the meaning individuals 

or groups ascribe to social or human problems.

So, where do you begin?



Philosophical Assumptions and Interpretive Frameworks

• Qualitative research is shaped by the beliefs and philosophical 
assumptions that we bring as researchers.

• The training and academic path we take, the scholars we engage with, the 
field of study we investigate, and our own social identities (e.g., race, 
gender) inform these beliefs and assumptions. 

• Then, as researchers we apply these beliefs and assumptions through the 
interpretive frameworks or theories we use in our work.

(Creswell & Poth, 2025) 



Philosophical Assumptions and Interpretive Frameworks

As a process, strong qualitative research flows from…

• Philosophical assumptions to

• Interpretive lens, and on to the 

• Procedures involved in the

Study of social or human problems.

(Creswell & Poth, 2025)



Step 1
The Researcher as a Multifaceted Subject

• What perspectives and experiences do you bring to your research?

Step 2
Philosophical Assumptions and Interpretive Frameworks

• How do your beliefs guide your actions as a researcher?

Step 3

Research Strategies and Approaches

• How do your philosophical and theoretical frameworks inform your choice of 
research approaches?

Adapted from Cresswell and Poth, 2025 p. 20; Denzin and Lincoln (2018a), Table 1.1, p. 18.



Philosophical Assumptions

The philosophical stances we adhere to have a direct impact on the 
interpretive frameworks we choose to use as a research lens, including our…

• Ontology
• Epistemology
• Axiological, &
• Methodology

These stances directly impact the research approaches and research methods 
we use to collect, analyze and disseminate data.

(Creswell & Poth, 2025)



Philosophical Assumptions in Qualitative Inquiry

• Ontological – nature of reality? Research embraces idea of multiple realities. 
Evidence is compiled through varying or multiple perspectives.

• Epistemological – what is knowledge? Understood through subjective 
experiences of people in natural environments. Thus, both researchers and 
people being researched are interrelated.  

• Axiological – role of values? Research is value laden and bias is always present, 
therefore, both are reported. 

• Methodological – research process? Use inductive logic, study topics in 
context, and use emerging designs.

 (Creswell & Poth, 2025)



Interpretive Frameworks / Worldviews

• We apply our philosophical assumptions in our studies through the 
interpretive frameworks or worldviews that we ascribe to – “a basic set of 
beliefs that guide action” (Guba, 1990, p. 17).

• Interpretive frameworks: “paradigms or beliefs that the researcher brings 
to the process of research, or they may be theories or theoretical 
orientations that guide the practice of research” (Cresswell & Poth, 2025, p. 25).

• We will focus on four and their relevance to rehabilitation research: 
Postpositivism, Constructivism, Transformative, and Pragmatism. 



Postpositivism (Creswell and Poth, 2025)

• Approach has “elements of being reductionist, logical, empirical, cause-
and-effect oriented, and deterministic based on a priori theories” (p. 26). 

• Postpositivism is common in fields like the health sciences where 
qualitative data is collected to support quantitative findings.

• In practice, this implies a focus on rigorous methods of data collection and 
analysis, with the possible use of computer assisted technology.

• Employs various approaches to ensuring validity (e.g., member checking, 
frequency counts, triangulation, saturation, etc.). 



Postpositivism (Creswell and Poth, 2025)

• Anchored in traditional forms of research that focus on testing theories, 
which are often associated with quantitative approaches.

• Objective realities are emphasized, biases are controlled, and complex 
ideas are reduced to smaller variables that can be tested.

• While complete objectivity is not achievable, all efforts must be made to 
produce valid and reliable data.

• Research output: often a scientific report in support of quantitative. 



Postpositivism (Creswell and Clark, 2011)

• Ontology: single reality – rejecting / failing to reject hypothesis.

• Epistemology: impartiality – collecting data objectively.

• Axiology: unbiased – member checking to eliminate bias.

• Methodology: deductive – testing a pre-established theory.



Constructivism (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• The goal of this approach is to seek a deeper understanding of the world 
in which we live and work.

• People actively construct understanding of the world through experience, 
reflection, and interactions.

• We develop these subjective meanings of our experience, and these 
meanings are varied and multiple.

• Researcher relies, as much as possible, on multiple views and subjective 
meaning is both socially and historically negotiated.



Constructivism (Creswell & Poth, 2025, p. 27)

• Questions are broad and general so the participants can “construct the 
meaning of a situation.”

• The role of the researcher is to “make sense of or interpret the meanings 
other have about the world.” Reality is co-constructed.

• Patterns of meaning are developed inductively using multiple interviews, 
observations, and text analysis.   

• The research output or product is often written in a more literary style.



Constructivism (Creswell and Clark, 2011) 

• Ontology: multiple realities – providing quotes for different perspectives.

• Epistemology: closeness – collecting data in context.

• Axiology: biased – transparently displaying biases and interpretations.

• Methodology: inductive – building patterns / theories from participant views.



Transformative (Creswell & Poth, 2025, p. 28)

• Transformative frameworks are often used when working with 
marginalized individuals or groups.

