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UNDERSTANDING
THE RELIABILITY
AND VALIDITY OF
QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

In the

Qualitative
Research

world of
academic inquiry,
qualitative research
offers a rich, textured
understanding of
human experiences,
social phenomena, and
cultural contexts.
Unlike quantitative
research, which leans
on numbers and
statistical

measurement,

qualitative research
explores the why and
how behind human
behaviour. However,
this depth of insight
comes with a distinct
challenge: how do we
ensure the findings are
trustworthy? This is
where the concepts of
reliability and validity
step in—though they
take on a different
meaning in qualitative
contexts. For
researchers, students,
and practitioners alike,

grasping the
reliability and
validity of

qualitative research


https://everybodystreet.com/

is essential for
producing credible,
meaningful work that
stands up to scrutiny.

Many newcomers to
qualitative methods
assume that reliability
and validity are solely
the domain of surveys
and lab experiments.
But this couldn't be
further from the truth.
In qualitative research,
these concepts are
reimagined to fit a
paradigm where
context, subjectivity,
and interpretation are
not weaknesses but
strengths. This article
will explore what
reliability and validity
truly mean in
qualitative research,
how to establish them,
and why they matter
for producing rigorous,
impactful studies.
Whether you are
designing a case study,
conducting interviews,
or analysing thematic

data, understanding
these foundations will
elevate your work and
help you communicate
its value with
confidence.

REFRAMING
RELIABILITY AND
VALIDITY FOR
QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

The traditional
definitions of reliability
and validity originate
from positivist,
guantitative

paradigms. Reliability
typically refers to the
consistency of a
measurement—if you
repeat a test, do you
get the same result?
Validity, on the other
hand, asks whether a
tool measures what it
claims to measure. In
qualitative research,
these definitions can
feel like a poor fit. After
all, human experiences
are not static, and a
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rigid focus on
reproducibility can
undermine the very
richness that
qualitative methods
aim to capture.

Recognising this,
scholars such as
Lincoln and Guba
(1985) proposed an
alternative framework
for evaluating
qualitative research
trustworthiness.
Instead of reliability
and validity, they
introduced four parallel
criteria: credibility,
transferability,

dependability, and
confirmability.  These
constructs respect the
interpretive, contextual
nature of qualitative
inquiry while still
providing a rigorous
standard for assessing
quality. Today, when
we talk about the
reliability and
validity of
qualitative research,

we are usually
referring to this
broader, more nuanced
set of standards.

Why
Tradition
al
Definition
s Fall
Short

Imagine you are
conducting in-depth
interviews about how
people experience
grief. If you were to
repeat the exact same
interview with the
same participant a

month later, their
responses might
differ—not because

your method is flawed,
but because grief itself



evolves. A strict,
guantitative notion of
reliability would
wrongly brand your
findings as
inconsistent. Similarly,
validity in qualitative
research is not about
whether a test score
aligns with an objective
truth, but whether your
interpretations
authentically reflect
the lived experiences
of your participants.
This fundamental shift
in perspective is the
first step toward
mastering qualitative
rigor.

CREDIBILITY: THE
QUALITATIVE
COUNTERPART TO
INTERNAL
VALIDITY

Credibility addresses
the question: Are your
findings a believable
and accurate
representation of the
participants'

perspectives? In
essence, credibility is
about establishing
confidence in the truth
of your data and
interpretations. It is
arguably the most
important component
of the reliability and
validity of
qualitative research,
because without
credibility, the entire
study loses its
foundation.

Several strategies can
strengthen credibility
in qualitative studies:

e Prolonged
engagement:
Spending
sufficient time in
the field or with
participants
helps you
understand the
context deeply
and reduces the
risk of
misinterpretation
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e Persistent impartial
observation: colleagues who
Going beyond can offer
surface-level alternative
interaction to perspectives and

identify recurring
patterns and
salient issues.

e Triangulation:
Using multiple
data sources,
methods,
investigators, or
theories to cross-
check findings
and reduce bias.

e Member
checking:
Returning your
interpretations or
preliminary
findings to
participants to
verify that you
have accurately
captured their
experiences.

