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Abstract 

‘It was still snowing as [Pooh Bear] stumped over the white forest track, and 

he expected to find Piglet warming his toes in front of the fire, but to his 

surprise he found that the door was open, and the more he looked inside the 

more Piglet wasn’t there’ (Milne [1928] 1958, p. 163) 

 

 

The capture of personal reflection on a group qualitative research (QualR) doctorate project, a 

High Reliability (HR) gap-analysis in a healthcare system is contained within this report. The 

author reveals the process of critical self-reflection is as important as the active stage of doing, 

providing means for continuously becoming a better qualitative researcher (Watt, 2007). 

Knowing instinctively what incidents to reflect upon is not straightforward (Bolton, 2014).  

Embarking on the process as a novice researcher-practitioner it was not clear cut what would 

be focused upon. To assist in a systematic approach to critically appraise contribution to a 

QualR project, the author is informed by published QualR evaluation frameworks which 

signpost key criteria and standards. Whilst acknowledging no framework can be a definitive 

guide, the author learns the more one looks, the more that is unveiled that was not noticed 

before (Robbins, 2003). 

 

Practical outputs of this critical reflection include the identification of different QualR 

evaluation framework to help make sense of learning (Heyler, 2015) experienced in a world 

research simulation. In the author’s mind the reflection process has increased awareness for 

creating an evidence-based documented trail which demonstrates steps have been undertaken 

to conduct rigorous research (quality), decisions made have been made on sufficient ground 

and with clear argumentation (accountability), and underpins outputs valued by the people 

they seek to assist, representing good value for the time and resources invested (Skovdal et al., 

2015). The importance of genuine researcher collaboration to enhance study coherence and 

methodological congruence in group research is highlighted, as is the implications on research 

integrity of researcher(s) positionality statements(s). 

 

Furthermore whilst the importance of curiosity as a trait is highlighted i.e. an open-mined 

approach to discover new methodologies or ways, requiring a voracity for reading and 

observing (Almy, 2015), awareness that can mean a propensity to fall down rabbit-holes if not 

purposefully kept in check via reflection and feedback. Finally the impact of the approach 

adopted by the author to the selection and synthesis of literature reviewed on the study’s rigour 

and credibility is considered.  

 

Whilst ‘reflexivity’ not directly discussed, the author believes that this instance of reflection-

on-action will lay more solid foundations for reflection-in action in the future, and will 

ultimately lead to reflexivity: “a more immediate and dynamic process which involves 

continuing self-awareness” (Finlay and Gough, 2003, p.ix). 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Terms of Reference 

 

This report critiques the author’s personal contribution to a group qualitative research (QualR) 

doctorate project, a High Reliability (HR) gap-analysis in a healthcare system. “Critical 

appraisal involves a complete examination of a study to judge its strengths, weakness, 

credibility, meaning and significance for practice” (Grove et al., 2014, p365). As a doctoral 

candidate I aspire to mastery of skills and methods of QualR (QAA, 2011); the ability to 

explain, justify and generate reliable and valid research outputs (Golding, 2014); achieving 

productive impact within a professional context. Key standards as a practitioner-researcher in 

training (Drake & Health, 2011) include quality, accountability and impact (Skovdal et al., 

2015). Word-count maxim restricts a comprehensive discussion of all challenges 

faced/learning achieved, but a selection surfaces assumptions/beliefs held as well as missed 

opportunities for improved rigour and robustness, including justification of selection and 

reporting of research paradigm/methodological approaches (Patton, 2015). Five key learning 

points supported by evidence housed in the appendix follow. 

 

2. KEY LEARNING POINTS ACQUIRED FROM A REFLECTION EXERCISE 

 

2.1 Claim 1: Employ of QualR Appraisal criteria can support systematic reflection  

Critical reflection is “a way of learning from and reworking experience... with the express aim 

of improving professional practice” (Fook, 2011, p55). During writing of the Background 

Document (BGDoc) I consulted a QualR checklist, the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 

Checklist (CASP, 2013)(listed in BGDoc Bibliography, 2018).   Whilst “qualitative 

researchers do not have propensity to follow pre‐defined recipe‐style guidelines…[given] the 
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diversity and complexity of their research participants and the context” (Northcote, 2013, 

p103), a checklist can “promote complete and transparent reporting [and] indirectly improve 

rigour, comprehensiveness and credibility of studies” (Tong & Craig, 2007, p350).  This 

influenced the starting point for reflection-on-action (Schön, 1983), triggering a self-analysis 

of module participation integrating components of the CASP tool, extending out to 

communication practices/exchanges [EV01]. This process facilitated a critical and objective 

perspective on contribution [EV01&2], disciplining a challenge to established patterns of 

thinking (Jarvis et al. 2003), stepping back from practice, investing time in contemplation, and 

exploration of alternative perspectives/approaches (QAA, 2015).   

