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Research
DIMENSION

Rigor or Reliability
and Validity in
Qualitative Research:
Perspectives, Strategies,
Reconceptualization, and
Recommendations
Brigitte S. Cypress, EdD, RN, CCRN

Issues are still raised even now in the 21st century by the persistent

concern with achieving rigor in qualitative research. There is also a

continuing debate about the analogous terms reliability and validity in

naturalistic inquiries as opposed to quantitative investigations. This

article presents the concept of rigor in qualitative research using a

phenomenological study as an exemplar to further illustrate the process.

Elaborating on epistemological and theoretical conceptualizations by

Lincoln and Guba, strategies congruent with qualitative perspective for

ensuring validity to establish the credibility of the study are described. A

synthesis of the historical development of validity criteria evident in the

literature during the years is explored. Recommendations are made for use

of the term rigor instead of trustworthiness and the reconceptualization

and renewed use of the concept of reliability and validity in qualitative

research, that strategies for ensuring rigor must be built into the

qualitative research process rather than evaluated only after the inquiry,

and that qualitative researchers and students alike must be proactive and

take responsibility in ensuring the rigor of a research study. The insights

garnered here will move novice researchers and doctoral students to a

better conceptual grasp of the complexity of reliability and validity and its

ramifications for qualitative inquiry.
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Conducting a naturalistic inquiry in general is not an easy
task. Qualitative studies are more complex in many ways
than a traditional investigation. Quantitative research fol-
lows a structured, rigid, preset design with the methods all
prescribed. In naturalistic inquiries, planning and imple-
mentation are simultaneous, and the research design can
change or is emergent. Preliminary steps must be accom-
plished before the design is fully implemented frommaking
initial contact and gaining entry to site, negotiating consent,
building andmaintaining trust, and identifying participants.
The steps of a qualitative inquiry are also repeated multiple
times during the process. As the design unfolds, the ele-
ments of this design are put into place, and the inquirer has
minimal control and should be flexible. There is continu-
ous reassessment and reiteration. Data collection is carried
out using multiple techniques, and whatever the source
maybe, it is the researcher who is the sole instrument of the
study and the primary mode of collecting the information.
All the while during these processes, the qualitative inquirer
must be concerned with rigor.1 Appropriate activities must
be conducted to ensure that rigor had been attended to in
the research process rather than only adhering to set criteria
for rigor after the completion of the study.1-4

Reliability and validity are 2 key aspects of all research.
Researchers assert that rigor of qualitative research equates
to the concepts reliability and validity and all are necessary
components of quality.5,6 However, the precise definition
of quality has created debates among naturalistic inquirers.
Other scholars consider different criteria to describe rigor in
qualitative research process.7 The 2 concepts of reliability
and validity have been operationalized eloquently in quan-
titative texts but at the same timewere deemed not pertinent
to qualitative inquiries in the 1990s. Meticulous attention
to the reliability and validity of research studies is particularly
vital in qualitative work, where the researcher"s subjectivity
can so readily cloud the interpretation of the data and
where research findings are often questioned or viewedwith
skepticism by the scientific community (Brink, 1993).

This article will discuss the issue of rigor in relation
to qualitative research and further illustrate the process
using a phenomenological study as an exemplar based
on Lincoln andGuba"s1 (1985) techniques. This approach
will clarify and define some of these complex concepts.
There are numerous articles about trustworthiness in
the literature that are too complex, confusing, and full of
jargon. Some of these published articles also discuss rigor
vis-à-vis reliability and validity in a very complicated way.
Rigor will be first defined followed by how ‘‘reliability and
validity’’ should be applied to qualitative research methods
during the inquiry (constructive) rather than only post hoc
evaluation. Strategies to attain reliability and validitywill be
described including the criteria and techniques for ensuring
its attainment in a study. This discussion will critically focus

on the misuse or nonuse of the concept of reliability and
validity in qualitative inquiries, reestablish its importance,
and relate both to the concept of rigor. Reflecting on my
own research experience, recommendations for the renewed
use of the concept of reliability and validity in qualitative
research will be presented.

RIGOR VERSUS TRUSTWORTHINESS
Rigor of qualitative research continues to be challenged even
now in the 21st centuryVfrom the very idea that qualitative
research alone is open to questions, so with the terms rigor
and trustworthiness. It is critical to understand rigor in
research. Rigor is simply defined as the quality or state of
being very exact, careful, or with strict precision8 or the
quality of being thorough and accurate.9 The term quali-
tative rigor itself is an oxymoron, considering that quali-
tative research is a journey of explanation and discovery
that does not lend to stiff boundaries.10

