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Abstract 

This paper explores the fundamental principles, methodologies, and ethical 

considerations of qualitative research used in social sciences. It begins with an 

introduction to qualitative research, outlining its definition, aims, and various types of 

methods. The paper then delves into ethical considerations such as informed consent, 

beneficence, respect, and confidentiality, which are vital in maintaining the integrity of 

the research process and the participants. Key qualitative research techniques, such as 

participant observation and interviews, are analysed with more detail, focusing on their 

application, advantages, and limitations. The distinction between qualitative and 

quantitative research is also highlighted, with an emphasis on the strengths and 

limitations of both approaches. Finally, the paper provides a guide to conducting 

participant observation and interviews, discussing various sampling methods and 

elements of effective data collection.  
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 الملخص
تستكشف هذه الورقة المبادئ الأساسية والمنهجيات والاعتبارات الأخلاقية للبحث النوعي 

يحدد تعريفه وأهدافه وأنواع مختلفة من  النوعي،المستخدم في العلوم الاجتماعية. يبدأ بمقدمة للبحث 
والتي تعتبر  ية،والسر الأساليب. ثم تتعمق الورقة في الاعتبارات الأخلاقية مثل الموافقة والاحترام 

 الرئيسية،في الحفاظ على نزاهة عملية البحث والمشاركين. يتم تحليل تقنيات البحث النوعي  جد مهمة
مع التركيز على تطبيقها ومزاياها وقيودها. كما  تفصيل،بأكثر  والمقابلات ةالمشاركالملاحظة بمثل 

مع التركيز على نقاط القوة والقيود  والبحث الكمي،بين البحث النوعي  فرق يتم تسليط الضوء على ال

                                                 
* Corresponding author:  Djouahra Idris, Email : djouahra.idris@cu-tipaza.dz 

263 

mailto:djouahra.idris@cu-tipaza.dz
mailto:djouahra.idris@cu-tipaza.dz
mailto:djouahra.idris@cu-tipaza.dz


DJOUAHRA Idris                                   Qualitative Research in Social Sciences: Methods, Ethical  

                                                                   Considerations, Participant observation and Interviews 

، ومناقشة مختلف المقابلاتو  ةالمشاركالملاحظة بفي كلا النهجين. وأخيرا، توفر الورقة دليلا لإجراء 
 طرق أخذ العينات وعناصر جمع البيانات الفعالة.

العلوم ؛ الأخلاقية الاعتبارات ؛المقابلات؛ الملاحظة بالمشاركة ؛البحث النوعي :الكلمات المفتاحية
 الاجتماعية

 
Introduction 

Scientific research consists of trying to find answers to questions in a systematic 

and logical way, aiming to gather valuable information through established scientific 

methods. Research approaches are typically categorized into two primary types: 

quantitative and qualitative methods. In recent years, qualitative research methods, in 

particular, have seen significant growth across various fields, especially in the human 

and social sciences (Miles & Huberman, 2016). 

Qualitative research is a powerful approach for exploring the rich, detailed, and 

complex aspects of human experience, behavior, and culture, while quantitative research 

focuses on measuring variables and testing hypotheses, qualitative research allows for 

deeper insight into the "how" and "why" questions of human behavior. Indeed, 

qualitative research differs from quantitative research in that it is primarily inductive, 

focusing on generating theory, and adopts an interpretive and naturalistic approach to 

understanding the world (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). In contrast, quantitative research is 

more deductive, aiming to test pre-existing theories. Qualitative and quantitative 

methods can complement one another within mixed methods research, where techniques 

from both paradigms are combined in a rigorous manner to leverage the strengths of 

each approach (Miles & Huberman, 2016).  

Mixed methods research is employed when a researcher seeks to contextualize 

problems at multiple levels and examine them from diverse perspectives. It is 

particularly useful for gaining a more comprehensive understanding of complex issues 

by incorporating real-world contexts, multi-layered viewpoints, and socio-cultural 

influences (Creswell, 2016). 

This paper aims to explore the methods of qualitative research, with an emphasis on 

participant observation and interviews, and discuss the ethical considerations that ensure 

the protection of research participants. Through these methods, researchers can explore 

social phenomena in their natural settings, collecting data through engagement and 

observation. In addition, we will examine the differences between qualitative and 

quantitative research and discuss the ethical considerations that must be respected to 

ensure the well-being and dignity of research participants. 

