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RETHINKING RIGOR: RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY IN
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

For decades, the words "reliability" and "validity" were firmly
rooted in the language of quantitative research. If you could not
measure something with a precise instrument and replicate the
result, many traditional scientists considered the findings
questionable. However, as qualitative research gained
prominence across fields such as sociology, education, nursing,
and market research, a critical question emerged: How do we
judge the quality of research that explores human experience,
meaning, and context rather than numbers and statistical
probabilities?

The answer is not as simple as applying quantitative standards to
qualitative data. Instead, scholars have developed robust
frameworks to ensure reliability and validity in qualitative
research remain meaningful and rigorous. When researchers
talk about reliability and validity in qualitative research, they are
generally referring to the trustworthiness, credibility,
dependability, and confirmability of the study. These concepts
provide a systematic way to evaluate whether a qualitative study
is well-conducted and whether its findings can be relied upon.

In this article, we will explore what reliability and validity mean in
a qualitative context, why they matter, how they differ from
quantitative definitions, and what practical strategies researchers
use to uphold them. Whether you are a student designing your
first interview study, a seasoned ethnographer, or a professional
reviewing qualitative evidence, understanding these principles is
essential for producing and evaluating high-quality qualitative
work.

WHY TRADITIONAL DEFINITIONS FALL SHORT

In quantitative research, reliability usually refers to
consistency—will the same measurement tool produce the same
results under the same conditions? Validity asks whether the
tool actually measures what it claims to measure. These are
reasonable expectations when you are working with a
thermometer, a standardized test, or a laboratory scale. But
qualitative research deals with human beings, their perceptions,
their evolving narratives, and the unique contexts in which they
live.

Consider a researcher conducting in-depth interviews about grief.
If they interview the same person twice, the responses might
differ not because the method is flawed, but because grief
changes, memories shift, and people reflect differently over time.
Expecting identical answers would actually indicate a lack of
sensitivity to the human experience. Similarly, if two researchers
observe the same classroom, they may notice different
interactions. That does not mean one is wrong. It could mean
they each captured authentic but different slices of reality.

Because of these nuances, scholars like Lincoln and Guba
proposed an alternative paradigm for evaluating qualitative
research. They introduced the concept of trustworthiness,
which includes four key components: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These four

pillars serve as the qualitative equivalents of internal validity,
external validity, reliability, and objectivity. Understanding this
framework is the foundation for any meaningful discussion about
reliability and validity in qualitative research.

Credibility as the
Qualitative Counterpart to
Internal Validity

Credibility asks whether the findings are a true and accurate
representation of the participants' experiences. In simple terms,
did the researcher actually capture what the participants meant?
There are several established techniques to strengthen credibility
in a qualitative study:

* Prolonged engagement: Spending sufficient time in the
field or with participants helps the researcher understand
the culture, build trust, and reduce the effects of their own
presence.

e Persistent observation: Going beyond surface-level
impressions to identify the most relevant characteristics
and nuances in the setting.

e Triangulation: Using multiple data sources, methods,
investigators, or theories to cross-check findings. For
example, combining interviews with observations and
document analysis provides a richer, more credible picture.

e Member checking: Returning the findings or
interpretations to the participants and asking them whether
the researcher's understanding matches their own
experience. This is one of the most powerful tools for
ensuring accuracy.

e Peer debriefing: Discussing the study process and
findings with colleagues who are not directly involved in the
research, allowing them to challenge assumptions and
identify blind spots.

When readers see that a researcher has employed these
strategies, they can have greater confidence in the credibility of
the work. Without credibility, the entire study collapses,
regardless of how elegantly it is written.

Transferability as the
Qualitative Counterpart to
External Validity

External validity in quantitative research asks whether results
can be generalized to other populations or settings. Qualitative
researchers recognize that their work is often deeply contextual.
However, that does not mean findings are useless outside the
original study. The concept of transferability shifts the burden
of judgment from the researcher to the reader.

To enable transferability, the researcher must provide what is
called thick description. This means offering rich, detailed
accounts of the context, the participants, the setting, and the
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processes involved. If you describe the culture of an urban high
school with enough depth and specificity, an educator in a similar
school can decide whether the findings might apply to their own
situation.

Think of it as providing a detailed map. The researcher does not
claim that every school is the same, but by drawing the map
carefully, they allow others to see which features match and
which do not. Transferability is not about statistical
generalization; it is about offering enough detail for informed,
contextual comparisons.

Dependability as the
Qualitative Counterpart to
Reliability

If reliability is about consistency over time, dependability
accounts for the fact that qualitative research settings are
inherently unstable. The goal is not to freeze a moment in time,
but to ensure that the research process is logical, documented,
and transparent. Another researcher should be able to follow the
decision trail and understand how the researcher arrived at their
conclusions.

Strategies for enhancing dependability include:

¢ Audit trails: Keeping comprehensive records of raw data,
field notes, analysis notes, and methodological decisions. A
well-maintained audit trail allows external reviewers to
assess whether the conclusions are supported by the data.

» Reflexive journaling: Writing regularly about the
researcher's own thoughts, biases, and reactions during the
study. This helps separate the participant's voice from the
researcher's interpretation.

e External audits: Inviting an independent researcher to
examine the process and findings to check for consistency
and coherence.

