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Sinuff T, Cook DJ, Giacomini M.

Department of Critical Care, Sunnybrook Health Sciences Centre, and Interdepartmental
Division of Critical Care, University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada.
taz.sinuff@sunnybrook.ca

A qualitative research design can provide unique contributions to research in the intensive care
unit. Qualitative research includes the entire process of research: the methodology
(conceptualization of the research question, choosing the appropriate qualitative strategy,
designing the protocol), methods (conducting the research using qualitative methods within
the chosen qualitative strategy, analysis of the data, verification of the findings), and writing
the narrative. The researcher is the instrument and the data are the participants' words and
experiences that are collected and coded to present experiences, discover themes, or build
theories. A number of strategies are available to conduct qualitative research and include
grounded theory, phenomenology, case study, and ethnography. Qualitative methods can be
used to understand complex phenomena that do not lend themselves to quantitative methods of
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formal hypothesis testing. Qualitative research may be used to gain insights about
organizational and cultural issues within the intensive care unit and to improve our
understanding of social interaction and processes of health care delivery. In this article, we
outline the rationale for, and approaches to, using qualitative research to inform critical care
issues. We provide an overview of qualitative methods available and how they can be used
alone or in concert with quantitative methods. To illustrate how our understanding of social
phenomena such as patient safety and behavior change has been enhanced we use recent
qualitative studies in acute care medicine.
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