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Abstract
Qualitative data and analysis can enrich our understanding of key questions in behavioural
public policy. In this perspective, I make the case for incorporating qualitative approaches
better and more often into our research. I offer practical ideas on how to do this, and a call
for action from researchers, reviewers, editors, policy makers and our Higher Education
and funding institutions.
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Introduction
Recent debates on the ‘how’ of behavioural public policy (BPP) rightly focus on
understanding mechanisms for behaviour change (Grüne-Yanoff, 2016; Strassheim,
2021); and the need to understand heterogeneity of treatment effects from a given
behaviour change intervention (Bryan et al., 2021). We are increasingly nuanced in
specifying the target audience and target behaviour (Dewies and Reisch, 2025), under-
standing them in granular details of geography, culture and time (Michie et al., 2009;
Schimmelpfennig and Muthukrishna, 2023), and with advanced computational social
science methods (Veltri, 2023). But something is missing from these debates.

To enhance our field’s capacity to deliver significant, appropriate and even
transformational behaviour change, we must also consider qualitative methods. In
this Perspective, I argue that qualitative methods can improve the identification
of behaviour change goals, the design of interventions and the analysis of their
effectiveness.1 Qualitativemethods are diverse in their approaches andmethodological
foundations, but share certain elements that will appeal to BPP scholars: they embrace

1This article greatly benefitted from discussions with Leonhard Lades and Malte Dewies, who kindly
offered feedback on an early version. My thanks to two anonymous peer reviewers who provided thoughtful
and encouraging suggestions. Any remaining errors are my own.
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messiness and complexity, they emphasise richness and detail, and they strive to make
sense of human behaviour and experience (Bryman, 2016). Qualitative methods are
flexible in their application: they can be incorporated into both inductive and deduc-
tive research designs. Common approaches to data-gathering include interviews and
focused group discussions, observation and ethnography; and analysis techniques
include coding and thematic analysis, discourse analysis and process tracing.

We know from previous literature that policy evaluations and experiments can ben-
efit from qualitative insights. There is now a well-established critique of RCT as the
‘gold standard’, on the grounds that it does not open up the black box of causal effects;
because it privileges quantitative measurement, it may overlook other outcomes that
are best measured qualitatively; and because the emphasis on counterfactual analysis
crowds out a more qualitative factual analysis of what happened, which might be par-
ticularly relevant in the much less tightly controlled environment of field experiments
(Hesse-Biber, 2013; White, 2013). Further, policy makers want varied evidence and
analyses in evaluations of what works (van Bavel and Dessart, 2018; Varazzani et al.,
2023).

Despite these now being familiar arguments, most behavioural science studies tend
to default to a narrower range of approaches and data, such as online survey exper-
iments to test for changes in intentions and attitudes; and field experiments to test
for changes to behaviour and policy outcomes. A majority of submissions to the
Behavioural Public Policy journal present quantitative indicators and statistical anal-
ysis only (Galizzi, 2024). With this may come the statistical rigour of large-n analyses
and precision around the results of hypothesis tests. But there are lost opportunities
too if qualitative insights are foregone.

I aim to respond to this gap with an overview of why qualitative methods should be
a valued part of the BPP toolkit; and how they can be applied, with a focus on com-
bining themwith familiar quantitative methods.2 In the next section, I identify ways in
which qualitative approaches can improve the design of BPP, through the dual routes of
understanding both the challenge and the solutions better. I provide illustrative exam-
ples drawn from studies of health, active travel and anti-social behaviours to show how
qualitative methods can be used in BPP research. Then, I review common barriers to
working with qualitative methods and how they might be countered. Finally, I lay out
an agenda for action, with distinct recommendations for researchers, reviewers and
editors, policy makers and higher education, policy and funding institutions.

