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	How to use this companion: This document is your reference and reflection resource for the session. It contains the key frameworks, a quality self-assessment for your own pilot study, and write-in reflection spaces for Activities 1 and 4. Activities 2 and 3 have their own separate handouts. Keep this document — the quality self-assessment in Section 5 should become the first draft of your methodology chapter’s trustworthiness section.



	1.  Why Quality Matters in Qualitative Research



Qualitative research is frequently criticised for lacking scientific rigour, being susceptible to researcher bias, and producing findings that are merely personal opinion. These criticisms are answerable — but answering them is your responsibility as a doctoral researcher. Quality in qualitative research does not mean adopting quantitative criteria: it means demonstrating trustworthiness through specific, documented strategies.

	Five common criticisms and their responses
Lacks scientific rigour: Document your methodological decisions systematically. An audit trail makes your process visible and evaluable.
Poor justification of methods: Explain not only what you did but why — why interviews, why this sample size, why IPA rather than thematic analysis.
Lack of transparency: A confirmability audit trail and reflexive journal allow readers to follow your reasoning.
Findings as personal opinion: Member checking, negative case analysis and peer debriefing demonstrate that findings emerge from data, not from your preferences.
Researcher bias: Name it, document it, manage it. Reflexivity and bracketing are not optional extras — they are core quality strategies.



	Activity 1 reflection — your notes
After completing Activity 1, record your three qualities here and note which framework they map onto. Return to these notes at the end of the session.

My three qualities:
 

 

 

Where they sit in the qualitative/quantitative world:
 
 
 

What changed in my thinking by the end of the session:
 
 
 



	2.  Lincoln and Guba’s Four Trustworthiness Criteria



Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed four parallel criteria as the qualitative equivalent of rigour. These are the doctoral standard. Enworo (2023) confirmed they apply across diverse contexts, including non-Western and ethnographic research settings. Each criterion is a question your methodology chapter must be able to answer.

	Criterion
	Parallel concept
	Core question

	Credibility
	Internal validity
	Are my findings a true and accurate reflection of participants’ realities?

	Transferability
	External validity
	Have I provided enough contextual information for readers to judge whether findings apply to their setting?

	Dependability
	Reliability
	Is my research process documented thoroughly enough that another researcher could follow my steps?

	Confirmability
	Objectivity
	Are my findings shaped by the data rather than by my own preconceptions and values?



Key techniques by criterion
Credibility: Prolonged engagement; persistent observation; triangulation of sources/methods/analysts; peer debriefing; negative case analysis; member checking; referential adequacy
Transferability: Thick description of context, participants and setting; purposive sampling rationale; explicit statement of what cannot be transferred
Dependability: Audit trail of all methodological decisions; documentation of design changes; code-recode strategy; stepwise replication if team-based
Confirmability: Reflexive journal maintained throughout; positionality statement; bracketing exercise before fieldwork; confirmability audit; triangulation to reduce investigator bias

	A critical reminder
A pilot study is not a rehearsal for quality. It is quality in miniature. The standard does not lower because the sample is smaller. Member checking is still required. A positionality statement is still required. An audit trail is still required. What differs is scale, not standard.



	3.  Researcher Bias — Four Phases of Impact



Bias exists in all research. It cannot be eliminated; it can only be named, managed and declared. Patton (1999) identified four phases of the research process where bias is most likely to enter.

1. Design phase: Topic selection and question framing may reflect preexisting beliefs. Sampling decisions can skew toward confirming preconceptions. The choice of method may favour approaches that support existing views.
2. Data collection phase: Reactivity: participants change their behaviour because the researcher is present. Question-wording bias: leading questions steer participants toward expected answers. Selective attention to confirming data.
3. Analysis phase: Confirmation bias in pattern recognition. Over-emphasis on data that fits the emerging picture. Failure to pursue rival explanations or examine negative cases.
4. Reporting phase: Selective reporting of confirmatory findings. Under-reporting of contradictions. Presenting interpretations as more definitive than the evidence warrants.

