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Purpose of this session
Triangulation is one of the most frequently claimed and least precisely used terms in doctoral methodology chapters. Stating that a study was triangulated is not, by itself, a checkable methodological claim. This session gives you Denzin's (1978) typology, a working method for naming and justifying the type of triangulation you use, and practice distinguishing a genuine triangulation design from a description that only uses the word.
How to use this handbook: the session slides carry the teaching sequence and the two in-room activities. This handbook is your take-home reference and workbook. It holds the full reading list, a second practice extract for each activity with a model answer, and the complete set of worked examples in one place for when you come back to write your own methodology chapter.
What is triangulation?
Denzin (1978) takes the term from surveying: you fix an unknown position by taking bearings from more than one known point, rather than trusting a single reading. Applied to research, triangulation means examining the same phenomenon from more than one vantage point, a data source, an investigator, a theory, or a method, and comparing what each reveals.
The purpose is not simply to gather more evidence. It is to test whether a finding holds up when approached differently, and to understand why it might not. Lincoln and Guba (1985) treat triangulation as a central strategy for establishing credibility in naturalistic inquiry, the qualitative counterpart to internal validity in positivist research.
At doctoral level, examiners expect you to name which type of triangulation you used and why. Stating that a study was triangulated, without more, is not a methodological claim an examiner can test.
The four types
	Type
	What it means
	Business example

	Data
	Different times, places or people within the same study
	Interviewing both frontline staff and managers about the same policy

	Investigator
	Two or more researchers independently collect or analyse the same material
	Two coders independently coding the same transcripts, then comparing

	Theory
	Applying more than one theoretical lens to the same data
	Reading the same interviews through both agency theory and stakeholder theory

	Methodological
	Using more than one method to study the same phenomenon
	Combining survey data with follow-up interviews


After Denzin (1978). Data triangulation is often confused with simply having more participants. The distinguishing feature is a genuinely different vantage point, a different time, place, or type of person, not more of the same type. Denzin splits data triangulation into three sub-types: time, space, and person. Naming which sub-type you used makes a methodology chapter far more specific than the single sentence the study triangulated data.


The four types, worked
Data triangulation
Without triangulation: The study draws on interviews with ten frontline employees to understand experiences of a new performance management system.
With data triangulation: The study draws on interviews with frontline employees, their line managers, and the HR policy documents describing the system as designed, comparing how the policy was intended to work, how managers believe they implement it, and how employees experience it in practice.
This is person triangulation, one of Denzin's (1978) three data sub-types: three structurally different vantage points on one policy, not three times as many interviews with the same type of person.
Investigator triangulation
Without triangulation: All interview transcripts were coded by the lead researcher using thematic analysis.
With investigator triangulation: All interview transcripts were independently coded by the lead researcher and a second coder using the same codebook, with disagreements discussed and resolved before the coding frame was finalised.
Investigator triangulation does not remove subjectivity from qualitative coding. It makes that subjectivity visible and checkable, which is why Denzin (1978) treats it as strengthening rather than eliminating researcher influence.
Theory triangulation
Without triangulation: Interview data on boardroom decision-making were analysed using stakeholder theory.
With theory triangulation: Interview data on boardroom decision-making were analysed through both stakeholder theory and Bourdieu's concept of symbolic capital, comparing a formal-influence account of decision-making against an account grounded in status and networks.
Theory triangulation is not about identifying the correct theory. It is about seeing what each lens makes visible that the other does not.
Methodological triangulation
Without triangulation: Employee wellbeing was measured through an annual engagement survey.
With methodological triangulation: Employee wellbeing was measured through an annual engagement survey and a smaller set of follow-up interviews with survey respondents, checking whether the patterns the survey identified held up when respondents explained them in their own words.
This is between-method triangulation, combining a quantitative and a qualitative method. Within-method triangulation would instead use two different instruments from the same tradition, for example two different survey scales.


