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The field of health research appears increasingly open to qualitative
approaches. We celebrate the rise in qualitative and mixed methods
publications and the marked presence of qualitative researchers in
academic centres of health research. However, we note enduring
tensions between the conceptual and methodological approaches
of qualitative research and those of a quantitative paradigm, gener-
ally more familiar to health practitioners, policymakers and often
other researchers. In some instances, qualitatively-oriented investi-
gations continue to conflict with the expectations within health
research to provide concrete and timely findings and recommenda-
tions. These concerns foreground questions to be explored around
the applicability, value, contribution, legitimacy and limitations of
qualitative inquiry within the prevailing research culture.

In recognition of these questions, we curated a day long sympo-
sium around abstracts submitted in response to an open, inter-
nationally disseminated call, framed to create a productive space
for the critical examination of the current state of qualitative health
research, and the exploration of ways to enable its enrichment.

We organised the papers, posters, keynote address and panel dis-
cussion into three themes. The first, Problematising the research
landscape, reflects on particular issues arising when we ‘do’ qualita-
tive research. The second, Re-approaching familiar frameworks,
explores the application of epistemological traditions of the social
sciences to understand health, and to consider what underpins how
we frame and treat such topics. The third, Imagination at work—
enriching the potential, attends to the prospects of bringing new
approaches into research, sometimes borrowed from other fields.

The symposium facilitated engagement with current research
and reflections on connecting methodological advances with theor-
etical traditions amidst challenges of carrying out applied health
research. A perceived need exists for qualitative researchers to con-
certedly promote and enrich our contributions without homoge-
nising or obscuring what our approach has to offer. This could be
achieved through the continued development of a common plat-
form for qualitative research that facilitates collaborations and
fosters interdisciplinary education and training. This symposium
represents critical steps towards these aims, to be further developed
through the convening of future events.
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