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Qualitative Research in Counseling Psychology:
Conceptual Foundations
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Beginning with calls for methodological diversity in counseling psychology, this article
addresses the history and current state of qualitative research in counseling psychology.
It identifies the historical and disciplinary origins as well as basic assumptions and
underpinnings of qualitative research in general, as well as within counseling psychol-
ogy. It identifies the foundational elements of qualitative research, including its purposes
and goals, paradigmatic bases, and underlying characteristics. Finally, it locates quali-
tative research in counseling psychology in the research genre and explores the promise
that this form of research holds for counseling and psychotherapy research as well as
counseling psychology’s multicultural and social justice agenda.
Counseling psychologists have been in the forefront in psychology 
 calling for expanded methodological diversity, in particular qualitative
search methods, to adequately explore the depth and complexity of the
man experience (Gelso, 1979, 1984; Goldman, 1976; Hill & Gronsky,
84; Hoshmand, 1989; Howard, 1983; Morrow & Smith, 2000; Neimeyer &

esnikoff, 1982; Polkinghorne, 1984, 1991a, 1991b). Counseling psychology
s, among the disciplines of psychology, led the way in qualitative inquiry in
ssertation research, program curriculum, and overall acceptance of qualita-
ve methods, although this shift has been and still is quite limited in scope
opala, Suzuki, Goldman, & Galdi, 1997; Martens & Haase, 2006 [TCP
ecial issue, part 2]; Rennie, Watson, & Monteiro, 2002; Ponterotto, 2005a,
05c; Weston & Gore, 2006 [TCP, special issue, part 2]). Nonetheless, qual-

ative research methods continue to grow in credibility as counseling psy-
ology researchers recognize its relevance to the paradigms that characterize
e field (e.g., constructivism; Ponterotto, 2005a).
Qualitative methods are particularly suited to counseling psychology

search for a number of reasons, including the growing interest of students in
nducting research that is congruent with paradigms and methods that are
ore closely related to practice, the relevance of qualitative approaches 
 multicultural counseling and psychology, and the advantages of methodo-
gical diversification and expansion to psychology (Ponterotto, 2005a).
cLeod (2001) noted that “many counsellors and psychotherapists are drawn
wards qualitative inquiry because they can recognise its potential” (p. viii).
he 1990s and early part of the 21st century have seen a proliferation of
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qualitative studies published in The Counseling Psychologist (e.g., Beckstead
& Morrow, 2004; Pope-Davis et al., 2002; Utsey, Gernat, & Hammar, 2005)
and Journal of Counseling Psychology (e.g., Knox, Hess, Williams, & Hill,
2003; Morrow & Smith, 1994; Noonan et al., 2004; Rennie, 1994), as well as
counseling psychologists taking major roles as editors and chapter authors in
recent books on qualitative methods in psychology (e.g., Fischer, 2006;
Hoshmand & Martin, 1995; Kopala & Suzuki, 1999; McLoed, 2001;
Toukmanian & Rennie, 1992). Increasing methodological sophistication and
diversity within the qualitative genre have brought the discipline to an excit-
ing moment, in the middle of the first decade of the 21st century, in which both
major journals in counseling psychology have published special qualitative issues
(i.e., this issue; see also Haverkamp, Morrow, & Ponterotto, 2005a).

The purpose of this article is to identify the purposes and goals of qual-
itative research, as well as its foundational elements, including paradig-
matic bases, the language of qualitative inquiry, core assumptions and
characteristics, and standards of trustworthiness or rigor. In addition, I
explore the historical and disciplinary origins of qualitative research.
Finally, I locate qualitative research in counseling psychology within the
overall genre and address the promise qualitative inquiry holds for the
field in terms of future directions for counseling and psychotherapy
research as well as counseling psychology’s multicultural and social 
justice agendas.

It is common for qualitative researchers to make their worldviews,
assumptions, and biases explicit to assist the reader in understanding the
researcher’s stance vis-à-vis the research (Morrow, 2005). In this spirit, I
will briefly outline my particular stance. I have been strongly committed to
social activism beginning in my sophomore year in college in the 1960s and
have worked for social change in the civil rights, peace, feminist, lesbian-
gay-bisexual-transgender, and environmental movements. My activism
informed my education as a counselor and then a psychologist, and I grav-
itated quite naturally to qualitative methods because I believed they would
enable me to understand the meanings that oppressed peoples made of their
experiences and give voice to people who had been traditionally marginal-
ized, made invisible, or silenced. Thus, I am drawn to ways of viewing the
world that are interested in the construction of meaning (constructivism)
and that take a critical (and often value-laden) perspective on human prob-
lems. Although I have made every effort in this article to present a balanced
approach to the paradigms and methods of qualitative research, it is likely
that my “lens” will color what you read. That said, I move on to the 
purposes and goals of qualitative research.
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PURPOSES AND GOALS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Why conduct qualitative research? In addition to complementing quantita-
tive investigations with either exploratory procedures or the addition of open-
ended questions that shed additional light on and add richness to a study,
qualitative research is the method of choice under a number of circumstances.
The nature of the research question should guide one’s choice of research
design, be it qualitative or quantitative. Qualitative research is particularly
appropriate to answering questions of “How?” or “What?” as opposed to
“Why?” (Creswell, 1998). It is also the most useful approach to understanding
the meanings people make of their experiences. Because qualitative methods
are so effective at examining processes, they are ideal for understanding psy-
chotherapy process in depth (Hill, 2005; Hill, Thompson, & Williams, 1997).

Qualitative inquiry is designed to study the “experiential life of people”
(Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 138). “A primary purpose of qualitative research,”
according to Polkinghorne, “is to describe and clarify experience as it is
lived and constituted in awareness” (p. 138). Using language as a tool, the
researcher is able to plumb the depths of this experience to glean meanings
that are not otherwise observable and that cannot be gathered using survey
or other data-gathering strategies.

Qualitative methods can be used to explore variables that are not easily
identifiable or that have not yet been identified, as well as investigating top-
ics for which there is little or no previous research and addressing con-
tradictions in the literature that arise from prematurely, inaccurately, or
inadequately operationalized variables. When theories are not yet available
to explain phenomena, qualitative designs are available to facilitate the the-
ory-building process. Also, when a process or phenomenon is not well known
or understood, qualitative research may bring new or unexpected knowledge
to the fore (Creswell, 1998; Marshall & Rossman, 1999).