What can qualitative approaches offer?
Qualitative methods and data can be incorporated into any stage of the policy analysis
cycle (identifying the problem, designing a solution, testing and evaluating it), and any
stage of a specific intervention (before, during and after). In the early stages, qualita-
tive data can help interrogate the assumptions researchers and policy makers bring to
the table, for example, by delving into the lived experiences of the target group. What

2Others have taken a different approach and examined critically the reasonswhy qualitative work remains
underused, particularly in economics (see Lenger, 2019; Cartwright and Igudia, 2024). This is beyond the
scope of this article, but an important question.
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Figure 1. How qualitative methods can enhance behavioural public policy.

is the problem we expect to see, and does the data confirm that it is indeed the most
significant barrier to a desired behaviour change and policy outcome? Once an inter-
vention is underway, we will want to know: how is it implemented in practice, and
how do target individuals engage with it, if at all? Qualitative data and analysis can
answer these questions and more, facilitating a better understanding of the problem
and better understanding of when solutions work well. Together, these add up to more
appropriate policy design and implementation. Either of these factors would confer the
intervention with a higher chance of success (see Figure 1).3

Better understanding of the problem
It is not always clear what are the drivers of a target behaviour, the most important
barriers to behaviour change, and the levers most likely to shift behaviours. Getting the
diagnosis right is a key requisite to getting the policy design right (Lunn, 2020). The
more transformative we hope to be, the more methods we will need to understand the
problem and precursors to behaviour change (Krpan, 2024).This is asking quite a lot—
it is tricky to identify a problem accurately. For example, in their work on social policy,
Hall et al., (2014) argue that assumptions about preferences and decisionmaking in the
context of poverty can be flawed or inadequately understood by academics and policy
makers.This can contribute to less effective policy design and implementation in fields
as varied as banking, healthy food choices and housing.

Qualitative inquiry can offer a deeper understanding of the problem, of the con-
text, and the presence of multiple challenges or decision-making hurdles that may

3Excellent arguments about what qualitative approaches can offer to particular disciplines have been pre-
viously made by O’Cathain et al., (2013) focusing on public health andmedicine; Starr (2024) on economics;
Cartwright and Igudia (2024) on development economics; and Lloyd and Gifford (2024) on environmental
psychology.
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require either sequenced or simultaneous action. This is illustrated in a qualitative
meta-synthesis of housing choice voucher programmes in theUS byGraves (2019).The
study documents the cognitive load that a violent neighbourhood places on individu-
als. Relocation decisions can be significantly affected by the desire to escape violence,
which could take precedence over economic factors. Households receiving a hous-
ing voucher were not able to exercise full ‘freedom of choice’ as programme designers
intended. This finding helps explain why evaluations of housing choice voucher pro-
grammes often yielded unexpected results. It implies that such programmes should
include neighbourhood safety outcomes alongside employment and schooling out-
comes; andmore generally, that policy design and expectations be consistent with lived
realities. Qualitative approaches, in their emphasis on people’s experiences and the
rationale behind citizen preferences and choices, can help ensure that policy is indeed
consistent with lived realities (van Bavel and Dessart, 2018).

Better evidence on solutions
Heterogeneity of treatment effects
There will be diversity within and across any given target population. Heterogeneity
of treatment effects is widely understood and embraced in the BPP field. However, by
relying only on quantitative data, we may make the assumption that the most impor-
tant sources of heterogeneity are already known to us (these are the indicators we set
out to collect data on). Qualitative inquiry allows for the discovery of new factors and
the overlap of multiple factors, which can determine how well an intervention actually
works. Qualitative data gathered during an intervention or in a follow-up phase can
be triangulated with statistical outcome data to contextualise and/or corroborate a sta-
tistical finding. This can shed new light on potential sources of heterogeneity that can
affect average treatment effects.

