
I want to know about your prior experience of Q. Before we start if 
you can complete this brief questionnaire, it would be greatly 
appreciated. 

• https://northumbria.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/introduction-to-q



Workshop: Introduction to 
Q methodology

Dr Kate Sykes

Northumbria University

kate.sykes@northumbria.ac.uk

@DrKateSykes



By the end of this 
workshop, you will…

• Have an understanding of what Q 
methodology is and when it can be 
used

• Have an understanding of the 
steps of designing and completing 
a Q methodology study

• Have applied some of this 
knowledge through exercises

• Be aware of pitfalls and lessons 
learnt from Q methodology 
research

Content (Activity)Time
An introduction to Q1.00-1.10

Identifying the concourse 
(Activity 1 – develop a topic and identify a concourse)

1.10-1.30

Developing a Q-set
(Activity 2 – clustering of concourse)
(Activity 3 – statement development)

1.30-2.00

Specifying the P set
(Activity 4 – Define your P-set)

2.00-2.15

Designing the Q grid, completing the Q sort and an 
overview of the analysis 

2.15-2.40

Reflections and lessons learnt and close2.45-3.00



My background with Q methodology

• Attended a three day training course 
at Glasgow Caledonian University on 
Q methodology with Dr Rachel Baker 
and her team.

• Used Q methodology as part of my 
PhD which I completed in 2021 

• Supervised a master student (also a 
GP in the region) at Southampton 
University who used Q methodology 
as part of a service evaluation of an 
allergy clinic.

Link to my open access Q 
study paper



What is Q methodology?

• Q methodology is a method of systematically studying 
subjectivity (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). 

• A person’s subjectivity is comprised of their viewpoint, 
opinion, beliefs and attitudes (Brown, 1993). 

• Q methodology allows the researcher to identify, 
understand, and categorize individual perceptions and 
opinions, and then cluster groups of these categorizations 
(McKeown & Thomas, 2013). 

• Mixed method = Neither fully qualitative nor fully 
quantitative and is thus a bridge between the two 
approaches (Ward, 2010) = ‘quali-quantology’ 



A brief history 
(Millar, Mason & Kidd, 2022)

• Q methodology was originally developed in the 1930s by 
William Stephenson

• Stephenson was a Physicist and psychologist 

• Stephenson worked with Charles Spearman (Spearman 
correlation)

• Stephenson saw the need to explore the subjective 
opinion, combining it with the rigour of statistical factor 
analysis.

• Expands upon R methodology (Regular factor analysis 
where correlations between tests are analysed eg ). Q is 
different because in Q the participants are the variables 
and the study is looking for variation in views.



Subjectivity

A person’s subjectivity can/should be able to be communicated to 
others. 

Subjective communications occur when a person states ‘it seems to 
me…’, ‘in my opinion…’, or ‘I agree (or disagree) with…’,

No right or wrong answer.

Subjectivity is specific to the one person completing the Q-sort, as 
opposed to other people’s opinions, this is known as self-reference. 

Self-reference is preserved through the completion of the Q-sort, 
less likely to be compromised by the researcher.



Examples of Q studies that have been published recently… Health



Examples of Q studies that have been published recently… 
Education



Examples of Q studies that have been published recently… 
Environmental



Identifying 
a 

concourse

Developing 
the Q set

Specifying 
the P set

Completing 
the Q-sort

Data 
analysis

The steps in a Q study

Based on an image from Stone & Turale
(2015)



Identifying a concourse



What is the concourse?

• The collection of all the potential feeling and attitudes 
that people can have on the subject being discussed 
(Van Excel, 2005). 

• The concourse should (as much as possible) contain all 
relevant aspects of the topic. 

• The concourse statements should be able to be 
contested, argued about and debated (Smith, Van 
Langenhove, Stainton Rogers, 1995) 



Developing the concourse

• The concourse is developed using opinion collected through:
• Personal interviews and focus group discussions (Gubrium, Holstein, Marvasti, & 

McKinney, 2012).
• Secondary sources such as newspapers or public debates (Gubriumet al., 2012).
• Pictures and objects (Watts & Stenner, 2005).  

• Typically interviewing is considered the most efficient and practical way of creating the 
concourse, as the research can aim to sample people with different views so nothing 
is omitted (Herrington et al., 2011). 