Rigor and truth are always of concern for qualitative
research.11 Rigor has also been used to express attributes
related to the qualitative research process.12,13 Per Morse
et al4 (2002), without rigor, research is worthless, becomes
fiction, and loses its use. The authors further defined rigor
as the strength of the research design and the appropriate-
ness of the method to answer the questions. It is expected
that qualitative studies be conducted with extreme rigor
because of the potential of subjectivity that is inherent in
this type of research. This is a more difficult task when
dealing with narratives and people than numbers and sta-
tistics.14 Davies and Dodd13 (2002) refer rigor to the reli-
ability and validity of research and that, inherent to the
conception, the concept is a quantitative bias. Several re-
searchers argued that reliability and validity pertain to
quantitative research, which is unrelated or not pertinent
to qualitative inquiry because it is aligned with the posi-
tivist view.15 It is also suggested that a new way of look-
ing at reliability and validity will ensure rigor in qualitative
inquiry.1,16 From Lincoln and Guba"s crucial work in the
1980s, reliability and validity were replaced with the concept
‘‘trustworthiness.’’ Lincoln andGuba1 (1985) were the first
to address rigor in their model of trustworthiness of
qualitative research. Trustworthiness is used as the central
concept in their framework to appraise the rigor of a
qualitative study.

Trustworthiness is described in different ways by re-
searchers. Trustworthiness refers to quality, authenticity,
and truthfulness of findings of qualitative research. It relates
to the degree of trust, or confidence, readers have in results.14

Yin17 (1994) describes trustworthiness as a criterion to
judge the quality of a research design. Trustworthiness ad-
dressed methods that can ensure one has carried out the
research process correctly.18 Manning19 (1997) considered
trustworthiness as parallel to the empiricist concepts of
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internal and external validity, reliability, and objectivity.
Seale20 (1999) asserted that trustworthiness of a research
study is based on the concepts of reliability and validity.
Guba2 (1981), Guba and Lincoln3 (1982), and Lincoln
and Guba1 (1985) refer to trustworthiness as something
that evolved from 4 major concerns that relate to it in
which the set of criteria were based on. Trustworthiness is
a goal of the study and, at the same time, something to be
judged during the study and after the research is con-
ducted. The 4 major traditional criteria are summarized
into 4 questions about truth value, applicability, consis-
tency, and neutrality. From these, they proposed 4 anal-
ogous terms within the naturalistic paradigm to replace
the rationalistic terms: credibility, transferability, depend-
ability, and confirmability.1 For each of these 4 natural-
istic terms are research activities or steps that the inquirer
should be engage in to be able to safeguard or satisfy each
of the previously mentioned criteria and thus attain trust-
worthiness (Supplemental Digital Content 1, http://links.
lww.com/DCCN/A18). Guba and Lincoln1 (1985) stated:

The criteria aid inquirers in monitoring themselves and
in guiding activities in the field, as a way of determining
whether or not various stages in the research are meeting
standards for quality and rigor. Finally, the same criteria
may be used to render ex-post facto judgments on the
products of research, including reports, case studies, or
proposed publications.

Standards and checklist were developed in the 1990s
based on Lincoln and Guba"s1 (1985) established criteria,
which were then discarded in favor of principles.21 These
standards and checklists consisted of long list of strategies
used by qualitative researchers, which were thought to cause
harm because of the confusion on which strategies were
appropriate for certain designs or what type of naturalistic
inquiry is being evaluated. Thus, researchers interpreted
missing data as faults and flaws.21 Morse21 (2012) further
claimed that these standards became the qualitative re-
searchers" ‘‘worst enemies’’ and such an approach was not
appropriate. Guba and Lincoln18 (1989) later proposed a
set of guidelines for post hoc evaluation of a naturalistic
inquiry to ensure trustworthiness based on the frame-
work of naturalism and constructivism and beyond the
conventional methodological ideas. The aspects of their
criteria have been fundamental to development of standards
used to evaluate the quality of qualitative inquiry.4

THE RIGOR DEBATES: TRUSTWORTHINESS
OR RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY?
A research endeavor, whether quantitative or qualitative,
is always evaluated for its worth and merits by peers, ex-
perts, reviewers, and readers. Does this mean that a study
is differentiated between ‘‘good’’ and ‘‘bad’’? What deter-
mines a ‘‘good’’ from a ‘‘bad’’ inquiry? For a quantitative

study, this would mean determining the reliability and
validity, and for qualitative inquiries, this would mean
determining rigor and trustworthiness. According to
Golafshani22 (2003), if the issues of reliability, validity,
trustworthiness, and rigor are meant to differentiating
a ‘‘good’’ from ‘‘bad’’ research, then testing and increasing
the reliability, validity, trustworthiness, and rigor will be
important to the research in any paradigm. However, do
reliability and validity in quantitative research equate totally
to rigor and trustworthiness in qualitative research? There
are many ways to assess the ‘‘goodness’’ of a naturalistic
inquiry. Guba and Lincoln18 (1989) asked, ‘‘‘What stan-
dards ought apply?’I goodness criteria like paradigms are
rooted in certain assumptions. Thus, it is not appropriate to
judge constructivist evaluations by positivistic criteria or stan-
dards or vice versa. To each its proper and appropriate set.’’