1. Definition to qualitative research 

Qualitative research is a process aimed at understanding social or human problems 

based on complex, contextual data, often gathered in natural settings. Researchers use 

qualitative research to explore issues in-depth, seeking to understand the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to social phenomena.  
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1.1. Aims of qualitative research 

The primary goals of qualitative research include: 

 Understanding experiences from the participants' perspectives. 

 Exploring the hidden truths of social processes and interactions. 

 Generating theories grounded in real-life observations and data. 

 Investigating complex social phenomena that cannot easily be quantified. 

1.2.Types of qualitative methods 

Researchers tend to rely on qualitative research when they need to capture accurate 

and in-depth insights. This is achieved through various qualitative methods such as 

ethnography, participant observation, interviews, focus group discussions (FGDs), 

participatory action research (PAR), and textual, discourse, narrative, and visual 

analysis. These methods help researchers explore and understand situations, phenomena, 

and events within their natural contexts (Ezer & Aksüt, 2020). 

Ethnography is one of the earliest forms of qualitative research, focusing on 

understanding people by exploring complex phenomena within real-world contexts 

(Huot, 2014). It involves collecting interviews and documentary evidence to create 

detailed and comprehensive accounts of various social phenomena (Reeves et al., 2013). 

A key aspect of ethnography is the in-depth observation of groups, allowing researchers 

to thoroughly describe and analyze different events (Streubert & Carpenter, 2011). 

Another commonly used qualitative research method is focus group discussions 

(FGDs). These involve small groups drawn from the target population to gather specific 

insights from participants rather than relying on broader samples (Morgan et al., 1998). 

FGDs are often employed in conservation research and are sometimes considered similar 

to interviews, particularly semi-structured or "group" interviews (Parker & Tritter, 

2006). 

Participatory action research (PAR) is another qualitative approach, centered on 

active participation and collaborative knowledge creation (Appadurai, 2006). PAR 

involves engaging participants meaningfully at every stage of the research process (Fals 

Borda, 2013). This approach is based on the principle that participants possess valuable 

knowledge and can provide researchers with important guidance throughout the study 

(Jason et al., 2004). 

Participant observation and interviews are the most common tools of data collection 

in qualitative research (Oakley, 1998). They will be explored in detail in the next sections 

of this paper. 

1.3. Considerations in study design and method choice 

The choice of method in qualitative research depends on several factors: 

 Research Questions: Qualitative research often addresses open-ended questions 

that focus on processes, meanings, and experiences. 

 Research Setting: The method should match the context in which the research 

is conducted.  
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 Resources and Time: Different methods require varying amounts of time and 

resources. For example, ethnographic studies often require long-term 

engagement, while interviews may be completed over a shorter period. 

 Participant Access: Some methods, such as participant observation, require 

regular and immersive access to participants, whereas others, like interviews, can 

be more structured and require minimal engagement. 

1.4. Overview of analytic techniques 

Qualitative research employs various analytic techniques to interpret data, including: 

 Thematic Analysis: Identifying recurring themes or patterns in the data to 

understand the underlying meaning of the text. 

 Content Analysis: Systematically coding and categorizing data to understand its 

structure and meaning. 

 Grounded Theory: A systematic methodology that involves coding data and 

developing theories based on patterns that emerge from the data. 

 Discourse Analysis: Examines how language is used in texts and conversations 

to construct meaning and social realities. 

2. Ethical considerations in conducting qualitative research 

Ethical considerations are paramount in qualitative research because of the close and 

often personal interaction between the researcher and participants. Unlike quantitative 

research, which relies on anonymous surveys or experiments, qualitative research often 

involves prolonged contact with participants in their natural settings (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011). This section explores the key ethical principles that must guide qualitative 

research. 

2.1. Key ethical principles 

 Respect for Persons: Researchers must respect participants' autonomy and 

decisions to participate or withdraw from the study. This includes informed 

consent and voluntary participation. 

 Beneficence: The research should aim to maximize benefits and minimize harm 

to participants. 

 Justice: The benefits and burdens of research should be distributed fairly, 

without exploiting vulnerable populations. 

 Confidentiality: Participants' personal information and data must be protected 

to ensure privacy and avoid harm. 

2.2. Informed consent 

Informed consent is a foundational ethical requirement in qualitative research. 

