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creswell qualitative inquiry and research design choosing among five
traditions is a foundational concept in qualitative research methodology that
guides scholars in selecting appropriate approaches for their studies. John
W. Creswell, a prominent figure in research design, outlines five major
qualitative traditions that researchers may choose from based on their
research questions, philosophical assumptions, and desired outcomes. These
traditions include narrative research, phenomenology, grounded theory,
ethnography, and case study. Each tradition offers unique perspectives and
methods for collecting and analyzing qualitative data. This article explores
Creswell's framework for qualitative inquiry and research design, providing a
detailed overview of each tradition and guidance on how to choose among them.
Understanding these traditions helps ensure that qualitative research is
methodologically sound and aligned with specific research goals.
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Overview of Creswell’s Five Qualitative
Traditions

Creswell qualitative inquiry and research design choosing among five
traditions provides a structured approach to selecting qualitative
methodologies. Creswell identifies five primary traditions that serve as
frameworks for qualitative studies, each grounded in distinct philosophical
underpinnings and procedures. These traditions enable researchers to explore
human experiences, social processes, cultural phenomena, and complex contexts
through different lenses. The five traditions are narrative research,
phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study. Selecting a



tradition depends on the nature of the research problem, the type of data
collected, and the analytical goals of the study.

Narrative Research

Definition and Purpose

Narrative research focuses on the study of individuals' stories and life
experiences. It seeks to understand how people make sense of their lives
through the narratives they construct. This tradition is rooted in the art of
storytelling and emphasizes the chronological order of events and meaning-
making processes.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data in narrative research typically include interviews, oral histories,
letters, journals, and other personal documents. Researchers analyze these
narratives by identifying themes, plot structures, and the ways individuals
interpret their experiences within social and cultural contexts.

Applications

Narrative research is widely used in education, psychology, health sciences,
and sociology to explore identity, trauma, resilience, and transformative
experiences.

Phenomenology

Definition and Focus

Phenomenology aims to describe and interpret the essence of lived experiences
from the perspective of those who have experienced a particular phenomenon.
It seeks to reveal the core meaning and structure of experiences without
preconceived theories or explanations.

Methodological Approach

Researchers employing phenomenology engage in deep interviews, observations,
and reflective analysis to capture participants' subjective experiences. The
process involves 'bracketing' or setting aside assumptions to understand
phenomena as they present themselves.

Key Uses

This tradition is often applied in nursing, psychology, education, and social



work to investigate experiences such as illness, grief, learning, and social
interactions.

Grounded Theory

Concept and Objective

Grounded theory is a systematic methodology aimed at generating or
discovering theory from data that is systematically gathered and analyzed.
Unlike other traditions that start with a theoretical framework, grounded
theory builds theory inductively based on empirical evidence.

Data Collection and Coding

The research process involves iterative data collection and constant
comparative analysis. Researchers use open, axial, and selective coding to
identify categories, relationships, and core themes that emerge from the
data.

Fields of Application

Grounded theory is extensively used in sociology, education, healthcare, and
organizational studies to develop theories about social processes, behaviors,
and interactions.

Ethnography

Definition and Scope

Ethnography is the study of cultures and social groups through immersive
fieldwork. Researchers observe and sometimes participate in the daily lives
of participants to understand cultural norms, values, rituals, and social
dynamics.

Research Techniques

Ethnographers collect data through participant observation, interviews, field
notes, and artifacts. The analysis involves detailed descriptions and
interpretations of cultural patterns and practices.

Common Uses

This tradition is prominent in anthropology, sociology, education, and
communication studies, often used to explore communities, organizations, and
subcultures.



Case Study

Definition and Characteristics

Case study research investigates a bounded system or case—such as an
individual, group, organization, or event—in depth and within its real-life
context. It provides comprehensive insights into complex phenomena.

Data Sources and Analysis

Case studies utilize multiple sources of evidence including interviews,
documents, observations, and audiovisual materials. Analysis involves
converging data to develop an in-depth understanding of the case.

Applications

Case studies are widely used in education, business, law, and social sciences
to explore unique or critical cases and generate practical knowledge.

Choosing Among the Five Traditions

Choosing the appropriate tradition within Creswell qualitative inquiry and
research design choosing among five traditions requires consideration of
multiple factors. Researchers must align their research questions,
objectives, and philosophical assumptions with the characteristics of each
tradition. The following list outlines key considerations when selecting a
tradition:

e Research Purpose: Determine whether the goal is to tell a story,
describe lived experiences, generate theory, study culture, or explore a
case.

e Nature of the Research Question: Identify if the question seeks
understanding of processes, meanings, behaviors, or contexts.

e Data Availability: Consider what types of data are accessible or
feasible to collect.

e Philosophical Assumptions: Reflect on the epistemological and
ontological stance of the study, such as constructivism or
interpretivism.