Qualitative research is also appropriate when one needs to present a
detailed and in-depth view of a phenomenon. Whereas quantitative meth-
ods can enable the researcher to get a broad understanding of a phenome-
non, qualitative approaches are able to delve into complex processes and
illustrate the multifaceted nature of human phenomena. In addition, audi-
ence receptivity to a more narrative approach or presentation can often be
an important reason to select a qualitative design. For example, audiences
who are receptive to human experiences and feelings or who value narra-
tive may find qualitative results more accessible and convincing (Creswell,
1998). Counseling psychology practitioners, in particular, may find quali-
tative inquiry more congruent with the narrative perspectives of their
therapeutic work.
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Finally, qualitative research can be used to formulate interventions
(Hoshmand, 1999), such as in schools or other organizations, as well as to
contribute to social change. Action research that engages research partici-
pants—or in which members of a community engage the researcher as a
consultant in their change efforts—holds promise in both consultation
efforts as well as in social justice agendas (Kidd & Kral, 2005).

FOUNDATIONAL ELEMENTS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

The foundational elements of qualitative research in counseling psychol-
ogy (and of psychology as a whole) draw from the fields of anthropology,
sociology, and education. These elements include the paradigmatic bases of
qualitative research, an understanding of the language of qualitative inquiry,
and core assumptions and characteristics of qualitative research.

Paradigmatic Bases of Qualitative Research

Although it is beyond the scope of this article to adequately explain the
multiple paradigms that underpin qualitative research, many readers who
are new to the qualitative genre may wonder why its methodologists and
practitioners emphasize paradigms so insistently. Given the current ground-
ing of traditional quantitative methods in a fairly consistent paradigm, con-
fusion often arises when readers encounter qualitative research accounts;
and questions about reliability, validity, and objectivity are frequently
raised. Thus, I will provide an overview of the philosophical or theoretical
underpinnings of qualitative research. There are many taxonomies describ-
ing research paradigms; I draw heavily on those posited by Lincoln and
Guba (1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1994) and Denzin and Lincoln (1994). These
approaches are useful to counseling psychology qualitative research
because of their roots in the academic discipline of education, which has
been highly influential on the development of qualitative methods in coun-
seling psychology. In addition, I base my discussion on work by Ponterotto
(2005b), who, drawing partly on the aforementioned authors, applied these
discussions to counseling psychology.

A paradigm is a “basic set of beliefs that guides action” (Guba, 1990, p.
17) and may be seen as a “net” containing the researcher’s ontological,
epistemological, axiological, and methodological assumptions. Ontology
includes one’s view of the nature of reality, and epistemology addresses
how that reality is known, as well as the relationship between the knower
and the known (or investigator and participants). Axiology has to do with
the place of values in one’s research. Methodology emerges from the ontol-
ogy, epistemology, and axiology and addresses the question of how we gain
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knowledge (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The paradigmatic perspectives and
underpinnings of qualitative research overall as well as in counseling psy-
chology are multiple. It is useful to separate qualitative research paradigms
into postpositivism, interpretivism-constructivism, and ideological-critical
theories, although it is important to remember that these categories over-
simplify the variety and complexity contained within each paradigm.

Postpositivism assumes a critical realist ontology, meaning that there is a
true reality one cannot fully apprehend. It adheres to a modified objectivist
epistemology, viewing objectivity as an ideal to which the researcher strives
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The postpositivist researcher holds to a neutral and
value-free axiology. The methods, or research designs, used by postpositivist
researchers include quantitative and some qualitative approaches (Helms,
Henze, Sass, & Misfud, 2006 [TCP, special issue, part 1]; Worthington &
Whittaker, 2006 [TCP, special issue, part 2]). In counseling psychology, the
research design most closely aligned with postpositivism is consensual qual-
itative research (Hill et al., 1997), though this method is thought of by its
originators and practitioners as a blend of postpositivism and constructivism
(Hill et al., 2005). Some postpositivist researchers also use a grounded theory
design. Creswell et al. (2007 [this issue]) addresses a number of research
designs, including grounded theory.

An interpretivist-constructivist paradigm has a relativist ontology in
which there are as many realities as there are participants (plus one: the
investigator)—and in which meanings are often co-constructed by partici-
pants and researchers, implying a transactional and subjectivist episte-
mology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In this paradigm, researcher values are
assumed to exist (and are even embraced), and subjectivity is an integral
part of the research. Designs based on an interpretivist-constructivist para-
digm are particularly appropriate to counseling psychology because of the
constructivist nature of psychotherapy (e.g., Neimeyer, 1995). As noted
above, consensual qualitative research has components of an interpretivist-
constructivist paradigm, and grounded theory methods (Glaser & Strauss,
1967) originated in a constructivist frame and are typically conducted
within this paradigm. In addition, phenomenology (which may be consid-
ered a subset of interpretivism-constructivism) is, in addition to being a
subparadigm, a research design frequently used by counseling psychology
researchers (e.g., Creswell, 1998; Wertz, 2005).

Finally, critical-ideological paradigms assume, like the interpretivist-
constructivist perspective, that multiple realities exist; but they also agree
on a “real” reality related to power and oppression. Thus, they are said to
hold a critical realist ontology, and their epistemology, like interpretivism-
constructivism, is transactional (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994). They value
subjectivity—their own and their participants’—and are committed to social
justice and ending oppression; thus their axiology can be said to be value
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laden. Often counseling psychology research in multicultural, feminist, and
social justice areas is influenced by a critical-ideological paradigm. Research
designs stemming from this paradigm may include those used by interpre-
tivists-constructivists, but also include participatory action research
(Kidd & Kral, 2005).

The importance of understanding the paradigms underpinning one’s
research cannot be overstated, as the paradigm determines the standards by
which the research will be evaluated. Thus, one would not negatively eval-
uate an interpretivist-constructivist project because it did not have external
auditors, whereas those same auditors might be appropriate in a postposi-
tivist study. Likewise, it would be inappropriate in a constructivist or criti-
cal/ideologically based investigation to neglect the voice of the researcher.
However, it would be simplistic to assume that each research project falls
neatly under a single paradigm. It may be useful to see the qualitative
researcher as a bricoleur, a “Jack [or Jill] of all trades or a kind of profes-
sional do-it-yourself person” (Lévi-Strauss, 1966, p. 17) who crosses para-
digms knowledgably, carefully, and in response to the nature of the research
question and emerging data.