Reliability and validity are analogues and are deter-
mined differently than in quantitative inquiry.21 The nature
and purpose of the quantitative and qualitative traditions
are also different that it is erroneous to apply the same
criteria of worthiness or merit.23,24 The qualitative re-
searcher should not focus on quantitatively defined indi-
cators of reliability and validity, but that does not mean
that rigorous standards are not appropriate for evaluat-
ing findings.11 Evaluation, like democracy, is a process
that, to be at its best, depends on the application of en-
lightened and informed self-interest.18 Agar24 (1986), on
the other hand, suggested that terms such as reliability and
validity are comparative with the quantitative view and do
not fit the details of qualitative research. A different lan-
guage is needed to fit the qualitative view. From Leininger25

(1985), Krefting23 (1991) asserted that addressing reliabil-
ity and validity in qualitative research is such a different
process that quantitative labels should not be used. The
incorrect application of the qualitative criteria of rigor to
studies is as problematic as the application of inappropri-
ate quantitative criteria.23 Smith26 (1989) argued that, for
qualitative research, this means that the basis of truth or
trustworthiness becomes a social agreement. He empha-
sizes that what is judged true or trustworthy is what we
can agree, conditioned by time and place, and is true or
trustworthy. Validity standards in qualitative research are
also even more challenging because of the necessity to
incorporate rigor and subjectivity, as well as creativity into
the scientific process.27 Furthermore, Leininger25 (1985)
claimed that it is not whether the data are reliable or valid
but how the terms reliability and validity are defined. Aside
from the debate whether reliability and validity criteria should
be used similarly in qualitative inquiries, there is also an issue
of not using the concepts at all in naturalistic studies.

Designing a naturalistic inquiry is very different from a
traditional quantitative notion of design and that defining
a ‘‘good’’ qualitative inquiry is controversial and has gone
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throughmany changes.21 First is the confusion on the use
of terminologies ‘‘rigor’’ and ‘‘trustworthiness.’’ Morse28

(2015) suggested that it is time to return to the termi-
nology of mainstream social science and to use ‘‘rigor’’
rather than ‘‘trustworthiness.’’ Debates also continue about
why some qualitative researchers do not use the concept of
reliability and validity in their studies referring to Lincoln
and Guba"s1 (1985) criteria for trustworthiness, namely,
transferability, dependability, confirmability, and credibility.
Morse28 (2015) further suggested replacing these criteria
to reliability, validity, and generalizability. The importance
and centrality of reliability and validity to qualitative in-
quiries have in some way been disregarded even in the
current times. Researchers from the United Kingdom and
Europe continue to do so but notmuch so inNorthAmerica.4

According to Morse21 (2012), this gives the impression
that these concepts are of no concern to qualitative research.
Morse29 (1999) stated, ‘‘Is the terminology worth making
a fuzz about?’’, when Lincoln and Guba1 (1985) described
trustworthiness and reliability and validity as analogs.
Morse29 (1999) further articulated that:

To state that reliability and validity are not pertinent to
qualitative inquiry places qualitative research in the realm
of being not reliable and not valid. Science is concerned
with rigor, and by definition, good rigorous research must
be reliable and valid. If qualitative research is unreliable
and invalid, then it must not be science. If it is not science,
then why should it be funded, published, implemented, or
taken seriously?

RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY IN
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
Reliability and validity should be taken into consideration
by qualitative inquirers while designing a study, analyzing
results, and judging the quality of the study,30 but for too
long, the criteria used for evaluating rigor are applied after
a research is completedVa considerably wrong tactic.4

Morse and colleagues4 (2002) argued that, for reliability
and validity to be actively attained, strategies for ensuring
rigor must be built into the qualitative research process
per se not to be proclaimed only at the end of the inquiry.
The authors suggest that focusing on strategies to establish
rigor at the completion of the study (post hoc), rather than
during the inquiry, exposes the investigators to the risk of
missing and addressing serious threats to the reliability
and validity until it is too late to correct them. They further
asserted that the interface between reliability and validity
is important especially for the direction of the analysis
process and the development of the study itself.

Reliability
In the social sciences, the whole notion of reliability in
and of itself is problematic.31 The scientific aspect of reli-

ability assumes that repeated measures of a phenomenon
(with the same results) using objective methods establish
the truth of the findings.32-35 Merriam36 (1995) stated that,
‘‘The more times the findings of a study can be replicated,
the more stable or reliable the phenomenon is thought to
be.’’ In other words, it is the idea of replicability,22,34,37

repeatability,21,22,26,30,31,36,38-40 and stability of results or
observation.25,39,41 The issues are that human behaviors
and interactions are never static or the same.Measurements
and observations can also be repeatedly wrong. Further-
more, researchers have argued that the concept reliability
is misleading and has no relevance in qualitative research
related to the notion of ‘‘measurement method,’’ as in quan-
titative studies.40,42 It is a fact that quantitative research
is supported by the positivist or scientific paradigm that
regards the world as made up of observable, measurable
facts. Qualitative research, on the other hand, produces
findings not arrived at by means of statistical procedures
or other means of quantification. On the basis of the con-
structivist paradigm, it is a naturalistic inquiry that seeks
to understand phenomena in context-specific settings in
which the researcher does not attempt to manipulate the
phenomenon of interest.23 If reliability is used as a cri-
terion in qualitative research, it would mean that the
study is ‘‘not good.’’ A thorough description of the entire
research process that allows for intersubjectivity is what
indicates good quality when using qualitative methodol-
ogy. Reliability is based on consistency and care in the
application of research practices, which are reflected in
the visibility of research practices, analysis, and conclu-
sions, reflected in an open account that remains mindful
of the partiality and limits of the research findings.13 Reli-
ability and similar terms are presented in Supplemental
Digital Content 2 (see Supplemental Digital Content 2,
http://links.lww.com/DCCN/A19).