• IMPORTANT  A concourse is often far from complete (Brown, 1993)



An example

For my PhD study the concourse comprised of 128 original statements. 



StatementsSource

5. Women with learning disability aren’t receiving equal opportunity in health care
6. I have seen easy-read information on breast cancer screening
7. Barriers – letters, fear of the unknown, not understanding the importance of cancer 
screening,

Women with learning 
disabilities are least likely to 
attend breast cancer 
screening – except in 
Cornwall

9. I would know the symptoms of breast cancer
10. I would know the symptoms of cervical cancer
11. I would know who to speak to if I was worried about my breasts

Making Reasonable 
Adjustments to Cancer 
Screening

28. ‘in case you get stuck in the machine and you are left in the dark and in case they 
find any lumps’
34. ‘have a teddy or something to cuddle’

South Tees CCG Breast 
cancer screening video

40. General practitioners feeling it was inappropriate for these women.
41. Method of referral for breast screening is one barrier in the UK being registered 
with a general practitioner is used. In the UK many people with learning disabilities are 
not registered with a general practitioner

Willis, Kennedy & Kilbride 
(2008)

69. Barriers related to personal - women’s cognitive deficits, communication and level 
of understanding would pose as a barrier to them accessing breast screening 
services.
70. Barriers attributed to carers - the benefits and value of having someone to 
accompany the women with intellectual disability to their appointment and that the 
lack of carer support can be a potential barrier.

McIlfatrick, Taggart & 
Truesdale-Kennedy



Activity 1

In your tables, 

1. Chose a topic that someone could hold an 
opinion on. 

2. Each person to spend a few minutes generating 
a list of statements/perspectives/opinions that 
you have/know about the topic. 

3. Write one statement on each post it note. Try to 
get a minimum of 3 each – you can use your 
phone/laptop to do some ‘research’ too!



Developing the Q set



What is the Q-set?

• Once a concourse is developed, it is used to develop the final Q-set (Watts et 
al., 2012). 

• A Q set is a list of statements. 

• The Q-set consists of a representation of statements from the concourse, 
which aims to cover the full range of opinions in the concourse (Brown, 
1933). 

• IMPORTANT  There is no singular or correct way to generate a Q-set; as 
the Q-set must be tailored to the requirements of the research question being 
studied (Watts et al., 2012).



How do you develop the Q-set?
• To develop the Q-set, the list of concourse statement is sifted for duplicates 

and opposites to eliminate repetition (O’Neil, 2012). There are two methods of 
developing the Q-set, using either an unstructured or structured approach 
(Akhtar-Danesh, 2007).

Structured approach
• Assigned to conditions defined by the 

researcher.
• Deductive process based on an a priori 

hypothesis or theoretical considerations, eg
could be grouped into categories of research, 
education, and scholarship (Akhtar-Danesh, 
2007)

Unstructured approach
• Selecting items that represent the topic being 

study (Akhtar-Danesh, 2007). 
• Q-set represents all the major ideas, 

viewpoints, feelings, and opinions (Akhtar-
Danesh, 2007). 

• Inductive approach is used in which 
categories or themes emerge from the 
statements in the concourse.



Considerations to think about

1. The number of statements 

2. Wording = Avoid technical or overly complicated terminology, avoid items 
with two or more propositions, and avoid unnecessary negatively 
expressed items that could produce double negative responses. For 
example “do not always open letters so do not know about appointments” 
– so if you agree where does it go?

3. Length/presentation 

4. Use of a prefix = Watts and Stenner (2012) example ‘Love is …’ which 
provides participants with consistency. 

5. Pilot







• List of images used in a pictorial 
Q-sort



• Put the post-it notes you have all developed 
into piles that are all similar 

• E.G1. if two post it notes discuss that a 
researcher should be approachable, they would 
be in the same pile. 

• E.G2. if one post-it talk about an ideal holiday 
needing to be a hot temperature, and another 
says cold, then they would be in the same pile 
names temperature?

Activity 2



• You should all have piles of statements on the 
table. 

• Now, start to generate a statement or 
statements based on a handful of the post it 
notes. 

1. Think about if you want to use a prefix or not. 

2. The length of the statement. 

Activity 3



Specifying the P set



What is the P-set?