• This frameworks suggests that “knowledge is not neutral, and it reflects 
the power and social relationships within society”

• The purpose is not only to co-construct knowledge to make sense of 
society but to aid the people you are working with to improve society. 

• The focus, therefore, is often on “the issues facing marginalized groups” 
(e.g., oppression, dominance).  



Transformative (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Research contains an action agenda for reform to help change the lives of 
participants and the world in which they live.

• This framework has helped to shape research approaches such as 
participatory action research and action research.

• The research output and dissemination is created in a way to impact real 
social change (e.g., tool-kits, action plans, co-created policy briefs). 



Transformative (Creswell and Clark, 2011) 

• Ontology: political reality – research findings negotiated with participants.

• Epistemology: collaboration – participants actively involved.

• Axiology: negotiated – bias negotiated between research and participant.

• Methodology: participatory – participants involved in all stages.



Pragmatism (Creswell & Poth, 2025, p. 27)

• Research focuses on the “outcomes of research, actions, situations, and 
consequences of inquiry rather than the antecedent conditions.” 

• Pragmatists are not married to “any one system of philosophy and reality”

• Researchers value the many different approaches to collecting and 
analyzing data, will often employ multiple methods of data collection to 
best answer the research question. 

• A pragmatic approach is often linked to mixed methods research.  



Pragmatism (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• This approach values solving real world problems using the most effective 
method(s) at the researcher’s disposal. 

• For example, in PM&R if you are interested in better understanding the 
experience of patients testing a new wearable device,

• You would employ a pragmatic framework to understand both the 
mechanical/software functionality (quantitative) of the device and the 
social/personal experience with its use (qualitative).



Pragmatism (Creswell and Clark, 2011) 

• Ontology: singular and multiple realities – hypotheses and perspectives.

• Epistemology: practicality – what works best.

• Axiology: multiple stances – bias and unbiased perspectives.

• Methodology: combining – quantitative and qualitative data mixed.



Qualitative Variations in Theory (Creswell & Creswell, 2023)

• Theory may be used to explain behavior and attitudes with variables, 
constructs, and hypotheses.

• A theoretical lens can provide an orientation for the study (e.g., feminist 
perspective, racialized discourse, critical theory, queer theory, disability).

• Theory may also be the endpoint to explain unknown phenomena and 
logically result from an inductive process (e.g., Grounded Theory).

• Finally, some qualitative studies do not employ theory and rather build 
the essence of experience from participants (Phenomenology).



Five Qualitative Approaches to Inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Narrative Research

• Phenomenology

• Grounded Theory

• Ethnography

• Case Study



Narrative Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

Narrative refers to a text or discourse with focus on the stories told by individuals, 
with origins from history and literature to anthropology.

In this context, narrative can be both the method and phenomenon of study.
• Purports to collect data about life stories/experiences of 1-2 individuals and 

chronologically ordering their meaning (e.g., in life course stages).

Types of Studies
• Analysis of Narratives: descriptions of themes across stories.
• Narrative Analysis: collection of events configured into a story.
• Variety of Practices: biographical study, autobiography, life history, oral history, 

experience or personal story, testimonies, etc.



Procedures for Narrative Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Narrative research is appropriate choice if interested in capturing detailed stories 
of life experiences for a small number of people.

• Select people with stories or life experiences to share and spend extended time 
with them collecting data.

• Collect information through multiple forms of data (e.g., diaries, field notes, 
interviews), in addition to context for these stories.

• Analyze data and reorganize stories into some framework by “restorying” in 
collaboration with participants.



Applying Narrative Research in PM&R (CoPilot Assisted)

Types of discourse in healthcare/rehabilitation could include:

• Narrative: Telling Patient/Provider Stories.

• Procedural: Medical Tasks or Rehab Treatments.

• Expository: Descriptive Information (e.g., Scan/Image).

• Conversational: Rapport-Building in Rehab Practice.

• Persuasive: Motivating Patients, Clinical Decision-Making.

Why choose Narrative Research and what are the Challenges?



Phenomenology (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Describes the nature, essence, and meaning of a phenomenon for several 
people’s shared lived experience.

• Move away from scientism and return to traditional philosophy.

• Philosophy without presuppositions (suspending all judgement).

• Intentionality of consciousness always directed toward objects and refusal 
subject-object dichotomy with meaning of experience.

Types of phenomenology research
• Hermeneutic Phenomenology and Interpretation
• Transcendental Phenomenology and Bracketing



Procedures for Phenomenology Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Phenomenology is appropriate choice to obtain an in-depth understanding of a 
common/shared experience.

• Identify phenomenon of study and recognize broad philosophical assumptions of 
different phenomenological approaches.

• Data collection, through in depth and multiple individual interviews with broad 
questions about the phenomenon.

• Phenomenological data analysis involves structural, textual, and conceptual 
descriptions to develop clusters of meaning to present essence of phenomenon.



Applying Phenomenology in PM&R (Copilot Assisted)

Phenomenology in healthcare/rehabilitation could include:

• Understanding lived experience of impairment and/or recovery.

• Informing intervention design and adaptation (barriers/facilitators).

• In depth examining of participation, identity, and/or meaning.

• Capturing perspectives across rehab continuum/trajectory.

