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INTRODUC TION

Diaries are repeated, first-person accounts of events, experiences, 
emotions, and reflections.1 As entries are made over time, diaries 
can capture temporal change or continuity and allow diarists to 
engage in meaning-making.1,2 While personal diaries are typically 

intended for the author's eyes only, diaries have been used for re-
search purposes across various disciplines.1

Biographers and historians analyze personal diaries to under-
stand people and times past, and clinical and psychological re-
searchers use diary-based approaches for participants to indicate 
the presence and severity of symptoms.1,2 Qualitative researchers 
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Abstract
The use of qualitative methods is growing in anatomical sciences education. While 
common qualitative methods such as interviews and focus groups can provide rich 
insights into participant experiences, there is a wide variety of other qualitative meth-
ods that are ideal for different research topics. Research topics that may be emo-
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important research findings to advance anatomical sciences education. Drawing on 
case examples from our own prior health professions education research, we provide 
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ing challenges that researchers may encounter.

K E Y W O R D S
anatomical sciences education, audio diaries, diaries, health professions education, qualitative 
research

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/ase
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9695-7592
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2979-548X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4598-2055
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:georgina.stephens@monash.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Fase.70102&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-07-24


232  |    STEPHENS et al.

themselves can keep diaries to document their research thoughts 
and processes, such as ideas for themes and decision-making during 
qualitative data analysis.3 Such researcher diaries are typically revis-
ited across data analysis as a means of maintaining reflexivity (i.e., 
critically examining how one's beliefs and assumptions shape the 
research process).3

Relevant to this special issue, qualitative researchers may also 
ask participants to keep diaries as a method of data collection, aim-
ing to understand individual perspectives on a research topic.1,2,4 
These diaries, often known as solicited diaries to distinguish them 
from personal diaries, are gaining prominence in health professions 
education research (HPER) due to their distinct advantages over 
other qualitative methods.4–13,14 Unlike common qualitative data 
collection methods such as interviews and focus groups, solicited 
diaries are completed by participants without researchers or other 
participants present. These characteristics may aid participants in 
documenting personal and sensitive information, which can be par-
ticularly important when the research topic may evoke strong emo-
tions or threaten social standing.2,15

Diary methods have been successfully used in HPER to study 
topics that can be challenging for participants to discuss, including 
uncertainty tolerance,11–13 professional identity formation,14,16 and 
preparation for practice.5–10,17 While diary methods are not yet 
widely used in anatomical sciences education, they may be useful 
in exploring research topics that are emotive or sensitive, such as 
experiences of ethical dilemmas when engaging with donor dissec-
tion,18 death and dying,19 experiences of underrepresented learner 
populations,20 neurophobia,21 and learner wellbeing and burnout.22

Other advantages of diaries relate to time, both in the tim-
ing of each diary entry and longitudinally across a diary study.23 
Participants can complete entries close to the occurrence of events, 
enhancing their ability to describe rich thoughts and emotions, and 
reducing the chance of details being forgotten, omitted, or changed, 
particularly compared to interviews, which may happen sometime 
after events occur.4 As multiple diary entries are documented across 
the duration of a study, they can also be used to track changes in 
perspectives, experiences, and learning, or conversely, aspects per-
sisting over time.4,14 Given that diaries are typically completed with 
a degree of flexibility in relation to timing and location, they can also 
support data collection from participants in diverse locations, and 
for those who may struggle to attend scheduled interviews. This 
flexibility may also benefit the research team, as precious researcher 
time can be devoted to data analysis rather than, for example, sched-
uling and facilitating interviews. Furthermore, different ways of 
completing diaries (i.e., mediums) can also be considered to support 
the engagement of diverse participants.

Diary mediums

While handwritten diaries are a well-known diary medium, multiple 
other approaches are used in education research, including typed, 
audio, and audio-visual diaries.4,14,15,24 Each approach has nuances 

that may make it particularly beneficial for different research con-
texts, topics, and participants. Practical considerations may also 
influence which approaches are used, such as funding (e.g., for re-
cording devices, transcription, and hard copy diaries) and research-
ers' skills and interests.

Handwritten diaries are where this research method originated. 
This traditional approach is still used today,11 and may be particularly 
relevant in circumstances where researchers are using an art-based 
methodology,25 where there is concern about generative artificial 
intelligence (AI) outputs being submitted by participants,26 or in-
deed, where participants prefer to handwrite. While technology is 
not required to produce the diary, diaries can be digitally scanned 
or photographed for submission to researchers, particularly in situa-
tions where physically submitting diaries is not possible or challeng-
ing for participants. Handwritten diaries are typically transcribed 
for input into computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software 
(CAQDAS), so challenges may arise when participants' handwriting 
is illegible.

