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Abstract
Behavior analysts in research and clinical practice are interested in an ever-expanding array of topics. They are compelled 
to explore the social validity of the interventions they propose and the findings they generate. As the field moves in these 
important directions, qualitative methods are becoming increasingly relevant. Representing a departure from small-n 
design favored by behavior analysts, qualitative approaches provide analysts a unique set of tools to answer questions that 
prioritize voice, experience, and understandings in context. Despite recognition of the value of qualitative approaches in 
other disciplines, application of qualitative methods in behavior analysis remains limited. One likely explanation is that 
behavior analysts are not yet fluent in applying qualitative approaches within their clinical and research investigations. To 
address this issue, exploration of qualitative research approaches in behavior analytic literature is needed, alongside practical 
advice for analysts who are interested in using qualitative methods. This article briefly outlines qualitative literature which 
pertains to behavior analysts wanting to incorporate qualitative methods into their inquiries. Attention is primarily drawn 
to the need for coherence in designing and implementing a robust qualitative study that aligns with the behavior analyst’s 
aims and perspective on knowing. A set of guiding questions are provided to orient behavior analysts to considerations 
in qualitative research and outline how analysts can conceptualize a strong qualitative study. This article aims to support 
increased application of qualitative methods by behavior analysts, where these methods best address the function of the 
behavior analytic investigation.

Keywords  Qualitative methodology · Behavior analysis · Research methods · Social validity

Since the inception of the field, behavior analysts have 
consistently used small-n design to demonstrate the effec-
tiveness of behavior change interventions (Smith & Little, 
2018). By precisely comparing an organism’s performance 
against its own baseline responding (Kazdin, 2011), small-
n designs facilitate behavior analysts asking and answering 
questions such as “what happens to an individual’s respond-
ing when this intervention is applied?” and “how effective is 
this intervention at achieving measurable behavior change?”

Behavior analysts have increasingly recognized the place 
of meta-aggregation of small-n data and randomized con-
trol trials (Dowdy et al., 2021) to justify further-reaching 
generalizations, and appeal to growing audiences for behav-
ior analytic research (Friman, 2021; Luiselli et al., 2023). 
Such methodologies have helped analysts address questions 
such as “how effective is this intervention for addressing 
the needs of a specific group?” and “how feasible is this 
intervention within large scale delivery?”

More recently, questions around the social validity of 
behavior analytic endeavors (including the social signifi-
cance of goals, social appropriateness of procedures, and 
the social importance of outcomes; Wolf, 1978), as well 
as burgeoning interest in novel, or less well-defined, top-
ics for study (including explorations of equity and social 
movements; Critchfield & Reed, 2017) have led behav-
ior analysts to consider additional methodological tools 
for investigation of topics relevant to the field and wider 
world (Heward et al., 2022). Qualitative approaches have 
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been identified as useful for behavior analysts asking ques-
tions focused on experiences, perspectives, and viewpoints 
(Burney et al., 2023), such as “how do stakeholders experi-
ence school based behavioral supports?” and “what func-
tions are involved in determining effective climate change 
responses?”

A handful of recent publications exemplify the incor-
poration of qualitative approaches into behavior analytic 
literature. Anderson et al. (2022) used qualitative data gen-
erated through semi-structured parent interviews to inform 
development of social validity measures for behavior ana-
lytic feeding interventions. Pacia et al. (2022) incorporated 
qualitative data from surveys and group workshops with 
BCBAs into a mixed methods approach, refining a tool for 
working with parents (PAIRS). In a recent study, Leif et al. 
(2023) utilized open-ended survey responses and thematic 
analysis to understand experiences of behavior support 
practitioners working to reduce use of restrictive practices, 
including restraint and seclusion. Although representing a 
nonsystematically selected subset of research at the inter-
section of behavior analysis and qualitative research, these 
studies provide examples of how qualitative approaches can 
generate findings around social validity and stakeholder per-
spectives, to inform behavior analytic practice.

