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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
CRESWELL’S
LANDMARK WORK
IN QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

F o r  r e s e a r c h e r s
stepping into the world
of  qualitative  inquiry,
s e l e c t i n g  a n
appropriate  research
design  is  often  the
most  critical  —  and
challenging — decision

they will make. Among
t h e  m a n y  g u i d e s
available,  few  have
achieved  the  status
a n d  w i d e s p r e a d
adoption  of  Creswell
2007  Qualitative
I n q u i r y  A n d
Research  Design.  In
this seminal work, John
W.  Creswell  offered  a
clear,  structured,  and
d e e p l y  p r a c t i c a l
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
understanding  and
applying  five  major
a p p r o a c h e s  t o
qualitative  research.
The  book,  formally
t i t led  Qual i tat ive
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Inquiry  and  Research
Des ign:  Choos ing
A m o n g  F i v e
A p p r o a c h e s ,  h a s
become a cornerstone
text  fo r  g raduate
students,  early-career
researchers ,  and
seasoned  academics
alike. By systematically
comparing  narrative
r e s e a r c h ,
p h e n o m e n o l o g y ,
grounded  theory ,
ethnography, and case
study,  Creswell  (2007)
provided  a  roadmap
that  demystifies  the
process  of  choosing
a n d  e x e c u t i n g  a
rigorous  qualitative
study.  This  art ic le
explores  the  lasting
impact  of  this  work,
breaks  down  its  core
contributions,  and
explains why it remains
essential  reading  for
anyone  engaged  in
qualitative  inquiry
today.

THE CONTEXT AND
PURPOSE OF
CRESWELL (2007)

To  apprec iate  the
c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design, it is helpful to
understand the state of
qualitative research at
t h e  t i m e  o f  i t s
publication.  The  early
2 0 0 0 s  s a w  a n
explosion of interest in
qualitative  methods
across disciplines such
a s  e d u c a t i o n ,
sociology,  nursing,
psychology, and public
health.  However,  this
growth  also  brought
confusion.  Novice
researchers  often
s t r u g g l e d  t o
differentiate  among
the  many  approaches
available,  and  there
was  a  pressing  need
for  a  text  that  could
offer  both  breadth  and
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depth.
Creswell’s  response
was  to  write  a  book
that  did  not  simply
catalog  methods  but
instead  provided  a
c o m p a r a t i v e
f r a m e w o r k .  H e
identified  five
e s t a b l i s h e d
a p p r o a c h e s  a n d
examined them side by
side  using  consistent
criteria.  This  allowed
readers to see not only
what  each  approach
looked like in practice
but  a lso  how  they
differed  in  their
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
a s s u m p t i o n s ,
procedural  steps,  and
final  products.  The
2007  edition  refined
and  expanded  upon
ear l i e r  ve r s i ons ,
incorporating  new
examples,  updated
references, and a more
explicit  focus  on  the
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
f o u n d a t i o n s  o f

qualitative research.

The Five
Approach
es
Defined
Central  to  Creswell
2007  Qualitative
I n q u i r y  A n d
Research  Design  is
the detailed treatment
of  five  qualitative
approaches.  Each  one
is  p resented  w i th
clarity,  supported  by
illustrative studies, and
examined  through the
same  lens,  making
c o m p a r i s o n
straightforward.

Narrative
Research: This
approach focuses
on the stories
individuals tell
about their lives.
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Creswell explains
how narrative
researchers
collect these
stories, often
through
interviews or
personal
documents, and
then retell them
in a chronological
or thematic
framework. The
emphasis is on
the lived
experience and
the meaning
people assign to
events over time.
Phenomenolog
y: Rooted in
philosophy,
phenomenology
seeks to
understand the
essence of a
lived experience
shared by
several
individuals.
Creswell outlines
the rigorous

