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Abstract 

Background Qualitative longitudinal research (QLR) is an emerging methodology used in health research. The 
method literature states that the change in a phenomenon through time should be the focus of any QLR study, 
but in empirical studies, the analysis of changes through time is often poorly described, and the emphasis on time/
change in the findings varies greatly. This inconsistency might depend on limitations in the existing method litera-
ture in terms of describing how QLR studies can present findings. The aim of this study was to develop and describe 
a typology of alternative approaches for integrating time and/or change in QLR findings.

Methods In this method study, we used an adapted scoping review design. Articles were identified using EBSCO-
host. In total, methods and results sections from 299 QLR articles in the field of health research were analyzed 
with inspiration from content analysis.

Results We constructed a typology of three types and seven subtypes. The types were based on the underlying 
structural principles of how time/change was presented: Type A) Findings have a low utilization of longitudinal data, 
Type B) Findings are structured according to chronological time, and Type C) Findings focus on changes through time. 
These types differed in 1) the way the main focus was on time, change or neither; 2) the level of interpretation 
in the findings; and 3) how theoretical understandings of time/change were articulated in the articles. Each type 
encompassed two or three subtypes that represented distinct approaches to the aim and results presentation of QLR 
findings.

Conclusions This method study is the first to describe a coherent and comprehensive typology of alternative 
approaches for integrating time/change into QLR findings in health research. By providing examples of various 
subtypes that can be used for results presentations, it can help researchers make informed decisions suitable to their 
research intent.

Keywords Longitudinal studies, Method study, Qualitative research, Research design, Repeated data collection, 
Typology
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Introduction
Qualitative longitudinal research (QLR) is an emerg-
ing methodology that is currently being applied in many 
fields of health research [1–3]. QLR (also called longitu-
dinal qualitative research) is used to investigate how time 
and/or change occur in specific phenomena or contexts 
by following the same sample or setting(s) across a period 
of time [4]; data are collected continuously or recurrently 
either at shorter time points or in longer time waves [5]. 
Recent large reviews of QLR studies have shown contra-
dictions between how empirical QLR studies are con-
ducted and recommendations from the QLR method 
literature [2, 3, 6]. Most importantly, in empirical QLR 
studies, change is often not the main phenomenon of 
the study, in contrast to QLR method literature recom-
mendations [2, 6]. This inconsistency might be caused 
partly by limitations in the existing method literature in 
describing how QLR studies could (or should) present 
often comprehensive and complex findings and how ele-
ments of time/change could be integrated into the pres-
entation of results.

Background
QLR has its roots in sociohistorical studies of the 1960s 
and 1970s, for example, to investigate life transitions and 
societal development from a micro perspective. However, 
over the last two decades, the number of published QLR 
studies has increased substantially [4], which makes sense 
since most health research topics entail time/change. 
QLR can be used to investigate changes that occur over 
a few days at an intensive care unit or over decades with 
a focus on health precursors. It can be conducted with 
emphases on different entities and topics, such as indi-
viduals changing identities, families adjusting processes, 
or the implementation of guidelines in organizations. 
Previous studies have argued that the various possibilities 
for data collection procedures and data materials make 
QLR an intriguing approach, and this flexibility opens 
possibilities for innovation and creativity [2, 7].

The researcher´s relation to and reflection about time 
influence how longitudinal data are collected and ana-
lyzed. It is important that authors explicitly articulate 
their theoretical understanding of time so that readers 
may understand the premises of their findings [8]. Time 
can be understood either as chronological (e.g., fixed 
time, clock time) or as subjective and fluid (experiences 
of time) [5, 9]. Chronological time is continuous, meas-
urable, and objective; an hour is always an hour long, 
and events happen in a certain order. In contrast, fluid 
time concerns experiences of time; some hours are felt 
to be longer, some are more important, and some are life 
changing. When fluid time is accounted for, participants’ 
stories of important events are in focus and narrated in 

light of previous experiences and future expectations. 
Furthermore, in QLR, there is a distinction between the 
terms over time (synchronic), through time (diachronic), 
and across time. When data are collected over time, the 
specific time points of the data collection are in focus, 
but the time in between is not [4, 5, 9]. For example, a 
research team might be interested in elderly people’s eve-
ryday activities; the respondents are interviewed on sev-
eral occasions, and in each interview, they are asked to 
describe their daily activities. In this kind of study, one 
“snapshot” of the elderly people’s everyday life is created 
for each time point of the data collection. In contrast, a 
through-time (diachronic) perspective aims to also cap-
ture experiences in between the actual time points of data 
collection. Instead of several “snapshots”, the research 
team tries to capture whole sequences. For example, an 
investigation might focus on how new fathers take on 
the new-father role. Fathers are interviewed at multiple 
time points and are asked at each interview about what 
happened since the last time point of data collection, and 
topics from previous interviews are brought into the fol-
lowing interviews. Across time is not a perspective in its 
own right, but the term is used when there is unclearness 
regarding if an over time or through time perspective is 
used. In this article, we will use QLR over time and QLR 
through time accordingly to their different meanings, and 
we will use the expression across time when referring to 
both perspectives or when neither approach is explicit.