* Researcher’s Expertise: Evaluate familiarity and comfort with the
methodology and analytic techniques.

e Context and Constraints: Account for time, resources, and ethical
considerations impacting the study design.



By carefully assessing these factors, researchers can select the most
suitable qualitative tradition to guide their inquiry, ensuring
methodological rigor and meaningful outcomes aligned with their research
goals.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the five qualitative research traditions
outlined by Creswell in 'Qualitative Inquiry and
Research Design'?

The five qualitative research traditions outlined by Creswell are Narrative
Research, Phenomenology, Grounded Theory, Ethnography, and Case Study.

How does Creswell differentiate between the five
traditions in qualitative research?

Creswell differentiates the five traditions based on their focus and purpose:
Narrative research explores individual stories; Phenomenology studies lived
experiences; Grounded Theory develops a theory grounded in data; Ethnography
examines cultural groups; and Case Study investigates a bounded system or
case.

What factors should researchers consider when
choosing among the five qualitative traditions
according to Creswell?

Researchers should consider their research question, the nature of the
phenomenon being studied, the desired outcome (e.g., theory development, deep
understanding, cultural description), and their philosophical worldview when
choosing among the five traditions.

Why is Creswell’s 'Qualitative Inquiry and Research
Design' important for qualitative researchers?

Creswell’s work provides a clear and comprehensive framework for
understanding different qualitative research approaches, helping researchers
to select an appropriate tradition that aligns with their research goals and
to design rigorous qualitative studies.

Can Creswell’s five qualitative traditions be
combined in a single research study?

While Creswell emphasizes choosing one primary tradition to guide a study,



researchers can integrate elements from multiple traditions if it fits their
research design, but they must clearly justify and explain how the traditions
complement each other in their study.

Additional Resources

1. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Traditions by
John W. Creswell

This foundational book by Creswell offers a comprehensive overview of
qualitative research methodologies. It explores five major qualitative
traditions—narrative, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case
study—providing guidance on how to select and implement each approach. The
text is widely used in social sciences research for its clear explanations
and practical examples.

2. Designing Qualitative Research by John W. Creswell

In this book, Creswell delves into the process of designing qualitative
studies with an emphasis on clarity and rigor. It covers the development of
research questions, data collection methods, and ethical considerations. The
focus on design complements the understanding of the five qualitative
traditions, helping researchers frame their studies effectively.

3. Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation by Sharan B.
Merriam and Elizabeth J. Tisdell

Merriam and Tisdell provide a detailed guide to qualitative research design
and implementation, discussing various qualitative traditions including those
outlined by Creswell. The book emphasizes practical strategies for data
collection and analysis, with attention to issues of validity and reliability
in qualitative work.

4. Constructing Grounded Theory by Kathy Charmaz

This book focuses on grounded theory, one of the five traditions Creswell
identifies. Charmaz presents a constructivist approach to grounded theory,
highlighting methods for generating theory through systematic data analysis.
It is an essential resource for researchers interested in theory development
within qualitative inquiry.

5. Phenomenological Research Methods by Clark Moustakas

Moustakas provides an in-depth exploration of phenomenology as a qualitative
research tradition. This book offers practical guidance on conducting
phenomenological studies, emphasizing the importance of describing lived
experiences. It complements Creswell’s overview by elaborating on one of the
key traditions in qualitative inquiry.

6. Ethnography: Principles in Practice by Martyn Hammersley and Paul Atkinson
This text offers a thorough introduction to ethnographic research methods,
aligning with one of Creswell’s five traditions. It covers fieldwork
strategies, data collection, and analysis techniques, providing a practical
framework for studying cultures and communities. The book is valuable for
qualitative researchers seeking to understand ethnographic inquiry.



7. Case Study Research: Design and Methods by Robert K. Yin

Yin’'s book is a classic resource on case study methodology, one of the five
qualitative traditions Creswell discusses. It outlines systematic procedures
for designing and conducting case studies, including data collection and
analysis. This book is particularly useful for researchers interested in in-
depth contextual analysis.

8. Narrative Inquiry: Experience and Story in Qualitative Research by D. Jean
Clandinin and F. Michael Connelly

Clandinin and Connelly explore narrative inquiry as a qualitative tradition
focused on stories and personal experience. The book explains how narrative
methods can be used to understand human experience and identity. It serves as
a specialized resource for those interested in narrative approaches within
Creswell’s framework.

9. The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research edited by Norman K. Denzin and
Yvonna S. Lincoln

This comprehensive handbook covers a wide range of qualitative research
methods and traditions, including the five highlighted by Creswell. It brings
together expert contributions on theory, methodology, and practice, making it
an invaluable reference for qualitative researchers. The book provides
diverse perspectives that enrich understanding of qualitative inquiry and
research design.
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