Participants must be fully informed about the purpose of the research, the methods used, 

potential risks and benefits, and their right to withdraw without penalty. This process 

ensures that participants are making a voluntary and educated decision to participate 

(Baysari et a., 2020).  
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2.3.Confidentiality and data security 

Maintaining confidentiality is critical in qualitative research, where sensitive personal 

information may be collected. Researchers must ensure that participant data is stored 

securely and that any identifying information is removed during analysis and reporting. 

Furthermore, researchers must be transparent about how data will be used and shared, 

particularly when working with vulnerable populations (Kaiser, 2009). 

3. Differences Between Quantitative and Qualitative Research 

Quantitative research focuses on measuring variables and testing hypotheses through 

structured methods, such as surveys or experiments. It relies on statistical analysis to test 

relationships and outcomes between variables, often aiming for extrapolations. In 

contrast, qualitative research focuses on understanding the meanings and experiences of 

participants, often through flexible, unstructured methods like interviews, participant 

observation, and case studies. We note the key differences in the following points: 

 Purpose: Quantitative research seeks to quantify relationships between 

variables, while qualitative research aims to understand the meaning of social 

phenomena. 

 Data Collection: Quantitative research uses structured tools, such as surveys or 

experiments, while qualitative research employs more flexible methods, such as 

interviews and observations. 

 Analysis: Quantitative research uses statistical analysis, while qualitative 

research relies on thematic or narrative analysis to interpret the data. 

 Outcome: Quantitative research often aims for generalizability, while qualitative 

research focuses on in-depth understanding in specific contexts. 

4. Ethical Considerations in Qualitative Research 

In the following, we present the ethical considerations that must be given a big 

attention in qualitative research (Archbold, 1986). 

4.1. Respect for Persons 

Respect for participants' autonomy is a foundational principle of qualitative 

research. Researchers must ensure that participants have the right to make informed 

decisions about their participation and to withdraw from the study at any time without 

consequence. 

4.2. Beneficence 

Researchers are obligated to ensure that the potential benefits of the study outweigh 

any risks or harm to participants. This includes minimizing discomfort, emotional 

distress, and potential privacy concerns. 

4.3. Justice 

Justice requires that the benefits and burdens of research are distributed fairly. 

Researchers must ensure that they are not exploiting vulnerable groups and that the 

research serves a broader societal good (Altheide & Johnson, 1997).  

259 



DJOUAHRA Idris                                   Qualitative Research in Social Sciences: Methods, Ethical  

                                                                   Considerations, Participant observation and Interviews 

4.4. Informed Consent 

As discussed, informed consent is critical in qualitative research. Researchers must 

ensure that participants fully understand the nature of the study, the risks involved, and 

their rights, including the right to withdraw (Finch, 1986). 

4.5. Confidentiality and Data Protection 

In qualitative research, the protection of participants' privacy is essential. Researchers 

must anonymize data, secure records, and ensure that sensitive information is not 

disclosed without permission. 

5. Sampling Strategies in qualitative research 

In qualitative research, sampling is often purposive, meaning that participants are 

selected because they have specific characteristics or experiences relevant to the study 

(Rapley, 2014). Sampling methods include: 

 Purposive Sampling: researchers select participants based on specific criteria 

related to the research question. 

 Quota Sampling: researchers divide participants into subgroups based on 

specific characteristics such as age and gender, and aim to include a specific 

number from each group. 

 Snowball Sampling: participants help recruit additional participants, often used 

when the research population is difficult to access. 

The sample size in qualitative research is generally smaller than in quantitative research 

because the aim is to gather in-depth data rather than produce statistically significant 

results. The concept of "saturation" is often used to determine sample size, meaning that 

data collection continues until no new themes or information are emerging from the 

interviews. 

6. Participant observation 

Participant observation is a qualitative research method in which the researcher 

becomes part of the group or community they are studying (Delamont, 2004). This 

immersive approach allows the researcher to observe participants' behaviors, 

interactions, and social dynamics in their natural settings (Becker & Geer 2003). 

6.1. How to conduct participant observation 

Participant observation involves a series of steps to ensure ethical, effective, and 

accurate data collection: 

 Determine Site and Timing: researchers must select a site that is relevant to 

their research questions. The timing of observations should be carefully 

considered to ensure that researchers are present during critical social 

interactions. 

 Obtain Informed Consent: in settings where participant observation is 

conducted, researchers must seek informed consent from participants whenever 

possible. In public settings, informed consent may not always be feasible, but 

ethical guidelines must be followed to avoid harm or intrusion.  
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 Observe Individuals and Groups: the researcher observes social interactions, 

behaviors, and dynamics within the group. This includes paying attention to 

verbal and non-verbal communication, power relations, and cultural norms. 