Validity
Validity is broadly defined as the state of beingwell grounded
or justifiable, relevant, meaningful, logical, confirming to
accepted principles or the quality of being sound, just, and
well founded.8 The issues surrounding the use and nature
of the term validity in qualitative research are controversial
and many. It is a highly debated topic both in social and
educational research and is still often a subject of debate.43

The traditional criteria for validity find their roots in a
positivist tradition, and to an extent, positivism has been
defined by a systematic theory of validity.22 Validity is rooted
from empirical conceptions as universal laws, evidence,
objectivity, truth, actuality, deduction, reason, fact, and
mathematical data, to name only a few. Validity in re-
search is concerned with the accuracy and truthfulness of
scientific findings.44 A valid study should demonstrate what
actually exists and is accurate, and a valid instrument or
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measure should actually measure what it is supposed to
measure.5,22,29,31,42,45

Novice researchers can become easily perplexed in at-
tempting to understand the notion of validity in qualitative
inquiry.44 There is a multiple array of terms similar to
validity in the literature, which the authors equate to same
such as authenticity, goodness, adequacy, trustworthiness,
verisimilitude, credibility, and plausibility.1,45-51 Validity
is not a single, fixed, or universal concept but rather a
contingent construct, inescapably grounded in the pro-
cesses and intentions of particular research methodolo-
gies.39 Some qualitative researchers have argued that the
term validity is not applicable to qualitative research and
have related it to terms such as quality, rigor, and trust-
worthiness.1,13,22,38,42,52-54 I argue that the concepts of
reliability and validity are overarching constructs that can
be appropriately used in both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies. To validate means to investigate, to ques-
tion, and to theorize, which are all activities to ensure rigor
in a qualitative inquiry. For Leininger25 (1985), the term
validity in a qualitative sense means gaining knowledge
and understanding of the nature (ie, the meaning, attri-
butes, and characteristics) of the phenomenon under study.
A qualitative method seeks for a certain quality that is
typical for a phenomenon or that makes the phenomenon
different than others.

Some naturalistic inquirers agree that assuring validity
is a process whereby ideals are sought through attention to
specified criteria, and appropriate techniques are used to
address any threats to validity of a naturalistic inquiry.
However, other researchers argue that procedures and
techniques are not an assurance of validity and will not
necessarily produce sound data or credible conclusions.38,48,55

Thus, some argued that they should abandon the concept
of validity and seek alternative criteria withwhich to judge
their work. Criteria are the standards or rules to be upheld
as ideals in qualitative research on which a judgment or
decisions may be based,4,56 whereas the techniques are
the methods used to diminish identified validity threats.56

Criteria, for some researchers, are used to test the quality
of the research design, whereas for some, they are the
goal of the study. There is also the trend to treat stan-
dards, goals, and criteria synonymously. I concur with
Morse29 (1999) that introducing parallel terminology and
criteria diminishes qualitative inquiry frommainstream science
and scientific legitimacy. The development of alternative
criteria compromises the issue of rigor. We must work to
have a consensus toward criteria and terminology that are
used in mainstream science and how it is attained within
the qualitative inquiry during the research process rather
than at the end of the study. Despite all these, researchers
developed validity criteria and techniques during the years.
A synthesis of validity criteria development is summarized

in Supplemental Digital Content 3 (see Supplemental Digital
Content 3, http://links.lww.com/DCCN/A20). The tech-
niques for demonstrating validity are presented in Supple-
mental Digital Content 4 (see Supplemental Digital Content 4,
http://links.lww.com/DCCN/A21).

Reliability and Validity as Means in Ensuring the
Quality of Findings of a Phenomenological
Study in Intensive Care Unit
Reliability and validity are 2 factors that any qualitative
researcher should be concerned about while designing a
study, analyzing results, and judging its quality. Just as
the quantitative investigator must attend to the question
of how external and internal validity, reliability, and ob-
jectivity will be provided for in the design, so must the
naturalistic inquirer arrange for credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.1 Lincoln and Guba1

(1985) clearly established these 4 criteria as benchmarks
for quality based on the identification of 4 aspects of trust-
worthiness that are relevant to both quantitative and quali-
tative studies, which are truth value, applicability, consistency,
and neutrality. Guba2 (1981) stated, ‘‘It is to these concerns
that the criteria must speak.’’

