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Introduction

• Freelisting is a qualitative research method used to identify and rank items
within a specific domain. 

• It helps researchers understand what people consider most important in a given 
topic by asking them to list all the items that come to mind.

• It can be used as an elicitation technique during one-on-one interviews or in 
group settings.

• It was developed by anthropologists in the early 1980s and has been increasingly 
used since.

• However, lack of resources providing guidance is a barrier to conducting studies 
that incorporate freelisting.
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Introduction (2)
Example: Researchers ask participants to name all the items that come to mind in 
response to a prompt, “What comes to mind when you think about staying 
healthy?”

Items are ranked by:
• .

Freelister 3Freelister 2Freelister 1

1. Eating fresh foods1. Exercising daily1. Eating vegetables

2. Exercising daily2. Eating high protein diet2. Exercising daily

3. Getting enough sleep3. Running or jogging3. Drinking enough water

4. Taking prescribed medications4. Staying hydrated4. Getting enough sleep

5. Spending time with family5. Getting enough sleep5. Reducing stress

• Frequency - how often an item is 
mentioned.

• Salience - a measure that considers 
both frequency of items as well as 
its rank.
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Why Use Freelisting in Research?

• Identify Key Concepts – What are the most important things people 
associate with a topic?

• Prioritize Issues – What concerns or ideas are mentioned the most?
• Compare Groups – How do different people (e.g., men vs. women, 

patients vs. doctors) think about the same topic?
• Develop Research Tools – Can be used to design surveys, interview 

guides, or focus group discussions.
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Assumptions of Freelisting

• Freelisting is a well-established research method that rests on three 
assumptions.
• First, when people freelist, they tend to list terms in order of 

familiarity. 
• Second, individuals who know a lot about a subject list more 

terms than do people who know less. 
• And third, terms that most respondents mention indicate locally 

prominent items.
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Phases of the Freelisting Process

• Select the population.
• Sample size of 20 is required to reach 

saturation.
• Determine what comparisons to make  

(between groups or between concepts), 
if any.

• Determine how to incorporate 
freelisting into overall design of the 
study (on its own or with other 
methods).
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Phases of the Freelisting Process

• Design the interview guide.
• Determine how it will be administered 

(in person, online, on the telephone.) 
• Pilot the guide.
• Collect the Lists – everything 

participants can think of and in order
• Collect demographic data or other data 

if the plan is to sort the data and make 
comparisons.
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Phases of the Freelisting Process

• Create a final list for each question, and 
clean the list to combine root words, 
synonyms, and words with similar 
meanings.

Eg: “scent” and “smells”

• If making comparisons, create separate 
lists (files) for each group for each 
question.

• Convert each file into a text file.
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Phases of the Freelisting Process

• Import the files into an analytic 
software.

Eg: Anthropac, FLARES

• Observe frequency, salience, and 
patterns.

• Create a scree plot to visually 
determine most salient items.

• Use tables and Venn diagrams to 
display differences and similarities 
between groups.
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Example : DataDENT

Study Title: Improving Measurement of Maternal Nutrition Micronutrient 
Supplement Coverage in Ethiopia
Aim: improve the validity of indicators and questions used to measure coverage of 
maternal nutrition micronutrient supplementation in large scale household surveys 
in LMIC.
Phase I: Included Freelisting to identify products [e.g. tablets, pills, syrups, 
powders] that women are exposed to during pregnancy and postpartum.
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Example : DataDENT (2)
• Interviewer asked, “When women in your community are pregnant, what 

products are they exposed to at a health center, pharmacy, or market?”
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Example : DataDENT (3)
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Example : DataDENT (4)
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Example : DataDENT (5)
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Example : DataDENT (6)
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Limitations
• Inventories may not be as exhaustive 

as inventories gained through other 
methods such as KIIs.

• The specificity of domains can limit 
freelists.

• Variation in participant knowledge.
• They reflect only terms in a 

respondent’s active vocabulary.
• Recall bias

Strengths
• Can be rapidly collected, analyzed, 

and quantified. 
• Recognition tasks, questionnaires, and 

sorting and ranking interviews, for 
example, have predetermined 
responses built into the instrument.

• Unlike data from less structured 
interviewing, freelists are quantifiable. 

• Results can be incorporated into 
mixed-methods studies.
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Summary

• Freelisting is a qualitative research method used to identify and rank 
items by frequency and salience.

• Freelisting helps identify key concepts in a domain, prioritize Issues, 
compare groups or concepts, develop research tools, develop 
educational material, etc.

• Despite its limitations, freelisting is an efficient way to gather 
structured data on subjective topics.

• To enhance its effectiveness, freelisting is often combined with other 
qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews or surveys, to 
provide a more comprehensive understanding.

2/27/2025 Addis Continental Insitute of Public Health 18



References
• Keddem S, Barg FK, Frasso R. Peer reviewed: practical guidance for studies using freelisting 

interviews. Preventing chronic disease. 2021;18.
• Quinlan MB. The freelisting method. InHandbook of research methods in health social sciences 

2017 (pp. 1431-1446). Springer.
• Stausberg M. Free-listing. InThe Routledge handbook of research methods in the study of religion 

2021 Nov 29 (pp. 554-564). Routledge.
• Fiks AG, Gafen A, Hughes CC, Hunter KF, Barg FK. Using freelisting to understand shared decision 

making in ADHD: parents’ and pediatricians’ perspectives. Patient education and counseling. 2011 
Aug 1;84(2):236-44.

• Sloan-Ward A. Free-listing: the greatest research method you’ve never heard of [Internet]. 
Medium; 2022 [cited 2025 Feb 11]. Available from: https://medium.com/kainosxd/free-listing-
the-greatest-research-method-youve-never-heard-of-807b130752dc

• Harris RE, Richardson J, Frasso R, Anderson ED. Perceptions about supervised injection facilities 
among people who inject drugs in Philadelphia. International Journal of Drug Policy. 2018 Feb 
1;52:56-61.

2/27/2025 Addis Continental Insitute of Public Health 19



Thank you!
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