Change is another central concept in QLR. Saldaña 
[5] describes change to be contextual and multifacto-
rial. Change cannot occur without some time pass-
ing, but time passing does not guarantee that change 
occurs [5]. When investigating change, Saldaña encour-
ages researchers to look for what increases/decreases, 
emerges/ceases, is cumulative, or surges through time. 
However, the possibility of no change must also be con-
sidered. Therefore, what is constant or missing is also 
important. Lewis [10] describes four types of change that 
occur in QLR. First, narrative change is the participants’ 
stories unfolding across time, for example how partici-
pants describe changes in hopes, goals, or behaviors. 
Second, participants reinterpretation of their experiences 
through time. Participants can explicitly reevaluate a sit-
uation in the past or be unaware of retelling a story dif-
ferently. Third, researchers also reinterpret earlier data in 
light of the recent. Researchers understanding of individ-
ual participants might alter through time, maybe because 
the researchers come to know more about the partici-
pant or the phenomenon of interest. Fourth, Lewis also 
emphasizes the absence of change [10]. Taken together, 
change can be investigated on many levels ranging from 
large societal changes to changes within individuals, 
and layers of change are often interrelated. Within QLR, 
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change is sometimes contradictory. For example, partici-
pants in a study can describe their narrative change while 
researchers detect participants’ implicit reinterpreta-
tions when comparing data from different time points; 
thus, the participants and researchers can describe differ-
ent patterns of change and even contradict each other’s 
perspectives.

Rationale
A typology is a classification system used to classify enti-
ties into groups based upon similarity [11]. A typology is 
often built on ideal types or cases to illustrate the classes 
[12] and is useful for describing the various dimensions 
and characters of a phenomenon. Thus, a typology can 
clarify the conceptualization of particular areas. From an 
objective perspective, a typology is not true but rather is 
a way of picturing various dimensions of a particular phe-
nomenon [13]. Within the area of research methodology, 
datasets of published articles are scrutinized to develop 
typologies for different research methods or practices 
[14–17]. Within research methods, a typology is use-
ful for making researchers aware of various approaches 
to apply a method. In the research community, there are 
not yet agreements or guidelines on how time/change 
should be treated in presenting results in empirical QLR 
studies. Furthermore, QLR is founded in sociohistorical 
studies drawing on ethnographic or case-study methods 
[4], and it can be difficult to fit extensive QLR studies into 
the article format in which much research is published. 
Exemplifying different approaches that researchers can 
use to integrate time/change into QLR results sections 
can inform future qualitative researchers’ study deci-
sions. Today, QLR researchers often struggle with how 
to analyze and present the elements of time/change [8, 
18]. The aim of this study was to develop and describe a 
typology of alternative approaches for integrating time 
and/or change in QLR findings.

Method
Method studies are research studies that investigate the 
practices of certain research methods to suggest method 
developments. There are currently no set guidelines for 
how method studies should be conducted, although dif-
ferent types of review methods are often used [19]. We 
recently conducted a large method study of 299 articles 
to better understand how longitudinal perspectives have 
been integrated into the data collection practices of vari-
ous QLR studies in health research [6]. In this article, we 
use the same articles to further investigate how time/
change was presented in results sections. For the data 
collection, we used an adapted scoping review methodol-
ogy [20–22] that has been reported in full elsewhere [6]. 
The adaptations of the scoping review method concerned 

the inclusion of articles; we used a large subsample of 
studies published during a three-year period, but not all 
QLR articles published, further, we did not include grey 
literature. Here, we provide only a brief description of the 
literature searches, data extraction and charting, while 
we describe the data analysis in more detail.

The notions leading to the development of this pro-
posed typology have been discussed among the authors 
for a few years. The first insight about QLR results being 
presented differently across articles arose in discussions 
between ÅA and ÅK in 2016. We were then working on a 
publication to describe QLR analysis [18] and scrutinized 
approximately 50 empirical QLR articles as part of that 
work. Based on those 50 articles, we formulated some 
preliminary ideas for analyzing and presenting QLR stud-
ies, and that work was presented at a qualitative research 
method conference [23] and at research seminars. In 
2019, further work on understanding the QLR method 
was undertaken within a larger research group (LF, MSL, 
TW, MKP, HA, EH). A method study with systematic 
searches was conducted to map how QLR articles within 
the existing health research literature were designed to 
capture aspects of time/change [6]. Database searches 
were conducted in Medline and Cinahl through the 
EBSCOhost interface and yielded 2895 records. Dupli-
cates were removed (n = 715), and records were screened 
(n = 2180) and assessed for inclusion independently by 
two reviewers (n = 349). In total, 299 qualitative empiri-
cal articles were included (for a full list of the articles, see 
additional file 1). The included articles met the criteria of 
1) being in the field of health research, 2) having longitu-
dinal qualitative data collection, and 3) having been pub-
lished between 2017 and 2019. To develop the typology 
presented here, we extracted the following parts of the 
included articles: aims, methods sections (e.g., primarily 
the analysis description) and results sections. The analy-
sis was conducted in a three-phase approach inspired by 
qualitative content analysis [24] being part of the scop-
ing review methodology, as suggested by Pollock and col-
leagues [25].