Typed diaries may be a more familiar medium, particularly for 
students who are used to typing notes and essays. The availability of 
technology and ease of typing also mean that this approach is more 
amenable to editing compared to handwritten diaries, either by the 
diarists themselves, or through the use of AI writing assistants (e.g., 
Grammarly). The capacity for such editing to influence the data col-
lected may be particularly important if the research objectives in-
clude understanding not only what is written, but how participants 
make sense of their experiences, and how language is used (e.g., dis-
course analysis).

Audio diaries, also known as longitudinal audio diaries and so-
licited audio diaries, are growing in prominence in HPER.4,14 They 
may sometimes be used in combination with video, as for audio-
visual diaries.24 The availability of smartphones and a plethora of 
audio recording applications means audio diaries are now easily re-
corded and are an increasingly familiar medium for learners accus-
tomed to audio and video recording for social media purposes. A 
distinct advantage of audio diaries over written formats is how they 
enable participants to “break the rules of writing”,4(1347) which may 
encourage a more fluid approach to diary entries. This can facilitate 
participants to describe a “rolling stream of consciousness” of their 
experiences and meaning making,4(1347) with these diaries less likely 
to be edited after recording. Raw or unpolished prose in diaries, such 
as half sentences, backtracks and corrections, can indicate diarists' 
progress with meaning-making. Scripting and then reading or edit-
ing diaries polishes away such examples, thus potentially altering 
or misrepresenting important aspects of participants' experiences. 
Accordingly, researchers may need to reassure participants that 
rough, unscripted and unedited diary entries are acceptable, and in-
deed, preferred.

Audio diaries may also provide researchers with information 
about participants' pitch, tone, and volume of voice, which can help 
researchers to further understand participants and their stories.14 
With readily available recording technology on smartphones, diary 
recording may also be more immediate and in the moment than 
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written forms. Audio diaries are typically transcribed by researchers, 
which can be challenging in the event of poor audio quality or back-
ground noise during audio recordings. Even relatively short audio re-
cordings (e.g., a few minutes) can result in transcriptions hundreds of 
words long. This can quickly create large datasets, which researchers 
should bear in mind when planning researcher's time for transcrip-
tion and analysis.

Some researchers select a single diary medium for their stud-
ies based on their different strengths and drawbacks. Others may 
incorporate multiple diary mediums, allowing participants the 
flexibility to choose a diary medium that aligns with their prefer-
ences, resources, and abilities, which may enhance engagement 
and inclusivity.11,16

Beyond the choice of diary medium, there are a number of 
other considerations for researchers when designing diary studies. 
Carefully planning diary studies from the outset can help to ensure 
ethical participant involvement and data management, that rich 
insights are collected that facilitate answering the research ques-
tion(s) and that meaningful contributions can be made to the litera-
ture. Drawing on our experiences with diary methods in HPER, the 
remainder of this discursive paper will overview key considerations 
for designing and using diary methods, with the goal of supporting 
rigorous diary-based research in future anatomical science educa-
tion studies.

DESCRIPTION

To illustrate the process of designing and applying diary studies, we 
share three case studies from our own work that have used diary 
methods in Table  1. The case studies are referred to throughout 
this description to make visible our decision-making and research 
conduct.

Designing studies using diary methods

As with any qualitative research approach, it is important to start 
by considering whether diaries are suitable for the research topic. 
Diary methods align with research objectives that focus on exploring 
research participants' experiences and meaning making of the topic 
of interest over a period of time. For example, our studies were each 
interested in examining how experiences over time shaped the per-
ceptions of participants across different contexts, such as prepar-
edness for practice, transition to practice, and learning to manage 
uncertainty in health professions education.

Data collection using diary methods can be protracted, and the 
acceptability of this to the participant cohort and research team, as 
well as adequate funding and resources, are concerns that should 
be evaluated early in the study design. Carefully understanding the 
research problem and gap are thus imperative to establishing the 
need for participants to engage with longitudinal data collection. 
Alignment of the diary method with the underpinning philosophical 

positioning of the research approach is also vital to demonstrate 
internal coherence: that is, consistency across the study's philoso-
phy, methodology, and methods.27 Diary methods are most often 
conducted from an interpretivist theoretical perspective, where the 
assumption is individual meaning-making through diary construction 
of subjective experiences and shared meaning-making through diary 
interpretation, as for case studies 1–3.

