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Deductive qualitative research: an integrative approach to 
designing studies
Oliver C. Robinson a and Deborah Bailey-Rodriguez b

aSchool of Human Sciences, University of Greenwich, London, UK; bPsychology Department, Middlesex 
University, London, UK

ABSTRACT
There is a growing emphasis in qualitative methodology on the 
development of processes for deductive analysis, but there 
remains a need for broader frameworks for organising deductive 
investigation. We set out a five-part integrative approach for 
conducting deductive qualitative research, covering (1) appropri
ate aims and sampling strategies, (2) devising research questions, 
(3) data collection, (4) analysis processes, and (5) standards of 
quality. We argue that both case studies and multi-participant 
studies fit with a deductive ethos and provide guidelines for 
conducting both types of study. We suggest that hypotheses 
are best avoided in deductive qualitative research and provide 
guidance for formulating deductive research questions instead. 
We critically discuss issues to consider during data collection, 
analysis and in applying research quality standards. Overall, our 
integrative approach provides a flexible and coherent approach 
to the vital deductive task of building on inductive studies, thus 
facilitating cumulative progress in qualitative research.
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Introduction

A conceptual duality that was imported from philosophy into science is the 
distinction between inductive and deductive reasoning. In inductive reasoning, 
specific observations or evidence lead to general conclusions, while in deductive 
reasoning, initial general principles or concepts lead to a conclusion about 
a specific set of instances (Carnap 1950). When applied to science, inductive 
reasoning is the core of exploratory research, while deductive reasoning is the 
core of confirmatory research. When qualitative research methodologies first 
emerged, they were all inductive in focus (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985; Reason and Rowan 1981). They embraced an open, exploratory 
ethos that was in explicit contrast to the confirmatory deductive approach that 
had become hegemonic in quantitative research by that time. However, since the 
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late 1990s, qualitative methods in psychology and beyond have seen a growing 
openness to deductive analysis, within forms of thematic analysis (Boyatzis 1998; 
Braun and Clarke 2006; Braun, Clarke, and Gray 2017; Robinson 2022), in 
Gilgun’s (2013) more deductive version of Grounded Theory, in mixed- 
methods research (Creswell and Plano Clark 2007; Proudfoot 2023) and in 
Fife and Gossner’s (2024) approach to deductive analysis. However, there 
remains a need for general approaches to deductive qualitative research that 
include guidance on matters of sampling, research question formulation, data 
collection and reflexivity too.

In this article we present a new, integrative approach to designing deductive 
qualitative research studies, which provides a pluralistic and flexible set of 
design options across five key decision points. We are both academic psychol
ogists by profession and our perspective on qualitative methodology is situated 
in that discipline. However, we are confident that the framework presented 
below is also relevant to researchers across the social sciences who wish to 
undertake or teach deductive qualitative research, given that the epistemolo
gical arguments we present are not discipline-specific. For example, we will 
argue below that deductive qualitative research should be de-coupled from 
Popper’s hypothetico-deductive framework, and this is salient not only to 
psychology, but also to sociology, political science, management science, and 
other disciplines where Popperian logic is prevalent (Yao 2024). Popper’s 
system is based on the setting of a fixed prediction prior to data collection 
and then testing that prediction against data. We argue that for qualitative 
studies, flexible research questions that are tailored to deductive designs work 
better than hypotheses. We describe this in more detail later in the article.

Arguments for deductive qualitative research

The central argument for balancing inductive and deductive research is that they 
have a cyclical and mutually formative relationship in science. Inductive 
research facilitates the exploratory development of theories, models, taxonomies 
and conceptual frameworks, while deductive research facilitates the continued 
development, modification and elaboration of these general schemes. Deductive 
research can also lead to insights for new inductive work, for example by 
showing where a theory has limitations and where new exploratory work is 
needed, and so the cycle continues (Fife et al. 2023; Overton 1991).

Given that a cyclical relationship between inductive and deductive research 
is ideal, if a research environment is dominated by inductive work, it has the 
tendency to become defined by many isolated pockets of exploratory activity 
(Cooper, Bailey-Rodriguez, and Fragkiadaki 2023), where individuals are 
building anew each time, each study starting from scratch, and therefore 
struggling to benefit from what has come before and build a corpus of 
integrated knowledge. In contrast, if deductive work dominates, there may 
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be a lack of innovation and exploration into new domains. When inductive 
research is in balance with deductive research, this helps to gain the benefits of 
both exploration and confirmation, which in turn allows theories to be devel
oped cumulatively, over locations and time, as ideas build on prior ones (Fife 
and Gossner 2024).

A further argument for deductive qualitative research is that it helps to 
develop theories at increasing levels of rigour and generality. Once a theory is 
developed through initial inductive research with a specific sample, with deduc
tive work it can then be tested across multiple samples and cultures using 
deductive designs. Only then will it be known if the theory applies broadly 
and has wide generalisability or applicability. Deductive work can also inter
rogate general theories and seek ways of updating them, improving them or 
showing them to be cross-culturally applicable. Theory that is shown to be 
applicable or useful across multiple contexts is likely to have a higher level of 
generality. For example, see Bailey-Rodriguez (2018) for attachment theory; 
Statton et al. (2024) for moral disgust, and Frost et al. (2019) for sexual identity 
development.