Given the commitment of behavior analysts to function 
informed clinical interventions (Ala’i-Rosales et al., 2019), 
it follows that behavior analysts should take an analogous 
approach to their empirical work. Such an approach would 
consider the aim of the research and requirements to answer 
the research question (i.e., function of the research), when 
selecting a methodological strategy, rather than fitting an 
empirical question to approaches the analyst is most familiar 
with (Malagodi, 1986). In doing so, behavior analysts could 
move away from “methodolatry” (or deference to a specific 
methodology based on its prominence; Chamberlain, 2000, 
p. 286) toward utilizing qualitative methods when research 
questions warrant this approach (Neuringer, 1991; Rohleder 
& Lyons, 2017).

Despite extensive use of qualitative methodologies within 
broader psychological enquiry (Flick, 2022; Levitt et al., 
2017), the application of qualitative methods in behavior 
analysis is far from widespread. One plausible explanation 
is that analysts have a limited familiarity with, or fluency 
applying, qualitative methods in their work. Qualitative 
approaches are not routinely taught to trainee behavior ana-
lysts or rehearsed readily to allow for adoption into practice 
(Zayac et al., 2023). Taking the position that qualitative 
approaches offer behavior analysts an additional research 
tool, which can be functionally applied to questions where 
there is good fit, it follows that an introductory discussion 
of qualitative approaches, and how they might be sensitively 
incorporated into our scholarship, is warranted or possibly 
overdue.

This article aims to briefly outline qualitative research 
methodology, discuss how qualitative methods might relate 
to behavior analytic investigations, and pose a set of questions 
for behavior analysts to consider when attempting to incor-
porate qualitative methods into their clinical investigations or 
research activities. Attention is paid to how qualitative inves-
tigations can demonstrate rigor and quality, to be described 
as technological and analytic, and to how these investigations 
can be successfully adapted to feature in behavior analytic 
publications.

What is Qualitative Methodology?

Qualitative research comprises “methodical scientific 
practices aimed at producing knowledge about the nature 
of experience and/or action” (Levitt et al., 2017, pp. 2–3), 
using “natural language and other descriptive and interpre-
tive forms of human expression in their data, analysis, and 
findings” (Levitt et al., 2017, p. 3). Put simply, qualitative 
methods involve identifying meaning and interpreting pat-
terns of experience using words, or textual responses, as 
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) allowing people to share their 
thoughts and beliefs on their own terms (Avis, 2005). Far 
from a consistent “homogenous entity” (Smith, 2015), quali-
tative research has come to be considered an umbrella term 
for an overarching approach to empirical inquiry (Braun & 
Clarke, 2013). In this way, qualitative methodology is con-
sidered both an overarching paradigm for research, and a 
collection of specific techniques and approaches to doing 
research (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Smith, 2015).

In considering what constitutes a qualitative paradigm, 
Silverman and Marvasti (2008) propose the following ele-
ments: the use of naturally occurring data collection meth-
ods “that more closely resemble real life,” the analysis of 
words as data in ways that are “not reducible to numbers,” a 
preoccupation with meanings and making sense of phenom-
ena as described by people, and a “rejection of the idea of 
the objective (unbiased) scientist” in favor of acknowledging 
the subjectivity of an investigator in shaping research out-
comes (p. 8). Thus, qualitative research can be summarized 
as a focus on describing, rather than quantifying, people’s 
naturalistic reports of their own behavior or social phenom-
ena, in order to interpret experiences of humans in context, 
which may later inform experimental approaches (Ashworth, 
2008).

Where Can Qualitative Methods Be Useful 
in Behavior Analysis?