The Language of Qualitative Inquiry

A number of terms in the qualitative genre can be confusing to the uniniti-
ated. For example, qualitative research is also known as naturalistic or inter-
pretive research. In some fields (e.g., anthropology), qualitative research is used
synonymously with fieldwork or ethnography, although these latter terms
would be inaccurate to describe much of the qualitative research conducted in
counseling psychology. Ethnography is a particular research design whose pur-
pose is the understanding of a culture and whose methods center around par-
ticipant observation and include a broad range of data, including formal and
informal interviews as well as physical data (documents and artifacts). In con-
trast, grounded theory, phenomenology, and consensual qualitative research
(all commonly used designs in counseling psychology) depend primarily (but
not always exclusively) on interview data. These and other approaches are dis-
cussed in this special issue.

The language of qualitative research, referred to as the rhetorical structure
(Creswell, 1998), varies across paradigms, with more traditional scientific
and objective language characterizing postpositivist research; alternatively,
interpretivist-constructivist and ideological paradigms demonstrate more
subjectivity, interaction with participants, and the voice of the researcher.
Regardless of paradigm, however, the use of first person is preferred, as artic-
ulated in The Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association
(American Psychological Association [APA], 2001).
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Core Assumptions and Characteristics of Qualitative Research

Qualitative research is grounded in a number of core assumptions, and
the assumptions and values that characterize it span disciplines and para-
digms (although some of these aspects are emphasized more within some
paradigms and research designs than others). These core assumptions and
characteristics include studying individuals in the natural world, learning
about the meanings that people make of their experiences, investigating
individuals in social interaction and in context, and reporting the results of
research in the everyday language of participants (Morrow & Smith, 2000).

Qualitative research is emic and idiographic as opposed to etic and
nomothetic. Quantitative approaches are etic in that categories are deter-
mined by the researcher and nomothetic in that they focus on large groups
of individuals, whereas qualitative research is characterized by categories
that emerge from the “insider” or emic perspective of the participants and
is idiographic in that it “produces knowledge claims about one or a very
few individuals, groups, or institutions” (Morrow & Smith, 2000, p. 200).

As opposed to the deductive, hypothesis-testing approach of quantita-
tive research, qualitative inquiry begins with research questions instead of
hypotheses. The research questions lead to particular data-gathering strate-
gies; and, as data accrue, the analytic strategy begins inductively as the
researcher works to understand the meanings of participants. As themes and
categories emerge, they are tested deductively by comparing and contrast-
ing them with existing and new data. This alternating cycle of induction and
deduction is termed iterative, recursive, or abductive (Behrens & Smith,
1996; Morrow, 2005; Polkinghorne, 2005). This process also leads ideally
to considerable flexibility in revising the research design, interview ques-
tions, and other data gathering and analytic strategies as needed to assure
that data are complete and results are rich and descriptive. This sensitivity
to emerging findings is desirable in qualitative research and is referred to
as emergent design (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Morrow & Smith, 2000).

Understanding the social location of the researcher in relation to the
research project is essential to providing sufficient information on which to
base a full understanding of the context of the study (Morrow, 2005; Suzuki,
Prendes-Lintel, Wertlieb, & Stallings, 1999), thus enabling the reader to
make decisions about how transferable the information may be to another
context (or, in practical terms, how relevant the results are to her or his own
specific context). Identifying the researcher’s social positioning in relation to
the participants in the study provides the reader with an understanding of the
relative privilege and power held by the investigator and participants, as well
as shedding light on the worldview of the researcher or the lens through
which she or he views the participants and the phenomenon of interest. As

Morrow / CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 215

 at SAGE Publications on March 10, 2009 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


investigators make public their own stances, motivations, assumptions, and
biases, the research gains a level of honesty that contributes to the trustwor-
thiness (rigor) of the study (Morrow, 2005). In addition, the self-reflective
process involved in making the researcher’s stance public helps to address the
issue of subjectivity in qualitative research.

Subjectivity has a unique role in qualitative research. Qualitative
researchers acknowledge that true objectivity is not possible. Whereas
quantitative researchers implement strategies to control for subjectivity,
qualitative researchers recognize both the promise and limitations of sub-
jectivity. Subjectivity must be addressed on multiple levels. At the level of
the research participant, investigators view participant subjectivities (often
retrospective data elicited primarily through self-report in counseling psy-
chology research) as an integral part of the information gathered. Thus, the
clear distinction between objectivity and subjectivity that characterizes
quantitative approaches has little meaning in qualitative research. It may be
said that intersubjectivity between researchers and participants, also known
as a “participatory mode of consciousness” (Heshusius, 1994), most clearly
describes the relationship between researcher and participant and that the
degree to which the researcher attempts to manage or control her or his sub-
jectivity is very paradigm-dependent. That is, in a postpositivist study, the
researcher manages her or his subjectivity carefully (though still recogniz-
ing the influence of that subjectivity) and may use processes such as struc-
tured interviews, interrater reliability, and external auditors to assure
consistency in the data analysis, whereas the constructivist or ideological
researcher will still attend to subjectivity but may focus more on intersub-
jectivity or “participatory consciousness” (Heshusius, 1994, p. 15) than on
managing her or his subjectivity. Qualitative researchers often use self-
reflective journals, peer researchers, and follow-up “participant checks” to
assure that researcher subjectivity does not dominate and that participants’
perspectives are fairly represented.

Data sources in qualitative studies are quite different from the familiar sur-
vey or experiment and are typically gathered from a more limited sample that
is purposefully, rather than randomly, sampled (Patton, 2002; Quintana &
Minami, 2006 [TCP, special issue, part 2]). Polkinghorne (2005) argued that
using the term “sample” in qualitative research can be misleading, as a
sample implies a population to which findings are to be generalized. Instead,
he preferred the term “selection,” implying the purposeful nature of choosing
research participants and sources of data. As the goal in qualitative research
is to gather data that are rich and descriptive and illustrate the phenomenon
of interest intensely (Patton, 2002; Polkinghorne, 2005), qualitative
researchers think carefully about the best strategies to accomplish this
purpose. Patton (2002) outlined a number of purposeful selection strategies
for qualitative researchers. The numbers of participants in a qualitative study
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are typically much smaller than those gathered in quantitative research. For
example, 12 participants in an investigation may be quite sufficient if the data
collected from each are varied and extensive and tap experiences in depth.
Patton argued,

There are no rules for sample size in qualitative inquiry. Sample size depends
on what you want to know; the purpose of the inquiry; what’s at stake, what
will be useful, what will have credibility, and what can be done with avail-
able time and resources. (p. 244)

Sandelowski (1995) further argued that sample size is relative to the pur-
poses and goals of the research. In particular, she suggested that the more
heterogeneity, the larger the sample size should be, and that larger sample
sizes may also be required when one is generating theory or in certain types
of narrative analyses.