Familiarization
In the first phase of the qualitative content analysis, we 
familiarized ourselves with the extracted data. The article 
results sections were read with a focus on how aspects of 
time/change were incorporated into the results sections. 
For example, we highlighted how results were presented 
(e.g., names of themes, use of descriptive cases or figures) 
and how elements of time/change were described in the 
results (e.g., use of words such as “before”, “after”, “over 
six months”; use of several quotations from the same 
participant from different time points; use of temporal 
aspects in contextual descriptions).
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Identifying types and subtypes
In the next stage, a preliminary typology was created by 
grouping articles with similarities in their results pres-
entations. Each group of articles was developed into a 
subtype with a specific approach to incorporating time/
change into the results. For example, in Subtype B1 
(Recurrent cross-sectional approach), the data from each 
time point during data collection were presented in isola-
tion, creating a sequential series of snapshots. Then, the 
overarching types were created, determining the under-
lying structural principles of how time/change was pre-
sented. Each type encompassed two or more subtypes. 
To further understand the properties of each type/sub-
type, data were compared and contrasted both within 
and across types/subtypes.

Determining the typology
In the third phase, we determined the typology by dis-
cussing the types/subtypes and their internal relation-
ships. All authors in the research group were assigned to 
review approximately ten articles representing different 
subtypes. These articles and the final typology were later 

discussed within the group to reach consensus regarding 
how to define and describe how elements of time/change 
differed between types and subtypes.

Results
Our analysis of the 299 articles resulted in one typology 
encompassing three types of structural principles, which 
in turn included a total of seven subtypes (see Fig.  1). 
Most of the articles fitted within one type and one sub-
type. However, some articles, particularly those that 
divided their results according to two or more research 
questions, had elements of several subtypes.

Types differed regarding how time or change was used 
in the results presentation. In Type A articles, time/
change played a minor role, mostly adding to the con-
textual description of the study. In Type B articles, time 
was used to organize the results presentation into a logi-
cal whole, whereas in Type C articles, the results presen-
tation focused on change through time. Regarding the 
conceptualization of time, Type A and B articles often 
used an over-time perspective, while Type C articles 
attempted a through-time perspective. In general, Type 

Fig. 1 The relationships between types and subtypes in relation to interpretation level and primary focus on elements of time/change]
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C articles were interpretive, reaching for conceptual and 
sometimes theoretical understanding, whereas Type A 
and Type B articles tended to be more descriptive.

Type A: Findings have a low utilization of longitudinal data
In Type A articles, researchers used serial data collec-
tion practices to collect rich data. Time/change was sel-
dom explicitly conceptualized. In these articles, elements 
of time/change were of subordinate interest; instead, the 
emphasis was on the properties of the phenomena of 
interest. From a time/change perspective, these articles 
did not use the full potential of the collected longitudi-
nal data. Results presentations were typically organized 
by themes capturing dimensions of a phenomenon. Two 
subtypes were identified (see Fig. 2).

Subtype A1: Longitudinal data approach
In Subtype A1 articles, longitudinal data collection was 
used to ensure that rich data material was collected. 
These articles often described, in their rationale, the 
choice of serial interviews or longitudinal data collection 
to capture participants’ experiences of different situations 
and thus create multifaceted data (see Table 1). The find-
ings of these articles focused upon the studied phenome-
non, and aspects of time/change were seldom mentioned 
in the results sections. However, words referring to time 
aspects (such as “later” or “after”) were used occasionally.

Subtype A2: Partial longitudinal approach
In Subtype A2 articles, the results were presented in sev-
eral themes, and one of the themes focused on change 
across time. These articles typically had several research 

Fig. 2 A schematic figure of what aim, longitudinal data collection and findings can look like in Subtypes A1 and A2.]

Table 1 Characteristics and example of Subtype A1

Characteristics of Subtype A1: Longitudinal data approach

- Data are collected over time and thus capture participants’ experiences in various situations
- Aim does not emphasis time/change
- Findings consist of themes capturing various aspects of a phenomenon
- None, or very few, examples or descriptions relate to the passing of time or change

Example: Felice and colleagues [26] investigated mothers’ perceptions of, attitudes toward, and practices in pumping and providing pumped human 
milk to their infants. Twenty mothers were interviewed between two and eight times starting in late pregnancy and during the child’s first year. Aspects 
such as motivation, practices, and attitudes toward pumping breast milk change during the first year of being a mother. The results were presented 
through the following themes: 1) types of pumps used, 2) mothers’ motivations for pumping, 3) mothers’ pumping practices, and 4) mothers’ attitudes 
toward and perceptions of pumping. Neither the aim nor the themes reflected elements of time/change; however, the longitudinal data collection 
contributed to data material with nuances and complexities



Page 6 of 16Audulv et al. BMC Medical Research Methodology          (2023) 23:284 

questions, with one focusing on change across time (see 
Table 2). In these articles, data from all time points of the 
data collection were first analyzed as one dataset, and in 
a final stage of the analysis, the themes/categories were 
organized in a time sequence to reveal changes across 
time.