 

Subsequent research on qualitative appraisal frameworks/criteria reveals selection should be 

exercised with caution (Newton et al., 2011). Although user-friendly, the CASP tool is arguably 

not great in evaluating intrinsic methodological quality, nor interpretative and theoretical 

validity; crucial for the “establishment of a methodologically sound qualitative study” (Hannes 

et al., 2010, p1741). Whilst acknowledging no framework can be a definitive guide, that QualR 

cannot be reduced to technical procedures [“the tail wagging the dog” (Barbour, 2001, 

p.1150)], a google scholar search for “qualitative research” appraisal frameworks’ to enrich 

understanding of their purpose/design was triggered. Of seven appraisal research papers 

analysed, three appealed to a pragmatic perspective, offering different emphases/support. 

Burns (1989) standards gave simplicity of format, headlining descriptive vividness; 

methodologic rigor; analytical preciseness; theoretical connectednesss; and heuristic relevance. 

Long & Godfrey’s (2004) QualR evaluative template highlights cultural and organizational 

context. The UK Cabinet Office’s Quality Framework (Spencer et al., 2003) (figure 1) allows 

for assessment of both qualitative inquiry outputs, and proposals.  
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Figure 1: Synopsis of Cabinet Office’s Quality Framework (Extracted: Bryman, 2016, p319) 

 

A retrospective view of the BGDoc, through the combined lens of the aforementioned appraisal 

frameworks reveals an overly descriptive and inadequately critically analysed literature body, 

and less than robust method justification and procedural detail within its methodology.  Despite 

some qualities, including RIL explanations of what, how and why qualitative methods and 

specifically a systems thinking (ST) approach would be appropriate to the client’s context, 

under a more critical eye the data collection procedures and analysis could be found defective 

(Thrower, 2012) e.g. under the scrutiny of a thesis panel/journal editor. These shortcomings 

could potentially fail client[s] in generating purposeful impact, including casting doubt over 

its repeatability.  However use of an appraisal tool could support improved focus upon the 

credibility and quality goals of the live-research design, directing researchers to take 

accountability for completeness of approaches adopted e.g. a reminder to ensure all ethical 

considerations are addressed e.g. ensuring the terms and conditions of knowledge production 

to research participants (McManus, 2017).  
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2.2 Claim 2: Minimal collaboration potentially reduced the study’s coherence  

 

According to NASAM (2017) collaborative research is increasing, requiring researchers to 

focus some attention on coordination/interaction, which although absorbs researcher 

time/effort, has been found to produce more highly cited work. As BGDoc project-lead the 

author was focused on delivering a Complex-Adaptive-System (CAS)-contextualised, coherent 

and cogent research document by deadline, aspiring to scholarly standards. Team clarity was 

deemed critical, and incentivised a written synopsis of the project-to-date including task 

projections, and  a BGDoc Work-In-Progress document, with team updates via email/dropbox 

inviting confirmation, feedback and challenge [EV02]. In these, emphasis was placed on 

commitment to use of RIL (relevant/credible/scholarly) to inform report content claims: from 

clarity of justification for utilisation of the K-Core tool underpinned by a ST methodology as 

a best-fit to client’s needs, to the provision and justification of clear method detail. The driver 

being the BGDoc would practically inform researcher activity as well as fit scholarly standards. 

The author believed one synopsis document housing what was known, facts confirmed, 

decisions to date, and outstanding work would reduce ambiguity and confusion, support 

effective collaboration, as well the development of a logical and consistent ‘voice’ within the 

BGDoc, overall facilitating research study coherence (Chenail et al, 2011). This was 

supplemented by bi-nightly/nightly updates at peaks of activity on phone/skype/direct 

messaging/email with fellow group member[s], inviting ideas-exchange, problem-sharing and 

challenges [EV03].  