* Peer
debriefing:
Discussing your
research process
and findings with

challenge
assumptions.

When these strategies
are woven into the
research design, the
credibility—and

therefore the overall
trustworthiness—of the
study is greatly
enhanced. Readers and
reviewers are more
likely to accept your
conclusions when they
see clear evidence that
you have engaged
rigorously with your
data and participants.

TRANSFERABILITY:
THE QUALITATIVE
COUNTERPART TO
EXTERNAL
VALIDITY

External validity in
quantitative research
asks whether findings



can be generalised to
other populations or
settings. In qualitative
research, the goal is
not statistical
generalisation but
transferability.

Transferability refers to
the extent to which the
findings of a qualitative
study can be applied to
other contexts,
situations, or groups. It
is not the researcher's
job to prove
transferability; rather,
the researcher
provides a thick
description of the
context, participants,
and methods so that
readers can make
informed judgments
about applicability to
their own settings.

How

Thick
Descripti
on
Supports
Transfera
bility

Thick description goes
beyond mere facts. It
captures the rich
details of the research
setting, the behaviours
observed, the cultural
norms at play, and the
meanings participants
attach to their
experiences. For
example, instead of
writing "participants
were teachers in urban
schools," a thick
description would
include the school

culture, the
socioeconomic
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COUNTERRART T e
community, the RELIABILITY
specific challenges

teachers faced, and
how these factors

shaped their
responses. When
readers encounter

such detailed accounts,
they can decide for
themselves whether
the findings might
transfer to a similar
context they are
familiar with.

This approach respects
the diversity of human
experience while still
allowing qualitative
research to inform
practice and policy. By
embracing
transferability rather
than struggling toward
generalisability,
qualitative researchers
honour the complexity
of their subject matter.

DEPENDABILITY:
THE QUALITATIVE

Dependability asks: If
the study were
repeated in the same
context, with the same
methods and
participants, would the
findings be consistent?
This does not mean
that findings must be
identical—human
experience shifts over
time—but rather that
the research process is
logical, transparent,
and well-documented.
Dependability ensures
that the study's
methods and decisions
are traceable and that
any changes in the
research design are
justified and recorded.

A key tool
establishing
dependability is the
audit trail. This is a
comprehensive record
of your research
journey, including raw

for



data, field notes,
analytical memos,
coding frameworks,
and reflections on
methodological
decisions. When
another researcher can
follow your audit trail
and understand how
you arrived at your
conclusions, the
dependability of your
study is strengthened.
Additionally,
maintaining a reflexive
journal where you
document your
thoughts, biases, and
emotional responses
throughout the
research process adds
another layer of
transparency.

Dependability is closely
linked to the broader

but emerge from a
systematic and
thoughtful inquiry
process.

CONFIRMABILITY:
THE QUALITATIVE
COUNTERPART TO
OBJECTIVITY

Confirmability
addresses the degree
to which the findings
are shaped by the
participants and the
data, rather than by
researcher bias,
motivation, or interest.
In qualitative research,
complete objectivity is
neither possible nor
desirable—the
researcher is inevitably
part of the research
process. However,
confirmability ensures

reliability and that the interpretations
validity of are grounded in the
qualitative research ata and that personal
because it biases are
demonstrates that your gcknowledged and
findings are not managed.

arbitrary or careless,
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Here are several ways
to enhance
confirmability:

» Reflexivity:
Regularly reflect
on how your own
background,
assumptions, and
values influence
the research
process. This can
be documented

in a reflexive
journal.

e Audit trail: As
with

dependability, a
detailed audit
trail allows
external
reviewers to
trace the path
from raw data to
final
interpretations.
e Triangulation:
Using multiple
data sources or
analytical
perspectives
reduces the
influence of any

single viewpoint.
* Negative case
analysis:
Actively
searching for and
discussing cases
or themes that
contradict your
emerging
findings. This
demonstrates
intellectual
honesty and
strengthens the
validity of your
conclusions.