Acceptability
Acceptability is something thatmight be assumedwhen nudging; after all, wemaintain
(through the ‘libertarian’ part of libertarian paternalism) the right to choose one’s own
way. But it is entirely possible to overestimate the acceptability of an intervention that
retains freedom of choice. This is evident from studies that identify backlash effects on
actual and intended behaviour from nudge interventions (de Jonge et al., 2018; Dewies
et al., 2021; Sprengholz et al., 2022). Where an intervention is more top-down and
mandates change, qualitative insights can be instructive for understanding levels of
acceptability, what this implies for (present or future) compliance, and the reasoning
beneath that (Dewaelheyns et al., 2025).

Qualitative inquiry that investigates how people feel about different policy inter-
vention approaches might do better at understanding what a ‘5 out of 10’ or a ‘neither
approve nor disapprove’ response to a survey question actually means. Does it mean
that the respondent is genuinely indifferent? Or that they understand what the inter-
vention is trying to do but have reservations enough that they would not take it up or
comply themselves? Could it even engender a sense of frustration or irritation, which
might lead to behavioural intentions going against the desired direction? With closed
survey questions alone, using pre-defined response options, we cannot derive this level

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.10026 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.10026


Behavioural Public Policy 5

of nuance. Data collection on public attitudes and beliefs that allows researchers to
probe, follow up and understand such ‘middle ground’ responses can generate a richer
understanding of how individuals might approach and respond to a behaviour change
intervention.

Unintended consequences and spillovers that could lead to null or negative
treatment effects
Most BPP begins with a desired outcome—for example, reduced carbon emissions,
better recycling, less smoking, or more exercise. We know what the intended changes
look like, and we set about capturing them with one or more statistical indicators, and
perhaps levels of outputs and outcomes to shed light on an entire theory of change. So
far, so good, but of course it would be an error to assume this is the whole picture. Any
intervention can stimulate unintended consequences, and this problem is made worse
if they are unknown and unintended consequences. We may not know to gather data
on them, and this could lead to blind spot in our analysis of what worked and why.
This is not necessarily a problem of poor design, since every context is different and
even tried and tested interventions may collide with unexpected issues in other places
or times.

Qualitative approaches make a virtue of open-ended inquiry. Asking questions that
allow the individual to talk about their lived experiences can lead to unexpected dis-
covery. Observing participants at the time and place where they interact with a given
choice architecture might yield new insights that we did not know to look for. Ex ante,
these insights might change the intervention design; ex post, they can help explain
take-up, engagement, usage, or the opposite. This is not about identifying where trials
have gone wrong, although it could help with that objective. Rather, this qualitative
data gathering can help researchers plan and undertake process evaluations, under-
stand the intensity of treatment received, and contextual or implementation issues
which may have unexpectedly interacted with the intervention (Saunders et al., 2005).
Qualitative data can also draw attention to potential spillovers, positive or negative.
Negative spillovers might explain why an intervention’s effects were recorded as zero
in the quantitative data, despite the intervention being delivered as intended.

Anyone designing an experiment (at least for a second time) will know to build in
checks andmeasures to identify if a null result can be argued to be a true null effect.This
is a pragmatic and scientific approach to explaining how we can interpret one possible
result, even if it is not the anticipated one. Yet qualitative approaches are not utilised
enough at this stage to help with understanding a whole range of eventualities: whether
a null result is due to the survey or trial not quite operating as planned, whether the
treatment was interpreted as intended, whether the significance and salience of other
factors outweighed the treatment, or if there were pockets of positive treatment effects
that were not clearly visible in the statistical analysis of average treatment effects.

Some examples of qualitative approaches to understanding behaviours and
behaviour change
In Table 1, I provide three illustrative examples of studies that have applied qualitative
methods to contextualise a behaviour change problem, better understand statistical
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Table 1. Illustrative examples integrating qualitative methods into behavioural public policy

Research What it investigates How qualitative inquiry is used Findings facilitated by qualitative analysis

Can commitment
contracts boost partic-
ipation in public health
programmes?

(Savani, 2019)

Can commitment devices change health
behaviours and promote weight loss?