Epistemological and methodological positioning should also be 
aligned. Our studies were situated within a subjectivist epistemol-
ogy, which acknowledges the personal involvement of the researcher 
and the role of social contexts in shaping meaning; however, we each 
selected different methodologies. Longitudinal qualitative research 
was applied in case studies 1 and 2, with the addition of narrative 
inquiry in case study 2 to better understand participants' experi-
ences through storytelling. Case study 3 employed a constructivist 
grounded theory methodology given the intention was to examine 
transition as a process. Understanding the philosophical position-
ing of the research team, as well as their experiences in qualitative 
research or diary methods specifically, is important to inform the 
assessment of internal coherence. Undertaking a research team 
reflexivity exercise is recommended to help researchers build an 
understanding of how their respective positioning and experiences 
shape the research process.28

Determine study duration, entry frequency, entry 
timing, and diary medium

Once diary methods are identified as suitable for the research, the 
next step is to consider the temporal aspects of study design, includ-
ing the study duration, diary entry frequency and timing, and diary 
medium. As diary methods are suited to understanding change over 
time,23 it is useful to reflect on the time period that diary entries are 
needed to effectively explore the topic of interest, and whether this 
is achievable within funding constraints. This should include a thor-
ough literature review to identify what is known about the topic, and 
whether prior research includes cross-sectional or longitudinal stud-
ies. Engaging with theoretical frameworks related to the topic may 
provide further insights into study duration. For example, in case 
study 1, participants recorded diary entries over an entire academic 
year as the researchers were interested in examining how uncer-
tainty tolerance shifted over this time. This decision was made using 
prior cross-sectional literature that identified differences in the 
measured level of uncertainty tolerance across medical school year 
levels.29 In contrast, for case study 2, participants recorded diary en-
tries for 3 months following graduation to capture their early prac-
tice experiences upon entering the workforce as new practitioners.

In addition to study duration, the frequency of diary entries 
being recorded by participants also needs to be determined. This 
is informed by the topic of interest, the desire to observe change 
over time, and how quickly that change is expected to occur, as 
well as study duration, acknowledging that a minimum of two 
entries at two different time points is essential for a study to be 
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considered longitudinal.23 Equally, too many diary entries over a 
protracted period may be challenging for participants to sustain, 
therefore impacting their engagement in the research. It is help-
ful to consider the discussion points or prompts participants will 
use to complete their diary entries (see section below), influenced 
by the research question(s), as this may also inform diary entry 
frequency.

Some diary studies ask participants to record a diary entry at 
timed intervals (e.g., daily, weekly, and monthly), whereas oth-
ers ask for entries contingent on events experienced.15 For ex-
ample, case study 1 asked participants to complete their diaries 
at six scheduled time points during the year of the study, which 
corresponded to periods of clinical placement. This decision con-
sidered workload for participants (i.e., the work of completing di-
aries in addition to their usual learning commitments), and that 
experiences may change with each placement. Case study 2 asked 
participants to complete weekly diaries over the 3-month study 
period; however, participants could choose when this happened. 
For example, they could complete their entry at the end of the 
week following reflection on their whole week or complete their 
entry during the week when an event occurred. Case study 3 of-
fered even greater flexibility, where the frequency of diary entries 
was determined by participants, dependent on their transitional 
events and experiences during the six-month period of recording 
their entries. This was an intentional choice in line with the re-
search question and methodological approach.

Along with diary frequency is the consideration of how, and how 
frequently, researchers should prompt participants to complete 
their diary entries. Participants may need reminders to complete 
their diary entries at scheduled time points or be regularly reminded 
to submit their recorded diary entries if the frequency of recording 
is more flexible. Reminders can be sent in different ways, such as by 
email or text message, depending on the process approved by ethics, 
participant preference, and the relationship between participants 
and researchers. It is also important to frame reminders in a way that 
is not perceived by participants as pressuring.