• Complementing quantitative outcomes to explain change/no change.

Why choose Phenomenology and what are the Challenges?



Grounded Theory Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Rooted in sociology from the 1960s by Brian Glaser & Anselm Strauss.

• Moves beyond qualitative description to generate a theory or schema, with 
theory-development grounded in data.

• Researcher generates explanation of a process, action, or interaction from the 
views of many participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

• Key elements involve theoretical sampling and constant comparative method.

Types of Grounded Theory
• Systematic procedural approach (Strauss & Corbin)
• Social constructivist approach (Charmaz)



Procedures for Grounded Theory Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Grounded theory is a good choice if there is no available theory.

• Questions will focus on how participants experience the process through 
interview, documents, audiovisuals.

• For enough information to “saturate model,” 20-60 interviews may be required.

• Constant comparative methods involves open coding, axial coding, and selective 
coding in model development, and possibly through a conditional matrix.

• The result is a substantive-level theory close to a specific problem or population.



Applying Grounded Theory in PM&R (CoPilot Assisted)

Grounded Theory in healthcare/rehabilitation could include:

• Explaining rehabilitation processes.

• Understanding behavior and decision-making.

• Developing theories grounded in clinical realities.

• Informing intervention development and implementation.

Why choose Grounded Theory and what are the Challenges?



Ethnographic Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Purports to describe and interpret shared patterns of values, behaviors, beliefs, 
and language across a culture-sharing group (Harris, 1968).

• Involves extensive observation through complete immersion in the day-to-day 
lives of people under study.

• Study the meanings of behavior, language, and interactions of group.

Types of Ethnography
• Realist ethnography is traditional objective account of participants at site.
• Critical ethnography advocates emancipation of marginalized groups.



Procedures in Ethnographic Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Ethnography is appropriate choice to describe a cultural group and explore their 
beliefs, language, behaviors, and social issues.

• There is no single way to conduct ethnography but good to identify a a cultural-
sharing group and select the cultural themes/issues to be analyzed.

• Determine type of ethnography and gather information where group lives/works 
through fieldwork (observation, interviews, surveys, elicitation, etc.)

• The result will include a cultural portrait of the group with a working set of rules 
or patterns, that possibly advocate for their needs.



Applying Ethnography in PM&R (CoPilot Assisted)

Ethnography in healthcare/rehabilitation could include:

• Studying rehabilitation as a social and organizational practice.

• Examining interactions among patients, clinicians, and healthcare systems.

• Understanding participation and engagement in context.

• Revealing mismatches between policy, protocol, and practice.

• Studying everyday life with disability beyond the clinic.

Why choose Ethnography and what are the Challenges?



Case Study Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Study an issue explored through one or more cases in a bounded system 
(setting/context) or multiple bounded systems over time.

• Involves multiple sources of information (observations, interview, audiovisuals, 
documents, reports).

• Case study research has long history across many disciplines, with quantitative 
and explanatory, exploratory, and descriptive qualitative approaches.

Types of Case Study typically distinguished by size
• Single Instrumental Case Study: one issue with one illustrative case.
• Collective Case Study: one issue with multiple illustrative cases.
• Intrinsic Case Study: focus on case itself as a unique/novel situation.



Procedures in Case Study Research (Creswell & Poth, 2025)

• Good choice when researcher has clear identified case with boundaries and 
seeks a deeper understanding or comparison across cases.

• Identification of case(s) such as individual, individuals, program, event, activity, 
with an array of possibilities, including purposeful sampling.

• Data collection is extensive and from multiple sources (e.g., 6: documents, 
archives, interviews, direct/participant observation, artifacts; Yin, 2014)

• Holistic analysis (includes entire case) or embedded analysis (specific aspects of 
case) through both within-case and cross-case analyses.

• With “meaning of the case” or “lessons learned” as a final product.



Applying Case Study Research in PM&R (CoPilot Assisted)

Case Study in healthcare/rehabilitation could include:

• Examining individual rehabilitation trajectories.

• Evaluating or refining complex rehabilitation interventions.

• Understanding implementation and context in real-world setting.

• Integrating multiple patient/caregiver/clinician perspectives.

• Identifying mechanisms of change or informing outcome selection.

Why choose Case Study and what are the Challenges?
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Select Questions from Constituents to get this discussion going!

• Why do all qualitative studies seem to result in themes?

• Are multiple coders needed for objectivity and qualitative rigor?

• What is the best way to engage different scientists for novel insight?

• Can you use artificial intelligence in qualitative analysis?



Thank You!

Let’s discuss more questions and different ways you can apply 
qualitative inquiry to future model system studies.

And please contact us directly for guidance and collaborations!!!

Enrico Quilico, PhD: enrico.quilico@concordia.ca

Shawn Wilkinson, PhD: shawn.wilkinson@concordia.ca

mailto:enrico.Quilico@concordia.ca
mailto:shawn.Wilkinson@concordia.ca


Stay tuned next month…

Agenda Part II: Study Conduct and Production

• Rigor and Trustworthiness

• Qualitative Data Collection

• Qualitative Data Analysis

• Quality Control and COREQ
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