process of
bracketing,
horizonalizing,
and developing a
composite
description that
captures the
universal
essence of the
phenomenon
under study.
Grounded
Theory: Perhaps
the most
methodologically
structured of the
five, grounded
theory aims to
generate a
theory that is
"grounded" in
data collected
systematically.
Creswell details
the constant
comparative
method, open
coding, axial
coding, and
selective coding
procedures that
distinguish this
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approach.
Ethnography:
Drawing on
anthropology,
ethnography
involves the
study of an
entire cultural
group in its
natural setting.
Creswell
emphasizes the
role of prolonged
observation,
fieldwork, and
the description
and
interpretation of
cultural patterns,
values, and
behaviors.
Case Study:
This approach is
an in-depth
exploration of a
bounded system
— a single case
or multiple cases
— over time.
Creswell explains
how case study
research uses

multiple sources
of information
(interviews,
observations,
documents) to
provide a
detailed,
contextualized
analysis.

By  presenting  each
approach  with  equal
rigor,  Creswell  2007
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design  empowers
researchers  to  make
in fo rmed  cho ices
b a s e d  o n  t h e i r
research  questions,
philosophical  stance,
and the nature of  the
phenomenon they wish
to study.

THE COMPARATIVE
FRAMEWORK: A
KEY STRENGTH

W h a t  t r u l y  s e t s
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
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Design  apart  from
other methods books is
i t s  s y s t e m a t i c
c o m p a r a t i v e
framework.  Creswell
did not simply describe
each  approach  in
isolation; he evaluated
t h e m  u s i n g  a
cons i s ten t  se t  o f
dimensions.  These
include the focus of the
approach,  the  type  of
problem best suited for
i t ,  t he  d i s c i p l i ne
background, the unit of
a n a l y s i s ,  d a t a
collection  procedures,
d a t a  a n a l y s i s
strategies,  the  final
narrative form, and the
rhetorical  structure  of
the final report.
Th is  comparat ive
structure is enormously
helpful for researchers
in the selection phase.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a
researcher  interested
in  understanding  how
cancer survivors make
m e a n i n g  o f  t h e i r

d i a g n o s i s  m i g h t
c o n s i d e r
phenomenology,  but
c o u l d  a l s o  u s e
narrative  research.  By
reading  Creswell’s
side-by-side  analysis,
the researcher can see
that  phenomenology
focuses on the essence
of the lived experience
across  individuals,
whereas  narrat ive
research  centers  on
the individual story and
its  temporal  arc.  This
c l a r i t y  p r e v e n t s
misapplication  and
s t r e n g t h e n s  t h e
theoretical  grounding
of  the  study.

Philosoph
ical
Foundatio
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ns and
Paradigm

s
Another  va luab le
c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design is its attention
to  the  philosophical
underp inn ings  o f
qualitative  research.
Creswe l l  devotes
significant  space  to
discussing  ontology
(the nature of reality),
epistemology  (the
nature  of  knowledge),
axiology  (the  role  of
v a l u e s ) ,  a n d
methodology  ( the
process of inquiry). He
c o n n e c t s  t h e s e
abstract  concepts  to
each  of  the  five
approaches,  showing
how  a  researcher’s
philosophical  stance

shapes  every  decision
from data collection to
writing.
F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a
c o n s t r u c t i v i s t
epistemology  aligns
n a t u r a l l y  w i t h
phenomenology  and
grounded  theory ,
where  meaning  is  co-
constructed  between
r e s e a r c h e r  a n d
participant. In contrast,
a  t rans fo rmat i ve
paradigm might better
su i t  a  case  s tudy
focused  on  soc ia l
just ice  i ssues .  By
m a k i n g  t h e s e
connections  explicit,
C r e s w e l l  h e l p s
researchers  avoid  the
common  p i t fa l l  o f
choosing  a  method
that  contradicts  their
own  bel ie fs  about
knowledge and reality.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS
AND
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METHODOLOGICAL
RIGOR

One  of  the  reasons
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design  remains  so
wide ly  used  i s  i t s
practicality.  Creswell
d o e s  n o t  s t o p  a t
theory;  he  provides
concrete  guidance  on
h o w  t o  a c t u a l l y
conduct  each  type  of
study.  This  includes
detailed advice on how
to  wr i te  research
quest ions ,  se lect
participants,  collect
data  ( in terv iews ,
o b s e r v a t i o n s ,
documents, audiovisual
materials), and analyze
findings.
The book also includes
sample  studies  that
i l l u s t r a t e  e a c h
a p p r o a c h .  F o r
example,  a  narrative
study  might  explore
the  l i fe  of  a  s ingle

t e a c h e r ,  w h i l e  a
grounded theory study
could develop a model
of  how patients  adapt
to  chronic  i l lness.
These  examples  are
not  merely  academic
e x e r c i s e s ;  t h e y
demonstrate  the  real-
world  application  of
qualitative  methods
and show readers what
a  finished  study  looks
like.