As described in the introduction above, diary entries can be re-
corded via different mediums: by hand or typing, or audio or video 
recordings. The selected format may depend on the overall research 
approach. For example, researchers using an arts-based methodol-
ogy may use handwritten diaries to incorporate visual components, 
and those using a narrative methodology may prefer audio diaries 
to allow impromptu stories to be shared. Research practicalities 
can also inform selection. For example, while typed diaries may still 
need anonymization, they do not need to be transcribed prior to 
data analysis. Audio diaries do need transcription, and this can be 
difficult if the sound quality is poor. It is also worth considering the 
participant cohort and their comfort in using technology to record 
diaries and engage fully in the research. For example, the ability of 
participants to record audio diaries on their smartphones anywhere 
and at any time was a factor influencing the choice of diary format 
for case studies 2 and 3. Researchers may also provide participants 
with a number of options to self-select a format that aligns with their 

preferences,1 as in case study 1, which may enhance participant en-
gagement and reflection on their experiences.30

Develop prompts or questions to guide participants

Beyond the diary medium, researchers also need to provide partici-
pants with instructions on what to document in their diaries. The ex-
tent of these instructions can vary considerably in depth and breadth 
depending on the research question(s). Relatively unstructured ap-
proaches may be used in some studies, such as where there is very 
limited prior research, and the focus is on naturalistic and lived expe-
riences. Most diary studies in HPER use a semi-structured approach 
where a degree of guidance is provided about the diary content, bal-
anced with flexibility or breadth for participants to document their 
experiences without being unnecessarily constrained.15,14

Instructions for participants are typically in the form of prompts 
or guiding questions, which are brief statements or questions for 
participants to reflect on and respond to in their diary entries. 
Participants should be given direction on whether to address any or 
all of the prompts in each diary recorded. Prompts may be relevant 
and applicable for each diary entry, or they might shift across the 
course of the study depending on the research context and ques-
tion, as well as any preliminary analysis of diary entries. For example, 
case study 1 asked participants to: “Describe and reflect on a sce-
nario from your experience as a medical student in which you felt: 
(1) Certain; and (2) Uncertain”. Analysis of the first round of diary en-
tries identified that many participants focused on describing events 
without reflection, so the prompts were adjusted to add a brief 
reflective framework, which included details about emotions and 
the significance of experiences.11,31 In contrast, participants in case 
study 2 were given a printed instruction sheet that encouraged them 
to share memorable experiences, both positive and negative, of pre-
paredness and unpreparedness. Prompts were provided to elicit fur-
ther detail about these experiences, such as: when and where did 
the events occur, who else was present, what happened, what did 
you do, what was the reasoning behind what you did, and what were 
you thinking and feeling at the time? As a different approach again, 
case study 3 prompted participants to record any thought, feeling, 
experience or reflection that they felt was significant to their transi-
tion to practice experience. Although this flexibility enabled partic-
ipants to select moments to narrate that they felt were important, 
contributing to a rich and reflective dataset, the diversity of the raw 
data did add to the analytic workload of the researchers.

Ethical considerations of diary studies

Once a research proposal is developed to include elements such as 
the study duration, diary medium, and prompts to which partici-
pants will be asked to respond, researchers will need to gain ethical 
approval through an institutional review board or ethics commit-
tee as relevant to their research context. Ethical considerations of 
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particular relevance to diary studies include participant consent, 
researcher-participant communication and power dynamics, and 
managing actual or potential participant harm.23

Informed consent should be obtained in writing before study 
commencement. To ensure participants understand what they will 
be asked to do during the study, they should be provided with a de-
tailed explanatory statement and an opportunity to ask questions of 
the researchers before a consent form is signed. Because diary stud-
ies are longitudinal, this adds some complexity to consent processes 
compared to cross-sectional studies. It may be helpful for research-
ers to consider consent in dynamic terms, that is, participants may 
change their mind about participation and withdraw their consent, or 
conversely, signal ongoing consent by continuing to engage in diary 
entries. Accordingly, researchers should provide participants with a 
clear directive for how to withdraw from the study should they wish 
to, and the implications for any diary entries already submitted (e.g., 
whether they will be included or excluded from analysis).

Providing clarity on the communication that will occur between 
researchers and participants is another important aspect to include 
in consent for diary studies. For instance, how will the researchers 
contact participants about the study and how often; whom can the 
participant contact if they have questions or want to withdraw from 
the study; and whether the researchers will contact participants to 
clarify what was said in diary entries? In case study 1, consent forms 
included contact preferences for study reminders (email and text 
messaging). The explanatory statement detailed that participants 
would be contacted to remind them about diary entry submission 
due dates, up to two further reminders for overdue diaries, and to 
confirm that diary entries had been received by the researchers. In 
the confirmation email, researchers could ask participants questions 
to clarify diary content as required (e.g., where words were inaudible 
or illegible). For case studies 2 and 3, these aspects of communica-
tion were discussed in the initial study briefing (see section below). 
Participants were encouraged to raise any concerns about communi-
cation or their participation in the study with the researcher receiv-
ing their diary entries.