 Appearance: researchers should note participants' appearance, including 

clothing, grooming, and accessories, which may provide insights into social roles 

and identities. 

 Verbal and Non-Verbal Communication: the researcher observes how 

participants communicate with one another, focusing on both spoken language 

and non-verbal cues, such as gestures, facial expressions, and body language. 

 Physical Space and Spacing: the way participants use physical space can 

provide valuable insights into their social relationships and hierarchies. 

 Movements: the researcher records participants' movements within the space, 

noting how they interact with the environment and with each other. 

 Participate and Engage: in many cases, the researcher actively participates in 

the activities being observed, which allows them to gain a deeper understanding 

of the group while maintaining a reflexive and analytical perspective. 

 Take Notes in Real-Time: detailed notes should be taken during the observation 

or as soon afterward as possible to capture the context, interactions, and 

observations accurately. 

6.2.Strengths and Limitations of Participant Observation 

 Strengths: Provides rich, detailed data; allows researchers to observe behaviors 

in natural settings; can uncover hidden social dynamics. 

 Limitations: Time-consuming; ethical concerns around informed consent and 

participant awareness; researcher bias may affect observations. 

7. Interviews 

Interviews are a common qualitative research method used to collect detailed, in-depth 

data from participants. They can be structured, semi-structured, or unstructured. 

 Structured Interviews: These involve a fixed set of questions asked in the same 

order to each participant. While structured interviews provide consistency, they 

lack the flexibility to explore new topics that may arise during the conversation 

(Horton et al., 2004). 

 Semi-Structured Interviews: In semi-structured interviews, the researcher has 

a list of topics to cover but allows for flexibility in how and when questions are 

asked. This approach balances consistency with the ability to probe deeper into 

topics (Smith, 1995). 

 Unstructured Interviews: Unstructured interviews are highly flexible and allow 

the conversation to flow naturally. The researcher may only have a few guiding 

questions and will follow the participants' lead in exploring relevant topics (Low, 

2019). 

To conduct a successful interview, a number of elements should be considered: 

 Building Rapport: Establishing trust and rapport with participants is crucial for 

obtaining honest and open responses.  
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 Active Listening: The researcher must be an active listener, paying close 

attention to participants' verbal and non-verbal cues. 

 Probing: The researcher should ask follow-up questions to explore topics in 

greater depth. 

 Reflexivity: The researcher must be aware of their own biases and how these 

may influence the interview process. 

Conclusion 

Qualitative research provides invaluable insights into human behavior, social 

interactions, and the complexity of lived experiences by prioritizing the perspectives and 

voices of participants. Unlike quantitative research, which focuses on numerical data 

and measurable outcomes, qualitative methods such as participant observation and 

interviews allow researchers to explore the nuances and context behind actions, 

thoughts, and social dynamics. This approach leads to a deeper, more holistic 

understanding of phenomena that can not be fully captured through statistical analysis 

or predefined categories. 

One of the core strengths of qualitative research is its ability to adapt to the natural 

settings and lived realities of participants, enabling researchers to gather data that is rich, 

contextual, and deeply rooted in real-world experiences. However, this adaptability also 

requires researchers to be vigilant about the ethical implications of their work. The 

intimate and often personal nature of qualitative research necessitates a strong 

commitment to ethical principles such as informed consent, beneficence, confidentiality, 

and justice. Ensuring that participants are treated with respect, that their well-being is 

safeguarded, and that their privacy is maintained are all critical components of 

conducting ethically sound research. 

Ethical considerations in qualitative research are not merely procedural 

requirements but are central to maintaining the integrity and credibility of the research 

process. Researchers must strike a delicate balance between gaining in-depth, 

meaningful data and upholding the rights and dignity of participants. This requires 

continuous reflection and responsiveness to the unique challenges that arise in the field, 

such as managing power dynamics between researcher and participant, handling 

sensitive topics, and navigating potential biases. 

In conclusion, qualitative research offers the flexibility and depth needed to capture 

the intricacies of human behavior and societal structures. When conducted ethically, it 

not only produces valuable findings that enrich our understanding of complex social 

phenomena but also contributes to socially significant knowledge that can inform policy, 

practice, and future research. By carefully managing ethical concerns and leveraging the 

strengths of qualitative methods, researchers can produce findings that are not only 

academically robust but also deeply resonant with the lived experiences of the 

communities they study.  
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