 

On reflection, personal prioritisation of alignment and logical unity across the BGDoc sections 

distracted from effort to encourage a true collaborative writing approach, which may have 

improved research quality (DAWN, 2009).  Accepting translating group research activity to a 
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research report is complex, particularly tracking assumptions made by all contributors, and 

how issues were handled, tools such as research diary entries, capturing detail as outlined by 

Fox et al. (2007)(figure 2) potentially would have encouraged productive reflection-in-action. 

 

Figure 2: Potential components of a research diary (Fox et al. 2007, p149) 

 

According to Richards & Morse (2013, p.1) in QualR “the strength of qualitative inquiry is in 

the integration of the research question, the data, and data analysis”.  There is evidence of 

explanation and justification of why ST and the proposed use of the K-Core model would 

deliver benefit to the client; that the data generated through QualR tools would allow for data 

collection that would be fully represented across the system and owned by the system for 

maximum impact, with a higher rate of success than more traditional reductionist approaches. 

Therefore there is a base level of coherence across the BGDoc i.e. a thread is pulled throughout 

the majority of the paper, championing QualR, ST and a pragmatic approach in facilitating 

transformational change in a healthcare/CAS context. Upon close analysis there is imbalance 

of argumentation of why certain approaches e.g. an ethnographical approach, were dismissed, 

introducing selectivity bias. Improved research collaboration may have mitigated this issue. 

Also despite evidence of communications to support congruence of approach [EV03] it’s 

questionable whether the methodological thread was pulled as tight when other contributor 

work was integrated into the document e.g. the data analysis design.  Building on claim 1, 

rather than be blind-sighted by a rigid adherence of a de-contextualised application of universal 

methodological rules (Mason, 2018), it’s suggested quality, which encompasses coherence, 
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must also involve self-critical or even an fallibilistic approach involving reflexive practice 

(Seale, 1999) for all researchers involved.  

 

Ultimately a more detailed reflective feed on all contributors decision-making, would have 

encouraged more discussion/challenge on why methods were selected/discounted instead of 

contributions being adapted or spliced together at documentation stage.  

 

2.3 Claim 3: Lack of awareness of positionality can reduce research integrity  

 

Research integrity can be defined as “active adherence to the ethical principles and 

professional standards”, essential for responsible research (Korenman, 2006 [online]) so that 

researcher decisions are made objectively rather than by preconceived notions (ibid.)  Despite 

general awareness of the concept of researcher positionality (Denzin, 1986), specifically 

‘insider-outsider, and the space between’ (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009) the author did not fully 

explore the impact of their own/team’s bias and preconceptions, or the influence/impact of 

experience or insight into the world in which the research was being undertaken (Drake & 

Heath, 2010). Ravitch & Riggan (2017, p80) note the significance of the challenge of designing 

and conducting research, “specifically being able to critically examine and make transparent 

the goals, commitments, frames of references, guiding concepts and theories that influence 

your work”.  Values, guiding beliefs and assumptions underlying the goals as collaborating 

individuals was not explicitly discussed. Whilst there is reporting of a NextGen positionality 

e.g. “NextGen adopts a [ST]approach to research design” (BGDoc, p5)” and a pragmatist 

philosophy (ibid, p19) a ‘clear positionality statement’ (Bourke, 2014) is missing. The 

consideration of one’s views and how they differed from others, being willing to look at the 

world through the mental filters of others was not evident, neither was there a ‘clear 
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positionality statement’ included [EV01]. EV02 suggests a ‘position’ adopted by the 

document-lead [author] potentially influences the study’s final design, ‘from the way the 

question/problem is initially constructed, designed and conducted to how others are invited to 

participate, the way knowledge is constructed and acted upon, and ways in which outcomes 

are disseminated/published” (Coghlan &  Brydon-Miller, 2014, p627). Whilst there is 

conceptualisation of why the study was instigated, its goals, and for who, a more thorough 

consideration of the aspirations for the study’s accomplishments, how it would be evaluated, a 

broad consideration of intended audiences, and how it may contribute to its wider field (Ratvich 

& Riggan, 2016) was not explored. The impact of this was potenitally a forced conjoined 

NextGen affiliation to key methodological decisions [EV02], increasing bias and reducing the 

validity of data and thus findings generated. 