Working within a dual-self framework, specifically
the planner-doer model (Thaler and Shefrin, 1981),
the study theorises that a commitment device
creates a tax on the excess consumption by the
doer sub-self, pushing that consumption down
until it’s in line with what the planner wants. The
more intense the commitment, perhaps by adding
additional layers of commitment devices, the
greater the expected behaviour change.

Study implemented a field experiment with a
Local Authority weight management programme.
Participants had joined a local group for 11 weeks
aiming to achieve 5%weight loss. Half received a
randomly assigned commitment contract. By sign-
ing the contract, treated individuals were expected
to achieve weight loss goals and participate in the
programme for longer.

Semi-structured follow-up interviews at the
end of the intervention (n=24). Participants
were drawn from both treatment and
comparison groups.

Interviews provided a sensitive setting to
probe responses; and ensure follow-up
involved people who were not as successful
with their goals, whomay have shied away
from a group discussion with participants
who were more successful.

Topic list included questions on how the
participants found the programme, what
they felt explained their progress, and what
kinds of behaviours and habits they felt
had changed. Treated individuals were
also asked about their experience and
perception of the commitment contract.

Thematic analysis was initially theory-
driven, then modified iteratively to produce
6 themes. They examined evidence of
planner-doer internal interactions, and
lived experiences of people in the trial who
were using the commitment device and
dealing with the weight loss challenge.

The commitment contract had no effect on
weight loss, but did improve participation
rates (7% higher attendance, 14% higher
programme completion rates). The contract
was particularly effective for people who
were sophisticated about their present bias,
who reported more myopic health attitudes,
and who arrived on the programme through
GP referral.

Interview data leveraged additional
understanding:

1) To what extent did participants adhere to
the commitment device? Many people did
not use the contract as intended. Not being
salient, intensity of treatment was low. This
helped explain weak average treatment
effects on weight loss.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued.)

Research What it investigates How qualitative inquiry is used Findings facilitated by qualitative analysis

Qualitative data collection was sequenced
to follow quantitative data, with inter-
views then allowing for triangulation and
contextualisation of statistical treatment
effects.

2) Wide-ranging conversations highlighted
that in some cases the commitment device
was the class itself, the tutor, or other
members. This raised the possibility of
‘commitment saturation’: given an existing
commitment, the contract was superfluous.
This insight was a new one with implica-
tions for the theoretical framework. Rather
than more commitment leading to more
behaviour change, the data suggested
thresholds and ceilings, beyond which more
commitment does not achieve more.

3) Discovery of internal tussles between
opposing impulses and wants, and stronger
evidence of sophistication and demand for
personal commitment strategies. These
aspects triangulated well with features of
planner-doer theory.

Towards a differentiated
understanding of active
travel behaviour: Using
social theory to explore
everyday commuting

(Guell, Panter, Jones and
Ogilvie, 2012)

What factors influence active travel choices? Ethnographic observation, interviews,
and photo elicitation methods used to
understand individual experiences and
uncover deeper reflections on what travel
choices mean and how they come about.

Embracing complexity, ambiguity, and
paradoxical reasoning, the authors high-
light positive and negative experiences
of journeys taken by cycle, bus, and car.
For example, the stress of rush hour was
a recurring theme, but many participants
spoke of their travel choices allowing for
time for reflection in a busy day, autonomy
to stop and pause rather than sitting for
an unpredictable time in traffic. Alongside
stories of danger and near-misses in traffic,
there were also stories of wellbeing, enjoy-
ment and happiness, and opportunities to
engage with the outdoors and nature.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued.)

Research What it investigates How qualitative inquiry is used Findings facilitated by qualitative analysis

Part of a longitudinal study on travel and physical
activity in the city of Cambridge. Contributing
a social anthropological perspective to prior
research from psychology, transport studies,
epidemiology and geography, which may have
privileged specific concepts such as habit for-
mation, frameworks such as rational choice
decision-making, and built environment factors.
By allowing individuals to describe their travel
experiences ‘in their own terms’ (pg 234), the study
foregrounded the complexity of travel practice and
the potential relevance of all those factors and
more to decisions about commuting.

