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Qualitative ResearchChapter 9
 Dealing with Validity, Reliability, and Ethics
 Amber HelfreyMay 24, 2010
 EDFN 506
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Validity and Reliability
 To have any effect on either the practice or the theory of a field, research studies must be rigorously conducted; they need to present insights and conclusions that ring true to readers, practitioners, and other researchers
 Validity and reliability are concerns that can be approached through careful attention to a study’s conceptualization and the way in which the data are collected, analyzed, and interpreted, and the way in which the findings are presented
 What makes experimental studies scientific or rigorous or trustworthy is the researcher’s careful design of the study, applying standards well developed and accepted by the scientific community
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Validity and Reliability Continued
 Qualitative research has strategies for establishing the authenticity and trustworthiness of a study, strategies based on worldviews and questions congruent with the philosophical assumptions underlying this perspective
 With the wide variety of types of qualitative research there are bound to be differences in criteria for validity and reliability
 Qualitative researchers need to respond to the concerns of outsiders, many of whom may be unfamiliar with or blatantly challenge the credibility of qualitative research
 Exhibit 9.1 on page 212 provides a list of questions, each question asks something about the validity or reliability of qualitative research
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Validity and Reliability Continued
 Strategies that can be used to enhance the validity and reliability of qualitative studies are:
 Internal Validity or CredibilityReliability or ConsistencyExternal Validity or Transferability
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Internal Validity or CredibilityInternal Validity deals with the question
 of how research findings match reality. How congruent are the findings with
 reality? Do the findings capture what is really
 there? Are investigators observing or measuring
 what they think they are measuring? Internal validity in all research thus
 hinges on the meaning of reality.
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Internal Validity or Credibility Continued
 One of the assumptions underlying qualitative research is that reality is holistic, multidimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed, objective phenomenon waiting to be discovered, observed, and measured as in quantitative research
 Then what is being studied in qualitative research, and how does a researcher assess the validity of those observations?
 What is being investigated are people’s constructions of reality-how they understand the world.
 Because human beings are the primary instrument of data collection and analysis in qualitative research, interpretations or reality are accessed directly through their observations and interviews.
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Different Perspectives on Assessing Validity
 Ratcliffe Proposes: Data do not speak for
 themselves; there is always an interpreter, or a translator
 One cannot observe or measure a phenomenon/event without changing it
 Numbers, equations, and words are all abstract, symbolic representations of reality, but not reality itself
 Maxwell Proposes: One can never really
 capture reality Validity then is a goal
 rather than a product: it is never something that can be proven or taken for granted
 Validity is also relative: it has to be assessed in relationship to the purposes and circumstances of the research
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Internal Validity or Credibility Continued
 Though qualitative researchers can never capture an objective “truth” or “reality”, there are a number of strategies that you as a qualitative researcher can use to increase the “credibility” of your findings.
 Probably the most well known strategy to shore up the internal validity of a study is Triangulation.Denzin proposes four types of Triangulation:
 Multiple MethodsMultiple Sources of DataMultiple Investigators
 Multiple Theories to Confirm Emergent Findings
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Triangulation: Multiple Methods
 With regard to the use of multiple methods of data collection, what someone tells you in an interview can be checked against what you observe on site or what your read about in documents relevant to the phenomenon of interest. You have just employed triangulation by using three methods of data collection – interviews, observations, and documents
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Triangulation: Multiple Sources of Data
 Triangulation using multiple sources of data means comparing and cross-checking data collected through observations at different times or in different places, or interview data collected from people with different perspectives or from follow-up interviews with the same people.
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Triangulation: Multiple Investigators
 This occurs when there are multiple investigators collecting and analyzing data.
 Patton suggests, a related strategy, that of triangulating analysts – that is, having two or more persons independently analyze the same qualitative data and compare their findings. (Patton, 2005 p. 560)
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Internal Validity or Credibility Continued
 A second common strategy for ensuring for internal validity or credibility is member checks, also called respondent validation
 The idea here is that you solicit feedback on your emergent findings from some of the people that you interviewed
 The process involved in member checks is to take your preliminary analysis back to some of the participants and ask whether your interpretation “rings true.”
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Internal Validity or Credibility Continued
 Adequate engagement in data collection is a third strategy that makes sense when your are trying to get as close as possible to participants’ understanding of a phenomenon.
 The data and emerging findings must feel saturated; that is, you begin to see or hear the same things over and over again, and no new information surfaces as you collect more data
 Adequate time spent collecting data should also be coupled with purposefully looking for variation in the understanding of the phenomenon
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Internal Validity or Credibility Continued
 Patton (2002) argues that credibility hinges partially on the integrity of the researcher, and one approach to dealing with this issue is for the researcher to look for data that support alternative explanations.
 Failure to find strong supporting evidence for alternative ways of presenting the data or contrary explanations helps increase confidence in the original, principal explanation you generated
 You should purposefully seek data that might disconfirm or challenge your expectations or emerging findings. This strategy has been labeled negative or discrepant case analysis.