An example psychological research topic that has been studied extensively 
with inductive methods is the transition to first-time motherhood. Inductive 
studies on this topic include grounded theory studies (e.g. Darvill, Skirton, and 
Farrand 2010; Edwards et al. 2021), discursive analysis work (e.g. Miller 2005), 
and research with reflexive thematic analysis (e.g. Gray and Barnett 2022; 
Staneva and Wittkowski 2013). Rather than continually building anew with 
separate inductive work, this phenomenon would gain from including more 
deductive qualitative designs to integrate, build, modify and consolidate find
ings, and hence to see whether any theory or model applies at a more general 
level across different contexts and samples of mothers, which in turn could 
inform parenting or policy guidance across varied contexts.

The 5-point integrative approach to designing deductive qualitative 
research

Our integrative framework for undertaking and designing deductive qualita
tive research, which we term the IDQR (Integrative Deductive Qualitative 
Research) approach, provides a set of problem-focused processes for five 
challenging decisions that are specific to deductive research. Figure 1 sum
marises these five points. We present real or hypothetical examples to illustrate 
the process of each decision point.

Prior to describing these five decision points in more depth, it is important 
to clarify how our approach differs from Deductive Qualitative Analysis 
(DQA) by Fife and Gossner (2024). Firstly, DQA is focused on analysis, 
while ours is a more holistic approach that includes guidance on design, 
sampling, data collection and analysis. Secondly, DQA explicitly requires 
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that the researcher start with a theory, but our approach also allows for 
deductive research based on just an existing study or set of themes that has 
not yet been worked up into a theory or model, and so facilitates more small- 
scale and local deductive work. Thirdly, DQA always involves a hybrid of 
deductive and inductive analysis. While this is a central option within our 
approach, our approach allows for strictly deductive research too. Fourthly, 
a key element of our approach is the use of small sample or single-case 
deductive research, which is given less attention in DQA. Fifthly, while DQA 
generally uses hypotheses, we prefer deductive-type research questions that do 
not entail hypotheses, as mentioned above and elaborated further below.

Point 1: Deductive sampling for multi-participant or case study designs

Deductive research can be conducted with multi-participant samples or case 
studies. Whether with multi-participant or single case design, a key epistemo
logical point is that there is no intrinsic requirement for generalisability 
beyond the sample (Mook 1983). To understand this, a brief recapitulation 
of inductive and deductive logic is helpful. In inductive logic, the conceptual 

1. Deduc�ve aims and 
sampling: Case study or 

mul�-par�cipant

2. Devising research 
ques�ons for deduc�ve 

qualita�ve research from 
a set of four types

3. Deduc�ve data 
collec�on: How to 

maximise pluralism and 
openness

4. Deduc�ve data 
analysis: Key common 

features

5. Standards of quality in 
deduc�ve qualita�ve 

research

Figure 1. The five-point integrative framework for deductive qualitative research.
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movement is from specific to general; findings from sampled cases are general
ised (at least tentatively) to the broader population from which the sample was 
drawn. In contrast, the logical movement in deductive research is from general 
to specific; the research starts with a generalised scheme or theory, and then 
investigates if it applies in a meaningful way to the chosen sample. If it does 
apply, this provides important information about the theory or findings, but 
there is no subsequent logical need to then generalise the findings to the 
broader population as there is in inductive research.

Multi-participant studies

In multi-participant deductive research, the researcher aims to explore 
whether an existing model or theory can be applied across a range of 
new individual and/or contextual instances. If the existing model or theory 
is interpretatively applicable to these new cases, it is given further empirical 
support. If the model or theory is refined or, extended, then the theory 
development process continues. In terms of deciding on sampling criteria 
for a multi-participant sample, whether the researcher uses the same cri
teria as the past study they are building on depends on whether they are 
aiming for increasing the depth or breadth of existing findings. If aiming 
for increased depth, the researcher should continue sampling in the same 
population, with the goal of finding new and deeper information about that 
group. So, the sample of participants should be drawn from the same 
sample universe as the original study (i.e. keeping the inclusion and exclu
sion criteria the same). Alternatively, if the aim is increased breadth (i.e., 
exploring if existing findings or theory apply in a different context or 
culture), the deductive study sample should be drawn from a new sample 
universe, based on amended inclusion and exclusion criteria.

In multi-participant deductive qualitative research, purposive sampling 
strategies help to ensure diversity on key parameters of difference (such as 
gender, age, ethnicity) within the target population. They are particularly 
important if the sample is small or recruitment resources are limited, hence 
the sample would be unlikely to include minority groups without purposive 
strategies (Robinson 2014).

Case studies

Deductive research can be effectively conducted with single cases. There are 
two distinct arguments for working with single cases, one of which is nomo
thetic, and the other is idiographic. The nomothetic argument for single case 
work is that theories can be challenged, modified or extended based on 
insights from single cases (Robinson and McAdams 2015). An example from 
past research is the study of John Dean’s memory in his testimony at the 
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Watergate scandal, which was a qualitative analysis of archival transcript data 
(Neisser 1981). In this study, Neisser compared John Dean’s testimony of past 
conversations with taped versions of the same conversations. Based on his 
findings, Neisser proposed that there was a category of memory called ‘repi
sodic’ that extant memory theory did not recognise. This was presented as 
a theoretical insight for further validation, resulting in more systematic 
research directed towards it (e.g., Ward, Armstrong, and Golestani 1999).