Dataset comprised 49 interviews in total,
sampled from a larger pool of 1164 par-
ticipants in the broader study. A first
phase involved 19 interviews. This was
followed up 6−12 months later by a fur-
ther 30 interviews, fromwhich a further
18 photo elicitation interviews were held.
Interviewees provided a balance across
ages, family context, and sex.

Photo elicitation involved asking par-
ticipants to take photos of one or many
commuting journeys, taking some time to
pause and reflect on the travel to or from
work. They could document significant
aspects of the experience and identify an
‘ideal’ or ‘best day’ commute. Photo elici-
tation interviews were driven purely by the
photos taken and what they meant to the
participant.

Detailed ethnographic field notes were
taken by researchers during and immedi-
ately after each interview, to record informal
interactions, the context in which the inter-
view data was produced, the researcher’s
observations of environmental and social
surroundings, and local discourses on travel
– all of which contextualises the partici-
pants’ own reflections on travel experiences
and behaviours.

Analysis highlighted multiple identities or
habits of the commuter, challenging com-
mon narratives that frame a discrete group
against another (e.g. cyclists vs motorists).
Participants did not make travel decisions
as individual agents, but in the context of
constraints and opportunities presented by
family, work and infrastructure. Emotions –
fear, guilt, concern, joy, wellbeing – played a
role. The authors argue that ‘these aspects
of the social context form part of the expla-
nation for the travel choices made and
cannot simply be treated as “confounders”
in the analysis of other explanatory factors’
(pg 238).

Arguably, this qualitative analysis provides
a fresh means of emphasising ‘agency’ in
behavioural public policy as applied to
active travel choices.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued.)

Research What it investigates How qualitative inquiry is used Findings facilitated by qualitative analysis

Unintended conse-
quences in demarketing
antisocial behaviour:
project Bernie

(Peattie, Peattie and
Newcombe, 2016)

Can a community-based social marketing
campaign reduce incidence of deliberate
fire-setting?

The article focuses on a campaign designed to
address anti-social behaviours in a community
in South Wales Valleys which recorded a large
number of deliberate fires, costing £7 million
annually.

The ‘Bernie’ campaign was designed around fea-
tures identified in a qualitative design process
involving firefighters, Forestry Commission staff,
youth workers and youth groups, local parents,
children (7 to 17 years), and staff at the local
McDonald’s (Peattie et al, 2012). It comprised:

• A 16-day Easter holiday programme with
education on anti-fire-setting

• Deterrence using high visibility vehicles in high-
risk areas

• Changes to choice architecture, by encouraging
local retailers not to sell disposable lighters or
matches to young people during the campaign.

The study draws attention to the importance of
qualitative research to design the campaign,
assess the campaign’s effectiveness, and detect
unintended consequences.

This study focuses on qualitative inquiry. In
relation to the broader research, protocols
set out in Ogilvie et al (2010) indicate the
qualitative research was organised to take
place concurrently with quantitative data
collection and address distinct research
questions.

Evaluation was designed to run the Bernie
campaign in one area with a compara-
ble nearby area as a control. Alongside
administrative data on fire incidence (which
indicated the campaign had a positive
impact and approximately 46% fewer fires),
survey data on knowledge, attitudes and
behaviours of young people (n=1517)
indicated further positive effects of the
campaign.

Qualitative data gathered through inter-
views corroborated these findings and
investigated unintended consequences.
These were organised around a 2 × 2 matrix
of positive and negative, foreseeable and
unforeseen outcomes:

bonuses (positive/foreseeable), serendip-
itous outcomes (positive/unforeseen),
contingencies (negative/foreseeable), and
surprises (negative/unforeseen).