 

2.4 Claim 4: The researcher curiosity trait is dual-edged  

 

Image 1: Curiosity can lead to rabbit-holes (Image Source: Getty Images, 2018) 

 

A fundamental attribute of the qualitative researcher is curiosity, as one seeks to discover 

something about another person/phenomenon (Rossman & Rallis, 2012). “If you’re not 

curious, you’re probably not a real scientist” says Pennock (2016 [online]). EV04 is an 

example of being curious and open-minded, willing to purse new lines of inquiry (Hare, 2006; 
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Zakhleniuk, 2017).  The author perceives drive, energy and commitment to engage in deep 

research, to brainstorm ideas, and share finding with colleagues is added-value, but recognises 

being actively curious, can be like an itch that must be scratched, and with a distractive down-

side which must be kept in check. The example tendered in EV04 resulted in being hauled out 

of a “rabbit-hole” i.e. via expert review/tutor feedback, which in this instance diverted further 

time spent on unfruitful enquiry. 

 

‘Falling down a rabbit-hole’ refers “to a situation that is strange, confusing, or illogical, and 

often hard to escape from” (MacMillan Dictionary, 2018 [online])  or where one gets 

“interested in something to the point of distraction—usually by accident, and to a degree that 

the subject in question might not seem to merit” (Schulz, 2015 [online]). The reflection point 

is that researchers should be accountable for channelling curiosity, maintaining it in 

productive ways, so it does not become distracting/inefficient, leading oneself or others 

[collaborative research context] astray; whether it be more literature than is necessary is read, 

information–overload, time-wasting, or plainly going off-tangent from goals.  Checks on 

scope, and routine sense-checking with project sponsor/research supervisor or the collaboration 

team is invaluable. Yet, there is still learning to be gained “from the inward observations of the 

fall and also turned back outwards as reflexive inquiry shaped by events and processes” 

(Allbon, 2012, p62). 

 

2.5 Claim 5:  Non-systematic Literature Review approach can impact study rigour and 

credibility 

 

EV05 hones in on the author’s justification to not employ a rigid systematic LR approach 

typically based on the principles of rigour, transparency and replicability (Mallet et al, 2016) 

https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/refer
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/situation
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/strange_1
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/confusing
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/illogical
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/hard_1
https://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/escape_1
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and opt for the Rapid LR (RLR) due to the perceived limitations of time/manpower and that 

systematic reviews and meta-analyses are time-consuming, with unpredictable uncertainty in 

the resources required to complete (Borah et al., 2016). This would later inform a poorer 

method design, and not allow for a showcasing of “analysis, clarity of thought, synthesis, and 

development of argument” (UoL, 2018 [online]). Despite awareness the LR findings would 

critically inform the contextualised adaptation of the K-Core tool, and the interview and focus 

group question-sets, the outcome was that they became wholly dependent upon one paper 

[Sullivan et al. (2016)]. The RLR reduced rigour weakens the strength of “foundation for the 

study’s significance and relationship to practice” (Boswell & Cannon, 2014, p408). Whilst the 

RLR provided an informed background context, to promote shared understanding to 

stakeholders, it risks becoming wasteful and unethical, replicating questions, methods, and 

populations without fuller acknowledgment/awareness of existing knowledge/studies (Clark & 

Sousa, 2016). A more rigorous searches for past literature using a systematic approach (with 

more time/improved time-management) should possibly have been committed to, and was 

likely to return higher quality results than the narrow feed on safety culture [rather than a more 

comprehensive coverage of behaviours, processes and structure as promised in the preceding 

PDoc]. A more thorough systematic approach, as adopted by Enya et al. (2018) would have 

produced a more through and critical coverage of knowledge to date to apply or build upon e.g. 

HRO definition, conceptualisation, theoretical frameworks employed, HRO measures, and 

industrial context of HRO, allowing for more productive consideration of how the current HRO 

research can build on rather than replicate in order to support HR development in a healthcare 

context. 
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3. SUMMARY REFLECTIONS 

 

Missed opportunities highlighted in EV01 have impacted the overall rigour and credibility of 

the BGDoc generated for the client, as determined by gaps in systematic analysis (e.g. of RIL 

synthesis), fuller justification of methods adopted and resultant impact on research outcomes; 

with implications for the client and my own researcher mastery. However the portfolio of 

evidence [EV01-05] as expressed in the report showcases some quality of contribution 

(researcher curiosity, selection of credible sources, growing knowledge and understanding of 

concepts that are justified as appropriate to the study’s context [healthcare/CAS], some  

evaluation and synthesis, argument and judgement, and examples of individual and 

collaborative working). It is only through hindsight, in-depth reflection-of-action scrutiny of 

the process adopted through use of QualR appraisal frameworks, that there is cognisance of 

gaps in procedural and documentation expectations, of what would been differently and why 

(i.e. implications of different approach).  