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Internal Validity or Credibility Continued
 Related to the integrity of the qualitative researcher is a fourth strategy sometimes labeled researcher’s position, or more recently, reflexivity, which is, the process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher, the human as instrument
 Investigators need to explain their biases, dispositions, and assumptions regarding the research to be undertaken
 The final strategy is called peer examination or peer review. A thorough peer examination would involve asking a colleague to scan some of the raw data and assess whether the findings are plausible based on the data
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Reliability or Consistency
 Reliability refers to the extent to which research findings can be replicated – if the study is repeated, will it yield the same results?
 Reliability is problematic in the social sciences simply because human behavior is never static.
 Qualitative research, however, is not conducted so that the laws of human behavior can be isolated.
 Researchers seek to describe and explain the world as those in the world experience it
 Since there are many interpretations of what is happening, there is no benchmark by which to take repeated measures and establish reliability in the traditional sense.
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Reliability or Consistency Continued
 All reports of personal experience are not necessarily unreliable, any more than all reports of events witnessed by a large number of people are reliable.
 Replication of a qualitative study will not yield the same results, but this does not discredit the results of any particular study; there can be numerous interpretations of the same data.
 The more important question for qualitative research is whether the results are consist with the data collected.
 Rather than demanding that outsiders get the same results, a researcher wishes outsiders to concur that, given the data collected, the results make sense – they are consistent and dependable.
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Reliability or Consistency Continued
 One strategy that a qualitative researcher can use to ensure for consistency and dependability or reliability is the audit trail
 Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that just as an auditor authenticates the accounts of a business, independent readers can authenticate the findings of a study by following the trail of the researcher.
 Good qualitative research gets much of its claim to validity from the researcher’s ability to show convincingly how they got there, and how the built confidence that this was the best possible account.
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Reliability or Consistency Continued
 An audit trial in a qualitative study describes in detail how data were collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the inquiry.
 In order to construct this trail, the researcher must keep a research journal on the process of conducting the research as it is being undertaken.
 You write your reflections, your questions, and the decisions you make with regard to problems, issues, or ideas you encounter in collecting data.
 Essentially it is a detailed account of how the study was conducted and how the data were analyzed.
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External Validity or Transferability
 External validity is concerned with the extent to which the findings of one study can be applied to other situations. How generalizable are the results of a research study?
 The question of generalizability has plagued qualitative investigators for some time.
 It has been argued that applying generalizations from the aggregated data of enormous, random samples to individual is hardly useful.
 In qualitative research, a single case or small, nonrandom, purposeful sample is selected precisely because the researcher wishes to understand the particular in depth, not to find out what is generally true of the many.
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External Validity or Transferability Continued
 Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest the notion of transferability, in which the burden of proof lies less with the original investigator than with the person seeking to make an application elsewhere. The original inquirer cannot know the sites to which transferability might be sought, but the appliers can and do. The investigator needs to provide sufficient descriptive data to make transferability possible. (p.298).
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External Validity or Transferability Continued
 Probably the most common understanding of generalizability in qualitative research is to think in terms of the reader or user of the study. Reader or user generalizability involves leaving the extent to which a study’s findings apply to other situations up to the people in those situations. The person who reads the study decides whether the findings can apply to his or her particular situation.
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Ethics
 To a large extent, the validity and reliability of a study depend upon the ethics of the investigator.
 Patton (2002, p. 552) in fact identifies the credibility of the researcher along with rigorous methods and a fundamental appreciation of qualitative inquiry as three essential components to ensure for the credibility of qualitative research. The credibility of the researcher, he says, is dependent on training, experience, track record, status, and presentation of self.
 Credibility also involves intellectual rigor, professional integrity, and methodological competence.
 These qualities are essential because as in all research, we have to trust that the study was carried out with integrity and that it involves the ethical stance of the researcher
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Ethics Continued
 Ethical practice comes down to the individual researcher’s own values and ethics. The protection of subjects from harm, the right to privacy, the notion of informed consent, and the issue of deception all need to be considered ahead of time, but once in the field issues have to be resolved as they arise.
 This situational nature of ethical dilemmas depends not upon a set of general pre-established guidelines but upon the investigator’s own sensitivity and values.
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Ethical Issues Checklist Patton (2002) identifies the following ten items to be
 considered when engaging in qualitative research:
 Explaining purpose of the inquiry and methods to be used Promises and reciprocity Risk assessment Confidentiality Informed consent Data access and ownership Interviewer mental health Advice (who will be your counselor on ethical matters) Data collection boundaries Ethical versus legal conduct

Page 26
                        

In Conclusion
 In summary, part of ensuring for the trustworthiness of a study – its
 credibility - is that the researcher himself or herself is trustworthy in
 carrying out the study in as ethical a manner as possible.
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