Rigor of a naturalistic inquiry such as phenomenology
may be operationalized using the criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. This phe-
nomenological study aimed to understand and illuminate
the meaning of the phenomenon of the lived experiences
of patients, their family members, and the nurses during
critical illness in the intensive care unit (ICU). From Lincoln
and Guba1 (1985), I first asked the question, ‘‘How can I
persuade my audience that the research findings of my
inquiry are worth paying attention to, and worth taking
account of?’’My answers to these questions were based on
the identified 4 criteria set forth by Lincoln andGuba1 (1985).

Credibility, the accurate and truthful depiction of a
participant"s lived experience, was achieved in this study
through prolonged engagement and persistent observa-
tion to learn the context of the phenomenon in which it
is embedded and to minimize distortions that might creep
into the data. To achieve this, I spent 6 months with nurses,
patients, and their families in the ICU to become oriented to
the situation and also to build trust and rapport with the
participants. Peer debriefing was conducted through meet-
ings and discussions with an expert qualitative researcher
to allow for questions and critique of field journals and
research activities. Triangulation was achieved by cross-
checking the data and interpretations within and across
each category of participants by 2 qualitative researchers.
Member checks were accomplished by constantly checking
data and interpretations with the participants from which
data were solicited.
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Transferability was enhanced by using purposive sam-
pling method and providing a thick description and a robust
data with a wide possible range of information through the
detailed and accurate descriptions of the patients, their family
members, and the nurses" lived ICU experiences and by
continuously returning to the texts. In this study, recruit-
ment of participants and data collection continued until
the data are saturated and complete and replicate. Ac-
cording to Morse et al4 (2002), interviewing additional
participants is for the purpose of increasing the scope,
adequacy, and appropriateness of the data. I immersed
myself into the phenomenon to know, describe, and un-
derstand it fully, comprehensively, and thoroughly. Special
care was given to the collection, identification, and analysis
of all data pertinent to the study. The audiotaped data were
meticulously transcribed by a professional transcriber for
future scrutiny. During the analysis phase, every attempt
was made to document all aspects of the analysis. Analysis
in qualitative research refers to the categorization and
ordering of information in such a way as to make sense of
the data and to writing a final report that is true and ac-
curate.36 Every effort was made to coordinate methodo-
logical and analytical materials. After I categorized and
was able to make sense of the transcribed data, all efforts
were exhausted to illuminate themes and descriptors as
they emerge.

Lincoln and Guba1 (1985) use ‘‘dependability’’ in quali-
tative research, which closely corresponds to the notion of
‘‘reliability’’ in quantitative research. Dependability was
achieved by having 2 expert qualitative nursing researchers
review the transcribed material to validate the themes and
descriptors identified. To be able to validate my findings
related to the themes, a doctoral-prepared nursing colleague
was asked to review some of the transcribed materials. Any
new themes and descriptors illuminated by my colleague
were acknowledged and considered. It was then compared
with my own thematic analysis from the entire participant"s
transcribed data. If the theme identified by the colleague did
not appear in my own thematic analysis, it was agreed by
both analysts not to use the said theme. It was my goal that
both analysts agree on the findings related to themes and
meanings within the transcribed material.

Confirmability was met by maintaining a reflexive
journal during the research process to keep notes and doc-
ument introspections daily that would be beneficial and
pertinent during the study. An audit trail also took place to
examine the processes whereby data were collected and
analyzed and interpretations were made. The audit trail
took the form of documentation (the actual interview notes
taken) and a running account of the process (my daily field
journal). I maintained self-awareness of my role as the sole
instrument of this study. After each interview, I retired in 1
private room to document additional perceptions and re-

collections from the interviews (Supplemental Digital
Content 5, http://links.lww.com/DCCN/A22).

Through reflexivity and bracketing, I was always on
guard of my own biases, assumptions, beliefs, and pre-
suppositions that I might bring to the study but was also
aware that complete reduction is not possible. VanManen44

(1990) stated that ‘‘if we simply try to forget or ignore what
we already know, we may find that the presuppositions
persistently creep back into our reflections.’’ During data
collection and analysis, I made my orientation and pre-
understanding of critical illness and critical care explicit
but held themdeliberately at bay and bracketed them.Aside
from Lincoln and Guba"s1 (1985) 4 criteria for trustwor-
thiness, a question arises as to the reliability of the re-
searcher as the sole instrument of the study.

Reliability related to the researcher as the sole instru-
ment who conducted the data collection and analysis is
a limitation of any phenomenological study. The use of
humans as instruments is not a new concept. Lincoln and
Guba1 (1985) articulated that humans uniquely qualify
as the instrument of choice for naturalistic inquiry. Some
of the giants of conventional inquiry have recognized that
humans can provide data very nearly as reliable as that
produced by ‘‘more’’ objective means. These are formida-
ble characteristics, but they are meaningless if the human
instrument is not also trustworthy. However, no human
instrument is expected to be perfect. Humans have flaws,
and errors could be committed. When Lincoln and Guba1