For a field that is facing increased criticism attributed to 
social validity (Ferguson et al., 2018; Leaf et al., 2021), 
qualitative research may provide avenues for exploration. 
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In particular, narrative accounts gleaned from stakeholders 
of behavior analytic services (defined broadly to include 
clients, families, wider communities, and policy makers; 
Schwartz et al., 1995) may help to measure the acceptabil-
ity of goals, methods, and outcomes, to better understand 
the social validity of behavior analysis for those affected by 
it (Snodgrass et al., 2021). By taking an inductive approach 
and avoiding a narrow focus on explicitly defined or meas-
urable variables (Patton, 2002), qualitative methods may 
help behavior analysts to understand lived experiences of 
interventions, informing a move toward more acceptable and 
appropriate services as defined by stakeholders. A notable 
example of applying qualitative methods to studying social 
acceptability is offered by Castro-Hostetler et al. (2022). 
Authors used qualitative data collection methods, including 
interviews and focus groups, to survey the experiences of 
Latino families accessing behavioral supports for autistic 
children in the United States. Qualitative methods elucidated 
the impact of language and cultural values on families’ expe-
riences, directly canvassing the appropriateness of interven-
tions from the unique perspective of parents with specific 
cultural contexts.

Qualitative methods are also useful when beginning to 
investigate novel areas where interesting and relevant vari-
ables are not explicit (i.e., we do not know the salient vari-
ables to manipulate), measurement is unclear (i.e., we do not 
know what we need to collect data on to evaluate change), 
stakeholder-led exploration is important (i.e., we do not have 
membership in the target group to set investigative priori-
ties), or within co-designed or co-constructed investigations 
(i.e., with stakeholders defining the boundaries of study in 
line with their worldview and needs; Locock & Boaz, 2019). 
In these situations, qualitative approaches offer behavior 
analysts tools to explore diverse or novel areas of interest 
at the intersection of social issues, political movements, or 
culture and diversity concerns (Čolić et al., 2021). Offering 
an example, Max and Lambright (2021) utilized qualitative 
methods to investigate low fidelity of implementation for 
analysts working within school districts. Recognizing that 
abundant small-n studies measuring fidelity in school-based 
ABA delivery had not identified the key issues or produced 
change, the authors harnessed direct verbal reports of func-
tions of behavior in school settings to inform development 
of a behavior change approach.

How Do Qualitative Approaches Align 
with Dimensions of Behavior Analysis?

Although markedly different to traditional behavior ana-
lytic approaches to investigation, which prioritize focus 
on observable, discrete behaviors through single-subject 
manipulations, qualitative methods satisfy some dimensions 

of behavior analysis (Baer et al., 1968) deemed critical for 
robust inquiry (see Burney et al., 2023, for additional discus-
sion). In particular, qualitative research can be congruent 
with the applied, technical, and generalizable dimensions 
of behavior analysis.

Contemporary qualitative research is characterized by 
an applied lens toward exploring socially important phe-
nomena and creating meaningful change (Thorne, 2016). 
Although qualitative scholars have not always been inter-
ested in applied questions (e.g., historical sociological 
accounts focused on theory generation; Avis, 2005), cur-
rent qualitative researchers, particularly in fields of heath 
and psychology, are interested in what can be learned from 
people and applied to the betterment of their situation and 
the situation of others. Interest in exploring insider perspec-
tives of why behavior occurs in the manner in which it is 
observed or recorded—to inform improvements in clinical 
practice and adjust outcome measures to better reflect con-
text—are commitments of qualitative research to practical 
utility (Silverman & Marvasti, 2008).

Current qualitative scholars value technological accounts 
of investigative processes and outcomes, to bolster the reli-
ability and credibility of the research findings (Yardley, 
2015). Although qualitative approaches diverge from quan-
titative investigations in their focus on objectivity, replicabil-
ity, and precise control over variables (Lincoln et al., 2011), 
both methods aim to provide a full account of what was 
done, how, and by whom, to allow readers to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the research and trustworthiness of the find-
ings. Given that qualitative research does not aim to be rep-
licable, as the subjective position of the investigator would 
preclude (Gioia, 2021), qualitative scholars now expect that 
a careful outline of decisions and actions made throughout 
the study is provided, such that others can gauge how con-
clusions were reached and the validity of such conclusions 
(Braun & Clarke, 2023).