Data
Analysis
and
Represen
tation
Data  analysis  is  often
the  most  intimidating
p h a s e  f o r  n o v i c e
qualitative researchers.
In  Creswell  2007
Qualitative  Inquiry
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A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design,  the  author
demystifies  this
process by outlining a
generic  data  analysis
spiral  that  appl ies
across  approaches:
d a t a  m a n a g i n g ,
reading and memoing,
describing,  classifying,
in terpret ing ,  and
representing.  He  then
explains how this spiral
takes  a  unique  shape
depend ing  on  the
chosen  approach.
For  grounded  theory,
analys is  fo l lows  a
structured  coding
p a r a d i g m .  F o r
p h e n o m e n o l o g y ,
ana lys is  invo lves
significant  statements,
meaning  units,  and  a
tex tu ra l - s t ruc tu ra l
d e s c r i p t i o n .  F o r
ethnography,  analysis
is  more  holistic  and
interpretive,  focusing
on cultural themes. By
offering  these  distinct
pathways,  Creswell

equips  researchers
w i t h  a  c l e a r
understanding  of  how
to move from raw data
to meaningful findings.
Furthermore,  Creswell
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
validation  strategies.
He  discusses  member
checking, triangulation,
p r o l o n g e d
engagement,  peer
debriefing,  and
external audits as ways
t o  e n h a n c e  t h e
trustworthiness  of
qualitative  research.
This  attention to  rigor
is essential for anyone
seeking to publish their
work or defend it in an
academic context.

THE LEGACY AND
CONTINUED
RELEVANCE OF
CRESWELL’S
WORK

Since  its  publication,
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
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Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design has been cited
tens  of  thousands  of
times  and  translated
i n t o  m u l t i p l e
languages .  I t  has
shaped how qualitative
research  is  taught  in
universities around the
world.  What  accounts
fo r  th i s  endur ing
influence?
F i r s t ,  t h e  b o o k ’ s
s t r u c t u r e  i s
pedagogical.  Creswell
w r i t e s  i n  a  c l ea r ,
accessible  style  that
does  not  sacrifice
depth  for  simplicity.
Each chapter follows a
logical  progression,
and  the  comparative
tables at the end of the
book  serve  as  quick-
reference  tools  that
s t u d e n t s  a n d
instructors have found
invaluable.
Second ,  the  book
b r i d g e s  t h e  g a p
between  introductory

methods  texts  and
a d v a n c e d
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l
treatises.  It  does  not
r e q u i r e  p r i o r
k n o w l e d g e  o f
qualitative  methods,
yet it provides enough
sophistication  to  be
usefu l  to  doctora l
c a n d i d a t e s  a n d
practicing researchers.
Third, the book models
good scholarly writing.
C r e s w e l l  u s e s
e x a m p l e s  f r o m
multiple  disciplines,
s h o w i n g  t h a t
qualitative  research  is
not  confined  to  any
single  field.  This
interdisciplinary appeal
has  broadened  the
book’s  audience  and
made  it  a  staple  in
diverse programs such
as  nursing,  education,
s o c i a l  w o r k ,
communication,  and
b u s i n e s s
administration.
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Criticisms
and
Ongoing
Debates
No work is without its
critics.  Some  scholars
have  a rgued  tha t
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design  oversimplifies
the distinctions among
a p p r o a c h e s ,
part icu lar ly  in  i ts
p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f
phenomenology  and
case  study.  Others
contend that the book
c o u l d  d o  m o r e  t o
address  the  role  of
power,  positionality,
and  the  researcher’s
identity in shaping the
research  process.  Still
others  have  pointed
out that the text tends