(1985) asserted that qualitative methods come more easily
to hand when the instrument is a human being, they mean
that the human as instrument is inclined toward methods
that are extensions of normal activities. They believe that
the human will tend therefore toward interviewing, ob-
serving, mining available documents and records, taking
account of nonverbal cues, and interpreting inadvertent
unobtrusive measures. All of which are complex tasks. In
addition, one would not expect an individual to function
adequately as human instruments without an extensive
background or training and experience. This study has
reliability in that I have acquired knowledge and the re-
quired training for research at a doctoral level with the
professional and expert guidance of a mentor. As Lincoln
and Guba1 (1985) said, ‘‘Performance can be improved
Iwhen that learning is guided by an experienced mentor,
remarkable improvements in human instrumental perfor-
mance can be achieved.’’ Whereas reliability in quantitative
research depends on instrument construction, in qualitative
research, the researcher is the instrument of the study.31

A reliable research is a credible research. Credibility of a
qualitative research depends on the ability and effort of the
researcher.22 We have established that a study can be
reliable without being valid, but a study cannot be valid
without being reliable.

258 Dimensions of Critical Care Nursing Vol. 36 / No. 4

Rigor or Reliability and Validity in Qualitative Research

Copyright © 2017 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.

http://links.lww.com/DCCN/A22


Establishing validity is a major challenge when a quali-
tative research project is based on a single, cross-sectional,
unstructured interview as the basis for data collection.
How do I make judgments about the validity of the data?
In qualitative research, the validity of the findings is related
to the careful recording and continual verification of the
data that the researcher undertakes during the investiga-
tive practice. If the validity or trustworthiness can be maxi-
mized or tested, then more credible and defensible result
may lead to generalizability as the structure for both doing
and documenting high-quality qualitative research. There-
fore, the quality of a research is related to generalizability
of the result and thereby to the testing and increasing of
the validity or trustworthiness of the research.

One potential threat to validity that researchers need
to consider is researcher bias. Researcher bias is frequently
an issue because qualitative research is open and less struc-
tured than quantitative research. This is because qualitative
research tends to be exploratory. Researcher bias tends to
result from selective observation and selective recording of
information and from allowing one"s personal views and
perspectives to affect how data are interpreted and how the
research is conducted. Therefore, it is very important that
the researchers are aware of their own perceptions and
opinions because they may taint their research findings and
conclusions. I brought all past experiences and knowledge
into the study but learned to set aside my own strongly held
perceptions, preconceptions, and opinions. I truly listened
to the participants to learn their stories, experiences, and
meanings.

The key strategy used to understand researcher bias
is called reflexivity. Reflexivity means that the researchers
actively engage in critical self-reflection about their poten-
tial biases and predispositions that they bring to the quali-
tative study. Through reflexivity, researchers become more
self-aware and monitor and attempt to control their biases.
Phenomenological researchers can recognize that their inter-
pretation is correct because the reflective process awakens an
innermoral impulse.4,59 I did my best to be always on guard
of my own biases, preconceptions, and assumptions that I
might bring to this study. Bracketing was also applied.

Husserl60 (1931) has made some key conceptual ela-
borations, which led him to assert that an attempt to hold
a previous belief about the phenomena under study in sus-
pension to perceive it more clearly is needed in phenom-
enological research. This technique is called bracketing.
Bracketing is another strategy used to control bias. Husserl60

(1931) explained further that phenomenological reduction
is the process of defining the pure essence of a psycholog-
ical phenomenon. Phenomenological reduction is a pro-
cess whereby empirical subjectivity is suspended, so that
pure consciousness may be defined in its essential and ab-
solute ‘‘being.’’ This is accomplished by a method of brack-

eting empirical data away from consideration. Bracketing
empirical data away from further investigation leaves pure
consciousness, pure phenomena, and pure ego as the resi-
due of phenomenological reduction. Husserl60 (1931)
uses the term epoche (Greek word for ‘‘a cessation’’) to
refer to this suspension of judgment regarding the true
nature of reality. Bracketed judgment is an epoche or sus-
pension of inquiry, which places in brackets whatever facts
belong to essential ‘‘being.’’

Bracketing was conducted to separate the assump-
tions and biases from the essences and therefore achieve
an understanding of the phenomenon as experienced by
the participants of the study. The collected and analyzed
data were presented to the participants, and they were
asked whether the narrative is accurate and a true reflec-
tion of their experience. My interpretation and descrip-
tions of the narratives were presented to the participants to
achieve credibility. They were given the opportunity to
review the transcripts and modify it if they wished to do
so. As I was the one who served as the sole instrument in
obtaining data for this phenomenological study, my goal
was that my perceptions would reflect the participant"s ICU
experiences and that the participants would be able to see
their lived experience through the researcher"s eyes. Because
qualitative research designs are flexible and emergent in
nature, there will always be study limitations.

Awareness of the limitations of a research study is
crucial for researchers. The purpose of this study was to
understand the ICU experiences of patients, their family
members, and the nurses during critical illness. One limi-
tation of this phenomenological study as a naturalistic in-
quiry was the inability of the researcher to fully design and
provide specific ideas needed for the study. According to
Lincoln andGuba1 (1985), naturalistic studies are virtually
impossible to design in any definitive way before the study
is actually undertaken. The authors stated:

Designing a naturalistic study means something very
different from the traditional notion of ‘‘design’’Vwhich
as often as not meant the specification of a statistical
design with its attendant field conditions and controls.
Most of the requirements normally laid down for a
design statement cannot be met by naturalists because
the naturalistic inquiry is largely emergent.