Although other fields aspire to extrapolate findings from 
large data sets to explain even larger population groups, 
behavior analysis has no such aspirations (Smith & Little, 
2018). Grounded in an understanding that demonstrations 
of effect for an organism may be generalizable to others that 
share relevant contextual variables, behavior analysts hold 
measured extensions of generalizability to heart (Friman, 
2021). Qualitative research holds the same reservations 
around generalization, aiming to explain or understand the 
experience of a small number of individuals, to gain insight 
into a situation, event, or phenomena as experienced by 
those involved (Smith, 2015), and to make measured appli-
cations of generality to others in similar contexts (Gioia, 
2021). Neither approach warrants straying too far from 
the data, yet both approaches aim to disseminate findings 
to those with similar characteristics who may benefit. As a 
result, both behavior analytic investigations and qualitative 
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research projects reject preoccupation with “representative-
ness” or specific numbers of participants (Higginbottom, 
2004), in order to generate meaningful and carefully gener-
alizable findings.

Conceptualizing a Credible Qualitative 
Investigation within Behavior Analysis

Owing to the breadth of approaches considered under the 
qualitative umbrella (Smith, 2015), and continuing debate 
within qualitative circles on a range of contemporary issues 
and hot topics (Holloway & Todres, 2003), behavior ana-
lysts will accept that there is no “right way” to conduct an 
effective qualitative study. Far from providing an agreed or 
validated task analysis for conducting qualitative research, 
the following section aims to orient behavior analysts to key 
areas for consideration when utilizing qualitative methods 
in their work. Table 1 outlines key areas of consideration 
in designing a qualitative study, with prompt questions for 
analysts and suggested avenues for further reading.

What is Your Epistemology and Perspective 
on Knowledge?

With reference to empirical investigations, epistemology has 
been described as the “philosophical meta theories or para-
digms” (Chamberlain, 2015, p. 10) that outline what consti-
tutes knowledge and reality, and guide decisions about what is 
important to study. These assumptions about what knowledge 
is and what it is possible to know inform the belief system or 
worldview of the investigator (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), shap-
ing the way investigators plan and deliver research (Braun & 
Clarke, 2022).

Chamberlain (2015) contests that despite their impor-
tance, epistemological perspectives are generally afforded 
minimal attention, and are routinely “taken for granted” (p. 
9) in research reporting. Braun and Clarke (2023) take this 
further, concluding that researchers who are trained in quan-
titative methodologies under one “overarching paradigm” (p. 
10) see little need to discuss their epistemological leanings. 
In particular, the dominance of a positivist, or more routinely 
post-positivist, epistemology (Grant & Giddings, 2002) with 
a focus on an observable “truth” available for researchers 
to objectively record and manipulate, precludes discussion 
of what epistemological position is employed or how this 
relates to the research at hand. This contention aligns with 
behavior analytic investigations, where since Skinner’s 
early conceptualizations of “knowing” in radical behavior-
ism (Skinner, 1957, 1974), minimal reference is given to 
epistemology in contemporary behavior analytic literature.

It can be argued that for behavior analysts, a considera-
tion of epistemological paradigms is less valuable, or not 

reinforced, in developing or communicating our research. It 
may only be that when venturing into qualitative investiga-
tions, where assumptions on “knowing” (defined as behavior 
relations influenced by the knower’s learning history and 
present contexts; Dittrich, 2020; Morris, 1993; Ruiz, 1995) 
are more hotly debated, contested, and diverse (Marecek, 
2003), that attention is closely paid, and the behavior of 
tacting a specific epistemology is reinforced.

Within qualitative scholarship, positioning yourself and 
your way of “knowing” is a critical part of generating cred-
ible, and coherent, research. Contemporary scholars argue 
that, as distinct from quantitative research with one clear 
epistemological position, qualitative approaches in their 
many and variable forms allow for a variety of epistemolo-
gies to be realized through research (interested readers 
should consult Holloway & Todres, 2003, for an outline 
of this argument). Far from offering an exhaustive list of 
the various epistemological perspectives held in qualita-
tive research, Patton (2002) cites the messy nature of these 
perspectives, which are subject to constant revision. Not-
withstanding, contextualized or interpretive views (i.e., 
that knowledge is a product of context and that multiple 
accounts of reality are possible, or expected; Avis, 2005), 
constructivist perspectives (i.e., that language is not a neu-
tral conduit of knowledge but that knowing is subjectively 
constructed through the process of researcher involvement; 
Braun & Clarke, 2022) and critical theory (i.e., that knowl-
edge is relative to power and control and is highly subjective 
depending on positionality; Vincent & O’Mahoney, 2018) 
lend themselves more readily to a qualitative approach to 
investigation than to a quantitative frame.