The second rationale for using a single case in deductive research is idio
graphic (Robinson 2011). Idiographic deductive research aims to interpret 
and/or explain a specific individual or group that has social or academic 
importance, through the lens of one or more existing theories (Robinson 
and McAdams 2015). An example is the qualitative study of George 
W. Bush conducted by McAdams (2010), in which life story theory was used 
to deduce an understanding of George W. Bush’s life and identity. Another 
past example of an idiographic deductive case study was the qualitative 
analysis of an alien-worshipping cult by Festinger, Riecken, and Schacter 
(1956), interpreted through the lens of cognitive dissonance theory.

When selecting a participant or social group for an idiographic case 
study, there are various purposive sampling processes for choosing the 
case in question. The first is significance sampling, where an individual is 
chosen based on their historical or theoretical importance (Simonton 1999), 
such as the aforementioned example about George W. Bush. The second is 
an intensity sampling strategy, which can be used where a case is selected 
that is information-rich, thus is a particularly comprehensive and rich 
example of the phenomenon of interest (Miles and Huberman 1984). 
A third strategy for selecting a case study is to select a deviant or unique 
case, given that such cases may provide helpful challenges for existing 
theory (Small 2009). For all these methods of selecting cases for deductive 
case-study based work, the goal is locating cases purposively for their social 
or informational significance, rather than any statistical representativeness 
(Mitchell 1983; Small 2009).

Point 2: Devising research questions for deductive qualitative studies 
from a set of four types

We argue that deductive qualitative research works better with research ques
tions rather than hypotheses. The aim of deductive research is to build on 
existing work, but the process need not assume that the end point is known or 
predictable in advance. Hypotheses can be defined in a variety of ways 
(Donovan, O’Rourke, and Looney 2015), so it is important to clarify explicitly 
what we mean by the term. We define a hypothesis as a testable statement that 
proposes the predicted outcome of a research study in advance, based on prior 
knowledge (Farrugia et al. 2010). While hypotheses are logically sound for 
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deductive research where a researcher is confident of the outcome based on 
prior work, we argue that they have several issues when applied to qualitative 
deductive work. Firstly, they can lead to confirmation bias or selection bias 
(Schumm 2021). Secondly, they can limit the openness and flexibility of 
analysis that is defining of qualitative research (Silverman 2020).

Research questions are open-ended questions that stipulate what ques
tion(s) a study is aiming to help answer. Deductively-framed research 
questions are different in form from inductive research questions. They 
seek an answer to whether findings from existing research can be applied 
and developed further with a new case, sample or method, and the wording 
of the question needs to reflect this. In Table 1, we present a four-way 
typology for devising deductive research questions based on crossing two 
dichotomies; whether the research is (a) case-based or multi-participant- 
sample-based distinction from the prior section, and (b) whether the 
research is working with existing themes from a particular study (that 
have not yet been developed into a theory) or an established existing theory 
(NB. we use the term themes as a shorthand for referring to any conceptual 
categories that are developed from a qualitative analysis). When crossed, 
these two dichotomies create a four-part typology, as shown in Table 1. In 
each cell of the table we provide a general form for research questions as 
a template for researchers to use and adapt, along with an example for 
menopause research as an illustration. The general form always mentions 
‘describe/interpret/explain’, as all of these are valid objectives for deductive 
qualitative research, dependent on methodological assumptions.

Point 3: Deductive data collection for maximising pluralism and openness

Working deductively means the researcher has a commitment to build on 
what has come before, but data collection should still be focused on being open 
and unleading. When devising an approach to data collection in a deductive 
study, a key challenge is to phrase questions to participants in ways which 
avoid biasing data into pre-existing categories or phrases, or that force parti
cipants to answer in a limited number of ways. Whether the data collection 
method is with a written format, an interview format, a focus group format or 
any other that requires the phrasing of clear questions, they should be open, 
and as free from conceptual jargon and assumptions as possible.

As an example for best practice in research on menopause, Mahadeen, 
Halabi, and Callister (2008) investigated the experience of menopause in 
Jordanian women, and found “embracing wisdom” as a key theme. If 
a deductive study aimed to explore this in a new sample, a more leading 
question would be “do you feel that menopause helped you to embrace wis
dom?,” whereas a more open question would be “what personal qualities do 
you feel changed through your experience of menopause?.” By committing to 
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open questions, the researcher limits the chance that they lead participants in 
particular directions in their narratives that may create a confirmatory bias in 
findings. We consider further ways of minimising bias, such as reflexivity 
practices, in Point 5 of the approach.

Deductive qualitative research not only involves seeking if prior findings 
apply in new samples (as discussed above), but also whether different data 
collection methods will elicit similar or overlapping findings. Hence an 
important and legitimate take on deductive research is to change the kind of 
data collection approach from previous studies to see if theory or constructs 
still apply. We encourage researchers to use the full range of data collection 
approaches available in qualitative deductive work to undertake this task; 
interviews, focus groups, diaries, brief written texts, vignettes, online com
ments, archival or journalistic narratives, story completion methods and more 
(Braun, Clarke, and Gray 2017).