Interviews and analysis uncovered various
unintended consequences, including:

1) A bonuswas the reduction in all forms of
anti-social behaviour, not just fire-setting, in
the intervention area.

2) A contingency identified in advance was
the potential for the campaign and the
Bernie character (a sheep, designed by a
team of female students), might fail to con-
nect with youngmen. Added to this was the
concern that the holiday activities would
be seen as less exciting or challenging than
fighting fires (which may have been part of
the motivation for some youngmen to set
a fire, then join in the firefighting effort).
To address this, intervention managers
explained in interviews that some of the
holiday activities were designed to appeal
to youngmen with ‘overtly macho’ aspects
like SAS bushcraft (pg 1609). Interviews
highlighted an inherent tension in this, as it
ran counter to the fire service’s own culture.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued.)

Research What it investigates How qualitative inquiry is used Findings facilitated by qualitative analysis

This qualitative inquiry focuses on the
follow-up stakeholder interviews after the
intervention took place (the wider project
Bernie relied substantially on qualitative
work in its scoping and design phases).
Qualitative research corroborates the
positive intervention effects reported in
statistical data. Qualitative analysis further
enabled investigation of distinct research
questions relating to a separate programme
goal of promoting more positive social
behaviours, and the potential for unin-
tended consequences both positive and
negative.

3) A serendipitous outcome was an
improved relationship between the fire
service and the local community, which
‘was never formally planned or discussed
for Bernie’ (pg 1606), and emerged only
through open-ended follow up discussions.
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results and theory frameworks, and enhance understanding of unintended conse-
quences. The first case incorporates qualitative data and analysis in a randomised field
experiment on health behaviour change; the second showcases interviews and photo
elicitation methods as part of a longitudinal study on active travel; and the third uses
interviews to design and evaluate a campaign against anti-social behaviour, uncover-
ing unintended consequences. These examples highlight that qualitative approaches
can add value as part of a mixed methods approach (Johnson et al., 2007)4; combining
with quantitative research methods in diverse ways (Creswell, 2003).5

Potential critiques and barriers to undertaking qualitative inquiry
The BPP toolkit is always evolving—and yet qualitative approaches give behavioural
researchers pause, andmay even seem a daunting prospect compared withmore famil-
iar ways of working. In the following, I review common critiques or concerns, and
offer counter-arguments for researchers seeking to persuade skeptical colleagues or
reviewers.6

‘Qualitative data gathering is expensive’
• Qualitative approaches prioritise in-depth and rich exploration of data and do

not require sample sizes of the magnitude required for statistical analysis. Using
the concept of saturation in the data (Guest et al., 2006) can mean sample sizes in
the low double digits is normal; or even single digits if multiple forms of qual-
itative data gathering are used for triangulation (such as interviews alongside
observation).

• Online methods for recruitment and data gathering are now easy to use, widely
accepted, and offer cost savings relative to in-person events.

• Researcher time will need to be costed in, perhaps for second or third coders and
iterative development of thematic analysis, but for a team effort, this is not likely
to be any greater than the time that would be budgeted for statistical data cleaning
and analysis.

• Preventing design and implementation flaws by drawing on qualitative data can
prove cost-effective for BPP overall.

‘Qualitative approaches are too time-consuming’
• Qualitative data gathering can be incorporated into intervention and survey

design phases, survey data collection with open text boxes, and run alongside
field experiments to gather data on implementation and participant experiences.
While follow-up activities might extend the overall data collection phase, the

4But this is not to preclude the value of qualitative-only research in BPP.
5For additional resources in the form of practical and step-by-step guides to undertaking qualitative

analysis, see Mayring (2001); Braun and Clarke (2006); and Bryman (2016).
6These concerns and critiques are not confined to behavioural public policy. For example, see Lenger

(2019) and Cartwright and Igudia (2024).
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benefits of having data after the intervention often outweigh the cost in terms
of time.