It is clear that no one epistemological perspective is best 
aligned with qualitative research (Avis, 2005). Rather, it is 
the responsibility of a conscientious behavior analyst who 
wishes to deliver a conceptually systematic qualitative study 
to find a type of qualitative research that makes sense in light 
of a behavior analytic, likely post-positivist, perspective on 
the world and what is possible to know. The epistemologi-
cal position of the researcher will determine which qualita-
tive methods have a conceptual fit, which research questions 
will be appropriate, which data collection approaches are 
meaningful, and what conclusions can be drawn from the 
investigation (Braun & Clarke, 2023).

What Types of Research Questions Are a Good “Fit?”

In contrast to quantitatively framed questions, which focus 
on explanation, prediction, and control, qualitative ques-
tions aim to explore an issue or phenomenon by identifying 
viewpoints and making sense of events in context (Agee, 
2009; Ponterotto, 2005). Summarized by Thorne (2016), 
qualitative questions look to “generate empirical knowledge 
about human phenomena for which depth and contextual 
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understanding would be useful and for which measurement 
is inappropriate, premature, or potentially misleading” (p. 
44). Qualitative investigations do not begin with a hypoth-
esis or a presumed outcome to test (Richards, 2021). Rather, 
qualitative questions invite exploration of a critical subject 
(Creswell, 2007) through questions such as “what does that 
experience feel like?” and “what does this topic mean to 
you?”

Qualitative scholars caution that unlike in quantitative 
investigations, where every question holds equal weight in 
terms of methods that may answer them, some qualitative 
questions are grounded in a particular approach, and should 
be used within that approach to avoid incoherence in the 
study (Avis, 2005; Creswell, 2007). Patton (2002) explains 
that the textual form of a qualitative question, and particular 
written conventions, can signal a commitment to a particu-
lar qualitative tradition such as ethnography (“what is the 
culture of this group of people?”), phenomenology (“what 
is the meaning and essence of the lived experience of this 
phenomenon for a person or group?”), or narrative analysis 
(“what does this story, and how it is told, reveal about the 
world from which it came?”). Behavior analysts are cau-
tioned to craft a qualitative question that aligns with their 
chosen qualitative approach.

Alongside bolstering the credibility of the investigation, 
careful development of qualitative questions will benefit 
researchers in other ways. Primarily, defining the research 
question will help behavior analysts to evaluate if the ques-
tion is in fact qualitative in nature, or if indeed the question 
should be rewritten to apply a quantitative methodology. 
Defining a strong qualitative question may also help analysts 
to narrow the scope and breath of the investigation to what 
is manageable, given available resources (Thorne, 2018). 
Further, a well-developed qualitative question will help to 
inform a behavior analyst’s selection of data collection meth-
ods and analysis tools, to ensure that the aim of the research 
and positionality align with the question (Flick, 2022). It 
is important to remember that developing a robust qualita-
tive research question can support researchers in deciding 
which participants, and how many of them, to include in 
the study. Moving away from a quantitative aspiration for 
representative samples (Agee, 2009), clear research ques-
tions will assist in selecting participants who will gener-
ate useful insights about the phenomena under study, and 
support recruiting just enough participants to convincingly 
describe the phenomena or experience for the target group 
(Marecek, 2003).

What Counts as Data?

Qualitative data types are broadly textual: an account of a 
phenomenon, experience, or event from the perspective of 
someone involved (Lyons, 2015). This aligns with use of 

verbal report as data which, although possibly less preferred 
and certainly more contentious than observational data or 
permanent product (Neuringer, 1991), is frequently utilized 
in quantitative behavior analytic investigations (Hayes & Wil-
son, 1993; Luque & O’Hora, 2016). This is particularly true 
where the phenomena of interest is how people explain or 
understand an event or situation, compared with direct verbal 
reports of corresponding observable responses (Malagodi, 
1986; Ruiz, 1995).

