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As a clinician interested in
qualitative research, you are
likely to have pondered whether

a particular study is trustworthy.

How do you know whether
qualitative research findings are
valid and can be applied in your
setting? The quality standards
you would look for in quantita-
tive research do not apply.

Furthermore, qualitative re-
search is conducted within a
number of paradigms, or ways of
understanding the nature of
reality and knowledge, each
associated with different ways
of defining, understanding and
reporting quality. This

‘How to ..." article aims to
support health care practition-
ers, educators and researchers

to recognise some of the
essential characteristics or
‘markers’ of high-quality qualita-
tive research. We hope that this
article will support those
reflecting on the quality of their
own research, those justifying
research design to funders and
those reviewing qualitative
research for journals or for
inclusion in reviews.

2020 The Authors. The Clinical Teacher published by Association for the Study of Medical Education and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
96 THE CLINICAL TEACHER 2020; 17: 596-599


mailto:﻿
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0854-8631
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6397-545X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4469-9138

efore you start conducting

your own health profes-

sions education research
you are likely to read many
published studies. The abstract
at the very beginning of a
qualitative research article can
be seen as the first marker of
high quality. An abstract should
clearly explicate the research
problem and the aim of the
study, and should skillfully
condense the contents of the
study, as well as indicate its
novelty and contribution to
research and practice in health
professions education. This is
typically elaborated upon further
in the Introduction to the
article, which should motivate
and guide the reader to explore
the article further. Typically, the
authors then move into present-
ing a comprehensive literature
review, which should map the
existing and up-to-date research
knowledge and explicate the
research problem that the study
at hand will address, as well as
its significance to the audience.?
A high-quality qualitative study,
just like any other study, should
have a clear and justified
research question that implies
that the study is timely, origi-
nal, rigorous and relevant.?

A further important marker for
assessing the quality of a
qualitative study is that the
theoretical or conceptual frame-
work is aligned with the research
design, the research question(s)
and the methodology used in the
study, as well as with the
reporting of the research find-
ings. High-quality qualitative
research necessitates critical
reflection and a justification of
the selected framework underpin-
ning the study.

To elaborate on the many
markers for assessing the quality
of qualitative research, we now
move on to discussing these in
relation to the research process.

Four criteria are widely used to
appraise the trustworthiness of
qualitative research: credibility,
dependability, confirmability and
transferability.® In Table 1 we
define these criteria along with
an additional marker of quality,
reflexivity. We also provide a sum-
mary of how you can recognise
these criteria in a research article.

Credibility of the research
demands that the methodology
chosen should be well explicated
and justified. For example, authors
might say that they chose to use
grounded theory or a phenomeno-
logical approach and accompany
that with a clear explanation of
why they made that choice. The
data collection methods and the
volume of data should be justified
and appropriate to the chosen
methodology. Depending on the
research question, observations
(as well as other methods) might
be an alternative or complement
to interviews, or individual
interviews may be more appropri-
ate than group interviews or focus
groups.“ One key marker for
assessing the quality of qualita-
tive research is the selection
criteria used to recruit study
participants. As described in our
earlier article in this ‘How to ..."
series, there are a number of ways
to select your sample and the
sample size is also linked to the
methodology.*

The number of respondents or
the length of observations are
not necessarily the key markers
to indicate high-quality research.
Instead, when assessing quality,
the focus needs to be directed
towards the depth, richness and
appropriateness of the data, and
whether, when analysed, the data
provide enough evidence to
answer the research question(s).
Morse proposes the following
factors to be taken into consid-
eration: the scope of the study;

the nature of the topic; what is
already known about the studied
phenomenon; the study design;
the quality of the data; the
amount of useful information
obtained from each participant;
and the use of shadowed data
(i.e. the respondent’s awareness
of others’ understanding of the
phenomenon being explored).®
Moreover, it may not be possible
to analyse a huge volume of data
in the appropriate depth required
for certain methodologies, and a
less rich data sample (for
example very short interviews) is
likely to be of less value to the
research than fewer in-depth
interviews that provide rich
insight. Taken together, this
makes it very difficult to know
beforehand how many respond-
ents will be needed, and in
qualitative studies there is
flexibility regarding this point.

In some studies, the credibil-
ity of the analysis can be en-
hanced through member
reflections, which means that the
preliminary findings are presented
to the participants for input and
elaboration. Similarly, saturation
or data sufficiency are commonly
used terms to indicate credibility,
suggesting that enough data were
gathered to identify all relevant
aspects to answer the research
question. This concept is widely
debated, however, and Varpio
et al. provides a great description
of why information power might
be a better concept.® They
suggest that researchers should
explain how their data are
adequate in terms of allowing for
transferability, being able to
answer the research question and
being aligned with their methodo-
logical orientation. Varpio et al.
further explain how the concepts
of triangulation or crystallisation
are used as a quality marker in
somewhat different ways,
depending on the paradigm.®

Depending on the paradigm or
scientific tradition you are working
in, the analytic phase can be

High-quality
qualitative
research
necessitates
critical
reflection and a
justification of
the selected
framework
underpinning
the study
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Table 1. Key criteria in evaluating the trustworthiness of qualitative research

Criteria What it means
Credibility

trustworthy
Dependability

Confirmability

Transferability

Reflexivity

The research findings are plausible and

The extent to which the research could be
replicated in similar conditions

There is a clear link or relationship be-
tween the data and the findings

Findings may be transferred to another
setting, context or group

A continual process of engaging with and
articulating the place of the researcher

