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UNDERSTANDING
THE CDC
DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN
QUALITATIVE AND
QUANTITATIVE
RESEARCH
METHODS

In  the world  of  public
h e a l t h  a n d
e p i d e m i o l o g i c a l
research, the methods
used  to  gather  and

analyze  data  are  the
bedrock  upon  which
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
decisions  are  built.
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned researcher, a
public  health  student,
or  a  pol icy  maker,
understanding the core
distinctions  between
d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n
approaches  is  critical.
When  examining  the
CDC  difference
between  qualitative
and  quantitative
research  methods,
one  finds  that  both
p l a y  u n i q u e  a n d
complementary roles in
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protecting  population
health. The Centers for
Disease  Control  and
Prevention (CDC) relies
on both approaches to
answer complex health
questions,  yet  they
serve  fundamentally
different purposes. This
article  will  delve  into
the  nuances  of  these
t w o  r e s e a r c h
paradigms,  exploring
how  the  CDC  utilizes
each  to  in form  i ts
mission of saving lives
and  protecting  people
from health threats.

Defining
the Two
Pillars of
Research
Before  we dissect  the
CDC’s  specific
appl icat ions,  i t  i s
essential to establish a

clear baseline for what
q u a l i t a t i v e  a n d
quantitative  research
e n t a i l .  T h e  C D C
difference  between
qual i tat ive  and
q u a n t i t a t i v e
research  methods
begins  at  the  most
fundamental level: the
nature  of  the  data
itself.

WHAT IS
QUANTITATIVE
RESEARCH?
Quantitative  research
is  the  s t ructured,
empirical  investigation
o f  o b s e r v a b l e
p h e n o m e n a  v i a
s t a t i s t i c a l ,
mathemat ica l ,  o r
c o m p u t a t i o n a l
techniques. In essence,
it  deals  with  numbers
a n d  m e a s u r a b l e
quantit ies.  For  the
C D C ,  t h i s  o f t e n
invo lves  t rack ing
disease  incidence,



Cdc Difference Between Qualitative And
Quantitative Research Methods 3

3

m o r t a l i t y  r a t e s ,
vaccination  coverage,
and  behavioral  risk
f a c t o r s  t h r o u g h
surveys and laboratory
tests.

Focus: Testing
hypotheses,
measuring
prevalence, and
establishing
statistical
relationships.
Data Type:
Numerical data
(e.g.,
percentages,
averages, rates,
odds ratios).
Sample Size:
Typically large,
aiming for
statistical power
and
generalizability
to a broader
population.
Analysis:
Statistical tests
(e.g., t-tests, chi-
square,
regression

analysis).
Outcome:
Objective,
generalizable
results that can
be used to
predict trends or
test causal
relationships.

For  example,  a  CDC
s t u d y  u s i n g
quantitative  methods
might  analyze  the
number  of  flu  cases
reported weekly across
the  United  States  to
determine the peak of
flu  season  or  calculate
the  effectiveness  of  a
n e w  v a c c i n e  i n  a
randomized  controlled
trial.

WHAT IS
QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH?
Qualitative  research,
on  the  other  hand,  is
exploratory  in  nature.
It seeks to understand
the  "why"  and  "how"
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b e h i n d  h u m a n
behavior,  experiences,
and  social  contexts.
Instead of numbers,  it
r e l i e s  o n  w o r d s ,
images, and narratives.
The  CDC  emp loys
qualitative methods to
gain  deep insight  into
community  beliefs,
barriers  to  healthcare
access,  and  the  lived
e x p e r i e n c e s  o f
individuals  affected  by
disease.

Focus:
Understanding
context,
meaning, and
processes.
Exploring
complex social
phenomena.
Data Type:
Textual data
(e.g., interview
transcripts, focus
group
discussions,
open-ended
survey
responses, field

notes).
Sample Size:
Typically smaller,
purposively
selected to
provide depth
rather than
breadth.
Analysis:
Thematic
analysis, content
analysis,
grounded theory,
or narrative
analysis.
Outcome: Rich,
detailed
descriptions that
provide context
and explain
complex causal
pathways.

For  instance,  a  CDC
qualitative study might
involve  conducting  in-
depth  interviews  with
healthcare  workers  on
the  front  l ines  of  a
p a n d e m i c  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
challenges they face in
implementing infection
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control protocols.

Core
Differenc
es: A
Side-by-
Side
Comparis
on
To fully appreciate the
CDC  difference
between  qualitative
and  quantitative
research methods, it
is helpful to view them
t h r o u g h  s e v e r a l
distinct  lenses.  These
differences  influence
everything  from study
design  to  how  findings
are ultimately used to
shape  public  health
policy.