• P-set = the participant group who are completing the Q-sort.

• Those who are theoretically relevant to the problem of the study, this means 
that they can have an opinion on the topic being discussed.

• Recommended that an adequate sample of between 40 and 60 participants. 
This is to make sure there is rich and different views rather than random 
sampling to achieve representativeness. 

• However – some studies have completed a Q study with much less



A method of calculating the sample size

• Webler, Danielson and Tuler (2009), highlight a ratio that can be used to 
determine the range of participants which should be used in a specific Q study. 

• Ratio is = Q-Statements: Q Participants

• This ratio is because there should not be more Q-set statements than 
participants (but some publications do not use this ratio)

• The often used ratio is 3:1

• Highest ratio is 2:1

• REMEMBER = Recruitment and data collection is often difficult



Example 1: 

Kates PhD

28 Q statements. Using the 
ratio I could have between 9 

(28/3) to 14 (28/2). 

Aim: 20 women with a 
learning disability and 20 
carers, to also enable the 
accepted number of 40.

Achieved: 21 (13 women with 
learning disabilities, eight 

carers).

Example 2: 

Pauls MSc

25 Q statements. Using the 
ratio I could have between 8 

(25/3) to 12.5 (25/2). 

Aim: 40 parent of children 
who have used allergy clinic. 

Achieved: 40 parent of 
children who have used 

allergy clinic. 

Example 3: 

Shahe et al. (2022)

48 Q statements. Using the 
ratio I could have between 16 

(25/3) to 24 (25/2). 

Aim: Unknown.

Achieved: 48 (24 patients 
with obesity and 24 GPs)



• Thinking about your topic… who would have an 
opinion on your topic? (Don’t say everyone!)

1. Make a list of possible participants you could 
involve in your Q-sort

Activity 4



Designing the Q grid  and then 
completing the Q sort



Forced vs unforced structure

UnforcedForced

• The unforced structure means P-set are not 
restricted to a predetermined format.

• Each member of the P-set will create the distribution 
that they feel represents their subjectivity.

• All members of the P-set may place as many or as 
few cards under each category as they desire, 
mainly due to them having control over the 
distribution range.

• Potential to lower P-se frustration as they are not 
restrained

• Will people just sort the cards under agree or 
disagree?

• The forced structure within Q allows for comparisons 
to be made between completed Q sorts.

• A forced-choice structure, P-set are requested to 
adhere to the distribution provided.

• A forced distribution is practical but not necessary 
and, in most cases, does not have any effect on 
factors emerging from the data. 

• P-set are required to make discriminations that they 
may not otherwise be inclined to make 

• P-set can sort “out of the grid” and place one or two 
cards outside of the predefined grid.



Forced vs unforced structure



Kurtosis (mainly for forced)

• Kurtosis is the degree of flatness or steepness of the Q gird. 

• The preferred numbering of the distribution is a near normal, 
symmetrical distribution numbered from a positive value at one end, 
through 0, to the equivalent negative value at the other end (+5 to -5 
with 0 in the middle). 

• Preferred numbering allows the mean ranking to fall at 0 during the 
analysis process. This is significant because it provides a centre from 
and around which positive and negative meanings extend. 

• The numbering is related to the number of statements in the Q-set 
and decisions of range and slope of the distribution.



Kurtosis 



Example 1



A way to complete the sort

1.Sort the pack of cards into three piles = agree, disagree, 
neutral/unsure

2.Person to pick one pile of card and start to map them onto 
the grid in line with their perspectives OR find the card they 
strongly agree with then do and find the card they strongly 
disagree with.  give the person a choice?

3.The process is ongoing until all cards are put onto the grid. 

4.They can move cards around (that is the point!)



Recording the card placements



• The post Q-sort interview aims to discover the 

reasons why the participants placed the card 

where they did on the sorting grid.

• Brown (1980) identified that the post Q-sort 

interview is “an important step often overlooked 

in Q studies” (pg. 200).

• Can help with the interpretation/naming of 

factors.

Audio record the sort/ run a post Q-sort interview



Data analysis



An overview of the analysis 

• Quantitative analyses (factor analysis) of the Q-sorts, and qualitatively 
interprets the outputs to makes sense of the derived factors.