Individual interviews overwhelmingly form the dominant 
method of qualitative data collection (Lyons, 2015; Patton, 
2002). But this method is not without variability, incorpo-
rating structured interview schedules where questions are 
delivered with fidelity across participants (aligned with post-
positivist approaches and not far removed from surveys or 
questionnaires) as well as open interviews without a sched-
ule of questioning. Group interviews, focus groups, and 
dyad interviews are also common methods, as are repeated 
interviews with participants across time (Patton, 2002). 
Other forms of data collection in qualitative investigations 
are similar to those applied in traditional behavior analytic 
research, such as observations (structured, unstructured, 
video), field notes, and review of permanent textual prod-
ucts (clinical notes or medical records; Lyons, 2015). Yet 
others are more novel: review of diary entries, social media 
posts, chat room discussions, reflexive interviews, and use 
of a permanent product, such as photo or video, to generate 
discussion (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Again, the specific form of data collected within a qualita-
tive investigation and the specific methodological tools used 
to collect these data (e.g., interviews, focus groups, observa-
tion, field notes, reflexive video) should closely align with 
the empirical positioning of the study, the research questions 
driving investigation, and the findings that will sufficiently 
address these questions (Levitt et al., 2017). Congruence 
between epistemological position, research aim, and specific 
investigative questions is considered paramount to selecting 
and enacting effective data collection in qualitative inquiry 
(Spencer et al., 2014).

What Methodological and Analytical Options Exist?

Many distinct approaches to doing qualitative research exist, 
and the number of “branded” or unique qualitative meth-
odologies continues to grow in response to changing needs 
and interests of researchers (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Rennie, 
2012; Thorne et al., 1997). Having many “forms” of qualita-
tive research to select from (Lincoln et al., 2011) can make 
it tricky to decipher exactly how to behave when faced with 
a question that is best addressed from a qualitative stance. 
Although an examination of the different types of qualitative 
investigation is outside the scope of this article, mention of 
some commonly cited approaches might support behavior 
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analysts in further reading. Popular options include: inter-
pretative phenomenological analysis, grounded theory, nar-
rative analysis, conversation analysis, interpretive descrip-
tion, discourse analysis, critical and feminist approaches, 
and cooperative or participatory action approaches. This list 
is by no means exhaustive, but signals the burgeoning vari-
ability in qualitative methods.

Some approaches, such as grounded theory (Charmaz, 
2006), phenomenology (for an overview see: Connelly, 
2010), and narrative analysis (Murray & Sools, 2015) pro-
vide what Chamberlain (2000, 2011) calls “off the shelf 
methodologies” that specify particular procedures and ana-
lytic steps, offering a concrete approach to qualitative study 
with established “do’s” and “don’t’s.” Still others, such as 
interpretivist and critical approaches (Pilgrim, 2014; Thorne, 
2016), allow for diversity of methodological and analytical 
options, taking more of an “a la carte” approach to methods 
than a “prix fixe” dining option. Regardless, the methodo-
logical approach selected for a qualitative study will have 
some impact on the specific analytic procedures employed 
by a researcher once data are satisfactorily collected. Again, 
a range of processes exist, which place varying emphasis 
on inductive or deductive approaches to analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2022), as well as varying levels of preserving (e.g., 
telling a coherent story) or breaking down (e.g., coding and 
recombining) data products (Sandelowski, 2000).

Thematic analysis offers options to behavior analysts 
developing skills in qualitative research, as an analytic tool 
that Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) contend is closer to a 
theoretically independent research technique, or method, 
than other approaches. At its most rudimentary level, the-
matic analysis involves transcription of vocal verbal data, 
comprehensive coding of data segments, and development 
of themes as units of meaning that outline patterns in the 
data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The approach has a number 
of subsets or variants, depending on the terminal goal of the 
project, varying on the spectrum of generally more positivist 
(e.g., codebook analysis, coding reliability; Boyatzis, 1998; 
Guest et al., 2012; template analysis; King et al., 2018; and 
matrix coding; Nadin & Cassell, 2004) to more reflexive and 
interpretivist approaches (e.g., reflexive thematic analysis; 
Braun & Clarke, 2021).