Point 4: Common features of deductive data analysis

Most analytical approaches can be used in deductive qualitative research, with 
notable mentions being thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006), Fife and 
Gossner’s (2024) DQA, and Gilgun’s (2013) deductive approach to Grounded 
Theory. Here we provide a concise synthesis of key points to consider in all 
deductive approaches to analysis. In any form of deductive analysis, two 
processes are non-negotiable. Firstly, the analytic scheme into which data is 
to be ordered and categorised must be developed into an explicit form before 

Table 1. Four types of deductive research question.
Case-study Multi-participant sample

Theme-based General form: How do the themes from [x previous 
study] based on [info re sample and 
methodology of previous study] help to 
[describe, interpret, explain] [info on single 
case]? 
Example: ‘How do the themes from Hobson and 
Dennis (2024) about the experience of 
menopausal brain fog based on UK women 
extend to make sense of a single case of 
menopausal brain fog from the USA?’

General form: How do the themes from [x previous 
study] based on [info re sample and 
methodology of previous study] help to 
[describe, interpret, explain] [info on proposed 
context and methodology]? 
Example: ‘How do the themes that emerged 
from the interview study by Cifcili et al. (2009) 
on Turkish women’s experience of menopause 
help to interpret data from a sample of 
menopausal women in London, collected via 
focus groups?’

Theory-based General form: How does the theory or model 
developed by [info re previous empirical or 
theoretical research] help to [describe, 
interpret, explain] [info on single case]? 
Example: ‘How does the life course theoretical 
perspective to menopause described by Yisma 
and Lu (2018) help to explain the way that 
Steinke (2019) represents her autobiographical 
story of menopause?’

General form: How does the theory or model 
developed by [info re previous empirical or 
theoretical research] help to [describe, 
interpret, explain] the data from [info on 
proposed context and methodology]? 
Example: ‘How does the bio-psycho-socio- 
cultural theory of menopause described by 
Hunter and Rendall (2007) help to interpret 
retrospective descriptions of menopause from 
a sample of Australian women, collected via 
semi-structured interviews?’
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starting analysis (e.g. Coulburn, Miller, and Susilawati 2024; Pearse 2019; Yang 
et al. 2022). This analytic scheme can be modified as the work progresses 
(particularly in inductive-deductive hybrid designs), but it must be initially set 
out before the analysis starts. This ensures that the deductive ethos of inten
tionally building on existing work via pre-existing findings of theories is 
transparently achieved. Secondly, any existing theory needs to be operationa
lised into a form that can be used to frame the analysis, for example by parsing 
theoretical concepts into analytic themes or categories—this is an active 
process rather than a passive one.

The second common feature in a deductive analysis is that the researcher 
must engage with the challenge of being able to interpret instances of the 
a priori themes or categories in the data when reading through texts. This 
requires a recognition of relevant patterns in the data. Such pattern recogni
tion requires a thorough process of committing the deductive scheme to 
memory through memorisation, repetition and practice. Only then will 
a deductive analysis be possible. In support of this, it is useful to organise 
the pre-determined analytic scheme into a structured coding template or 
manual (e.g., see the coding framework used in Coulburn, Miller, and 
Susilawati 2024; or the Code Book applied in Pearse 2019).

As a third common feature, we concur with Fife and Gossner (2024) in their 
assertion that deductive qualitative researchers must purposefully attend to 
four types of evidence: supporting, contradicting, refining, and expanding 
evidence. In so doing, the analyst commits to any potential outcome with 
the a priori theory or findings, thus minimising the chance of confirmation 
bias or missing anything that could further develop the theory or themes being 
researched.

A key decision for researchers with regards to analysis is whether to use 
a pure deductive approach, or whether to use an inductive-deductive hybrid. 
Inductive-deductive hybrids, as outlined by Fife and Gossner (2024), allow for 
the flexible combination of a deductively applied theory or model from previous 
research combined with an open focus on emergent themes and the possibility 
of refining the theory or model as data collection proceeds. This combination is 
appropriate for studies where the explicit aim is to continue the development of 
existing theory. For example, Stratton et al. (2006) used an inductive-deductive 
hybrid approach in an interview study with family therapists about their views 
and added to an existing outcome questionnaire they called the Systemic 
Clinical Outcome and Routine Evaluation (or SCORE). Their approach allowed 
for combining an a priori analytical template and emergent flexibility.

Pure deductive research may be more appropriate if the study is applying 
a very established theory that has been tested in many studies, and the aim of 
the study is to determine if it applies to a new set of cases, with something of 
a binary “it does apply or it does not apply” conclusion. For example, 
a research study that aims to apply Gilligan’s (1982) theory of moral 
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development in adolescents to a study with a non-Western culture may choose 
simply to ascertain whether it does or does not work as a theoretical scheme, 
with no objective to continue developing the theory; hence a purely deductive 
approach would be justified.

Point 5: Standards of quality in deductive qualitative research

Approaches to quality standards concur that qualitative research should strive 
to be conducted systematically and rigorously, to ensure the process and 
outcome are both of high quality (Frost and Bailey-Rodriguez 2019; Spencer 
et al. 2003; Tracy 2010; Yardley 2000). Below, we highlight issues that should 
be given particular consideration in deductive qualitative research, in the 
matters of paradigmatic positioning, trustworthiness through teamwork, 
transparency through auditability, and reflexivity.