When seeking ethical approval, researchers need to clarify the 
nature of relationships and power dynamics between researchers 
and participants. This is particularly relevant in HPER because re-
searchers often hold other roles (e.g., educators and clinical supervi-
sors), which may result in power imbalances and impact participants' 
psychological safety and openness about their experiences. While 
anonymity is an approach often used in research to mitigate power 
imbalances, this is not always achievable in diary studies, particu-
larly when diary entries are being submitted directly to researchers 
via email or where recognition of individual participants is more ap-
parent in video or audio diaries. The small size of some healthcare 
programs and professions may also inadvertently allow researchers 
to deduce participants' identities from deidentified transcripts. For 
instance, for a study examining healthcare student experiences, de-
tails such as participant gender, clinical placement location, and date 
may be sufficient to identify a participant. Thus, researchers will 
need to carefully consider whether it is appropriate to include team 

members with known relationships to participants (e.g., teachers, as-
sessors), and if so, how their specific research tasks and data access 
need to be limited to protect participants (e.g., avoiding data collec-
tion, only analyzing deidentified transcripts). Unlike research in sci-
entific or post-positivist paradigms, interpretivist research embraces 
researcher involvement and subjectivity, so carefully considering the 
relationship between researchers and participants can powerfully 
influence participants' trust and engagement in the study.

In case study 1, the research team consisted of a doctoral stu-
dent and two supervisors. The doctoral student knew the identities 
of participants, but she deidentified participants' diaries before they 
were reviewed by other research team members. While the doc-
toral student was known to many participants in her role as a for-
mer anatomy tutor, during the study she only had a research role. 
For case study 2, while the research team included academics with 
unit/course coordination and teaching roles, the three researchers 
responsible for participant recruitment and data collection had no 
pre-existing relationships with participants. They were, however, 
of the same profession as some participants (dietetics, pharmacy), 
helping them to bring a greater level of understanding and insight 
in relation to participants' experiences at university and in the 
workplace. Similarly, case study 3 included a research team where 
some members were employers of graduates. As a result, the lead 
researcher, who was from the same profession but with no influence 
on graduate career pathways, managed all diary submissions and the 
deidentification of transcripts prior to team analysis.

A further element that may shift power dynamics in diary studies 
is whether diaries are used purely for research purposes or are con-
comitantly used as educational or assessment activities (e.g., as part 
of reflective learning portfolios). An abundance of caution is recom-
mended in such circumstances, as using diaries for assessments may 
influence participants' openness, particularly for sensitive topics or 
where diary content may have academic or professional implications. 
For instance, grading diary entries that ask participants to describe 
and reflect on professional dilemmas, critical incidents, and clinical 
errors may result in participants selecting or altering scenarios to 
minimize repercussions for themselves or others.30

Additionally, the very nature of recording diaries can build rap-
port between participants and researchers, specifically those acting 
as data collectors, beyond that of other qualitative approaches. In 
case studies 1–3, several participants routinely opened their diary 
recordings with a personal greeting for the researcher responsible 
for data collection and ended with a personal farewell. Additionally, 
in case study 3, some participants disclosed an experience of per-
sonal challenge within their diaries, not aligned with the intention of 
the research. As a result, the researcher consistently listened to the 
recordings before sending an email to confirm receipt to allow for 
a personalized and sensitive response, with a reminder of available 
support services if required.

Researchers should also consider how to manage actual or po-
tential participant harm as part of their submission for ethical ap-
proval. Completing diaries typically requires participants to detail 
personal experiences, including their emotions, and may result in 
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disclosures of harm even if these are not requested as part of the 
diary prompts. Mental health concerns are one area of potential 
harm that was disclosed by participants in case study 1. Participants 
were provided with details of institutional counseling services at 
the study outset, and working with the ethics committee for advice, 
participants were sent a reminder partway through the study about 
support services and their right to withdraw from the study. Rarely, 
more serious concerns about harm (to self or others) may require 
researchers to break confidentiality. This situation should be flagged 
in the study explanatory statement.