Dependability acknowledges that change is expected. If a
participant changes their perspective between interviews, that is
not necessarily a flaw. What matters is that the researcher tracks
and documents that change and considers what it means for the
findings.

Confirmability as the
Qualitative Counterpart to
Objectivity

Objectivity is a contentious word in qualitative circles because
most qualitative researchers reject the idea that any human
observer can be entirely neutral. However, confirmability offers
a practical alternative. Rather than requiring the researcher to be
a blank slate, confirmability asks whether the findings are
genuinely grounded in the data, rather than being products of the
researcher's biases, motivations, or interests.

This is where the audit trail becomes especially valuable. If a
researcher claims that participants expressed frustration with a
policy, the audit trail should show the specific interview excerpts,
field notes, and analytic memos that led to that interpretation.
Confirmability is not about eliminating the researcher's
perspective, but about making the interpretive process visible

and open to scrutiny.

Techniques such as reflexivity (examining how your own
background affects the research) and negative case analysis
(actively looking for data that contradict emerging themes)
further strengthen confirmability. When a researcher can point to
evidence that challenges their own preferred narrative, it signals
intellectual honesty and strengthens the overall trustworthiness
of the study.

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR ENSURING RELIABILITY
AND VALIDITY IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

It is one thing to understand the theoretical framework; it is
another to apply it in the field. Below are actionable steps that
researchers can take to embed rigor into every phase of a
qualitative study.

During the Design Phase

Start with a clear research question that is well-suited to
qualitative inquiry. A vague question produces vague findings.
Choose a methodology that aligns with your question.
Ethnography, grounded theory, phenomenology, and case study
each come with their own standards for quality and rigor.

Develop an interview or observation protocol and pilot test it.
A pilot test can reveal whether your questions are confusing,
leading, or overly broad. It gives you a chance to refine your
approach before committing to the full study.

During Data Collection

Collect data until you reach thematic saturation. Saturation
means that new data no longer generate new insights or themes
relevant to your research question. This is a critical marker of
completeness. However, be careful not to confuse saturation with
repetition. True saturation requires that you have thoroughly
explored the dimensions of each theme.

Record and transcribe interviews verbatim. If possible, use
professional transcription services or take the time to check
transcripts against the original recordings. Even a small error in
transcription can alter the meaning of a statement.

Maintain detailed field notes that capture not only what was
said, but also the setting, non-verbal cues, and your own
immediate reflections. These notes become invaluable during
analysis and when establishing dependability and confirmability.

During Data Analysis

Use systematic coding processes. Whether you use manual
coding or qualitative data analysis software, document your
coding framework and explain how codes evolve into categories
and themes. A clear analytic process is central to both
dependability and confirmability.

Engage in investigator triangulation if you have a research
team. Having multiple people code the same data and then
compare their interpretations can highlight biases and enrich the
analysis. If you are working alone, consider asking a colleague to
code a subset of your data independently.

Search for disconfirming evidence. Actively look for cases,
quotes, or observations that challenge your emerging themes.
Addressing these counterexamples directly in your write-up
strengthens credibility and shows that you have considered
alternative interpretations.
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During Writing and
Reporting

Be transparent about your methods. Explain exactly how you
collected data, how many participants you interviewed, how you
analyzed the material, and what steps you took to ensure
trustworthiness. A methods section that glosses over these
details will raise immediate red flags for informed readers.

Use direct quotes generously but thoughtfully. Quotes allow the
participants to speak for themselves and provide evidence for
your claims. However, avoid overusing quotes as a substitute for
analysis. Your job is to interpret and contextualize the
participants' words, not just report them.

Reflect on your own positionality. Include a statement about
how your background, assumptions, and relationship with
participants may have shaped the research. This is not an
exercise in self-indulgence; it is a mark of methodological
maturity that enhances confirmability.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT RELIABILITY AND
VALIDITY IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Despite growing acceptance of qualitative methods,
misconceptions persist. One common error is the belief that
qualitative research is inherently less rigorous than quantitative

research. This is only true if you apply the wrong standards. A
qualitative study that uses member checking, thick description,
triangulation, and a clear audit trail is no less rigorous than a
randomized controlled trial. It is simply rigorous in different ways.

Another misconception is that reliability is irrelevant in qualitative
research. While the term may be reframed as dependability, the
underlying value is still critical. Readers need to trust that the
research process was conducted in a careful, transparent, and
coherent manner. Without that trust, the findings carry little
weight.

Some researchers also mistakenly believe that subjectivity is the
enemy of qualitative research. In reality, subjectivity is the raw
material of qualitative inquiry. The goal is not to eliminate it, but
to manage it through systematic reflection and transparent
reporting. A researcher who pretends to be entirely objective is
likely hiding more than they reveal.

CONCLUSION

Reliability and validity in qualitative research may look different
from their quantitative counterparts, but they are no less
important. By reframing these <concepts as
trustworthiness—encompassing credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability—qualitative researchers have
developed a robust and appropriate framework for evaluating the
quality of their work. These principles allow the research
community and the public to have confidence in findings that
emerge from interviews, observations