Paradigmatic positioning

Ensuring a rigorous approach to deductive research requires consideration 
and contextualisation of the study within an underlying paradigm (or set of 
paradigms), to establish a coherent positioning relative to an understanding of 
reality (ontology) and of what makes for an acceptable knowledge claim or 
interpretation (epistemology). When conducting deductive research, the 
researcher must make their paradigmatic positioning as explicit as possible. 
We argue that most, if not all, paradigms benefit from the use of deductive 
research, yet the epistemological and ontological framing of the deductive 
work will differ. For example, a critical realist may argue for deductive 
research on the basis that, although we can only know the world imperfectly 
through language and interpretation, there is a real world against which our 
knowledge can be developed and checked via inductive then deductive means, 
in the direction of an increasingly veridical representation of the phenomenon 
(Fletcher 2016). In contrast, a social constructionist may argue that a deductive 
research study that builds on existing findings from inductive work may help 
to determine whether socially constructed categories that were created from 
the inductive study apply across different cultures, languages or dialects.

Trustworthiness

An overarching quality principle that applies across paradigms is trustworthiness 
(Frost and Bailey-Rodriguez 2019; Spencer et al. 2003; Tracy 2010). Deductive 
research is based explicitly on existing knowledge of the researcher(s), therefore the 
capacity of the researcher to influence the research outcomes in biased ways is 
arguably more pronounced than in inductive research. Following on from Fife and 
Gossner (2024), we propose that team-based design and analysis acts against the 
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potential for individual bias such as confirmation bias in deductive work. The 
research team provides a social space to debate and discuss preliminary conclu
sions and to highlight any issues with the approach of a single analyst. Working 
with a research team also helps ensure findings will capture the complexity of the 
phenomenon being studied (Gilgun 2013).

Transparency

A transparent approach to deductive qualitative research is important to 
demonstrate that a systematic and clear approach has been taken to design 
and analysis (Tracy 2010; Yardley 2000). To enhance the standard of transpar
ency in deductive research in the design phase, there should be an explicit 
description of whether the deductive design aims to work with an existing set 
of findings, or a more established model or theory. This should go together 
with a clear rationale for sampling, for example stating whether the sampling 
criteria will be the same or different from the prior inductive study. There 
should be (a) an auditable trail of research design decisions, within a deductive 
research framework such as the integrative approach presented here, or 
another recognised protocol such as DQA (Fife and Gossner 2024), (b) 
a statement of how any existing theory or constructs are operationalised into 
a form for framing the analysis in the study, (c) and how these will be critically 
interrogated to ensure that the deductive approach limits bias in data collec
tion or analysis. For example, keeping track of how the analytic scheme is 
developed is one such way of promoting an audit trail. This should include 
noting the timing and process of key phases of the analysis and any decisions 
made on analytical developments or revisions.

Reflexivity

Given that the researcher’s a priori decisions are central to deductive research, 
reflexivity is a particularly important standard of quality, to ensure that the 
potential for biases (including confirmatory bias) to negatively affect data 
collection and analysis are minimised. This includes having an enhanced aware
ness of what the researcher is bringing to the study, their positionality and how 
they may be influencing the study to minimise or limit this (Frost 2016; Frost 
and Bailey-Rodriguez 2019; Tracy 2010). One way to enhance reflexivity is for 
each researcher to keep a reflexive journal and for the team to engage in reflexive 
discussions, actively exploring positionality and experiences in relation to the 
research as well as recording how decisions have been made.

During analysis in a team-based study, there are various approaches that 
can be taken to limit risk of confirmation bias. For example, the researcher(s) 
who are conducting the coding analysis should consult regularly with the rest 
of the team. Alternatively, it may be that the entire research team 
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independently conducts some of the coding process and then they come 
together to discuss their conclusions with each other. When there are dis
agreements or alternative interpretations, it is particularly important to review 
these and decide which interpretation most closely aligns with the data.

Reflexive considerations in deductive qualitative research should particu
larly focus on the reasons for undertaking deductive research, as well as other 
questions from inception to completion. The questions that could be explicitly 
addressed in a reflexive statement include: Why did we choose a deductive 
rather than inductive approach? Why did we base our deductive study on the 
existing work that we selected? What is it about the existing work that seems to 
warrant deductive examination? What assumptions beyond the theory/themes 
are we bringing to the development of the analytic scheme? Why have we 
coded the data in this particular way? How does our deductive coding vary 
between the research team and why might this be? How have we reached 
consensus following disagreements or alternative interpretations in the coding 
or analysis?

Conclusion and implications

The historically predominant focus on inductive research in qualitative 
methods has brought important ways of investigating phenomena in open 
and exploratory ways, capturing depth, complexity, nuance and contextual 
understandings. However, the relative lack of accompanying deductive 
qualitative research has led to many isolated pockets of fragmented explora
tory activity, and a lack of progressive development of theory and con
structs. In this paper, we have argued that deductive work, building on the 
progress of others, has an important place alongside inductive work, and we 
have presented an integrative approach for deductive qualitative research, 
providing the researcher with practical guidance to design coherent and 
rigorous deductive qualitative studies. Our approach presents five key 
decision points, covering sampling, research question formulation, data 
collection, analysis and quality standards particular to deductive qualitative 
research. We contend that the wider use of deductive logic in research 
designs can help to give the N = 1 case study a more prominent place in 
empirical qualitative enquiry.