Supporting participants throughout the study

Diary studies, by their nature, require commitment from participants 
over time. Consideration for how to support participants through-
out the study may help minimize drop out and aid in the collection 
of quality data. Mechanisms to support participants in diary studies 
include initial study briefings, respectful communication approaches 
by researchers, and incentives. The amount of support provided to 
participants can vary considerably, depending on the research topic 
and resources available to researchers.23

For most diary studies, an initial study briefing can help to in-
form participants about the study and research topic, and clarify 
any expectations about engaging with diary methods. It provides 
the opportunity for participants to ask questions of the researchers 
and, if necessary, practice the process of recording and submitting 
audio or video recordings. Briefing may also include the dissemina-
tion of instructions and prompts for completing diary entries, and 
an explanation of support available to participants during the study. 
Importantly, briefing provides the opportunity for the researcher 
receiving the diaries to make a personal connection with the partici-
pant, which may help them feel more open to sharing their thoughts 
and feelings in their diary entries. The timing of the briefing may 
vary; however, depending on the study schedule. For instance, in 
case study 1, the lead researcher explained diary methods and the 
importance of studying uncertainty during in-person and Zoom 
meetings with prospective participants. In contrast, in case studies 
2 and 3, participants were recruited to the study knowing that there 
were multiple phases to the research, including diaries. However, the 
researchers leading the diary phase provided a detailed explanation 
of the diaries and their expectations in person, after participants had 
consented, following the initial individual or group interview that 
preceded the diary phase.

Ongoing and respectful communication between researchers 
and participants is key to supporting participants across the dura-
tion of a study. Respectful participant relationships are particularly 
important in diary studies, as this helps ensure that participants suf-
ficiently trust researchers to authentically convey their experiences 
over time.14 Across all three case studies, researchers built trust by 
having a single researcher who communicated with a given partici-
pant across the study to receive entries and ask follow-up questions 
(discussed in more detail below). For case study 2, this responsibility 

was split across the research team, whereby each researcher had a 
group of assigned participants.

Communication should occur in the way and at the frequency ap-
proved by the ethics committee and as discussed with participants at 
the study outset, so participants do not feel overwhelmed or bom-
barded with information, questions and requests. Communication 
may include research practicalities (e.g., reminders about diary entry 
submission, changes to prompts and acknowledgement of diaries re-
ceived), as well as reassurance to participants that their entries are 
helpful to the researchers and guidance on what to include in future 
entries. For example, in all three case studies, the researchers would 
read or listen to each diary entry as quickly as possible after receipt, 
then respond to participants via email (within 24 h wherever pos-
sible) to acknowledge the diary received. As relevant, and tailored 
for each entry, the researchers would thank the participant for their 
contribution, provide a brief comment on the content (e.g., “it was 
interesting to hear about X”, “this seems to be a common experience 
for new graduates”), ask follow-up questions for clarification (e.g., 
“what did you do when X?”, “what is the date of this recording?”), 
and provide encouragement for their next entry (e.g., “looking for-
ward to hearing how this resolves next week”). Additionally, in case 
study 2, if a participant had not submitted a recent diary entry, or 
their entries were infrequent, the researchers would also check in 
with the participant to determine their willingness to continue in the 
study and explore alternate options if required, such as fortnightly 
diary entries instead of weekly, or typed diaries instead of audio. 
In our experience, participants may include notes or ask queries of 
the researchers in their diary entries or when returning their entries 
(e.g., in the body of their email). Attending to these notes or queries 
can help participants feel valued and alleviate concerns about their 
continued participation in the study.

Participant incentives or payments are used by many researchers 
to acknowledge the significant time commitment typically required 
by participants in diary studies. For case study 1, participants who 
completed all stages of the study were provided with a $100 gift 
card to thank them for their participation and commitment to the 
study. By contrast, participants in case study 2 were given a $10 gift 
card for each study phase they participated in. Participants did not 
have to complete all 3 months of audio diaries to receive a gift card; 
any contribution to this study phase was recognized. Additionally, 
audio diary transcripts were returned to participants for them to 
use as evidence of their reflective practice. Although participants in 
case study 3 were not offered incentives, the five participants that 
undertook an exit interview shared that they had enjoyed the re-
flective triggers prompted by recording diaries. Certificates of par-
ticipation from institutions are another small way to acknowledge 
participants' contributions.

Analyzing diary data

Like other types of qualitative data (e.g., interviews, open-ended 
survey responses, field notes), there is no prescribed approach to 
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analyzing diary data. Suitable analytical approaches for diary data 
include those commonly used in qualitative research, such as frame-
work analysis (case studies 1 and 2), constructivist grounded theory 
(case study 3) and reflexive thematic analysis.3 Due to the longitu-
dinal nature of diary studies, however, researchers should consider 
how the analysis approach will explore findings regarding change or 
continuity over time.23

Approaches to analyzing qualitative data typically involve an initial 
immersion or familiarization phase.3,32 For diary studies where data are 
collected throughout the study, analysis can commence once the first 
diary entry is received. Analysis of early portions of the dataset can 
allow researchers to start documenting their insights and allow them 
to identify problems with data collection they had not anticipated, like 
in case study 1, where the researchers realized that participants were 
typically describing scenarios without reflection or meaning making.