Type B: Findings are structured according to chronological 
time
In Type B articles, chronological time was used to help 
structuring the findings into a meaningful story (see 
Fig.  3). The results section typically started with an ini-
tial event (e.g., being diagnosed with a disease, retire-
ment, starting school), and the findings then unfolded 
sequentially. The findings focused on the phenomenon 
of interest, and time provided a frame for presenting 
the findings in a logical way. Time was conceptualized 

mostly through an over-time perspective (especially for 
B1 Recurrent cross-sectional approach) and was often 
presented chronologically. Change played a minor role 
in these articles but describing experiences at different 
time points could allow the possibility of implicitly seeing 
change in the results. However, change was sometimes 
mentioned in relation to participants’ narratives or was 
described more explicitly, for example, in the discussion. 
Within Type B, two subtypes were identified.

Subtype B1: Recurrent cross‑sectional approach
In Subtype B1 articles, data from each data collection 
period (e.g., time point/time wave) were analyzed sepa-
rately; that is, the data were broken up into several data-
sets, each representing one time point of data collection 
(see Table  3). In the results sections, the findings were 
then presented chronologically according to the data 

Table 2 Characteristics and example of Subtype A2

Characteristics of Subtype A2: Partial longitudinal approach

- The aim is presented in several objectives/research questions, of which one (or some) focus on changes across time
- The main focus of the results is to describe aspects of a phenomenon
- Findings regarding changes across time are presented in one distinct part of the results section

Example: Richter Sundberg and colleagues aimed to investigate the bases for decisions and the decision-making process by a prioritization group 
of clinical experts during the development of clinical guidelines [27]. Data were collected over a period of three years in the form of observations 
at meetings, open-ended surveys and meeting documents. The study presented three specific research questions: 1) What decision-making criteria 
were used? 2) How did the composition of decision criteria change over time? 3) Did the participants encounter conflicts or dilemmas, and if so, 
on what subjects and how were these managed? The focus on time/change was related to research question 2. The findings of the study were then 
presented in three sections based on the research questions. The subheading for section three was “The decision-making process over time”. In this 
section, the findings were organized according to a time-line and findings described which topics were discussed early, in the middle, or in the later 
part of the decision-making process. The findings were also illustrated with a figure showing how the topics of discussion changed in the meetings 
over time

Fig. 3 A schematic figure of what aim longitudinal data collection and findings can look like, in Subtype B1 and B2.]
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collection periods. Therefore, Subtype B1 can be under-
stood as showing a number of snapshots or as a series 
of cross-sectional studies. Within Subtype B1 articles, 
the results were mostly displayed descriptively and on a 
group level. The focus of the results sections was partici-
pants’ experiences at certain time points, and each time 
point was often described in a complete category system. 
In many of the Subtype B1 articles, the researchers con-
ducted no or few analyses across the time points. Thus, 
change was vaguely (or not at all) described in the results 
sections. However, a few articles had a synthesized 
description of change across time either at the end of the 
results section or in the discussion.

Subtype B2: Sequence of events approach
In Subtype B2 articles, the results sections were struc-
tured according to a chronological timeline building on 
a storytelling tradition where events are told sequen-
tially. The results started at the beginning and often fin-
ished with expectations for the future. In these articles, 
the phenomenon of interest was the focus, and themes 
were arranged chronologically according to events that 
occurred during data collection (see Table  4). There-
fore, change could be mentioned, but the focus was on 
describing dimensions of the phenomenon. Subtype B2 
articles were often descriptive but could vary in inter-
pretation level.

During analysis, all data material was treated as one 
dataset, and themes were constructed inductively to 
describe the experiences of a phenomenon across 
time. Some themes had a pronounced time element, 
and some did not. For example, experiences of what 
happened in the beginning (e.g., starting school) were 
often described in a theme concerning the beginning. 
This meant that when participants in serial interviews 
talked about the same experience in several interviews, 
all data regarding the same experience were allocated 
to one theme regardless of which interview these data 
were provided in. Thus, in Subtype B2 articles, the 
timeline of the results was constructed by the research-
ers based on the whole dataset. As a result, some par-
ticipants might not have followed the chronological 
order of the results presentation. For example, a result 
presentation might have ended with a theme named 
“feeling at peace” even though some participants 
might have felt at peace at an earlier stage than at the 
end of data collection, whereas others might not have 
described feeling at peace at all.

Type C: Findings focus on changes through time
These articles had a through-time perspective and 
often included both fluid and chronological under-
standings of time. In these articles, change was 
described from different perspectives and in several 

Table 3 Characteristics and example of Subtype B1

Characteristics of B1: Recurrent cross-sectional approach

- The aim is to describe subjective experiences across time
- Results are divided by time points according to the data collection and presented in chronological order
- Change is vaguely (or not at all) described in the results but is sometimes addressed in the discussion section

Example: Lawton and colleagues [28] interviewed people with diabetes before and after testing an insulin pump with a closed-loop system. The 
results were presented in two isolated category systems. One category system focused on expectations before testing the pump, and the second 
described the experiences and consequences of using the insulin pumps. This study provided knowledge about both expectations and experienced 
consequences, but there were few connections between the two parts of the results