PURPOSE AND
RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

The  most  significant
distinction  lies  in  the
type of questions each
method  answers .
Quantitative  research
is  excellent  for  asking
"how  many,"  "what
percentage,"  or  "is
there  a  statistically
significant
relat ionship?"  For
e x a m p l e ,  " W h a t
percentage of adults in
Georgia have received
a  flu  shot?"  Qualitative
research,  conversely,
answers "why," "how,"
a n d  " w h a t  i s  t h e
exper ience?"  Fo r
example,  "Why  are
some parents  hesitant
to  vaccinate  their
children?"  The  CDC
uses quantitative data
to  identify  a  problem
(e.g.,  low  vaccination
rates  in  a  specific
c o m m u n i t y )  a n d
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qualitative  data  to
understand  the  root
causes of that problem.

DATA COLLECTION
METHODS

The  too ls  used  by
researchers  differ
dramat ica l ly .  The
CDC’s  quantitative
toolbox  is  filled  with
structured  instruments
l ike  c losed-ended
surveys,  blood  tests,
mortality  records,  and
wearable  device  data.
T h e s e  t o o l s  a r e
standardized to ensure
c o n s i s t e n c y .  I n
c o n t r a s t ,  t h e
qualitative  toolbox
i n c l u d e s  s e m i -
structured  interview
guides,  focus  group
protocols,  participant
observa t ion ,  and
document  analysis.
These  methods  are
flexible  and  can  be
a d a p t e d  a s  t h e
researcher learns from
participants.

THE ROLE OF THE
RESEARCHER

I n  q u a n t i t a t i v e
r e s e a r c h ,  t h e
researcher is expected
to  be  an  objective,
detached  observer.
B ias  i s  min imized
through randomization,
b l i n d i n g ,  a n d
s t a n d a r d i z e d
p r o c e d u r e s .  I n
qualitative  research,
the researcher is often
the primary instrument
of data collection. Their
in teract ions  w i th
p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e
valued,  and  reflexivity
(acknowledging  one's
own potential biases) is
a  critical  part  of  the
rigor.  The  CDC  trains
i t s  r e s e a r c h e r s
differently  for  each
paradigm  to  ensure
both  objectivity  and
e m p a t h e t i c
understanding  where
required.
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DATA ANALYSIS
AND
INTERPRETATION

Analyzing  quantitative
d a t a  i s  a  h i g h l y
structured  process.
Data is cleaned, coded,
a n d  r u n  t h r o u g h
statistical  software.
The  results  are  often
presented in tables and
graphs  with  p-values
and  confidence
intervals.  Qualitative
analysis is iterative and
i n t e r p r e t i v e .
Researchers  read  and
re-read  transcripts,
ident i fy  emerging
themes,  and  build  a
coherent  narrative
from the data. The goal
is  not  to  produce  a
single  "true"  number
b u t  t o  p r o v i d e  a
c r e d i b l e  a n d
t r a n s f e r a b l e
understanding  of  a
lived  reality.

When the
CDC
Chooses
Each
Method
(and
Why)
The  CDC  does  not
favor one method over
the  other;  rather,  the
c h o i c e  d e p e n d s
e n t i r e l y  o n  t h e
research  question  and
t h e  s t a g e  o f  t h e
i n v e s t i g a t i o n .
Understanding  the
CDC  difference
between  qualitative
and  quantitative
research methods  is
most  practical  when
looking  at  real-world
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applications.

OUTBREAK
INVESTIGATIONS: A
MIXED APPROACH

Consider  the  classic
C D C  o u t b r e a k
investigation.  Initially,
t h e  E p i d e m i c
Intelligence  Service
(EIS) officers might use
qualitative  methods.
They  will  talk  to  the
first  patients,  listen  to
local doctors, and visit
t h e  s i t e  o f  t h e
outbreak.  This  open-
ended  exploration
helps them formulate a
hypothesis  about  the
source (e.g., "It seems
like everyone who got
sick  ate  at  the  same
church potluck"). Once
a hypothesis is formed,
t h e y  s w i t c h  t o
q u a n t i t a t i v e
methods.  They  wil l
design  a  case-control
study,  calculate  odds
r a t i o s ,  a n d  r u n

statist ical  tests  to
confirm that the potato
salad  is,  in  fact,  the
s o u r c e  o f  t h e
S a l m o n e l l a .  T h e
q u a l i t a t i v e  s t e p
provided the "why" and
"where,"  while  the
quant i tat ive  s tep
provided the "proof."