Importantly, there are multiple ways in which researchers can 
journey through a dataset during their analysis. For instance, analyz-
ing a set of diary entries from one participant in the same analysis 
session may allow researchers to better appreciate change in that 
participant's perspectives and experiences over time. Conversely, 
looking across participants at one particular time point may enable 
researchers to build up a broader picture of diverse participant ex-
periences in the same stage of a study. Oscillating between these 
cross-sectional and longitudinal approaches may enable researchers 
to better understand nuances in the data that either approach alone 
may overlook.

When managing data during the analysis, commonly using 
CAQDAS, we recommend including a way for coding time (e.g., 
codes for time-points or date of diary entries) to help make com-
parisons over or through time in thematic coding. For instance, case 
study 1 had codes for six study time-points, which enabled the re-
searchers to identify some changes in participants' responses to un-
certainty over time. Similarly, case study 2 had codes for each study 
week to enable the tracking of change through time, with data also 
grouped according to the primary time-points of interest: before 
and after participants had started work as healthcare professionals. 
By contrast, case study 3 viewed time as a continuum in line with 
the philosophy underpinning a constructivist grounded theory ap-
proach. To capture the concept of time during analysis, the research-
ers examined how time was reflected during the evolving categories, 
and described time within category properties. Category names also 
reflected time where relevant. For example, ‘becoming the radiation 
therapist’ was the key finding that reflected shifting identity during 
the transitional time period.

Depending on the research topic, theoretical or conceptual 
frameworks can also aid researchers in making sense of data and 
linking findings to existing literature. For instance, case study 1 uti-
lized the integrative uncertainty tolerance model33 as a conceptual 
framework for understanding participants' experiences of uncer-
tainty. Researchers oscillated between inductive and deductive ap-
proaches that respectively identified components of the integrative 
uncertainty tolerance model and built a theory of uncertainty toler-
ance specific to the research context and participants. In case study 

2, Multiple and Multi-dimensional Transitions (MMT) theory34,35 
was applied to inform data collection, analysis, and interpretation. 
Through the analysis of participants' transition stories, extensions to 
MMT theory were proposed relating to the temporal and emotional 
aspects of transitions.

Some diary studies may include other sources of data, in addi-
tion to diaries, that researchers will need to consider in their analy-
ses. Case studies 1–3 used individual or group interviews at specific 
points in time to further understand participants' experiences. Such 
approaches are commonly termed diary-interview studies.15 For 
example, in case study 1, participants completed an individual or 
group semi-structured interview halfway and at the conclusion of 
the diary portion of the study. The individual interviews allowed the 
researcher to question participants about experiences raised in their 
diaries, and group interviews also allowed for sharing experiences 
and collective meaning-making. In case studies 2 and 3, audio diaries 
were bookended by individual or group semi-structured entrance 
and exit interviews. For case study 2, this study design enabled the 
researchers to explore participants' perspectives and experiences 
before, during, and after they entered the workforce as new grad-
uates. Other sources of data may include participant responses to 
follow-up questions from researchers seeking clarification (as used 
in case studies 1 and 2) or researcher field notes in observational or 
ethnographic studies. Different data sources may be separated or 
combined for data analysis depending on the research question(s). 
Decision-making either way is typically included in study methods, 
and data sources may be added to illustrative quotes in study results 
to demonstrate to readers where these were drawn from.

As well as analyzing participant diaries, researchers themselves 
should keep a diary or reflexive journal that documents their impres-
sions, ideas, and decision-making across the process of analysis.3 
This can include electronic notes and memos in CAQDAS. These can 
then be used to guide team discussions during analysis, helping re-
searchers to maintain reflexivity and challenge each other's assump-
tions about the developing study findings.

DISCUSSION

Diary studies have the potential to enhance qualitative research in 
anatomical sciences education by elucidating rich individual expe-
riences and changes over time. Through the description section of 
this article, we drew on case studies to help illustrate the practical 
and theoretical considerations researchers need to conduct quality 
diary studies. Key quality indicators, also known as ways in which 
researchers convey rigor or trustworthiness, need to align with 
the philosophical underpinnings of the research.27 Like many diary 
studies, all three case studies were underpinned by an interpretivist 
worldview. Indicators of quality in interpretivist qualitative research 
are overviewed by Dueñas et al.36 and typically require a detailed 
methods section with information such as how reflexivity and re-
spect for participants are maintained throughout the research pro-
cess.37 A further aspect of quality with relevance to diary studies is 
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the consideration of how time shapes and influences the research 
process and outcomes.23

While all three case studies are now published, there are po-
tential challenges and limitations that should be considered when 
embarking on a diary study. At the outset of diary studies, a major 
challenge may include sourcing sufficient funding to support the de-
sired study duration and sample size. Insufficient funding that cur-
tails data collection may potentially impact the ability to answer the 
research question(s), and therefore, researchers will need to care-
fully consider whether to proceed with a smaller study or source 
further funds. Based on our experiences, common challenges during 
diary studies include participant attrition, variable diary depth, and 
unanticipated time demands.

