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Introduction 
 

 John Creswell has been Professor of Educational Psychology at the University of 

Nebraska – Lincoln for more than thirty years.  Creswell specializes in quantitative and 

qualitative research and has written several books on those topics.  SAGE Publications, 

Creswell’s publisher is widely known for producing quality research and design books in 

ethnographic and related fields.  Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design provides an overview 

of five standard methods in qualitative research.  The book is formatted to walk the reader 

through a research project, from topic selection to completed write up, while incorporating 

descriptions and examples from each of the five traditions. 

 
Summary 

 
 Creswell’s purpose is to answer the question, “How does the type or tradition of 

qualitative inquiry shape the design of a study?” (2).  The genesis for the book rose from the 

author’s experience with students and professionals who were unable to clearly describe the kind 

of research they were doing.  In writing the book, Creswell hopes to help researchers understand 

and apply clear techniques to produce a quality research project (3).  Defining the five traditions 

essentially helps to standardize the field of qualitative research so that more accurate and helpful 

studies will result.  Creswell draws heavily from and builds on the works of other researchers, 

notably, Wolcott, Spradley, and Fetterman.
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 Creswell begins by defining qualitative research.  His definition includes the idea that 

qualitative research is a distinct methodology that explores social or human problems.  The 

researcher builds a holistic picture of the topic being studied through personal observation, 

interviews, and literature review.  The study takes place in a natural setting rather than an 

artificial or induced setting (15). 

 Creswell introduces and describes the five research traditions next.  They are 

biography, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study (27).  Creswell draws 

sharp but sometimes artificial boundaries around each tradition.   Biography focuses on a single 

individual and consists of conversations and stories about life experience.  The final write up 

seeks to paint a picture of life from the perspective of the one under study (30).  Phenomenology 

isolates a single phenomenon, such as what is essential for the relationship between a nurse and 

his patient to be described as caring? (31).  The phenomenon under study is usually some type of 

feeling or experience rather than a simple observation of facts.  Grounded theory seeks to 

construct a model that is also situated around a central phenomenon (33) but differs from a 

phenomenological study in that the study contains more description and formal categories.  

Preconceptions are avoided so that a theory can be built from the perspective of those under 

study (33).  Ethnography features participant observation and a large amount of interviewing.  

The intent is to describe a culture from an insider’s perspective, using emic language (35).  The 

write up includes an analysis of how elements within the culture function and may provide 

information that even those under study have not clearly realized.  Finally, a case study focuses 

on an isolated and bounded event within a certain timeframe.  Multiple sources of data are 

collected to provide an in depth picture of the event under study (37). 

 From this point on, the book addresses the research process as it applies to each of the 
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five traditions.  Chapter seven describes the data collection process.  One prominent feature of 

qualitative research is that data collection is circular rather than linear.  The researcher will 

revisit questions again and again as new information and insight is discovered (110).  Creswell 

explains the importance of building rapport with the individuals the researcher will be working 

with.  Such rapport allows for the greatest insider perspective as informants will be more 

comfortable to share their deepest thoughts as well as reliable data (110).  Data collection 

typically follows the pattern of interviewing, observing, and recording (123-26).   

 In the next section Creswell describes how to analyze the data that has been collected.  

Each tradition carries with it a unique analysis method.  Grounded theory is the most complex 

because the theory is built from observation rather than imposed categories.  The formal analysis 

process is important so that the theory is accurate.  Creswell introduces several computer 

programs that help the researcher find relationships between observations in the data.  These 

programs are especially helpful when large amounts of data are collected, typically with 

grounded theory and ethnographic studies (155). 

 The final portion of the book examines the write up process.  Qualitative reports are 

unique in that they often contain insider language and direct quotes (169-70).  A challenge is to 

determine how much authorial representation to include in the report.  Creswell provides 

suggestions for each of the traditions knowing that whatever his position, someone will criticize 

it (173).  In all cases, the write up must stand up to rigorous scrutiny.  Part of Creswell’s purpose 

for writing the book is to enhance the credibility of qualitative research and following standards 

of verification aids that process.   