It may be said that sufficiency of data, not numbers, drives the selection
process (Morrow, 2005). Qualitative methodologists often use the criteria of
redundancy of data and theoretical saturation to determine sufficiency of data.
Redundancy occurs when, on importing new data into the analysis, no new
findings of note are generated (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). True redundancy can
never be achieved, of course, because of the uniqueness of each participant’s
experience; indeed, additional data always add richness and complexity to the
analysis (Morrow, 2005). However, analytic categories or themes are theoret-
ically saturated when they account for all of the data that have been gathered
and illustrate the complexity of the phenomenon of interest (Strauss, 1987).
When theoretical saturation has occurred, it may be reasonable to assume that
redundancy has been achieved in a practical sense. The ethnographic tradition
has always emphasized the importance of multiple data sources (observation,
interviews, physical data; Creswell, 1998); and even interviews, commonly
the primary data source in counseling psychology, can be enhanced by the
addition of counseling-appropriate strategies such as personal journals of par-
ticipants (Beckstead & Morrow, 2004; Morrow & Smith, 1994).

Relationships with participants are central to effective data gathering
(e.g., Fine, 1992, 1994; Heshusius, 1994; Miller, 1976; Suzuki, Ahluwalia,
Arora, & Mattis, 2007 [this issue]); and, in some paradigms, data are co-
constructed by participants and investigator (Morrow & Smith, 1994).
Because participants in qualitative investigations often disclose information
of an emotional and sensitive nature, and because the relationship between
interviewer and interviewee is often very intimate, the researcher’s responsi-
bility to treat participants with high regard and respect is paramount.
Haverkamp (2005) identified ethical issues involved in research relationships
between psychologists and study participants. In particular, she noted that “the
qualitative research enterprise is fundamentally relational” and that “our com-
petence, expertise, and power are inescapably embedded in our role as
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applied psychologists” (p. 151). In keeping with Haverkamp’s discussion of
the expectations that individuals have of psychologists given our social roles
as experts and helpers, I have found that my role and skills as a practicing
psychologist, coupled with my nonjudgmental and nurturing stance—valu-
able in psychotherapy—can lead research participants to experience a deep
level of trust that may tempt them to disclose more deeply than is in their best
interest. Thus, it behooves the psychologist-researcher to engage in the
process of “professional reflexivity” (Haverkamp, 2005), examining “the
parameters of our professional role . . . and its implications for professional
practice” (p. 152). As Haverkamp suggested, the best time for informed con-
sent is at the beginning of the research relationship; thus, ethical researchers
will help participants anticipate their own reactions, insure their ongoing con-
sent during the research process, and keep open the possibility of the partic-
ipant withdrawing if it is in her or his best interest to do so.

In addition to ethical concerns related to the roles and expectations
inherent in the profession of psychology, qualitative researchers are faced
with challenges regarding their relationships with participants and the
dynamics of those relationships. In particular, Sciarra (1999) wrote of the
“expert versus learner” role of the psychologist-researcher in which he used
his expert role to gain entry into the field but then relinquished the role of
expert “in a collaborative pursuit of the participants’ meaning-making
world, substituting a practical interest for an emancipatory interest” (p. 44).
This emancipatory interest characterizes the qualitative genre in the social
sciences and is congruent with the multicultural and social justice agendas
of counseling psychology. According to Sciarra, emancipatory interest
“resides in a democratic form of communication, in a mutual exchange of
meaning-making worlds without the imposition of the researcher’s domi-
nant discourse” (p. 44). This mutuality entails engagement, empathy, and
emotional involvement with participants’ worlds to lead to deeper under-
standing of those worlds. Sciarra’s answer to the problem of potential over-
involvement is that the researcher must provide “analytic space” for herself
or himself, taking a “systematic step back” from the data and associated
emotions to ask, “What is this strong emotional reaction I’m experiencing
telling me about the world of the participants? About my world? About the
difference between their world and my world?” (p. 45).

Qualitative researchers in general are concerned about the nature of the
research relationship and strive for collaboration with research participants.
Counseling psychologists are often well skilled in developing positive,
respectful, and collaborative relationships because of our clinical training
and experience. Values such as egalitarianism, cultural sensitivity, and
respect guide the qualitative researcher in her or his relationship with
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research participants. In addition, feminist researchers have centralized the
relationship and look at such issues as privilege and power, the potential for
exploitation, empowerment in the researcher-participant interaction, and an
ethic of care (Fine, 1992; Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2000; Haverkamp,
2005; Olesen, 2000; Reinharz, 1992). Fine described activist feminist
researchers as “self-conscious, critical, and participatory analysts, engaged
with but still distinct from our informants” (p. 220). This engagement
requires the willingness for researchers to be both participants and collab-
orators in the research as well as to understand their own contexts and artic-
ulate their stances and the ways in which they cocreate data with their
participants (Olesen, 2005). Increasingly in feminist and postmodern
research, the researcher is viewed as inseparable from the participants and
the data; and the objectification or “othering” of research participants is
viewed as problematic (Olesen, 2005).

Standards of trustworthiness or rigor in qualitative research have been
established from within the qualitative genre itself rather than imposing
such terms as validity, reliability, and generalizability from the quantita-
tive tradition. Standards of trustworthiness are always paradigm-bound
to a certain extent; that is, criteria for quality in a study are, in part,
determined  by the paradigm underpinning the study (Morrow, 2005).
However, many criteria cut across paradigms, such as adequacy of data
(both in type and amount); the quality of analysis; researcher reflexivity;
and what Geertz (1973) called “thick descriptions” (see also Ponterotto,
2006), including rich descriptions of the participants’ meanings (usually
supported by quotes from interviews) with attention to the context of the
research and of participants’ lives. Because interview-based research
often conducted by counseling psychologists has the potential to strip
context from the words and experiences of participants, counseling psy-
chology researchers must take particular care to understand and illustrate
contextual factors in their research reports. In addition, the research con-
text is an additional environment in which participants make meaning of
their experiences and should be reported. The research context must
include sufficient information about the researcher’s perspective, the par-
ticipants themselves, and the research process that the audience can
assess the relevance, or transferability, of the findings to her or his own
context. For a more thorough examination of trustworthiness in qualita-
tive research, see Morrow (2005).