HEALTH
COMMUNICATION
AND CAMPAIGN
DESIGN

W h e n  t h e  C D C
launches  a  pub l ic
health campaign (e.g.,
"T ips  f rom  Former
S m o k e r s " ) ,  t h e
research  process  is
deeply  intertwined.
They  first  use
qualitative  research,
such as  focus  groups,
to  understand  the
language,  emotions,
and  bar r i e r s  tha t
resonate  with  target
a u d i e n c e s .  T h i s
ensures  the  campaign
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message  is  culturally
competent and will  be
effective.  Then,  they
use  quantitative
surveys  to  test  the
reach  and  impact  of
t h e  c a m p a i g n ,
measuring  changes  in
smoking quit attempts
and  awareness  of  the
hotline. The qualitative
work  ensures  the
message  is  right,  and
the  quantitative  work
proves it works.

PROGRAM
EVALUATION

Evaluating  a  complex
public health program,
such as a community-
based  HIV  prevention
initiative, requires both
lenses.  Quantitative
data can show a 15%
reduction  in  new  HIV
diagnoses in the target
area. This answers the
"what "  ques t i on .
However,  it  does  not
explain how or why the
program worked (or did

not) .  Qualitative
i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h
program  participants
can  reveal  that  the
program  succeeded
because  it  provided  a
safe  space  and  non-
judgmental counseling,
factors that are difficult
to  measure  wi th  a
number. The CDC uses
t h i s  c o m b i n e d
evidence  to  refine  its
program  guidance.

Integratin
g
Methods:
The
Power of
Mixed-
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Methods
Research
I n  mode rn  pub l i c
h e a l t h ,  t h e  r i g i d
distinction between the
two is  often  softened.
The  CDC  frequently
champions  mixed-
methods  research,
where  qualitative  and
q u a n t i t a t i v e
a p p r o a c h e s  a r e
integrated into a single
s tudy .  Th i s  i s  no t
s i m p l y  u s i n g  t w o
separate methods; it is
a  deliberate  design
where the methods are
combined to provide a
more complete picture
than  e i ther  cou ld
a l o n e .  T h e  C D C
difference  between
qual i tat ive  and
q u a n t i t a t i v e
research  methods
becomes  a  source  of
strength  in  a  mixed-
m e t h o d s  d e s i g n ,

a l l o w i n g  f o r
t r i a n g u l a t i o n  o f
findings.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a
quantitative  survey
might  find  that  30% of
a population reports a
specific  health
behavior.  A qualitative
follow-up  study  with
that  same  population
c a n  e x p l o r e  t h e
c o n t e x t  o f  t h a t
behavior,  revealing
that  it  is  linked  to  a
cultural  tradition  or  a
l a c k  o f  a c c e s s  t o
al ternat ives.  This
integrated insight is far
m o r e  u s e f u l  f o r
designing  a  specific,
effective  intervention.

Common
Misconce
ptions
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and
Pitfalls
Despite  their  utility,
there  are  common
misunders tand ings
about  these  methods
that  can  hinder  good
research.  One  major
misconception  is  that
qualitative  research  is
" e a s i e r "  o r  " l e s s
scientific"  than
quantitative  research.
This  is  false.  Rigorous
qualitative  research
requires  sophisticated
t r a i n i n g  i n
interviewing,  coding,
and  thematic  analysis
to  avo id  b ias  and
produce  valid  results.
Another misconception
is  that  quantitative
research  is  always
"objective."  In  reality,
the choice of  what  to
measure  and  how  to
f r a m e  a  s u r v e y
quest ion  involves

subjective  decisions
that  can  introduce
bias.
Understanding  the
CDC  difference
between  qualitative
and  quantitative
research  methods
also  helps  avoid  the
pitfal l  of  using  the
wrong tool for the job.
You  cannot  p rove
causation with a single
focus  group,  and  you
cannot  understand
deep-seated  fear  with
a  c l o s e - e n d e d
questionnaire alone.

Conclusio
n: Two
Sides of
the Same
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Public
Health

Coin
The  t rue  va lue  o f
understanding the CDC
difference  between
qual i tat ive  and
q u a n t i t a t i v e
research  methods
lies not in choosing one
over the other,  but in
knowing when and how
to  deploy  each  to  its
maximum  advantage.
T h e  C D C ’ s
effectiveness  as  a
global leader in public
health  depends  on  its
ability to measure the

scale of a problem with
quantitative  precision
and to understand the
human  dimension  of
that  problem  with
qualitative depth. From
tracking the spread of
a  v i r u s  t o
understanding  why  a
community  trusts  a
vaccine, both methods
are  indispensable.  For
anyone  involved  in
health research, policy,
or  communication,
apprec ia t ing  th is
distinction  is  not  just
an academic exercise;
i t  i s  a  p r a c t i c a l
n e c e s s i t y  f o r
generating  evidence
that  can  truly  save
l ives  and  improve
health  for  al l .