Within the naturalistic paradigm, designs must be
emergent rather than preordinate because (1) meaning is
determined by context to such a great extent. For this par-
ticular study, the phenomenon and context were the ex-
perience of critical illness in the ICU; (2) the existence of
multiple realities constrains the development of a design
based on only 1 (the investigator"s) construction; (3) what
will be learned at a site is always dependent on the inter-
action between the investigator and the context, and the
interaction is also not fully predictable; and (4) the nature
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of mutual shapings cannot be known until they are wit-
nessed. These factors underscore the indeterminacy under
which naturalistic inquirer functions. The design must
therefore be ‘‘played by ear’’; it must unfold, cascade, and
emerge. It does not follow, however, that, because not all
of the elements of the design can be prespecified in a natu-
ralistic inquiry, none of them can. Design in the natural-
istic sense means planning for certain broad contingencies
without however indicating exactly what will be con-
ducted on relation to each.1

DISCUSSION
Reliability and validity are such fundamental concepts that
should be continually operationalized to meet the condi-
tions of a qualitative inquiry. Morse et al4,29 (2002) artic-
ulated that ‘‘by refusing to acknowledge the centrality of
reliability and validity in qualitative methods, qualitative
methodologists have inadvertently fostered the default
notion that qualitative researchmust therefore be unreliable
and invalid, lacking in rigor, and unscientific.’’ Sparkes59

(2001) asserted that Morse et al4,26 (2002) is right in
warning us that turning our backs on such fundamental
concepts as validity could cost us dearly. This will in turn
affect how we mentor novices, early career researchers,
and doctoral students in their qualitative research works.

Reliability is inherently integrated and internally needed
to attain validity.1,26 I concur with the use of the term rigor
rather than trustworthiness in naturalistic studies. I have
also discussed that I accede that strategies for ensuring
rigor must be built into the qualitative research process
per se rather than evaluated only after the inquiry is con-
ducted. Threats to reliability and validity cannot be actively
addressed by using standards and criteria applied at the
end of the study. Ensuring rigor must be upheld by the
researcher during the investigation rather than the external
judges of the completed study. Whether a study is quan-
titative or qualitative, rigor is a desired goal that is met
through the inclusion of different philosophical perspectives
inherent in a qualitative inquiry and the strategies that are
specific to each methodological approach including the
verification techniques to be observed during the research
process. It also involves the researcher"s creativity, sensi-
tivity, flexibility, and skill in using the verification strat-
egies that determine the reliability and validity of the
evolving study.

Some naturalistic inquirers agree that assuring validity
is a process whereby ideals are sought through attention to
specified criteria, and appropriate techniques are used to
address any threats to validity of a naturalistic inquiry.
However, other researchers argue that procedures and
techniques are not an assurance of validity and will not
necessarily produce sound data or credible conclusions.38,48,55

Thus, some argued that they should abandon the concept

of validity and seek alternative criteria withwhich to judge
their work.

Lincoln and Guba"s1 (1985) standards of validity dem-
onstrate the necessity and convenience of overarching
principles to all qualitative research, yet there is a need for
a reconceptualization of criteria of validity in qualitative
research. The development of validity criteria in qualita-
tive research poses theoretical issues, not simply technical
problems.60 Whittemore et al58 (2001) explored the his-
torical development of validity criteria in qualitative research
and synthesized the findings that reflect a contemporary
reconceptualization of the debate and dialogue that have
ensued in the literature during the years. The authors further
presented primary (credibility, authenticity, criticality, and
integrity) and secondary (explicitness, vividness, creativity,
thoroughness, congruence, and sensitivity) validity criteria
to be used in the evaluative process.56 Before the work of
Whittemore and colleagues,58 Creswell and Miller48 (2000)
asserted that the constructivist lens and paradigm choice
should guide validity evaluation and procedures from the
perspective of the researcher (disconfirming evidence), the
study participants (prolonged engagement in the field), and
external reviewers/readers (thick, rich description). Morse
et al4 in 2002 presented 6 major evaluation criteria for
validity and asserted that they are congruent and are ap-
propriate within the philosophy of the qualitative tradi-
tion. These 6 criteria are credibility, confirmability, meaning
in context, recurrent patterning, saturation, and trans-
ferability. Synthesis of validity criteria is presented in
Supplemental Digital Content 3 (see Supplemental Digital
Content 3, http://links.lww.com/DCCN/A20).