The foundational underpinnings discussed above provide a basis for
understanding the evolution of qualitative research since its inception. 
In the following section, I examine the origins of qualitative research as a
whole as well as its introduction into psychology.

Morrow / CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 219

 at SAGE Publications on March 10, 2009 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


ORIGINS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AND
ITS INTRODUCTION INTO PSYCHOLOGY

In this section, I will introduce the historical and disciplinary origins of
qualitative research, the introduction of qualitative methods into research on
counseling and psychotherapy, and an overview of the historical “moments”
that have characterized the evolution of qualitative research across disci-
plines. The purpose of this historical section is to provide a basis for locating
counseling psychology in the larger genre of qualitative inquiry.

Historical and Disciplinary Origins of Qualitative Research

Qualitative research methods have their earliest roots in the work of
anthropologists and sociologists as they attempted to understand cultures of
“the others”—peoples whose cultures differed from European and, later,
American dominant paradigms. Early European ethnography in the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries developed as a response to the discovery of
“primitive” peoples in the “New World” whose existence and cultural prac-
tices challenged the prevailing cosmology (Vidich & Lyman, 1994). These
earliest accounts by missionaries and other colonialists took the perspective
of conquerors bent on civilizing the native peoples whom they encountered,
although a small number of individuals promoted self-determination. With
the rise of anthropology as a profession, formal ethnographic classification
systems were developed based on Eurocentric hierarchies of evolutionary
progress in civilization and moral development; and guidelines for ethno-
graphic research were defined (Vidich & Lyman, 1994).

The twentieth century gave birth to numerous shifts in anthropological
research as well as the rise of sociological ethnographic research, spurred 
in part by increasing pluralism in the world at large as well as in academic
endeavors. Although previous classification systems were replaced by more
modern conceptualizations, colonialist assumptions remained at the core 
as ethnographers substituted terms like “underdeveloped” for “primitive” and
studied “alien” or exotic cultures (reservations, ghettos, small towns) within
industrialized societies (Vidich & Lyman, 1994). It would not be until the end
of the 20th century that the entrenched ethnocentrism and colonization of
research in these and other fields would be seriously challenged.

Bronislaw Malinowski was the first anthropologist to spend lengthy for-
ays in the field, and he articulated data collection and fieldwork methods
and spoke of the importance of looking at culture from the “native’s” point
of view (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). At the same time, Chicago School soci-
ology built on anthropology’s underpinnings and contributed significantly
to what we now consider qualitative research through the development of
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the case study method and an emphasis on social interaction (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2003). Anthropologist Margaret Mead (e.g., 1942) was responsible
for applying anthropological field work methods to education; and educa-
tional sociologists such as Waller (1932) used a broad array of data gather-
ing methods including participant observation, in-depth interviews, life
histories, case records, and other documents to understand the social worlds
of students and teachers. The growth of qualitative methods in education is
particularly relevant to counseling psychologists, many of whose programs
are housed in colleges of education and who have benefited from the cross-
fertilization of methodological approaches within those environments.

Qualitative Inquiry in Psychology

As a precursor to today’s qualitative methods in psychology, develop-
mental psychology researchers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries used as data diaries and detailed observations, subjecting them
to hermeneutic and psychoanalytic interpretations.1 Piaget’s “experimen-
tal” method included open-ended interviews and diary analysis (Mey,
2002). As these sources of data lost credibility in the transition to exper-
imental science, qualitative methods were relegated to mere “descriptive”
or “exploratory” status. As psychology as a whole moved from its early
formation as a discipline to its establishment as an academic discipline in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, diverse approaches to
inquiry (including case studies) gave way to the experimental method and
statistical analyses characterized by the physical sciences (Danziger,
1990).

In similar fashion, research on psychotherapy was grounded in the case
studies of such pioneers as Freud, Horney, Fanon, Maslow, and Rogers.
These approaches lost credibility as psychotherapy became “routinized”
(McLeod, 2001) and the field became vulnerable to questions about its
legitimacy, leading psychotherapy researchers to pursue more quantitative
approaches and develop measures to test the effectiveness of particular
therapies. However, the aforementioned calls for methodological pluralism
have provided support for the development of discovery-oriented approaches
to psychotherapy; and psychotherapy researchers such as Elliott (1984),
Rennie (1994), and Hill et al. (1997) have developed or applied qualitative
approaches from other disciplines to their investigations of therapy process
and outcome in “an effort to formalise the methods of qualitative research
into therapy” (McLeod, 2001, p. 10). McLeod noted that the broader field
of qualitative research has progressed more clearly into the postmodern era,
but that the various pressures on psychology (e.g., medically and psycho-
logically trained researchers, medical funding, and continued concerns in
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the field for credibility) have slowed the progress of psychological qualitative
research in embracing newer paradigms.

Historical Moments in the Evolution of Qualitative Research

Across disciplines, qualitative inquiry has evolved both in its methodolog-
ical sophistication and its philosophical underpinnings, or paradigms. Denzin
and Lincoln (2000, 2005a) and Lincoln and Denzin (2005) framed the evolu-
tion of paradigmatic emphases as “historical moments” moving from a posi-
tivist to a postmodern (and post-postmodern) worldview. The Denzin and
Lincoln Handbooks (1994, 2000, 2005b) have consistently sought to provide
a synthesis of the cutting edge thinking in qualitative research. In addition,
their interdisciplinary perspective provides a foundation for counseling psy-
chology in which counseling psychology researchers can examine ourselves
in the broader context of the qualitative genre. Finally, according to a past pub-
lisher of the works, “it is arguably the best selling qualitative book ever pub-
lished, particularly as it has gone through multiple editions with comparable
success” (Mitch Allen, personal communication, August 8, 2005).

The Traditional Period, which spanned the time from roughly 1900
through the beginning of World War II, was characterized by an emphasis
on objective scientific approaches to investigating “the other” as described
above through the evolution of early anthropological and sociological
research. The dates given for these phases are intended to be illustrative,
and many of the paradigms that characterized each of these earlier periods
persist today in various disciplines. The Modernist Phase (Postwar into the
1970s) built on the canons of the traditional period; sought to formalize
qualitative methods, attempting “rigorous qualitative studies of important
social processes”; and was described by Denzin and Lincoln (2000) as “a
moment of creative ferment” (p. 14). A postpositivist paradigm, character-
ized by a belief in an objective reality, characterized these periods.