• To analyse the Q-sorts multiple software packages can be used, the 
three most frequently used = PQMethod, PCQ, and KenQ.



1. Transform the data

• Transform Q sorts into numerical data.

• Card placed under +5 gets “5 points”, if under 0 they get a score of 0, a 
card placed under +3 would get a score of +3.

• The scoring is done automatically by the software.

• Scoring takes place for each of the Q-sorts. 

• Each individual Q-sort is then intercorrelated with the Q-sorts of other 
people.

• The scoring is how the factors are developed.





2. Factor analysis - extraction

• Factor analysis is a method that aims to identify patterns of “association 
between a series of measured variables” (p. 21) 

• Factor analysis is completed to identify factors that represent clusters of 
shared viewpoints between the participants.

• There are two methods to analyse the factor matrix: Centroid Analysis 
(CA) or Principal Component Analysis (PCA). CA is flexible. PCA is the 
most commonly used. PCA aims to maximise variance which provides 
the best mathematical solution or best-fit. 



2. Factor analysis - rotation
• Factor rotation examines the data from different angles.

• Factor rotation can be conducted statistically or theoretically.

• Rotating the factors is akin to changing the viewpoint from where results are observed. 
This is done to obtain a clearer and more interpretable structure of the results.

• Four drivers for deciding on the factors (Webler et al., 2009). 

Simplicity Clarity Distinctiveness Stability



2. Factor analysis – key points

• Eigenvalues (EVs) are indicative of a factors strength and explanatory power. 

• Only keep factors of 1 or above.

• Kaiser-Guttman criterion - retain all factors for which the corresponding eigenvalue is 
greater than one – Useful to cite and justify a decision. 

• However this can lead to many factors which doesn’t actually tell us anything 
significant. 

• “Magic number 7” = starting with seven factors in the analysis as the default number for 
extraction (Although Ramlo suggest 8 then 7)

• Start with 7, look at the scores and make decisions to reduce.







• Factor loadings for each participants
• H2 = Communality score
• E.g. (loading on factor 1)2 + (loading on factor 

2)2.
Q-sort 1 = (0.7569)2 + (0.3815)2
= (0.7569 * 0.7569) + (0.3815 * 0.3815)
= 0.57289761 + 0.14554225
= 0.71843986
= 0.72

• The communality for Q-sort one is telling us that 
72.0% of the variance in the Q-sort has been 
accounted for by the study factor. 

• This means that 72.0% of the variance is 
common variance. 

• A high communality indicates that the sort is 
typical and could represent a high proportion of 
the P-set. 



• Factor Q-sort placement for 
each statement used to 
develop the factor arrays



Array for factor 1

Array for factor 2



• Consensus Statements --
Those That Do Not 
Distinguish Between ANY 
Pair of Factors.

• All Listed Statements are 
Non-Significant at P>.01, 
and Those Flagged With 
an * are also

• Non-Significant at P>.05.



3. Interpreting the factors
• Lots of papers will simply state “Researchers interpreted the factor array” 

• Look at the demographics of the participants  in my analysis most women with a 
learning disability loaded onto factor 1, and carers onto factor 2. Screening uptake 
varied across all. 

• Some use the post-Q-sort-interview only to explore the main perspectives. 

• I recorded the entire Q-sort and post-Q-sort-interview

• A transcript was generated from each audio file

• Framework analysis was employed = using the polar ends of the factor array was 
populated with quotes from each person transcripts where they discuss that specific 
statements. A narrative could then be generated.



Example 1

• https://onlinelibra
ry.wiley.com/doi/f
ull/10.1111/ecc.1
3702



Example 2

• https://www.tandfonli
ne.com/doi/full/10.10
80/0142159X.2020.1
854705



Reflections and lessons learnt



Spend time planning



Follow the steps



Not many people are familiar with the 
method



Avoid double negative statements



Put information into lay terms for participants = “sort a 
pile of cards”



Employ flexibility/choice for your participants



Find the books/journals that YOU can understand and 
engage with



Would I use the method again… YES!



Key reading and references



Key resources
The Q methodology website: 
https://qmethod.org/
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eminent Q methodology 
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Post-workshop feedback

• https://northumbria.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/introduction-to-q-post-session