Like all longitudinal qualitative research, diary studies are likely 
to include some participant attrition.4,23 For instance, 35 of 41 
participants completed all study phases in case study 1, 22 of 35 
participants completed all study phases in case study 2, and 5 of 
7 participants completed all phases of case study 3. While partici-
pant attrition can be minimized by careful study planning and con-
sidering participant support, we recommend that sample sizes are 
planned with a degree of attrition in mind. To help plan sample sizes, 
we recommend using the concept of information power.38,39 While 
originally developed for qualitative interview studies, this concept 
is now more widely applied and recommended across qualitative 
research.6,7,11–13,39,40 It considers five factors that influence the rich-
ness of data: the breadth of the aim of the study, specificity of the 
sample, use of theory, dialogue quality, and analysis strategy (case or 
cross-case). The greater the information power of a study (e.g., nar-
row aim, use of theory, participants with in-depth lived experience 
of the phenomenon being studied, etc.), the fewer participants that 
will be required. While the component regarding the quality of dia-
logue is of greater relevance to interview studies, researchers who 
are using diary studies without interviews could consider the quality 
of diary monologues (e.g., are participants recording detailed dia-
ries, or more superficial descriptions of their experiences?). To help 
understand how the concept is applied, we recommend referring to 
prior literature.6,7,11–13

The lack of direct researcher involvement during diary creation 
means that it can be particularly challenging to determine the depth 
and breadth of diary content, even when guidance has been pro-
vided through study briefings and guiding questions. In case study 
1, individual diary entries varied in length from a short paragraph 
to multiple pages. While some participants focused on describing 
what happened in their experiences, others were deeply reflective, 
detailing their emotions and how their experiences were informing 
their understanding of what it means to manage uncertainty as a 
medical professional. Similarly, in case studies 2 and 3, diary con-
tent ranged from somewhat superficial descriptions of tasks that 
participants had completed that week to detailed accounts of one 
event, including the emotional, psychological, and social impacts of 
their experiences. While diaries have advantages over interviews in 
relation to detailing experiences close to the occurrence of events, 
participants were not always able to do this, citing challenges with 

educational and professional commitments, potentially further lim-
iting the depth of some diaries. Variation in the depth of data from 
each participant should also be considered when planning the study 
sample size and whether to use additional data collection methods, 
such as interviews or observation.

While it can be hard to predict how a planned diary study will un-
fold, it is likely to take considerably more time (for both participants 
and researchers) than novice researchers anticipate. For instance, 
the volume of data generated and time required for analysis may 
be much larger than predicted. We recommend using this discursive 
paper to develop a research plan that can help keep researchers on 
track. Applying principles of project management, we recommend 
that research teams take time at the beginning to document the in-
dividual project tasks that need to occur at each research stage, and 
who will be responsible for these.41 Overlooking seemingly small 
tasks, such as sending reminders to participants, acknowledging re-
ceipt of diaries, and clarifying diary details, can all take considerable 
time, but are essential for successful diary studies. By setting clear 
responsibilities at the study outset, research team members have 
the best chance of ensuring the research project progresses.

CONCLUSIONS

Diary studies offer a powerful means of exploring individual experi-
ences and change over time. Handwritten, typed, audio, or audio-
visual diaries may suit different contexts, research topics, and 
participants. Semi-structured approaches use guiding prompts to 
focus participants' reflections while retaining flexibility for them to 
document their unique experiences. Although researchers are not 
present during diary creation, careful consideration of researcher-
participant communication and power dynamics is essential to sup-
port psychological safety and ensure that diaries reflect authentic 
experiences. Time is a key factor in the design of diary studies, in-
cluding decisions about study duration, entry frequency, and tim-
ing, and how change is examined during analysis. When designed 
with attention to key quality indicators, diary studies hold significant 
potential for advancing qualitative research in anatomical sciences 
education, particularly for research topics where participants may 
find it difficult to share experiences in the presence of researchers 
or other participants.
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