As new paradigms, designs, and methods proliferated, qualitative research
gained in credibility and entered a period (1970 to 1986) described by Denzin
and Lincoln (2000) as Blurred Genres. This period was marked by a blurring
of the boundaries between social sciences and humanities, possibly one reason
that psychology, with its concerns about credibility in traditional scientific
terms, has been slow to embrace a more multiparadigmatic approach to quali-
tative research (Gergen, 2001; Fine, in press [TCP, special issue, part 4];
Haverkamp, Morrow, & Ponterotto, 2005b; Haverkamp & Young, 2007 [this
issue]; Ponterotto, 2005c). The Crisis of Representation (mid-1980s to 1990)
ushered in the postmodern age in qualitative inquiry, which was more reflex-
ive as well as focused on issues of race, class, gender, culture, and other
sociopolitical concerns. Because of greater awareness of power in relation to
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participants and cultures being studied, researchers asked themselves, “Whose
reality am I portraying?” The tension between empirical science and social
criticism demanded that scholars closely examine the purposes of their inquiry.
This period also introduced a central focus on the new forms of writing that
departed from the more traditional, “scientific” rhetoric of prior periods. This
focus on writing and presentation pervades the following periods as well
(Ponterotto & Grieger, in press [TCP, special issue, part 4]).

Denzin and Lincoln’s (2005a) fifth moment (1990-1995) was the
Postmodern Period of Experimental Ethnographic Writing, characterized
by a “triple crisis of representation, legitimization, and praxis” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000, p. 17). In addition to addressing concerns of the previous
period, it rethought traditional criteria for rigor in qualitative research
(legitimization) and asked how qualitative studies are “to be evaluated in
the contemporary, poststructural moment” (p. 17). The crisis of representa-
tion acknowledged that it was no longer possible to “directly capture lived
experience,” as the “social text [is] written by the researcher” (that is, it is
always from the researcher’s world view and social positioning that partic-
ipants’ lives are interpreted and conveyed; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005a, p.
19). The focus on praxis (reflection combined with action; Friere, 1970)
challenged inquirers to integrate theory and activism and to attend to ways
of knowing of previously silenced groups to inform scholarship. Beginning
with the period of blurred genres, experimental forms of writing and pre-
senting the products of inquiry—including such forms as ethnographic fic-
tion, inclusion of the researcher in the ethnographic text (autoethnography
or “tales of the field”), dramatic readings, and other creative renditions—
have challenged the primacy of the scientific text. Characterized by con-
cerns with social justice and a politics of liberation, action and activist
research guided by cultural studies, critical race theory, feminist theory, and
social constructionism are central. Traditional paradigms of research are
redefined, and the field moves away from overarching paradigms in favor
of historically situated perspectives of people who have been oppressed.
Researchers have increasingly embraced a sociopolitical agenda for their
inquiry, utilizing “epistemologies from previously silenced groups” (p. 20).

The sixth moment, termed Postexperimental Inquiry (1995-2000), began
to explore ethnographic alternatives and to further break down the boundaries
between the social sciences and humanities. This period continued to explore
novel forms of writing that are poetic, autobiographical, conversational,
visual, and performative. Radical performances and engagement of audi-
ences began to replace traditional texts in some disciplines.

Denzin and Lincoln (2005a) referred to the period from 2000 to 2004 as
the Methodologically Contested Present, characterized by “conflict, great
tension, and, in some quarters, retrenchment” (p. 20). Research was driven
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by numerous paradigms, theoretical lenses, and methods; and the field was
and continues to be resource-rich with an “embarrassment of choices”
(p. 20). However, in the midst of this richness, qualitative researchers find
themselves in a “politically charged space,” . . . “confronting the method-
ological backlash associated with ‘Bush science’ and the evidence-based
social movement” (p. 20). This context has important implications for coun-
seling psychology that will be explored in the final section.

The eighth moment (2005 onward), was cast in future tense by Lincoln and
Denzin (2005) and, while still varied and rich as well as methodologically
contested, was predicted to encompass increasing methodological sophistica-
tion. In addition, Lincoln and Denzin predicted that four major themes would
be addressed in the coming “generations” of qualitative research:

The reconnection of social science to social purpose, the rise of indigenous
social science(s) crafted for the local needs of indigenous peoples, the decol-
onization of the academy, and the return ‘home’ of Western social scientists
as they work in their own settings using approaches that are vastly different
from those employed by their predecessors. (p. 1117)

Of particular relevance to counseling psychology researchers are the recon-
nection of social science to social purpose, the rise of indigenous social sci-
ence, and the decolonization of the academy. The “reconnection of social
science to social purpose” implies that social scientists must move beyond
mere academic inquiry to renew, reclaim, or discover their social justice
roots. The “rise of indigenous social science(s)” not only creates a space for
previously silenced peoples to give voice to their experiences, it engages
ways of knowing that emerge from the world views of third world and
indigenous peoples, as well as other marginalized communities, them-
selves. It also challenges the legitimacy of Euro-American forms of research
as the only real “science.” The third theme within Lincoln and Denzin’s
(2005) eighth moment is “decolonization of the academy” (p. 1121).
Changing demographics within the academy, particularly the increasing rep-
resentation of women faculty, faculty of color, and faculty members from
countries other than the United States are influencing graduate education,
resulting in less adherence to traditional forms of publication, more interest
in innovative theories and methods, and more comfort with experimenta-
tion. These increasingly diverse scholars contribute substantially to the
expansion of new perspectives in research, “traveling the margins and bor-
ders, searching for new and innovative forms through which to express
non-Western modes of knowing and being in the world” (p. 1122). These
themes are predicted to intensify and set the stage for the ninth moment in
the evolution of qualitative research.
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This final moment has been predicted by Lincoln and Denzin (2005) to be
The Fractured Future, in which current divisions across paradigms become
further intensified unless some kind of intervention takes place. In this highly
charged arena, adherents to positivist and postpositivist paradigms will retrench,
attempting to re-establish the hegemony of their methods; at the same time,
researchers from other paradigms will pursue socially responsive research
and praxis and continue to push forward with a social justice agenda.
Although this fracturing is not necessarily the only outcome for the future,
Lincoln and Denzin cite current trends such as the National Research
Council’s definitions of appropriate research designs as evidence that such a
future is indeed in the making.

