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Pilot Study in Qualitative Research: The Roles and
Values

Roksana Janghorban* (MSc.) - Robab Latifnejad Roudsari** (Ph.D) - Ali Taghipour*** (Ph.D).
Letters to the Editor

A pilot or preliminary study is referred to a small-scale of a complete survey or a
pretest for a particular research instrument such as a questionnaire or interview guide
(1). Pilot studies could be conducted in qualitative, quantitative, and even mixed
methods research (2).

General application of pilot studies can be summarized in four areas: 1) to find
problems and barriers related to participants' recruitment; 2) being engaged in research as
a qualitative researcher; 3) assessing the acceptability of observation or interview
protocol; and 4) to determine epistemology and methodology of research. Three specific
functions of pilot studies in qualitative research are assigned to three main qualitative
methodologies including phenomenology, grounded theory, and ethnography. It allows
exercising epoch within the phenomenological research, increasing theoretical sensitivity
in grounded theory, and familiarity with fieldwork in ethnography (3-5).

A pilot study can explore the limitations of recruitment such as limited access to
participants due to cultural sensitivities, shame and stigma, not being interested to be
interviewed due to not having sufficient time or being unwilling because of having a
different gender with researcher. It can help researchers with refining the sampling
strategy and finding the most effective way to recruit participants (3,6,7). For instance, a
researcher who do a qualitative research in the sexual violence area encounters with
complex challenges such as maintaining confidentiality, considering precautionary
principles in participants' recruitment, finding a suitable place for interview, and even
protection him/herself and participant from physical and emotional risks. Therefore, a
pilot study leads to identification and management of these ethical and practical problems
which could jeopardize the main study or violate human rights of participants (8,9).

Additionally, pilot studies can provide unique opportunities to improve skills of
a qualitative researcher in conducting semi-structured interviews including dealing
with participants, selecting an appropriate venue for interview, conducting an in-depth
interview, and seizing opportunities for probing emerging topics in interview process
(6). In fact, the pilot study in addition to providing a ground for self-assessment of
researchers' preparation and capacity could help them to practice qualitative inquiry
and as a consequence enhance the credibility of a qualitative research (10).

Considering that the development of a plan for data collection requires
researcher's insight and creativity beyond a mechanical inquiry in frame of the
interview questions, conducting a pilot study could facilitate judgment about the
possibility of obtaining sufficient and rich data to answer the research question as well
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as strength of interview questions in real field (4). Additionally, researchers can
confirm or modify the proposed research methodology in order to achieve its
objectives prior to conducting the main research (3).

In relation to transcendental phenomenology approach which focuses on the
centrality of epoch in research process, the special role of a pilot study would be
commencement of a systematic effort to exclude (or bracket) the researcher's prejudice
regarding the phenomenon and participants' experiences; although this is not completely
achievable because of the close relationships between the researcher and the
phenomenon. But researchers can get advantage of pilot studies by writing a journal log
and documenting their ideas, thoughts and feelings in order to maintain the centrality of
epoch and to establish unbiased exploration of the phenomenon. Repetition of this task
in a pilot study draws the researchers' attention to their personal biases and feelings and
prepares them for entering the participant's world. The separation of the personal vision
from participant's experiences is more challenging than what is assumed and its
management would be easier through peer debriefing (3).

Regarding grounded theory, it should be noted that in addition to theoretical
sensitivity, each grounded theory study requires an appropriate insight on how to
design the research in the human interaction systems. The lack of this insight which is
called contextual sensitivity may lead to inefficiency of theoretical sensitivity or even
misleading of purposeful sampling, therefore need to be considered early in the study
process. A pilot study in grounded theory provides contextual sensitivity which is an
integral part of inductive analytical process that involves the theory development
process through expanding the range of theoretical concepts. Contextual sensitivity
acts as an initiator of theoretical sensitivity and equips researchers with insight and
ability to conceptualize the data and gives him/her the capacity to differentiate
between significant and less important data (4,6).

The role of pilot studies in ethnography as well as other qualitative approaches is
also very valuable. Because all ethnographic research is done as fieldwork, running a pilot
study makes researchers familiar with unanticipated issues prior to entering the field. For
example, a researcher who requires to travel abroad to do an ethnographic study will be
exposed to unexpected risks such as death, physical injuries or psychological trauma.
Therefore, reflection of lessons learned through a pilot study could result in recognition
and reducing the risks which may threaten researchers in the fieldwork and this could be
considered in designing the final plan of research. Additionally, a pilot study provides the
possibility of participants' familiarity with the researcher and the research process which
allow both of them to behave more naturally in main research plan (5,11).

In conclusion, a pilot study acts as a tool of contextual information management,
as well as testing and developing the adequacy of data collection and analysis
processes. It seems that designing and conducting a pilot study with clear objectives
enhances the rigour and validity of qualitative research. Additionally, it provides a
broader view of structure of meaning of the phenomenon for novice qualitative
researchers and prevents from encountering with unmanageable problems in obtaining
the data, and conducting the processes of data analysis and interpretation.
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