• Analysis may require more than one researcher but can be run efficiently using
conventional software (NVivo) as well as AI tools to support thematic analysis
(De Paoli, 2024; Turobov et al., 2024).

‘Qualitative findings will not be seen as robust’
• Different criteria of validity and rigour need to be applied, for example, when

evaluating whether the sample is large enough, or asking questions of researcher
subjectivity and the replicability of analyses. After all, qualitative data will help
answer different questions from those answered by quantitative data, so findings
should be assessed for robustness and reach in different ways.

• Thematic analysis of interview or focus group transcripts lends itself well to count
data and comparisons of how different researchers coded the data. AI tools offer
further opportunities to test the reproducibility of thematic findings and the
potential for alternative interpretation and coding of text data.

• Qualitative approaches can fit well with open science principles. Exploratory
work can be included in pre-registration in the same way that statistical pre-
analysis plans may mention scenarios where exploratory work may be under-
taken. Importantly, qualitative inquiry is no different from statistical when it
comes to researchers specifying whether explanatory or exploratory analysis was
undertaken. In fact, it may offer more opportunity for transparent reflexivity,
and for documenting the process of sense-making (e.g. with abductive thematic
analysis).

An agenda for action
This article does not pit quantitative methods against qualitative. It is a call for more
studies to draw on an optimal combination of both. I believe the number of researchers
in the BPP field who are either conducting qualitative work, or are intellectually curi-
ous about the work done by others, exceeds the number of published studies using
qualitative or mixed methods research designs. This is something the BPP scholarly
community can and should address to enrich our research and policy-facing activi-
ties. In closing, I offer some suggestions for smarter use of qualitative methods in BPP
research.

First, as researchers, we need to better incorporate qualitative methods within our
research. This requires planning and foresight to ensure appropriate time, expertise,
and resources in research designs and grant applications. Qualitative methods could
be applied at an early stage to support intervention design and feasibility assessments,
observation during intervention phases, or at a later stage alongside follow-up activ-
ities. Qualitative data could be gathered through interviews, observation, or surveys.
Thematic analysis of this data can be both theory-driven (and specified beforehand)
anddata-driven (allowing for new themes to emerge).These activities fit neatlywith the
field’s growing emphasis on understanding causal mechanisms and scaling up across
policy settings.Much of this practicewill be familiar to researchersworkingwith policy
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partners, and part of our task now is to ensure that good practice in applied settings is
equally reflected in academic work and publications.

Second, as reviewers and editors, we need to recognise themerit of qualitative data
and analysis, and appreciate the different ways of appraising validity and rigour with
qualitative datasets and findings (Cartwright and Igudia, 2024). Researchers are more
likely to invest effort in preparing qualitative analyses for journal submission if they
believe their work will receive a fair and open-minded reading, and an informed peer
review.

Third, policy makers have an important role to play as collaborators in and co-
designers of qualitative inquiry. They are especially well placed to generate and signal
demand for qualitative data and analysis by seeking, facilitating and funding BPP
research that incorporates and values qualitative insights.

Fourth, responsibility also rests with higher education institutions, grant-making
bodies, policy institutions and scholarly communities to fund mixed methods and
qualitative research, facilitatemore interdisciplinary training, incentivise collaboration
across fields, and bring together researchers with complementary expertise on BPP
challenges.

A fundamental change in our openness towards relatively unfamiliar data and
methods might seem an ambitious ask. The approach I have suggested earlier breaks
down such change into a set of discrete and feasible steps that require behaviour change
from different stakeholders. These actions can enhance both demand and supply of
robust qualitative work in BPP research. If authors expand their research designs, if
grant bodies support these research designs, if reviewers apply appropriate standards
of robustness, if editors value qualitative and mixed methods submissions and nur-
ture reviewer pools with more diverse methodological expertise—and particularly if
all this happens together—then we will see a growth in mixed methods research in
BPP. If members of the BPP community serving in these different roles act in unison,
progress is possible.
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