Table 4 Characteristics and example of Subtype B2

Characteristics of Subtype B2: Sequence of events approach

- The aim is to describe subjective experiences of a phenomenon across time
- Data from all time points are treated as one dataset and inductively sorted in themes
- The results are presented in a chronological order based on when events took place; thus, the results have a logical sequential structure

Example: Minton and colleagues investigated families’ experiences of having a relative with a prolonged critical illness in an intensive care unit [29]. 
Family members of six different patients were interviewed on a weekly basis during the time their relative spent in the intensive care unit (the length 
of stay varied between 17 and 66 days). The results were presented in themes and began with describing feelings regarding when the relatives first 
arrived at the hospital (Theme 1: Being overwhelmed). The results then focused upon balancing hope and fear during the initial days (Theme 2: Living 
in an uncertain world). New expectations and fears when the patient woke were described in Theme 3 (An altering uncertainty), and Theme 4 pre-
sented experiences related to the patient being transferred to a hospital ward (Uncertainty in a different location). Finally, thoughts around an altered 
future were presented in the last theme (Moving on). This example illuminates how a journey or path is created through the results, although the actual 
timelines differed among the families, since some went through these experiences over 17 days and others were interviewed repeatedly over 66 days
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layers. The articles results were often interpretive, 
and in some articles conceptual models to explain 
change were presented in the result sections. In Type 
C articles, the analyses were often complex and per-
formed in several stages, and analytic tools (such 
as matrices or timelines over events) were used to 
obtain a better understanding of change. In these 
articles, the QLR method literature was commonly 
used, and some articles also drew on other qualitative 
traditions, such as ethnography, phenomenology, case 
study or grounded theory. We identified three  sub-
types in Type C (see Fig. 4).

Subtype C1: Longitudinal themes approach
In Subtype C1 articles, the focus was on changes in a 
phenomenon and thus how elements/themes of the cho-
sen phenomenon changed through time (see Table  5). 
One underlying assumption in Subtype C1 articles was 
that phenomena were constructed of several elements/
themes and that these themes could change in different 
ways through time. In the results sections, each theme 
description started with describing the element at the 
first time point and continued with describing changes in 
that theme through the data collection period. During the 
analysis, the data material was first divided into themes, 

Fig. 4 A schematic figure of what aim, longitudinal data collection and findings can look like in Subtypes C1, C2, and C3.]

Table 5 Characteristics and example of Subtype C1

Characteristics of Subtype C1: Longitudinal themes approach

- The aim is to describe changes in a phenomenon through time
- Results are presented in themes and change through time is described for each theme
- Typically, each theme description starts with the first time point and continues with a chronological description of change through time

Example: Fu and colleagues [30] investigated bereaved mothers’ longitudinal grief experiences after losing their child in an earthquake. The study 
used an interpretive phenomenological approach and was conducted in a Chinese sociocultural context. Six mothers were interviewed on four occa-
sions over a period of two years. The results were presented in five themes: 1) anger toward the cause of their children’s deaths, 2) guilt and regret, 3) 
evolving yearning over time, 4) loss of family stability, and 5) social interactions bringing additional pressure. The themes had different change patterns. 
For example, the mothers’ anger (Theme 1) remained over the two years. In contrast, the mothers yearning (Theme 3), evolved from being constantly 
present to being triggered by certain situations to finally being controlled to situations when the mothers wanted to remember and yearn for their 
child. The themes also included diversity across participants; Theme 4 covered how the mothers lost their sense of being a family after their child’s 
death, and some mothers (but not all) consequently went through a divorce
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and the text representing themes was then arranged in 
chronological order. In some articles, the themes were 
constructed inductively during the first stages of the 
analysis; in others, predefined themes were used deduc-
tively. The results were presented at the group level.

Subtype C2: Longitudinal case approach
In Subtype C2, the focus was on variation in change 
across cases. The results sections described a number of 
cases or subgroups followed through time and their dif-
ferent change patterns (e.g., trajectories) (see Table  6). 
In the articles, cases consisted of different types of enti-
ties, most commonly individuals followed over time but 
also families or organizations. In the articles, the results 
sections either presented a few typical cases that repre-
sented the diversity of the whole dataset or described 
trajectories that each represented a subgroup of partici-
pants with similar change patterns. These articles often 
involved analyses based on strategies drawing on within- 
and across-case analysis and/or used matrices to show 
changes through time for each case/individual.

Subtype C3: Longitudinal process approach
In Subtype C3 the focus was on the process of how and 
why phenomenon change (see Table 7). The results sec-
tions presented phases organized as a process of change, 
and/or incitements and barriers for change. The main 

focus of subtype C3 articles was to understand or give 
explanations to how change occur. The phases were often 
presented as the main findings, although the incitements 
or preconditions for change were sometimes in focus. 
Consequently, the results were presented as a synthesized 
model containing possible explanations for the changes. 
The process (and phases) as a whole was informed by 
data from all participants. However, all participants did 
not necessarily provide data to all parts of the model. The 
phase descriptions demonstrated change through time, 
but since change might not occur in the same way or 
according to the same timeline for all participants, data 
from some participants could provide more insight into 
particular phases. Negative cases (e.g., when a participant 
did not change as the researchers expected) rendered 
new insights into the process. It should be noted that 
phases could be chronological and multi-exclusive, but 
did not have to.