Common validity techniques in qualitative research
refer to design consideration, data generation, analytic
procedures, and presentation.56 First is the design con-
sideration. Developing a self-conscious design, the para-
digm assumption, the purposeful choice of small sample
of informants relevant to the study, and the use of induc-
tive approach are some techniques to be considered. Pur-
posive sampling enhances the transferability of the results.
Interpretivist and constructivist inquiry follows an induc-
tive approach that is flexible and emergent in design with
some uncertainty and fluidity within the context of the
phenomenon of interest56,58 and not based on a set of
determinate rules.61 The researcher does not work with
a priori theory; rather, these are expected to emerge from
the inquiry. Data are analyzed inductively from specific,
raw units of information to subsuming categories to define
questions that can be followed up.1 Qualitative studies also
follow a naturalistic and constructivist paradigm. Creswell
andMiller48 (2000) suggest that the validity is affected by
the researchers" perception of validity in the study and
their choice of paradigm assumption. Determining fit of
paradigm to focus is an essential aspect of a naturalistic
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inquiry.1 Paradigms rest on sets of beliefs called axioms.1

On the basis of the naturalistic axioms, the researcher
should ask questions related to multiplicity or complex
constructions of the phenomenon, the degree of investigator-
phenomenon interaction and the indeterminacy it will
introduce into the study, the degree of context depen-
dence, whether values are likely to be crucial to the out-
come, and the constraints that may be placed on the
researcher by a variety of significant others.1

Validity during data generation is evaluated through
the researcher"s ability to articulate data collection deci-
sions, demonstrate prolonged engagement and persistent
observation, provide verbatim transcription, and achieve
data saturation.56 Methods are means to collect evidence
to support validity, and this refers to the data obtained by
considering a context for a purpose. The human instru-
ment operating in an indeterminate situation falls back on
techniques such as interview, observation, unobtrusive mea-
sures, document and record analysis, and nonverbal cues.1

Others remarked that rejecting methods or technical pro-
cedures as assurance of truth, thus validity of a qualita-
tive study, lies in the skills and sensitivities of the researchers
and how they use themselves as a knower and an in-
quirer.57,62 The understanding of the phenomenon is valid
if the participants are given the opportunity to speak freely
according to their own knowledge structures and percep-
tions. Validity is therefore achieved when using the method
of open-ended, unstructured interviews with strategically
chosen participants.42 We also know that a thorough de-
scription of the entire research process enabling uncon-
ditional intersubjectivity is what indicates good quality
when using a qualitative method. This enhances a clearer
and better analysis of data.

Analytical procedures are vital in qualitative research.56

Not very much can be said about data analysis in advance
of a qualitative study.1 Data analysis is not an inclusive
phase that can be marked out as occurring at some singular
time during the inquiry.1 It begins from the very first data
collection to facilitate the emergent design and grounding
of theory. Validity in a study thus is represented by truth-
fulness of findings after a careful analysis.56 Consequently,
qualitative researchers seek to illuminate and extrapolate
findings to similar situations.22,63 It is a fact that the inter-
pretations of any given social phenomenon may reflect, in
part, the biases and prejudices the interpreters bring to the
task and the criteria and logic they follow in completing
it.64 In any case, individuals will draw different conclu-
sions to the debate surrounding validity and will make
different judgments as a result.50 There is a wide array of
analytic techniques that the qualitative researcher can choose
frombased on the contextual factors thatwill help contribute
to the decision as to which technique will optimally reflect
specific criteria of validity.65 Presentation of findings is

accomplished by providing an audit trail and evidence that
support interpretations, acknowledging the researcher"s
perspective and providing thick descriptions. Morse et al4

in 2002 set forth strategies for ensuring validity that include
investigator responsiveness and verification throughmeth-
odological coherence, theoretical sampling and sampling
adequacy, an active analytic stance, and saturation. The
authors further stated that ‘‘these strategies, when used
appropriately, force the researcher to correct both the
direction of the analysis and the development of the study
as necessary, thus ensuring reliability and validity of the
completed project (p17). Recently in 2015, Morse28 pres-
ented that the strategies for ensuring validity in a quali-
tative study are prolonged engagement, persistent observation,
thick and rich description, negative case analysis, peer re-
view or debriefing, clarifying researcher"s bias, member
checking, external audits, and triangulation. These strat-
egies can be upheld with the help of an expert mentor who
can in turn guide and affect the reliability and validity of
early career researchers and doctoral students" qualitative
research works. Techniques for demonstrating validity
are summarized in Supplemental Digital Content 4 (see
Supplemental Digital Content 4, http://links.lww.com/
DCCN/A21).

Qualitative researchers and students alike must be
proactive and take responsibility in ensuring the rigor of
a research study. A lot of times, rigor is at the backseat
in some researchers and doctoral students" work related
to their novice abilities, lack of proper mentorship, and
issues with time and funding. Students should conduct
projects that are smaller in scope guided by an expert
naturalistic inquirer to come up with the product with
depth and, at the same time, gain the grounding experience
necessary to become an excellent researcher. Attending to
rigor throughout the research process will have important
ramifications for qualitative inquiry.4,26

Qualitative research is not intended to be scary or
beyond the grasp of novices and doctoral students. Con-
ducting a naturalistic inquiry is an experience of explo-
ration, discovery, description, and understanding of a
phenomenon that transcends one"s own research journey.
Attending to the rigor of qualitative research is a vital part
of the investigative process that offers critique and thus
further development of the science.
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