Qualitative research in psychology finds itself on the brink of the future
eighth and ninth moments while not yet having come to grips with many of
the issues in the third, fourth, and fifth moments. Yet constructivist and
qualitative scholars in psychology such as Gergen and Gergen (2000) and
Hoshmand (2005) have addressed such issues as reflexivity, multiple voic-
ing, literary styling, performance, narratology, and cultural psychology.
Thus, psychology appears to be grappling with many of the same processes
as, albeit more slowly than, the larger qualitative genre. Given counseling
psychology’s social justice commitments, increased paradigmatic flexibil-
ity and expansion will serve us well and may enable the field to avoid some
of the fracturing predicted by Lincoln and Denzin (2005). The following
section explores the promise of qualitative research to contribute to the ful-
fillment of its concerns with counseling and psychotherapy research as well
as multicultural and social justice commitments.

THE PROMISE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
FOR COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGY

Within an immense and interdisciplinary genre of qualitative inquiry are
situated psychological research and, more specifically, qualitative research
in counseling psychology. Counseling psychology has yet to embrace all of
the possibilities that qualitative research offers to accomplish its inquiry
goals. This concluding section locates qualitative research in counseling
psychology in the larger qualitative genre, examines the promise that qual-
itative research holds for inquiry in counseling and psychotherapy, and
addresses the promise that qualitative inquiry has to promote counseling
psychology’s multicultural and social justice agendas.

As illustrated above, counseling psychology finds itself located primarily
in what Denzin and Lincoln (2005a) referred to as the second, or modernist,
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phase of the evolution of qualitative research, although a number of method-
ologists and researchers have made forays into subsequent periods in an
effort to genuinely address issues important to the field. However, Gergen
(2001) warned that “the conception of psychological science commonly
shared within the discipline is historically frozen and is endangered by its iso-
lation from the major intellectual and global transformations of the past half
century” (p. 803). In contrast to psychology’s modernist themes of the indi-
vidual mind as the object of investigation, an objectively knowable world,
and language as the carrier of “truth,” Gergen identified “fundamental trans-
formations” of these themes and “set the stage for the enormous promise for
psychology in the new century” (p. 805). Central to these transformations is
the idea that individual knowledge of the world is socially constructed and
that people are not “isolated and competing atoms but . . . fundamentally inter-
dependent beings” (p. 805). Thus, he proposed that psychologists become
“effective cultural participants” and engage in inquiry that would provide
“culturally useful theories and findings with significant cultural meaning” (p.
808). Qualitative methods are central to this type of culturally relevant theory
building, and qualitative researchers in counseling psychology have the
opportunity to expand the paradigmatic bases of the discipline, participate in
the transformations envisioned by Gergen, and influence the evolution of
psychological science.

Qualitative Inquiry in Counseling and Psychotherapy

Qualitative inquiry methods hold great promise for research in coun-
seling and psychotherapy process and outcome. Neimeyer and Diamond
(2001), based on their survey of counseling psychology training directors
in the United States, identified methodological diversity and qualitative
sophistication as major research trends over the next decade. Ponterotto
(2005b) predicted that “our discipline will reach significant new heights
through the incorporation of postmodern perspectives and associated qual-
itative research methods” (p. 127).

Narrative (qualitative and inductive) approaches to psychotherapy
process research (Rennie & Toukmanian, 1992) take a constructive and
interpretive approach to representing human experience. Research in coun-
seling and psychotherapy has followed a path explored by many disci-
plines, where inquiry during the initial formation of the discipline was
characterized by discovery oriented and descriptive research, usually in the
form of case studies (McLeod, 2001). As a profession becomes established,
the purposes of research change to consolidation and routinization, exam-
ining the various properties related to the phenomena of interest in the dis-
cipline, refining and improving knowledge through processes of hypothesis
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testing and verification. This verificationist research has continued to dom-
inate inquiry into counseling and therapy for a number of reasons, includ-
ing pressures related to research funding and evidence-based practice; the
location of therapy research in academic departments of psychology; 
and the ongoing need for psychology to maintain legitimacy as a science
(McLeod, 2001). Furthermore, Cohen, Sargent, and Sechrest (1986) found
that practicing psychologists showed little interest in traditional research.

Yet change is afoot, both in the psychotherapy realm itself and in
research on counseling and therapy. McLeod (2001) argued that “the
increased attention being paid to qualitative inquiry reflects a basic shift 
in the nature of psychotherapy. Therapists are drawn to different ways of
exploring their practice because the practice itself is changing” (p. 11). In
part, the blurring of boundaries across various theoretical orientations to
therapy resulting in more integrative approaches has led to greater plural-
ism in the research domain as well. And, although qualitative researchers in
psychology still find themselves rooted, at least in part, in the modernist
tradition, opportunities are expanding for more discovery-oriented para-
digms. Three important avenues for this expansion include the “beginnings
of a postpsychological approach to counselling and psychotherapy”
(McLeod, 2001, p. 19), the potential for practitioner research, and counsel-
ing psychology’s commitments to multiculturalism and social justice.

A postpsychological perspective on psychotherapy moves beyond con-
ceptualization of people’s problems in psychological terms that view client
distress primarily as pathology. In keeping with counseling psychology’s
historic focus on a nonpathologizing approach to clients using a positive
coping model, this perspective acknowledges that there are multiple ways
for people to resolve problems and multiple professional roles and infor-
mation systems to support individuals in distress. Qualitative research
methods, which are contextual and seek to understand the meanings 
that people make of their experiences, can facilitate a postpsychological
approach that is characterized currently by feminist, narrative, and social
constructionist orientations (McLeod, 1999).

It has become increasingly important that the science-practice rift in
counseling psychology be addressed more effectively than in the past. With
the demands of managed care and the push for evidence-based practice,
practitioners are often isolated from the benefits that accrue to their acade-
mic counterparts related to psychotherapy research. Academic research
often appears irrelevant to practitioners in the field; however, Elliott (1983)
and Williams and Hill (2001) predicted that qualitative methods may help
to bridge the gap between research and practice.

The field of education has been similarly challenged, and the emerging
focus on teacher research (Kincheloe, 1991) can guide counseling psychology
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practitioners to higher levels of inquiry into their own practice. To begin,
however, it is essential that counseling psychology programs develop a com-
mitment to teaching and supporting qualitative research to prepare not only
the relatively small numbers of students who pursue careers in academe to be
more intelligent consumers and researchers, but to provide integrative and
meaningful scientist practitioner training to future practitioners (Poulin, in
press [TCP, special issue, part 4]). Qualitative inquiry provides the opportu-
nity not only for counseling psychology students to conduct research that is
congruent with their practice interests (Ponterotto, 2005a; Yeh & Inman, in
press [TCP, special issue, part 4]), it also presents possibilities for scientific
inquiry into one’s own practice as a counseling psychologist. In addition, sys-
tematic qualitative inquiry into one’s practice can result in a different kind of
listening and therefore a different kind of counseling than occurs without this
self-examination (Morrow, 1992).