Combination of subtypes
Most of the articles we scrutinized could be identified as 
presenting results according to one subtype. However, 
there were also several examples of articles combining 
subtypes (see Table  8). For example, Subtype C2 (Lon-
gitudinal case approach) was one of the least common 
subtypes identified in the data material but was some-
times seen in combination with other subtypes. When 

Table 6 Characteristics and example of Subtype C2

Characteristics of Subtype C2: Longitudinal case approach

- The aim is to describe trajectories, patterns, or profiles of change through time
- Changes in individuals or cases are the focus
- The analysis is conducted partly at an individual level, with data from each participant/case being viewed across time
- The results are organized in descriptions of the changing trajectories for subgroups of participants or cases with different changing trajectories. Each 
subgroup/case is described from baseline and onward

Example: Foster and colleagues [31] explored parents’ psychosocial trajectories in the 12 months following their child’s critical injury. Twenty-seven 
parents were interviewed on three occasions, and data were analyzed with a longitudinal within- and across-case thematic analysis. Three different 
trajectories were presented in the results: Resilient trajectory (6 parents), Recovery trajectory (13 parents), and Distressed trajectory (8 parents). First, 
each trajectory was described generally, and thereafter, an example of a parent’s journey was provided in detail. The authors also used statistical tests 
to investigate associations between the parents’ trajectories and marital status, working status, and type/severity of the child’s injury but found no asso-
ciations

Table 7 Characteristics and example of Subtype C3

Characteristics of Subtype C3: Longitudinal process approach

- The aim is to investigate change processes or incitements to change
- The results present stages or phases and often preconditions, incitements and consequences, thus explaining how change occurs
- The results focus on the process of change and stages of change. Thus, time is of lesser interest. The change process is not necessarily chronological; 
multiple moves forward and backward between the stages of change are common

Example: Elliott and colleagues [32] investigated adolescent mothers’ housing instability across three years. They then developed a theory to describe 
the process of how mothers strove for independent housing, including descriptions of types of moves and factors affecting housing instability. Within 
this theory, horizontal moves were described as mothers moving to a similar housing situation (e.g., moving from living with one family member 
to another) and vertical moves as mothers moving from a dependent housing situation to an independent housing situation (e.g., an own contract). 
During the data collection, some mothers underwent several horizontal moves, and others experienced just one vertical move. The theory was devel-
oped by taking all the participants into account. This article provided interpretive results and suggested possible explanations and mechanisms 
for change
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combined with other subtypes, C2 often played a minor 
role, presented as a table or a text box describing certain 
typical cases.

Discussion
QLR is a flexible methodology regarding topics, type of 
data and length of data collection [6]. However, its flex-
ibility can also create difficulties when large and com-
plex data materials are analyzed and presented, and 
unconscious implicit choices or interpretations by the 
researchers may shape how a study is reported. This 
study shows that qualitative longitudinal materials can 
be presented according to various types and subtypes 
depending upon the researchers’ aims, intentions, and 
perspectives on time/change. Type A and Type B are 
mainly descriptive, emphasizing subjective experiences 
over time, while Type C is more interpretive, focusing 
on how phenomena change or on precursors to change. 
Even within these overarching types, there are subtypes 
that can be used for different purposes, such as inves-
tigating individual patterns of change (Subtype C2: 
Longitudinal case approach) or incitements to change 
(Subtype C3: Longitudinal process approach). How-
ever, some qualitative articles with longitudinal data are 
not focused on describing elements of time or change, 
which is a criterion for QLR according to current 
method recommendations [4, 5]. Subtype A1 (Longitu-
dinal data approach) was the most evident example in 
this study. We argue that future qualitative researchers 
should distinctly present their research either as QLR 
or as the use of qualitative longitudinal data (QLD). To 
perform QLR, a study should contain data collected 
across time with the same participants or settings and 
should focus on change.1 However, QLD can be used 
for reasons other than investigating change. Repeated 
data collection can, for example, generate a close rela-
tionship between researchers and participants, which 
in turn helps researchers collect rich and varied data 
[5, 34]. Furthermore, data collected over time can com-
pensate for time-related fluctuations in a phenomenon 
(such as fluctuations in symptoms or seasonal changes) 
and might capture participants’ detailed “here and now” 

situation on several occasions instead of accounts given 
on one occasion but related to experiences over a time 
period [35].

One interesting finding of this study was the subtypes 
of describing diachronic (through time) results (e.g., 
Subtype C1 Longitudinal themes approach, Subtype C2 
Longitudinal case approach, and Subtype C3 Longitu-
dinal process approach). Elements of change are central 
in all three subtypes, but the results presentations show 
different angles of change. According to Neale [4], inves-
tigating change processes is the goal of QLR research, 
but these processes are understood by first exploring 
patterns of how cases and themes are enacted through 
time. We find Neale’s [4] analytical approach well suited 
to Subtype C3 studies. However, according to our study, 
diachronic descriptions of themes, cases and processes 
have their place, and rich data material could potentially 
be analyzed two or even three times for different research 
questions.