Furthermore, deductive research is an ideal option for student projects. The 
inductive task of developing a model or theory from scratch can be a daunting 
task for a student and there may be a propensity to over-generalise findings. 
Arguably a more viable task for student projects is the deductive task of 
showing whether and how existing theory helps to interpret specific cases. 
Such deductive work on a modest scale, even with a single participant, can 
contribute meaningfully to the literature, as described earlier.
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We believe that the future of deductive qualitative research is bright. Indeed, the 
more widespread adoption of deductive designs by qualitative researchers will help 
to ensure that the qualitative research community contributes integrated, compre
hensive theories to psychology and the social sciences, which have been investi
gated across a range of contexts or cultures. We maintain that there is more than 
one way in which to embark on the voyage of discovery to knowledge, and different 
valuable ways in which to embody the role of the qualitative explorer. We hope to 
promote discussion, application and further development of deductive qualitative 
research, and we invite researchers to apply the presented integrative deductive 
qualitative approach as a way to further enhance and strengthen the collective 
power of the qualitative researcher community in psychology and the social 
sciences.

Acknowledgments

Thanks to Matina Shafti and Erin Collins for their comments on a draft of this manuscript.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s). For the purpose of open access, 
the authors have applied a Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license to any Author 
Accepted Manuscript version arising from this submission.

Notes on contributors

Oliver C. Robinson is Associate Professor of Psychology at the University of Greenwich and 
Honorary President of the European Society for Research in Adult Development (ESRAD). He 
has developed a range of qualitative methodological techniques including Structured Tabular 
Thematic Analysis, and integrative approaches to sampling and probing in interviews. He is the 
author of the book Development through Adulthood.

Deborah Bailey-Rodriguez is a Senior Lecturer in Psychology at Middlesex University, London. 
She uses qualitative methods to research adult development and couple relationships, and how 
this affects mental health and wellbeing. Deborah has particular interests in qualitatively- 
driven mixed methods and is experienced in applying visual and creative approaches within 
qualitative research. She is currently an Executive Board member of the European Society for 
Research into Adult Development (ESRAD).

ORCID

Oliver C. Robinson http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6758-2223
Deborah Bailey-Rodriguez http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9931-563X

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 381



References

Bailey-Rodriguez, D. 2018. “We’re both in the trenches together”: A pluralistic exploration of 
attachment behaviour dynamics in a heterosexual couple relationship across the transition 
to second-time parenthood. PhD thesis, Middlesex University. https://repository.mdx.ac.uk/ 
item/88165 .

Boyatzis, R. E. 1998. Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis and code devel
opment. Los Angeles: Sage.

Braun, V., and V. Clarke. 2006. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 
Psychology 3 (2):77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa  

Braun, V., V. Clarke, and D. Gray. 2017. Collecting qualitative data: A practical guide to textual, 
media and virtual techniques. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Carnap, R. 1950. Logical foundations of probability. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Cifcili, S. Y., M. Akman, A. Demirkol, P. C. Unalan, and E. Vermeire. 2009. “I should live and 

finish it”: A qualitative inquiry into Turkish women’s menopause experience. Biomed 
Central Family Practice 10 (2). doi: 10.1186/1471-2296-10-2  

Cooper, M., D. Bailey-Rodriguez, and E. Fragkiadaki. 2023. Research-active therapists and 
therapy trainees: The need for continuity and clinical significance in our research. QMiP 
Bulletin 1 (35):5–10. doi: 10.53841/bpsqmip.2023.1.35.5  

Coulburn, L., W. Miller, and C. Susilawati. 2024. How do occupants experience the onset and 
triggering of building-related symptoms in damp Australian housing? An inductive-deductive 
content analysis. Building and Environment 266:112038. doi: 10.1016/j.buildenv.2024.112038  

Creswell, J. W., and V. L. Plano Clark. 2007. Designing and conducting mixed-methods research. 
Los Angeles: Sage.

Darvill, R., H. Skirton, and P. Farrand. 2010. Psychological factors that impact on women’s 
experiences of first-time motherhood: A qualitative study of the transition. Midwifery 
26 (3):357–66. doi: 10.1016/j.midw.2008.07.006  

Donovan, S. M., M. O’Rourke, and C. Looney. 2015. Your hypothesis or mine? Terminological and 
conceptual variation across disciplines. Sage Open 5 (2). doi: 10.1177/2158244015586237  

Edwards, R., B. Cragg, S. Dunn, and W. E. Peterson. 2021. The breastfeeding and early 
motherhood experiences of older first-time mothers: A constructivist grounded theory 
study. Midwifery 96:102945. doi: 10.1016/j.midw.2021.102945  

Farrugia, P., B. A. Petrisor, F. Farrokhyar, and M. Bhandari. 2010. Research questions, 
hypotheses and objectives. Canadian Journal of Surgery 53 (4):278.

Festinger, L., H. W. Riecken, and S. Schacter. 1956. When prophecy fails: A social and 
psychological study of a modern group that predicted the end of the world. (MN): 
University of Minnesota Press.