How to recognise it

There is alignment between theory, research question,

data collection, analysis and results. Sampling strat-
egy, the depth and volume of data, and the analytical
steps taken, are appropriate within that framework

There is sufficient information provided such that
another researcher could follow the same procedural

steps, albeit possibly reaching different conclusions

and the context of the research

described in different ways. For
some researchers, perhaps leaning
towards a more post-positivist
approach, several researchers may
conduct the analysis independent-
ly of each other and then compare
their findings, calculating an
inter-rater relationship as a quality
marker. Others, with perhaps a
more constructivist approach,
acknowledge that the findings are
a co-construction between the
researchers and the data, and
suggest that it is unlikely that any
other researcher would create an
exact replica as previous experi-
ences will influence the conclu-
sions inferred. In any case,
applying qualitative analytic
methods requires an open mind,
and the usage of an explorative
approach, but this does not mean
that that the researcher does not
have knowledge that already
influences the analysis. Most
importantly, the process of data
collection and data analysis should
be described in enough detail for
someone to follow the same steps.
This supports the dependability of
the research. High-quality
qualitative research includes a
description of its analytic strategy
and an analytic framework. In this,
a rationale can be given for coding
decisions, leading to the presenta-
tion of a coding scheme with
clearly defined steps. The ability of
the researcher to perform analysis

that generates a theory or
develops a novel conceptual
framing also evidences sound
qualitative research.

In qualitative research, the
person collecting the data plays a
central role (compare the roles of
a researcher conducting a
personal interview versus a
researcher collecting data
through an online questionnaire).
An important marker of quality is
that the researcher reflects his or
her role in the study (e.g. their
relationship to the respondents).
This process, reflexivity, is a key
marker of quality.” A teacher
interviewing his or her students
is likely to get different answers
than a student asking peers the
same questions. Whether the
interviewer is an expert on the
topic is also likely to affect the
interview, as well as other factors
such as the interviewees’ and the
respondents’ respective ages,
gender and professions.
Disclosing such information in
the methodology section is
important and increases the
transparency and trustworthiness
of the research findings.

As for all research, ethical
considerations are central in
qualitative research. These should
be discussed, as well as a clear
statement made on formal research

The researchers show how they made their findings
through detailed descriptions and the use of quotes

Detailed description of the context in which the research
was performed and how this shaped the findings

Explanations of how reflexivity was embedded and
supported in the research process

ethics committee approval or
waiver. Gaining appropriate
consent and protecting participant
identity are important.
Consideration must be given to the
possibility of coercion to partici-
pate, particularly when the
researcher is in a position of
power relative to the participants:
e.g. teacher and students.

In the write-up of the findings,
confirmability is enhanced by
the inclusion of quotes or similar
research data. It may also be
tempting to quantify qualitative
findings by expressions such as
‘80% of all respondents agreed
that” or ‘only one of the inter-
viewees mentioned that’; how-
ever, Monrouxe and Rees provide
a compelling argument for why
this may not be strengthening
the research.?

Strong markers of high-quality
qualitative research can be seen
in the discussion and conclusion
part of a journal article, which
states how the findings add to the
existing knowledge through new
theoretical or practical interpreta-
tions, and how the findings link to
previous relevant research. In the
discussion, the authors should
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directly address their research
question and place their findings
in the context of existing litera-
ture. They should not go beyond
the data that they have presented
in drawing conclusions about their
findings, nor should they go off
on tangents. The findings may
inform theory and methodology
development, but they may not be
directly transferrable to other
social or organisational settings.
It is thus important to note that
scholars conducting qualitative
studies need to provide informa-
tion on their specific cases.

To facilitate the process of assess-
ing the quality of a qualitative
study there are several checklists
available. Many researchers op-
pose the use of these, however,
suggesting that they may even
be counterproductive if used
uncritically and without care-
ful consideration of the research
context. We suggest that such
guidelines may help to bet-

ter identify markers indicating
high-quality qualitative research
in journal articles as well as in
conducting one’s own research
or when writing grant proposals
and reviews. We would caution,
however, that a high score on
such a list may say little about
whether the findings can be ap-
plied in your setting, bearing in
mind that the authors’ theoreti-
cal and philosophical frameworks
and the standards of journals

vary immensely. The perhaps

most commonly used framework
today is Consolidated Criteria for
Reporting Qualitative Research
(COREQ), and some journals now
require authors to use this when
submitting an article.’ Another
checklist, developed especially for
medical education, is Standards
for Reporting Qualitative Research
(SRQR), whereas Tracy and Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP)
present criteria for qualitative
research applicable across genres
and methodologies.!®*? For novice
researchers, a combination of
checklists might be appropriate.

In this article, we have introduced
some of the essential ‘markers’
that indicate high-quality qualita-
tive research. In sum, a detailed
description of the research pro-
cess, including the research con-
text, research aims, questions and
design, theoretical underpinnings,
and the methods of data collec-
tion and data analysis, results,
discussion, and their careful align-
ment, usually increases the quality
of a qualitative study. It is impor-
tant to note that these markers
differ between qualitative research
and quantitatively oriented natural
sciences, albeit that variation also
exists between different qualita-
tive methodologies.
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