When confirmability is
achieved, readers can
trust that the findings
are a fair
representation of the
data, not simply a
reflection of the
researcher's

preconceptions. This is
a vital component of
the reliability and
validity of
qualitative research
because it aligns with
the ethical
commitment to



represent participants'
voices authentically.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT
RELIABILITY AND
VALIDITY IN
QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

Despite
awareness
qualitative research
standards, several
misconceptions persist.
One common belief is
that qualitative
research is inherently
less rigorous than
quantitative research.
This stems from
applying quantitative
criteria to qualitative
studies—a category
error. When judged by
appropriate standards,
qualitative research
can be just as rigorous,
if not more so, for its
intended purposes.

growing
of

Another misconception
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is that reliability and
validity do not matter
at all in qualitative
research. This view

leads to sloppy
methodology and
undermines the

credibility of the field.
In reality, qualitative
researchers must be
even more vigilant
about documenting
their process, because
the interpretive nature
of the work opens the
door to multiple
potential biases.

Finally, some
researchers believe
that using software for
qualitative data
analysis automatically
ensures rigor. While
tools like NVivo or
ATLAS.ti can help
organise data and
track coding decisions,
they are no substitute
for thoughtful
methodological design
and reflexive practice.
The software is a tool,
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not a guarantee of
quality.

PRACTICAL STEPS
FOR ENSURING
RELIABILITY AND
VALIDITY IN YOUR
QUALITATIVE
STUDY

If you are planning a
qualitative research
project, integrating
trustworthiness
strategies from the
start will save you time
and strengthen your
final output. Here is a
practical checklist to
guide you:

1. Design with
triangulation in
mind. Use
multiple data
sources
(interviews,
observations,
documents) or
multiple
researchers to
cross-verify
findings.

11

2. Keep a detailed

audit trail.
Document every
step of your
research
process,
including raw
data, coding
decisions, and
analytical
memos.

. Engage in

member
checking. Share
your findings or
interpretations
with participants
and ask for their
feedback.

. Practice

reflexivity.
Maintain a
journal to reflect
on your biases,
assumptions, and
how they might
shape your work.

. Provide thick

description.
Write rich,
contextual
accounts that



allow readers to
assess
transferability.

. Seek peer
debriefing. Ask
colleagues or
mentors to
review your
process and
challenge your
interpretations.

. Include
negative case
analysis.
Actively look for
evidence that
contradicts your
emerging
themes and
discuss it
transparently.

By following these
steps, you
demonstrate a
commitment to the
reliability and
validity of
qualitative research
that will resonate with
reviewers, readers, and
the communities you
study.
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THE ROLE OF THE
RESEARCHER IN
QUALITATIVE
TRUSTWORTHINES
S

It is impossible to
discuss the reliability
and wvalidity of
qualitative research
without acknowledging
the central role of the
researcher. In
qualitative studies, the
researcher is the
primary instrument of
data collection and
analysis. This brings
both opportunities and
challenges. On one
hand, the researcher's
sensitivity, empathy,
and interpretive skill
can uncover deep
insights that a
standardised tool
never could. On the
other hand, the
researcher's biases,
blind spots, and
emotional reactions
can distort the data if
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RIGORGUIS;.

This is why reflexivity
is not an optional extra
but a core component
of qualitative rigor.
Reflexive practice
involves continually
examining how your
identity—your gender,
ethnicity, social class,
professional
background,
personal
experiences—shapes
every stage of the
research. By being
transparent about
these influences, you
allow readers to assess
the trustworthiness of
your work more fully.
Rather than pretending
to be a neutral
observer, you
acknowledge vyour
position and explain
how you managed its
influence.

CONCLUSION:
EMBRACING A

and
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HUMAN-CENTRED
APPROACH

The reliability and
validity of
qualitative research
are not simply
technical checkboxes
to tick off before
publication. They
represent a deep
commitment to
conducting research
that is ethical,
transparent, and
genuinely reflective of
the people and
phenomena being
studied. By adopting
the framework of
trustworthiness—credi
bility, transferability,
dependability, and
confirmability—qualitat
ive researchers can
produce work that is
both richly human and
methodologically
sound.

Far from being a
weaker alternative to
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quantitative methods, depth, participant
qualitative research voice, and the ability to
offers unique explore complex social
strengths: contextual realities. When
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