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Original Article

We write as 419 experienced qualitative researchers from 32 
countries, to reject the use of generative artificial intelli-
gence (GenAI) applications for Big Q Qualitative approaches 
(Kidder & Fine, 1987), such as reflexive thematic analysis, 
or various phenomenological approaches. Reflexive the-
matic analysis is a method undertaken by human researchers 
for analyzing qualitative data by developing, interpreting, 
and reflecting on patterns of meaning (themes). This analyti-
cal process is deeply subjective and iterative and mindful of 
power relations (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Phenomenological, 
anthropological, ethnographic, discourse, and other reflex-
ive qualitative approaches are similarly interpretive, subjec-
tive, and mindful (Brewer, 2000; Fabian, 2014; Johnstone & 
Andrus, 2024; Moran, 2002). Our rejection of GenAI is 
grounded in both methodological and ethical concerns. We 
urge qualitative researchers to think critically about—and 
reject—the use of GenAI in such analyses. The primary rea-
sons we note for such rejection relate to:

1.	 GenAI as simulated intelligence is incapable of 
meaning-making;

2.	 Qualitative research should remain a distinctly 
human practice;

3.	 The established manifold harms of GenAI, espe-
cially to the environment and workers in the Global 
South.

First, GenAI remains simulated intelligence only, based on 
statistical predictive algorithms without any understanding 

of the world, or the meaning of the language that constitutes 
the data being analyzed, or indeed the meaning of the result-
ing themes produced when simulating qualitative analysis. 
While GenAI with human involvement might be able to pro-
duce something that superficially resembles reflexive quali-
tative analysis (through a simulation of the methodological 
process), it cannot be reflexive, because, by definition, 
reflexive qualitative analysis is an inherently meaning-based 
technique. Just as the meaning-based requirement of reflex-
ive thematic analysis, for example, distinguishes it method-
ologically from word-counting techniques such as content 
analysis (which can be automated), so too it must also 
exclude GenAI on the basis that GenAI is fundamentally 
incapable of genuinely making meaning from language 
(Webster, 2025). Failure to recognize these limitations of 
GenAI risks analyses that reinforce dominant paradigms and 
biases. That is, the algorithmic patterns upon which GenAI 
operates predisposes GenAI to identify, replicate, and rein-
force dominant language and patterns; risking the further 
quieting of marginal voices and practices, including those of 
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critical scholars. The voices and practices of people who 
live/breathe/feel/imagine/construct knowledge in the maroons 
of life—along with their stunning/quirky/complex/unpre-
dictable ways—may be lost or worse; sacrificed.

Second, reflexive qualitative research is a distinctly 
human practice, undertaken by humans, with or about 
humans (e.g., through interviews, focus groups or textual 
data), and for the benefit of humans. The central tenet of 
social science research is to more deeply understand people 
and social processes, and to explore and interrogate mean-
ing-making. Researchers often do this through connecting 
with and observing social others. While some researchers 
suggest that GenAI-supported qualitative analyses are help-
ful, so long as a human is included in the analytical “loop,” 
they also warn that our desire for GenAI to be reliable 
reduces our capacity to critically appraise GenAI outputs 
(Gamieldien et al., 2023; Lixandru, 2024; Törnberg, 2024; 
Xiao et al., 2023). Others emphasize that uncritical use of 
GenAI introduces epistemic risks to the interpretive mean-
ing-making core of qualitative research (Nguyen & Welch, 
2025). We hold the position that only a human can under-
take reflexive qualitative analytical work, and therefore, use 
of GenAI is inappropriate in all phases of reflexive qualita-
tive analysis, including initial coding. Researchers must 
anchor the process of making strong psychodynamic inter-
pretations in their own humanity.

Third, we draw your attention to the concerning exploit-
ative, colonialist, and extractivist practices in which big AI 
corporations engage, which have harmful impacts on 
humans and the planet due to exposure to electronic waste 
and the increased use of water and energy, land clearing, 
devastation of habits and greenhouse gas emissions, by the 
data centers being built to service GenAI expansion. We are 
concerned about these serious ethical and health issues. As 
qualitative researchers concerned with social justice, and 
bound by ethical obligations to minimize harm, we note that 
several prominent researchers have raised concerns about 
the negative impact of increased use of GenAI both on our 
environment and on fellow humans. Critics have pointed to 
the extractivist, racist, imperialist, and exploitative ethos 
motivating Big AI Tech in their quest for profit (Brennan 
et  al., 2025; Hanna & Bender, 2024; Mejias & Couldry, 
2024; Tacheva & Ramasubramanian, 2023), and which  
is transforming epistemic agency in higher education 
(Lindebaum et  al., 2025). For example, Galaz and col-
leagues show that AI has rapid and extensive uptake in mul-
tiple industries including farming, forestry, aquaculture, 
and—ironically—climate change. Yet this uptake poses sig-
nificant harms, such as AI-bias-driven increased inequity 
and food insecurity, cascading failures, and AI-driven irre-
versible changes in ecosystems (Galaz et  al., 2021). The 
GenAI boom is accompanied by the expansion of massive 
infrastructural components to support it, including data  

centers and under-sea cabling (Hogan, 2024; Wang et al., 
2024). These infrastructures expose humans and other ele-
ments of ecosystems to significant habitat disruption and 
environmental hazards from land clearing, deep sea tunnel-
ing, greenhouse gas emissions, and impacts caused by its 
water and energy use (Hosseini et al., 2025; Lupton, 2025; 
Osmanlliu et al., 2025). Another way in which GenAI poses 
considerable harm to human health is through exploitation 
of workers working on training or moderating digital data 
content. Researchers have identified the psychological 
effects on AI data workers in the Majority World who are 
tasked with helping train large language models to detect 
and filter toxic content (Mejias & Couldry, 2024; Tacheva 
& Ramasubramanian, 2023).

While this third point is more concerned with ethical 
objections rather than a methodological concern, we see 
them as interconnected and warn against ignoring these 
complex negative impacts of our choices on others, espe-
cially in light of points 1 and 2.

For these reasons, we reject GenAI for reflexive the-
matic analysis and other reflexive qualitative approaches.
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Julie Spray, Lorelle Dismore, Gareth Davey, Morten 
Skovdal, Liezille Jacobs, Mick Finlay, Chris Noone, Ryan 
L. McGrath, Maxine Woolhouse, Rahul Sambaraju, 
Muhamad Alif Bin Ibrahim, Joanna Semlyen, Gavin B. 
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Goetze, Alexa Alcser-Isais, Yuan Gong, Corinne Squire, 
Anthony K J Smith, Abul Kalam, Annabel Sandra Mueller-
Stierlin, Clare Farmer, Elena Cama, Elly Quinlan, Cristina 
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Note

1.	 On October 13, 2025, we invited colleagues through 
our personal networks who are experienced in reflex-
ive research approaches to endorse this letter. We then 
posted the invitation to endorse the letter via social media 
(LinkedIn and Facebook). We kept the invitation open for 
10 days before closing it. We published the preprint with 
SSRN.com. We then realized three endorsers’ names had 
been missed and included these prior to this Qualitative 
Inquiry submission. For the full details of endorsers, see 
Supplementary File 1.
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