How Can You Demonstrate Rigor and Quality?

As with other aspects of qualitative inquiry, discussions 
around what comprises a quality study are subject to much 
debate (Yardley, 2015). and considerations of how to meas-
ure quality are continually being revised and reworked. 
Qualitative scholars highlight the differences between what 
is considered quality in a qualitative investigation, and 
what quantitative scholars, such as behavior analysts, might 

consider signposts of quality (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2017; 
Braun & Clarke, 2023; Lyons, 2011).

One clear example of these differences is evident in the 
positioning of the investigator. Many qualitative approaches 
see the researcher as playing an active role in data collection 
and analysis as a subjective part of the investigation. Thus, 
specific strategies to reduce the influence, or bolster the 
objectivity, of the researcher are not appropriate (Barbour, 
2001). Instead, approaches that show the researcher has 
identified, or positioned, their place in the research are used 
to signal transparency and quality (Yardley, 2000). Although 
quantitative approaches value reliability and replicability, 
this is rarely an aim of qualitative research. Instead, exam-
ples of quality in qualitative studies will acknowledge the 
limits to generalizability of the findings, given the context 
in which the study was developed, avoiding making over-
representative claims of the findings.

Within the contested space of quality, a focus on estab-
lishing generic standards for good qualitative research has 
emerged (e.g., Elliott et al., 1999; Levitt et al., 2018; Tracy, 
2010; Yardley, 2000). These checklists, or guidelines, rep-
resent a perspective that using an agreed set of criteria for 
qualitative research will assist researchers in conducting high 
quality investigations. However, even as quality guidelines 
for qualitative research have proliferated, there are compet-
ing calls to avoid using checklists as a set of rigid rules for 
judging qualitative research (Yardley, 2015) in what Barbour 
(2001) calls an “overzealous and uncritical” application of 
checklists for quality (p. 1115). Instead, many qualitative 
scholars call for careful application of quality markers, in 
the form of guidelines or checklists, while appreciating the 
specific context and rationale of the project, as well as its 
epistemological positioning.

Contemporary views of quality posit that good qualitative 
research is coherent, consistent, and avoids contradictions: 
from development, data collection, analysis approaches, all 
the way to the conclusions and extrapolation of findings 
(Braun & Clarke, 2023). Although checklist criteria may be 
useful in affirming ideas of quality or rigor, quality from this 
perspective involves formulating a credible study by hav-
ing the theoretical perspective, aim and methods all “line 
up” or “stack together” in a sensible way. Essential here is 
the concept of coherence (or the degree to which a study is 
internally consistent, comprehensive, and persuasive as a 
whole; Yardley, 2015). This holds parallels with concep-
tual systematicity in behavior analysis, focused on estab-
lishing clear links between theoretical approach, research 
question, methodological approach, and interpretation of 
outcomes. Equally, transparency (or the provision of suf-
ficient information to allow readers to understand the nature 
and extent of research decisions; Demuth, 2013), is akin to 
the technological element of behavior analysis, in outlining 
the steps and decisions that were made within a project to 
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ensure critical consumers can formulate their own conclu-
sions (Lincoln et al., 2011). Development of tools such as 
audit trails, fieldwork notes, and comprehensive memos of 
decision making, support qualitative investigators in dem-
onstrating transparency and technological inquiry. Other 
approaches, such as member checking or consensus mak-
ing strategies (Thomas, 2017), can bolster the robustness 
of findings within qualitative investigations. Given conten-
tion around evidencing quality in qualitative work, behav-
ior analysts should consider prioritizing congruence across 
all elements of a study (e.g., conceptualization, design, and 
implementation) informed, but not constrained, by checklists 
of quality indicators.

How Can You Convince Readers and Reviewers?