Qualitative Inquiry and Social Justice

Finally, qualitative inquiry shows tremendous promise to advance coun-
seling psychology’s multicultural and social justice agendas (Morrow, 2003;
Morrow, Rakhsha, & Castañeda, 2001; Suzuki et al., 1999). Although femi-
nist and multicultural researchers have successfully implemented qualitative
investigations (e.g., Beckstead & Morrow, 2004; Constantine, Anderson,
Berkel, Caldwell, & Utsey, 2005; Friedman, Friedlander, & Blustein, 2005;
Gomez et al., 2001; Juntunen et al., 2001; Morrow & Smith, 1994; Noonan
et al., 2004; Pearson & Bieschke, 2001; Richie et al., 1997; Suzuki et al.,
1999), calls for social justice in counseling psychology (Vera & Speight,
2003) require that we embrace new paradigms such as social constructionist
and critical theories (feminist, queer, and critical race perspectives) to ade-
quately address emerging agendas. It is important that we also expand our
methodological repertoire to include such approaches as participatory action
research (Kidd & Kral, 2005; Suzuki et al., 1999).

In this call for ever greater methodological diversity in counseling psy-
chology, I envision qualitative inquiry as a central tool for bridging com-
munity and academe by engaging research participants as coresearchers in
matters that concern their everyday lives. Such research would centralize the
“voices” of participants (Fine, 1992). Participant coresearchers (Morrow,
1992) would play a pivotal role in defining the research questions as well
as the strategies by which those questions were answered. Human agency
and human rights would become increasingly important topics of inquiry,
and research would be transformed into social action (Kidd & Kral, 2005).
The products of the research would directly benefit and be “owned” by
those whom we hope to empower and about whom we learn (e.g., Rios-

228 THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / March 2007

 at SAGE Publications on March 10, 2009 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


Moore et al., 2004). A central criterion by which we evaluate the research
endeavor would be the extent to which it contributes to liberation.

CONCLUSION

Counseling psychologists have paved the way in psychology for the
inclusion of alternate paradigms and designs, including qualitative
research. Within the broader discipline of psychology, counseling psychol-
ogy—particularly those programs and researchers located in colleges of
education—has taken the lead in advancing qualitative inquiry (Rennie 
et al., 2002). However progressive counseling psychology may be relative
to the larger discipline, counseling psychology programs have done little to
date to respond to the need for new paradigms and methods, particularly in
the area of training (Ponterotto, 2005c). Because of the growing number of
qualitative investigations in the field, it is essential that future psychologists
receive training in qualitative methods to prepare them as consumers and
producers of psychological knowledge in the 21st century. In addition,
increasing numbers of qualitatively trained scholars are needed to serve on
editorial boards of journals and as reviewers for granting agencies in the
specialty of counseling psychology and the larger psychological discipline.

Despite Denzin and Lincoln’s (2005a) predictions that the future of
qualitative research holds conflict, retrenchment of traditional paradigms
and methods, and increasing divisions among scholars, I believe that coun-
seling psychology has a long history of calls for alternative approaches, and
these calls have been successful to an extent. Recent books, methodologi-
cal articles, special journal issues, and the increasing number of published
qualitative studies in the field illustrate the openness within the field to
actually developing the called-for alternatives. Ponterotto (2002) predicted
“that the strong affinity for qualitative approaches held by many counsel-
ing students (and professionals) will lead to a radical transformation and
paradigm shift in the research-training components of counseling psychol-
ogy programs” (p. 395). However, he also expressed concern that counsel-
ing psychology research remains primarily wedded to postpositivist
paradigms (Ponterotto, 2005a), which has the potential to constrain the fur-
ther development and expansion of paradigms and methods in the field. In
this sense, qualitative research (indeed all research) is “political” in that
particular paradigms and methods dominate over others and are privileged
by the larger sociopolitical structure—what is considered “real science,”
what gets published, what gets funded, what counts as evidence of therapy
success. I believe that counseling psychology scholars need to challenge
our paradigmatic inflexibility in order not to be caught in the divisiveness
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predicted by Denzin and Lincoln. McLeod (2001) suggested that the “activ-
ity of doing qualitative research (identifying and clarifying meaning; learn-
ing how the meaning of aspects of the social world is constructed) is highly
concordant with the activity of doing therapy (making new meaning, gain-
ing insight and understanding, learning how personal meanings have been
constructed)” (p. 16). However, in addition to growing acceptance of qual-
itative methods and even constructivist paradigms, I would urge scholars in
counseling psychology to actively support the greater acceptance of alter-
native paradigms, including ideological and critical approaches, which will
in turn provide grounding for greater methodological diversity, particularly
in the multicultural arena.

Given my sociopolitical commitments described earlier, I am particularly
interested in exploring how qualitative research can be integrated with
activism in service of social change. In part, the further expansion of coun-
seling psychology’s social justice agendas will support the parallel expansion
of research paradigms and methods, because inquiry related to silenced and
marginalized populations demands new approaches that engage potential
research participants/coresearchers. Given the relational values of many mar-
ginalized cultures, conversations (interviews) with the “folks” (participants)
may be experienced by both parties as much more powerful and empowering
than completing a survey—and will provide essential information that cannot
be gathered without true engagement. Furthermore, critical and feminist par-
adigms, coupled with participatory methods of conducting action research,
promise to make our social justice goals a reality as we join with people in
community to enact social change together.

I believe counseling psychology is on the brink of bringing together
inquiry, practice, and activism in some new ways. When it comes to weigh-
ing optimism against pessimism, hope against “reality,” I view the choices
and am confident that the future holds many possibilities. I have an inde-
structible belief that change is not only possible, but inevitable. I would not
have remained an activist for 40 years without that belief, and the vision of
creating change through the research endeavor inspires me to continue the
search for ways to integrate scholarly inquiry, counseling practice, and
social justice through qualitative research.
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1. Hermeneutics involves the interpretation of texts (a text is not limited to the printed word
and may include any human action) with the goal of understanding the text in the
historical context of the writer or actor of that text. According to McLeod (2001), “Hermeneutics
is basically a form of cultural inquiry that seeks to construct a historical understanding of the
experience and realities of other persons” (p. 26).
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