Fife, S. T., C. D’Aniello, D. Eggleston, J. Smith, and D. Sanders. 2023. Refining the meta-theory 
of common factors in couple and family therapy: A deductive qualitative analysis study. 
Contemporary Family Therapy 45 (1):117–30. doi: 10.1007/s10591-022-09648-3  

Fife, S. T., and J. D. Gossner. 2024. Deductive qualitative analysis: Evaluating, expanding, and 
refining theory. International Journal of Qualitative Methods 23:1–12. doi: 10.1177/ 
16094069241244856  

Fletcher, A. J. 2016. Applying critical realism in qualitative research: Methodology meets 
method. International Journal of Social Research Methodology 20 (2):181–94. doi: 10.1080/ 
13645579.2016.1144401  

Frost, D. M., P. L. Hammack, B. D. M. Wilson, S. T. Russell, M. Lightfoot, and I. H. Meyer. 
2019. The qualitative interview in psychology and the study of social change: Sexual identity 
development, minority stress, and health in the generations study. Qualitative Psychology 
7 (3):245–66. doi: 10.1037/qup0000148  

382 O. C. ROBINSON AND D. BAILEY-RODRIGUEZ

https://repository.mdx.ac.uk/item/88165
https://repository.mdx.ac.uk/item/88165
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2296-10-2
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsqmip.2023.1.35.5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.buildenv.2024.112038
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.midw.2008.07.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244015586237
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.midw.2021.102945
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10591-022-09648-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069241244856
https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069241244856
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2016.1144401
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2016.1144401
https://doi.org/10.1037/qup0000148


Frost, N. A. 2016. Practising research: Why you are always part of the research process even 
when you think you’re not. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Frost, N., and D. Bailey-Rodriguez. 2019. Quality in qualitative research. In Doing qualitative 
research in psychology: A practical guide, ed. C. Sullivan and M. A. Forrester, 2nd ed. 60–77. 
London: Sage.

Gilgun, J. F. 2013. Grounded theory, deductive qualitative analysis, and social work research. In 
Qualitative research in social work, ed. A. E. Fortune, W. J. Reid, and R. L. Miller, 2nd ed. 
107–35. (NY): Columbia University Press.

Gilligan, C. 1982. In a different voice: Psychological theory and women’s development. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Glaser, B. G., and A. L. Strauss. 1967. The discovery of grounded theory. Strategies for qualitative 
research. London: Aldine Transaction.

Gray, A., and J. Barnett. 2022. Welcoming new life under lockdown: Exploring the experiences 
of first-time mothers who gave birth during the COVID-19 pandemic. British Journal of 
Health Psychology 27 (2):534–52. doi: 10.1111/bjhp.12561  

Hobson, G., and N. Dennis. 2024. “I can’t be dealing with this brain fog”: A workplace focus 
group study investigating factors underpinning the menopausal experience for NHS staff. 
Maturitas 180:107889. doi: 10.1016/j.maturitas.2023.107889  

Hunter, M., and M. Rendall. 2007. Bio-psycho-socio-cultural perspectives on menopause. Best 
Practice & Research Clinical Obstetrics & Gynaecology 21 (2):261–74. doi: 10.1016/j.bpobgyn. 
2006.11.001  

Lincoln, Y., and E. Guba. 1985. Naturalistic inquiry. London: Sage.
Mahadeen, A. I., J. O. Halabi, and L. C. Callister. 2008. Menopause: A qualitative study of 

Jordanian women’s perceptions. International Nursing Review 55 (4):427–33. doi: 10.1111/j. 
1466-7657.2008.00662.x  

McAdams, D. 2010. George W. Bush and the redemptive dream: A psychological profile. (NY): 
Oxford University Press.

Miles, M. B., and A. M. Huberman. 1984. Qualitative data analysis: A sourcebook of new 
methods. Los Angeles: Sage.

Miller, T. 2005. “Is this what motherhood is all about?” weaving experiences and discourse 
through transition to first-time motherhood. Gender & Society 21 (3):337–58. doi: 10.1177/ 
0891243207300561  

Mitchell, J. C. 1983. Case and situation analysis. The Sociological Review 31 (2):187–211. doi: 10. 
1111/j.1467-954X.1983.tb00387.x  

Mook, D. G. 1983. In defense of external invalidity. American Psychologist 38 (4):379–87. doi:  
10.1037/0003-066X.38.4.379  

Neisser, U. 1981. John Dean’s memory: A case study. Cognition 9 (1):1–22. doi: 10.1016/0010- 
0277(81)90011-1  

Overton, W. F. 1991. Metaphor, recursive systems and paradox in science and developmental 
theory. In Advances in child development and behavior, ed. H. W. Reese, vol. 23, 59–71. 
(NY): Academic Press.

Pearse, N. 2019. An illustration of deductive analysis in qualitative research. European 
Conference on Research Methodology for Business and Management Studies, vol. 1, 
264–70, June. Johannesburg, South Africa. doi: 10.34190/RM.19.006  

Proudfoot, K. 2023. Inductive/deductive hybrid thematic analysis in mixed methods research. 
Journal of Mixed Methods Research 17 (3):308–26. doi: 10.1177/15586898221126816  

Reason, P., and J. Rowan, eds. 1981. Human inquiry: A sourcebook of new paradigm research. 
Chichester, NY: Wiley.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY 383

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjhp.12561
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.maturitas.2023.107889
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpobgyn.2006.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bpobgyn.2006.11.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1466-7657.2008.00662.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1466-7657.2008.00662.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243207300561
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243207300561
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.1983.tb00387.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954X.1983.tb00387.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.38.4.379
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.38.4.379
https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(81)90011-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/0010-0277(81)90011-1
https://doi.org/10.34190/RM.19.006
https://doi.org/10.1177/15586898221126816


Robinson, O. C. 2011. The idiographic/nomothetic dichotomy: Tracing historical origins of 
contemporary confusions. History & Philosophy of Psychology 13 (2):32–39. doi: 10.53841/ 
bpshpp.2011.13.2.32  