An important difference between Type B (Findings are 
structured according to chronological time) and Type C 
(Findings focus on changes through time) articles is the 
use of the descriptive versus the interpretive lens and that 
Type B relies more on a chronological time perspective. 
In Type B, change was only implicitly described since the 
focus was on describing subjective experiences at dif-
ferent points in time. In contrast, Type C articles used a 
more interpretive lens. The researchers emphasized fluid 
time and investigated the properties of change, varia-
tion in change patterns and/or why change occurred. 
Change was often analyzed both from the participants’ 
perspectives (e.g., explicitly asking about the experience 
of change) and the researchers’ interpretation of change 
(e.g., comparing data from different time points to under-
stand differences).

Furthermore, there is variation in interpretation 
between the different subtypes within Type C. In Sub-
type C1 (Longitudinal themes approach) and Subtype 
C2 (Longitudinal case approach), the focus is on describ-
ing change through time, whereas Subtype C3 (Longitu-
dinal process approach) focuses on why change occurs. 
In Subtype C3 articles, the researchers often devel-
oped theoretical understandings of causes and conse-
quences of change, which constituted a higher level of 

Table 8 Example of how subtypes could be combined

Example of combination of subtypes: McKay and colleagues [33] investigated staff fluctuations during an HIV prevention trial (RESPECT). The results 
were first presented in four themes, all including temporal aspects: 1) changes in the clients served and program maintenance, 2) changes in skill 
and knowledge, 3) changes in workload for remaining employees, and 4) innovative approaches to downsizing. After the themes were presented, 
the results continued with the presentation of two cases showing how staff changes and implementation were managed at two trial locations. In this 
example, the results were seen as starting according to Subtype C1 (Longitudinal themes approach) and continuing according to Subtype C2 (Longitu-
dinal case approach). The combination of subtypes thus helped to demonstrate more angles of change

1 When change is investigated across time, non-change is also a possible 
result.
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understanding, in line with previous descriptions of lon-
gitudinal processes by Neale [4]. Although both descrip-
tive and interpretive research are needed, overall, Type C 
articles were less common in our material. At the same 
time, Type C articles can push this research field forward 
since such studies can develop theoretical models to help 
us understand change. Possible reasons for the relative 
scarcity of Type C articles could be that conducting anal-
yses that aim to understand change is both complex and 
time-consuming.

Our study showed that it was common that practices 
for analyzing the longitudinal aspects of the data were 
not explicitly described, which is in line with previous 
research [2, 3, 7]. However, as our analysis unfolded, 
we realized that this lack of description was closely 
connected to types and subtypes. We found that arti-
cles fulfilling the criteria for Type C (Findings focus 
on changes through time) were more explicit in their 
analysis descriptions and used more strategies for ana-
lyzing time/change than articles of Types A and B. For 
example, in Subtype B1, data were analyzed in parts, 
the different time points were analyzed in isolation, and 
chronological time was used as a deductive scheme. 
In Subtype B2, all data were analyzed together and 
a time lens was used; the time lens was often applied 
late in the analysis to help the researchers organize 
the results sequentially. In contrast, in Type C articles, 
the researchers analyzed data using strategies such as 
within- and across-case analysis, moving forward and 
backward between data from different time points, pos-
ing analytical questions regarding time/change, and/or 
using matrices to display change. In all, articles catego-
rized as Type C often cited the QLR method literature 
and showed awareness of tools and practices for quali-
tative longitudinal analysis.

The existing QLR method literature has to a great 
extent been developed from the authors’ own projects 
and research experiences [8, 23, 36]. This might be an 
underlying reason for QLR analytical approaches often 
being described in isolation and similar approaches 
sometimes being described using different terminology. 
By drawing upon a large dataset, this study adds a com-
prehensive perspective and describes a range of types/
subtypes for QLR results presentations. However, some 
of the subtypes described here are similar to previously 
described analytical approaches, and we have tried to 
align our terminology with the existing method litera-
ture. Grossoehme and Lipstein et al. [36] described two 
analytical approaches to QLR: recurrent cross-sectional 
analysis and trajectory analysis. We understand our 
recurrent cross-sectional approach to be the same as 
Grossoehme and Lipstein’s recurrent cross-sectional 

analysis [36] and very similar to the pool analysis2 
described by Saldaña twenty years ago [5]. Grossoehme 
and Lipstein et al.’s [36] trajectory analysis is interpretive 
and diachronic and focuses on changes through time, 
but it contains no description of how to present results. 
Within the trajectory analysis approach, individuals’ tra-
jectories, processes and themes are all mentioned, and a 
trajectory analysis might be more general and in line with 
Type C. Additionally, Neale [4] suggested that analyses of 
change should be built around a three-part logic consist-
ing of cases, themes and processes. Longitudinal themes, 
cases and processes were mirrored in our results. Neale 
[4] suggested that change processes should be the goal 
of QLR research, but processes are understood by first 
exploring patterns of how cases and themes are enacted 
through time. Our results showed that the results could 
emphasize longitudinal themes, cases or processes and 
thus present change from different angles. Furthermore, 
Subtype C2 (Longitudinal case approach) is similar to the 
pattern-oriented analysis approach (POLA, previously 
described by our team) [18] since the focus of POLA is 
to describe various patterns of change. However, POLA 
uses an inductive analysis, and in Subtype C2 both 
inductively derived example cases and predefined sub-
groups are presented. Nevertheless, two subtypes, Sub-
type A2 (Partial longitudinal approach) and Subtype B2 
(Sequence of events approach), have not been previously 
described, and no comprehensive typology has been 
arranged to show comparisons of types/subtypes of pre-
senting QLR results.