 

This reflective task has exposed layers of learning: building on new knowledge and 

understanding of QualR, and a deeper awareness of how and why certain steps and criteria are 

significant, and encouraged consideration of resultant impact on research outcomes and 

associated stakeholders. It has also solidified the importance of the learning processes of 

“action learning” in itself [facilitated by the simulated live projects] to support achievement of 

wider professional doctorate learning goals (Bourner & Simpson, 2014). Whilst the term 

‘reflexivity’ not directly discussed, the author believes that this instance of reflection-on-action 

will lay more solid foundations for reflection-in action. 

 

 



16 
 

4. FUTURE ACTIONS 

1. Whilst recognising a comprehensive tool of “all aspects of quality of qualitative 

research will remain difficult” (Dixon-Woods et al, 2004 p265), use of a QualR 

evaluation to future reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action (Schön, 1983) 

 

2. Balance descriptive detail with adherence to contributory, defensible, rigorous and 

credible research design (Spencer et al., 2003). 

 

3. Keep curiosity in check through regular fellow researcher/mentor check-ins 

 

4. Consider fully implication on quality and impact of study outcomes of non-systematic 

LR and poorer synthesis 

 

5. Explore the components/practices of effective research collaboration to improve overall 

quality, accountability and impact of group research outcomes (scholarly & client-

focused) 
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EV01 Analysis of level of my contribution to QualR project     

  

 

 

 

Key Partial Contribution P

Active Contribution PP

No Contribution X

KLP: Key learning points
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This process facilitated a more critical and objective perspective on my 

contribution, including a more systematic appraisal of the contents of 

the BGDoc…  

to step back from my own practice, investing time in contemplation, and 

explore alternative perspectives or approaches (QAA, 2015).   
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EV02: Lead on BGDoc Document Authorship/Co-ordination of input from team members 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extract: Felicity: This is my interpretation of the task in hand & hope will 

serve as purely as an initial communication device to promote shared 

understanding of the task in hand (call it a sense check on starting conditions 

for the start of this new fortnight) 

There has been a lot of detail/data gathered to date and I believe a shared 

synopsis will help to bring some coherence to the project given the level of 

complexity of our challenegs continues to grow rather than disapate 

I am not suggesting in any way this is a perfcect capture of the detail, so 

please query/challenge or question any aspect listed – in doing so you help 

me also repair my understanding/intepretation.  OVER TO US 

 

Whilst positionality not stated, 

the ‘position’ adopted by the lead 

researcher has a clear influence 

of the study’s final design, ‘from 

the way the question/problem is 

initially constructed, designed 

and conducted to how others are 

invited to participate, the way 

knowledge is constructed and 

acted upon, and ways in which 

outcomes are 

disseminated/published” 

(Coghlan & && Brydon-Miller, 

2014, p627) 
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EV03: Researcher Collaboration: Updates, questioning & challenge 

 

 
 

 

EV04: Being curious and open-minded, willing to purse new lines of inquiry 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Bi-nightly/nightly updates at peaks of activity on the phone, skype, direct 

messaging and email with a fellow group member allowed for a healthy 

exchange of ideas, problem sharing and challenges. Also evidence of 

questioning/ challenge and consideration of rigour and impact on client 

outcomes through the activity of researcher collaboration. 

“Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose” 

(Hurston, 1942, p. 143). 

 EV04 is an example of enthusiasm for experimentation and consideration 

of a breadth of ideas… but did lead to a rabbit-hole... 
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EV05: Justification for selection of a RLR  

(source: RPDoc p10, 2018; written by F Healey-Benson) 

 
 

 

 

Although the method was clearly justified on account of the time and 

resource constraint it would not provide for a confident showcasing of 

“analysis, clarity of thought, synthesis, and development of argument” 

(UoL, 2018 [online]). 