 
Critical Evaluation 

 
 Creswell has written a helpful guide for anyone interested in qualitative research.  As 
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Creswell states, many researchers cannot clearly define their own research and the resultant write 

up is not as credible as it might otherwise be.  The definitions and countless examples of each of 

the traditions begin to take root in the reader’s mind as one reads the book.  The additional 

readings and exercises at the end of each chapter enables the reader to delve more deeply into 

and apply topics of interest.  The book is straightforward enough for a beginning student of 

qualitative research but comprehensive enough to offer new insights to veterans in the field.  The 

expansive appendix is perhaps the most helpful component of the book.  Qualitative research 

methods are difficult to understand when taken abstractly.  Creswell provides good definitions 

and examples throughout the book but the appendixes allow the reader to see what a quality 

write up looks like.   

 Strong chapters in the book include chapter three which describes each of the five 

research traditions.  Creswell highlights key aspects of each tradition and then provides a bullet 

point enumeration of the “markings” of each genre (30).  These brief summaries enable the 

reader to quickly compare the different traditions and more clearly understand how they are 

different and how they are similar.   

Also helpful is the chapter on data collection.  While actual data collection methods 

are lacking, the section on building rapport is very helpful.  Many research projects take place in 

private sectors so the researcher must gain permission to study the topic.  Rapport not only helps 

secure such permission, it also ensures participants will more readily provide truthful and 

complete information (115).  Rapport is a key component to the research process but many 

authors do not include information about it. 

A final strength of the book is Creswell’s anticipation of criticism of the qualitative 

method.  Some view qualitative research as slippery and unscientific.  Creswell provides a clear 
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and repeatable procedure for each of the five traditions.  He includes a chapter on standards and 

verification for research.  Qualitative research must display the honesty of the author concerning 

bias.  Voice must be given to informants and even though their thoughts will undergo analysis, 

they must be able to speak for themselves.  Above all, the researcher must be aware of bias, 

emotional involvement, and presuppositions that can skew data (196).  By following these 

guidelines, the researcher can ensure that the write up is accurate, rigorous, and helpful. 

There are several areas to be improved upon as well.  First, the chapter on data 

collection is lacking in actual collection methods.  Other qualitative research books such as those 

by Spradley provide a detailed guide to observing, interviewing, and otherwise collecting data.  

Similarly, the next chapter on data analysis is lacking in depth.  Again, authors like Spradley 

give many chapters to data analysis and show how domains form out of analyzing field notes.  

Creswell only briefly mentions the technical terms for data analysis within each tradition.  The 

reader is left with a stack of terms but little practical application (146-54). 

An overall observation is that Creswell creates fairly artificial boundaries around each 

of the five methods.  On paper the distinctions can be delineated but in reality, the traditions 

easily blend together.  An ethnography will have biographic components.  Grounded theory 

examines one or more phenomena.  A very careful student operating in strict adherence to a 

classroom assignment may be able to produce bounded research methods but many who operate 

in a less formal setting will have difficultly keeping the traditions isolated.  Creswell would do 

well to note this difficulty with more depth. 

 
Conclusion 

 
 Overall, Creswell has written an excellent book on qualitative research.  He succeeded 

in his goal of showing how each research tradition shapes the research method.  He provides 
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clear definitions for each kind of research.  A student seeking to write a dissertation that is 

grounded theory or ethnography would greatly benefit from Creswell’s work as a starting point.  

The book would ideally be read first and then coupled with books focusing in more detail on the 

various research components like data gathering, analysis, and the write up.  Creswell gives the 

boundaries for each tradition so that a student might stay on track and not venture into the other 

methods when his or her goal is to stay within one tradition.  Creswell’s work is a necessary and 

helpful contribution to qualitative research in general and to each of the major research traditions 

specifically. 

 

    

 

    

 

  