to  privilege  Western,
p o s t - p o s i t i v i s t
assumptions  about
rigor  and  validity.
These  critiques  are
valid  and  reflect
broader  conversations
within  the  qualitative
research  community.
However,  they  do  not
diminish  the  book’s
ut i l i ty  as  an  entry
point. Creswell himself
acknowledged that his
goal was not to provide
the  final  word  on  any
single approach but to
offer  a  structured  way
for  researchers  to
begin making informed
cho i ces .  Fo r  tha t
reason,  the  book  is
often  used  alongside
more specialized texts
that delve deeper into
specific methods.

HOW TO USE
CRESWELL (2007)
IN YOUR OWN
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RESEARCH

If  you  are  planning  a
qualitative  study  and
wonder ing  how  to
make the best  use of
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
Design,  consider  the
following  practical
steps:

Identify your1.
research
problem and
questions.
Begin by
clarifying what
you want to
know. Are you
interested in a
process, a story,
an essence, a
culture, or a
bounded
system? Your
answer will point
you toward one
or two of
Creswell’s five
approaches.
Examine the2.

philosophical
assumptions.
Reflect on your
own beliefs
about reality and
knowledge. Use
Creswell’s
discussions of
paradigms to
ensure that your
chosen approach
aligns with your
worldview.
Read the3.
comparative
chapter. The
chapter that
compares all five
approaches side
by side is one of
the most useful
in the entire
book. Use it to
narrow your
options by
considering the
fit between
approach and
research
purpose.
Study the4.
example
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studies. Each
approach
chapter includes
a complete
example study.
Read these
carefully to see
how the method
plays out in
practice. Pay
attention to how
the author
collected data,
coded it, and
presented
findings.
Plan your data5.
collection and
analysis. Use
Creswell’s
guidance to
design your
interview
protocols,
observation
checklists, or
document
analysis plans.
Follow the
analytical steps
he outlines for
your chosen

approach, but
adapt them as
needed to your
specific context.
Attend to6.
validation. Build
at least two or
three validation
strategies into
your research
plan from the
outset.
Creswell’s list of
strategies
provides a solid
foundation for
ensuring your
work is credible,
transferable,
dependable, and
confirmable.

By  fol lowing  these
steps,  you  can  move
from  confus ion  to
clarity  and  design  a
study  that  i s  both
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l l y
s o u n d  a n d
p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y
coherent.



14

14 Creswell 2007 Qualitative Inquiry And
Research Design

2024-04-01

THE ROLE OF THE
RESEARCHER IN
QUALITATIVE

INQUIRY

One of the quieter but
powerful  messages  in
C r e s w e l l  2 0 0 7
Qualitative  Inquiry
A n d  R e s e a r c h
D e s i g n  i s  t h e
c e n t r a l i t y  o f  t h e
r e s e a r c h e r  a s  a n
instrument.  Unlike
quantitative  research,
where the goal is often
t o  m i n i m i z e  t h e
researcher’s  influence,
qualitative  research
e m b r a c e s  t h e
r e s e a r c h e r ’ s
s u b j e c t i v i t y  a s  a
resource.  Creswell
e n c o u r a g e s
researchers  to  be
reflexive — to examine
the i r  own  b iases ,
exper iences ,  and
pos i t i ons ,  and  to

acknowledge  how
t h e s e  s h a p e  t h e
research  process.
T h i s  t h e m e  r u n s
through  each  of  the
five  approaches.  In
narrative research, the
researcher  becomes  a
collaborator  in  the
storytelling process. In
ethnography,  the
r e s e a r c h e r  m u s t
navigate the dual role
of insider and outsider.
In phenomenology, the
practice  of  bracketing
requires  constant  self-
a w a r e n e s s .  B y
foregrounding  these
issues,  Creswell  helps
r e s e a r c h e r s
u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t
qualitative  inquiry  is
no t  a  mechan i ca l
procedure but a deeply
human endeavor.

CONCLUSION

Creswell