Recommendations and considerations when performing 
QLR
Having the option of using different subtypes when pre-
senting QLR results opens new possibilities. All types 
and subtypes have benefits and can be used for different 
kinds of research questions; they can be chosen depend-
ing on what the researchers want to accomplish. However, 
data collection should also be considered since different 
data collection practices and data material fit better with 
various types/subtypes. Some recommendations can be 
deduced depending on the nature of the seven subtypes 
(see Table  9). For example, a study using Subtype B1 
(Recurrent cross-sectional approach) would need to fol-
low the same data collection plan for all participants, since 
results referring to Subtype B1 are presented according to 
the time points of the data collection. In articles catego-
rized as Type C (Findings focus on changes through time), 

2 Saldaña describes the first steps of a QLR analysis as a kind of pool analy-
sis in which data from each time pool/time point are analyzed separately; 
in later stages, changes between time pools are compared. A pool analysis 
would then be equal to the first steps of a QLR analysis.
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it might be advantageous to adapt the data collection to the 
participants’ experiences to capture data from the period 
in which the most change was happening. Further, in Type 
C articles using more than two data collection time points 
might be advisable in order to understand change in more 
depth. This matter raises the question of whether research-
ers should decide their study’s QLR approach beforehand. 
We suggest that in cases when the researchers have a clear 
picture of their intent, they can collect data material that 
is in line with the planned analysis and results presenta-
tion. However, researchers must be open to issues/ele-
ments that might change during a study that takes one or 
more years of data collection [5]. Planned courses of action 
might need to be altered. Nevertheless, preplanned studies 
and protocols may facilitate transparency concerning the 
justification of such alterations.

Combining subtypes is another possibility. Various sub-
types can be applied and presented in one or more papers 
when one large project is analyzed from different angles. 
Our recommendations to authors conducting QLR are to 
be transparent regarding the conceptualization of time/
change, the analysis description, and the intentions/
rationale for using longitudinal qualitative data. Future 
method literature might continue to explore suitable 
design elements, and recommendations or method com-
binations that would suite the use of types/subtypes in 
relation to various research questions.

Strengths and limitations
A strength of our study was the large and varied data 
material, including 299 articles used to develop the typol-
ogy. However, these articles were published in the field 
of health research and within a specific time period of 
three years. A limitation is that the data base searches 
were conducted in 2019, thus omitting more recent arti-
cles. Research methods, analysis strategies and ways of 
presenting results differ both between disciplines and 
over time; thus, it is possible that the inclusion of other 
research fields or time periods would yield additional 
types/subtypes. However, the typology is based upon a 
large data material and all types/subtypes are well rep-
resented by several studies. We also took care to explore 
“negative cases”, the articles that represented two sub-
types or were difficult to allocate to a particular subtype. 
Further, the development of this typology has been on-
going for quite some time (actually started in 2016) and 
even if this analysis included articles published between 
2017–2019 we have been reading QLR articles from both 
before and after that time period. Another aspect sup-
porting the taxonomy is the similarities between this 
typology and other QLR method literature.

Additionally, as already mentioned, typologies are the-
oretical constructs that build on data. Thus, some of the 

299 articles fit better with our description of types/sub-
types, some were on the interphase between subtypes, 
and some fulfilled criteria for several subtypes. This dis-
parity was the reason why we did not calculate percent-
ages regarding which types/subtypes were the most or 
least common. Instead, we described various ways of pre-
senting results within a typology.

It should be acknowledged that this typology does not 
mirror the quality of the research articles; all the types/
subtypes have both strengths and limitations. The cat-
egorization into types and subtypes was based upon the 
methods and results presentations of the articles and not 
the actual quality of the articles. In the analysis, we used 
the published text, and the article authors, having more 
insight into the actual research process, might have dif-
ferent views of how they conducted their study.

Conclusions
The method study presented here is the first to describe 
a coherent yet comprehensive typology of alternative 
approaches for integrating time/change into QLR findings. 
Previous research has revealed that results presentations 
of QLR studies vary and must be allowed some variation 
depending on the research question [37]. Our typology 
ranges from the use of longitudinal qualitative data with no 
elements of time/change to advanced theoretical explana-
tions of change, and it includes synchronic descriptions on 
the one hand and diachronic interpretations on the other. 
We argue that articles using QLD but that do not present 
findings related to time/change should not be called QLR. 
Instead, the authors of such articles should describe that 
they have collected qualitative longitudinal data. When 
researchers consider longitudinal data collection, they 
have several options for how to present their results. Being 
aware of different options can help researchers make 
informed decisions regarding how to plan both data col-
lection and results presentation. Our hope is that this 
innovative typology for how to present research findings in 
qualitative longitudinal research will be advantageous for 
future researchers and that the typology can facilitate the 
transparency and repeatability of QLR studies.
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