	Patton’s Three-Dimensional Credibility (1999)
1. Rigorous methods: high-quality data collection and careful analysis with attention to triangulation.
1. Researcher credibility: the researcher’s training, experience, track record and honest presentation of self.
1. Philosophical belief: genuine commitment to the value of qualitative inquiry, including inductive analysis and purposeful sampling.



	4.  Whittemore, Chase and Mandle (2001)



Whittemore et al. (2001) extend the trustworthiness conversation with primary and secondary criteria. Primary criteria are non-negotiable; secondary criteria provide additional dimensions against which doctoral work is evaluated.

	Primary criteria (non-negotiable)
	Secondary criteria (additional quality dimensions)

	Credibility: Are findings a true and accurate reflection of what participants meant?
Authenticity: Are different perspectives and voices fairly represented?
Criticality: Has the research process been carefully and critically examined?
Integrity: Have the researchers been honest and self-reflective about biases and limitations?
	Explicitness: Research process and decisions are clearly explained
Vividness: Findings are rich, clear and engaging
Creativity: Innovative methods enhance understanding
Thoroughness: Research is detailed and comprehensive throughout
Congruence: Methods and findings align with the research aim
Sensitivity: Respectful and considerate towards participants and context



	5.  Quality Self-Assessment: Your Own Pilot Study



Complete this section after Activity 4. This is the first substantive draft of the quality and trustworthiness section of your methodology chapter. Take it seriously: your supervisor will expect to see evidence of this thinking in your Chapter 3 or methodology appendix.

5.1  My positionality statement (draft)
	A positionality statement should address: your professional and personal background relevant to the topic; what assumptions or expectations you bring to the research; and how you will manage the influence of these on your data collection and analysis. Aim for 150–200 words in your thesis. Draft it here.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.2  My trustworthiness strategy
Rate your current provision for each criterion and specify exactly what you will do. Be concrete: not ‘I will use member checking’ but ‘I will share a summary of themes with participants by email within four weeks of interviewing, and document their responses in my audit trail.’

	Criterion
	RAG
	How I will address this in my pilot study

	Credibility
	 
 
	 
 
 

	Transferability
	 
 
	 
 
 

	Dependability
	 
 
	 
 
 

	Confirmability
	 
 
	 
 
 



5.3  My primary bias concern
Identify the phase of the research process (design, data collection, analysis, reporting) where bias is most likely to affect your study, and explain specifically how you will address it.

 
 
 
 
 
 

5.4  Peer feedback received (Activity 4)
	Whittemore et al. criterion
	Peer feedback

	Credibility
	 
 
 

	Criticality
	 
 
 

	Integrity
	 
 
 

	One suggestion for improvement
	 
 
 



5.5  Revised memo: how I will demonstrate trustworthiness in my pilot study
	Write your revised 200-word memo here, incorporating the peer feedback above. This version should address at least two of Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria explicitly, name the specific techniques you will use, and explain why those techniques are appropriate for your methodology and paradigm. This is the version your supervisor should see.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	6.  Key Messages from the Session



1. Quality in qualitative research is not absent — it is different. Trustworthiness is the language of that difference.
1. Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability) are the doctoral standard. Enworo (2023) confirms they apply across diverse qualitative contexts.
1. Bias cannot be eliminated. It must be named, managed and declared. Reflexivity is not optional.
1. Every technique must be deployed purposefully and documented. Member checking for its own sake, without genuine engagement, is not credible.
1. The standard does not lower for a pilot study. Habits of rigour established in the pilot will define the quality of the thesis.
1. Examiners are looking for thinking, not ticking. Demonstrate that you understand why these criteria exist, not merely that you can list them.
1. Whittemore et al.’s secondary criteria — particularly criticality and integrity — are what distinguish a competent methodology chapter from an excellent one.
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