It is critical that any convincing application of qualitative 
methodology in behavior analytic investigations requires 
analysts to develop skills and knowledge in qualitative 
research. Such a focus on building competence may include: 
engaging in further reading, access to courses or manualized 
content, working alongside an experienced collaborator, or 
seeking out mentoring within a behavioral skills training 
framework. Analysts new to qualitative research could uti-
lize these approaches to build relevant skill repertoires, such 
as interviewing skills, practical experience in coding and 
analysis, and familiarity with qualitative software options 
(Patton, 2002). Developing competence is arguably the first 
step to ensuring that any qualitative output in behavior anal-
ysis is of high quality, and well-received by audiences within 
and outside the field.

From here, attention can be directed to ways qualitative 
findings are communicated (Friman, 2021). Behavior ana-
lysts are fluent in writing and interpreting small-n design 
investigations. However, behavior analysts are generally less 
familiar with communicating qualitative research, which 
may pose a barrier to the dissemination of this work within 
behavior analytic publications (Nicolson et al., 2020). Fur-
ther, challenges within the publication system may hamper 
dissemination of qualitative research. It should be noted that 
limited experience on behalf of reviewers and editors in cri-
tiquing qualitative work, coupled with restrictions around 
word limits and stylistic conventions in some publication 
outputs (Braun & Clarke, 2023), may serve to punish ana-
lysts who try to report on this type of investigation.

To effectively share qualitative work, behavior ana-
lysts need to develop skills and confidence with includ-
ing subjective information in written outputs, signaling 
theoretical perspectives of the project, and positioning 
the researcher within the project for congruence. These 
adjustments in content and style require redefining what 
is typically considered effective writing for a behavio-
ral audience and readily accepted in flagship behavioral 

journals (Critchfield & Farmer-Dougan, 2014; Friman, 
2021). Addressing a potentially emerging skill set for 
reviewers and editors who are less familiar with qualita-
tive approaches, analysts could use tools in their behavior 
analytic repertoires—such as modelling, shaping, and pro-
viding constructive feedback—to support the publication 
of good quality, robust qualitative investigations in spaces 
behavior analytic audiences are likely to access. The field 
could look to other instructive efforts, such as Braun and 
Clarke’s (2022) “20 recommendations” for editors and 
reviewers in evaluating qualitative submissions, to bolster 
competence in this area.

Conclusion

With increasing attention paid to the social acceptability 
of behavior analytic interventions, alongside interest in an 
increasing array of topics, behavior analysts in research 
and clinical practice may want to expand their investiga-
tive “toolbelts” beyond small-n design, to apply qualita-
tive approaches where these are most appropriate. Indeed, 
changing contexts affecting the field necessitate that behav-
ior analysts demonstrate behavioral flexibility in matching 
investigative approaches to the aim, or function, of their 
investigation for greatest success.

This article summarizes qualitative approaches as they 
pertain to behavior analysis and offers suggestions for how 
analysts can begin to conceptualize, develop, and implement 
qualitative research. Far from a road map or task analysis, 
this discussion article is more accurately considered a start-
ing point for positioning credible qualitative studies within 
behavior analysis. Qualitative methods exist as a diverse 
class of approaches, not all of which share a philosophical 
and epistemological “fit” with behavior analysis. Despite 
this, many qualitative approaches are consistent with a 
behaviorist philosophy, and can offer analysts complemen-
tary tools for conceptualizing questions, data collection, data 
analysis and generation of findings, to progress our field.

This article is a launching pad. Behavior analysts stimu-
lated by this approach are urged to apply qualitative methods 
where they best fit a research agenda. Development of skill 
repertoires relating to qualitative research, such as collect-
ing, coding, and analyzing qualitative data, can be achieved 
through further reading and collaboration with experts in 
qualitative approaches. Analysts are encouraged to dissemi-
nate qualitatively derived findings within behavior analytic 
publications, to act as exemplars which may shape the 
behavior of readers and reviewers. Further tutorials, which 
offer task analyses for utilizing specific qualitative method-
ologies, are clearly useful to behavior analysts at this time.
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