Robinson, O. C. 2014. Sampling in interview-based qualitative research: A theoretical and 
practical guide. Qualitative Research in Psychology 11 (1):25–41. doi: 10.1080/14780887. 
2013.801543  

Robinson, O. C. 2022. Thematic analysis for brief texts: The structured tabular approach. 
Qualitative Psychology 9 (2):194–208. doi: 10.1037/qup0000189  

Robinson, O. C., and D. P. McAdams. 2015. Four functional roles for case studies in emerging 
adulthood research. Emerging Adulthood 3 (6):413–21. doi: 10.1177/2167696815592727  

Schumm, W. R. 2021. Confirmation bias and methodology in social science: An editorial. 
Marriage & Family Review 57 (4):285–93. doi: 10.1080/01494929.2021.1872859  

Silverman, D. 2020. Qualitative research. London: Sage.
Simonton, D. K. 1999. Significant samples: The psychological study of eminent individuals. 

Psychological Methods 4 (4):425–51. doi: 10.1037/1082-989X.4.4.425  
Small, M. L. 2009. ‘How many cases do I need?’: On science and the logic of case selection in 

field-based research. Ethnography 10 (1):5–38. doi: 10.1177/1466138108099586  
Spencer, L., J. Ritchie, J. Lewis, and L. Dillon. 2003. Quality in qualitative evaluation: a framework 

for assessing research evidence. Government Chief Social Researcher’s Office. Accessed January 
13, 2025. http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/21069/2/a-quality-framework-tcm6-38740.pdf .

Staneva, A., and A. Wittkowski. 2013. Exploring beliefs and expectations about motherhood in 
Bulgarian mothers: A qualitative study. Midwifery 29 (3):260–67. doi: 10.1016/j.midw.2012. 
01.008  

Statton, R., A. Bacon, J. J. Charlesford, and T. Sylvia. 2024. #disgusted: Identifying potential 
sub-factors of moral disgust through reflexive thematic analysis of tweets. Qualitative 
Methods in Psychology Bulletin 37 (37):34–51. doi: 10.53841/bpsqmip.2024.1.37.34  

Steinke, D. 2019. Flash count diary: A new story about the menopause. London: Canongate 
Books.

Stratton, P., M. McGovern, A. Wetherell, and C. Farrington. 2006. Family therapy practitioners 
researching the reactions of practitioners to an outcome measure. Australian and New 
Zealand Journal of Family Therapy 27 (4):199–207. doi: 10.1002/j.1467-8438.2006.tb00722.x  

Tracy, S. J. 2010. Qualitative quality: Eight ‘big-tent’ criteria for excellent qualitative research. 
Qualitative Inquiry 16 (10):837–51. doi: 10.1177/1077800410383121  

Ward, L. M., J. Armstrong, and N. Golestani. 1999. Memory for psychophysical scaling 
judgments. Psychonomic Bulletin Review 6 (3):472–78. doi: 10.3758/bf03210837  

Yang, M.-J., D. Ketcher, K. Witkiewitz, M. Unrod, S. Baban, D. W. Wetter, and C. Vinci. 2022. 
What happens when you smoke a cigarette mindfully? A deductive qualitative study. 
Mindfulness 13 (10):2628–40. doi: 10.1007/s12671-022-01984-7  

Yao, Q. 2024. Concepts and reasoning: A conceptual review and analysis of logical issues in 
empirical social science research. Integrative Psychological and Behavioral Science 
58 (2):502–30. doi: 10.1007/s12124-023-09792-x  

Yardley, L. 2000. Dilemmas in qualitative research. Psychology and Health 15 (2):215–28. doi:  
10.1080/08870440008400302  

Yisma, E., and S. Ly. 2018. Menopause: A contextualized experience across social structures. In 
Global perspectives on women’s sexual and reproductive health across the lifecourse, ed. 
S. Choudhury, J. Erausquin, and M. Withers, 411–41. Cham: Springer. doi: 10.1007/978- 
3-319-60417-6_22

384 O. C. ROBINSON AND D. BAILEY-RODRIGUEZ

https://doi.org/10.53841/bpshpp.2011.13.2.32
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpshpp.2011.13.2.32
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2013.801543
https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2013.801543
https://doi.org/10.1037/qup0000189
https://doi.org/10.1177/2167696815592727
https://doi.org/10.1080/01494929.2021.1872859
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.4.4.425
https://doi.org/10.1177/1466138108099586
http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/21069/2/a-quality-framework-tcm6-38740.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.midw.2012.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.midw.2012.01.008
https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsqmip.2024.1.37.34
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1467-8438.2006.tb00722.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800410383121
https://doi.org/10.3758/bf03210837
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-022-01984-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12124-023-09792-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440008400302
https://doi.org/10.1080/08870440008400302
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60417-6_22
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60417-6_22

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Arguments for deductive qualitative research
	The 5-point integrative approach to designing deductive qualitative research
	Point 1: Deductive sampling for multi-participant or case study designs
	Multi-participant studies
	Case studies

	Point 2: Devising research questions for deductive qualitative studies from a set of four types
	Point 3: Deductive data collection for maximising pluralism and openness
	Point 4: Common features of deductive data analysis
	Point 5: Standards of quality in deductive qualitative research
	Paradigmatic positioning
	Trustworthiness
	Transparency
	Reflexivity

	Conclusion and implications
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References