Triangulation in practice: a worked example
The extract below is adapted from real doctoral supervision practice. No named individuals or organisations appear, consistent with anonymisation requirements for real participant data.
Adapted extract: This study employs investigator and source triangulation by purposively selecting participants who occupy structurally distinct positions within the sector's governance landscape. Data were gathered from a shareholder activist, a market regulator, and a governance practitioner with direct boardroom access. This multi-stakeholder design reflects Denzin's (1978) principle that triangulation strengthens credibility by cross-referencing data across different vantage points rather than relying on a single informant type. Convergence across participants on themes of elite influence, information asymmetry, and political capital lends weight to the study's findings, whilst divergence, particularly on the role of culture, enriches rather than undermines the analysis, reflecting the complexity inherent in socially constructed governance environments.
What this example does well
1. It names the specific type, source and investigator triangulation across three stakeholder positions, rather than asserting the study was triangulated
1. It cites Denzin (1978) to justify the design choice, not to decorate the paragraph after the fact
1. It states exactly what converged, elite influence, information asymmetry, political capital, and what diverged, the role of culture, rather than reporting triangulation only in the abstract
1. It treats divergence as analytically productive rather than a problem to explain away, which matters because this is a socially constructed phenomenon, not a fixed fact being cross-checked
When convergence is not the goal
A common assumption is that triangulation succeeds when every source agrees. This is a positivist assumption, and it sits awkwardly inside a design that claims an interpretivist or social constructionist paradigm. In a socially constructed phenomenon, different stakeholders are expected to hold different, equally legitimate perspectives. Divergence is data, not noise.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) do treat triangulation as a credibility strategy, but credibility in naturalistic inquiry means a believable, well-grounded account, not a single agreed-upon fact. The worked example above handles this correctly: convergence on structural themes builds confidence, and divergence on culture is treated as revealing complexity rather than as a flaw.
Crystallisation: an alternative worth knowing
Richardson (2000) proposes crystallisation as an alternative to triangulation for postmodern and strongly constructionist work. Triangulation assumes a fixed point can be located from multiple bearings. Crystallisation assumes the phenomenon has no single fixed point, only multiple facets that a crystal reflects differently depending on the angle of view. Most DBA theses are well served by triangulation rather than crystallisation, but knowing this alternative exists shows an examiner you understand what triangulation itself assumes, rather than using the term unreflectively.


Common failures in using triangulation
Failure 1: Triangulation by assertion
The problem: Stating that a study is triangulated without naming the type, without saying what was compared, and without reporting what converged or diverged.
The flawed version: This study is triangulated as data were collected from multiple sources, strengthening the validity of the findings.
The fix: This study source-triangulates data from three stakeholder groups occupying distinct positions in the governance landscape. Convergence across all three on the theme of elite influence indicates the finding is not an artefact of any single informant's position.
The fix names the type, states the comparison, and reports what actually converged. A sentence claiming triangulation without any of these three elements is asserting a method, not demonstrating one.
Failure 2: Mistaking more data for triangulation
The problem: Treating a larger sample of the same type of participant as triangulation.
The flawed version: Data triangulation was achieved by interviewing fifteen employees rather than five.
The fix: Data triangulation was achieved by interviewing employees, their line managers, and members of the HR team who designed the policy, three structurally distinct vantage points on the same policy.
A bigger sample of the same type of participant is a stronger sample. It is not triangulation, since Denzin's (1978) definition requires genuinely different vantage points, not more of the same one.
Failure 3: Treating convergence as proof
The problem: Treating agreement across a small number of qualitative sources as proof, rather than as one form of evidence with its own limits.
The flawed version: All three participants agreed that mentoring improved confidence, proving that mentoring improves confidence.
The fix: All three participants described mentoring as improving confidence, a convergence that strengthens confidence in the theme within this sample, though it does not prove a universal causal claim beyond what three accounts can establish.
The fix keeps the same evidence but scopes the claim to what convergence across three qualitative accounts can actually support.
Failure 4: Discarding divergence instead of interpreting it
The problem: Removing a divergent account rather than asking what it reveals, which discards exactly the complexity triangulation is meant to surface.
The flawed version: One participant's account did not fit the emerging pattern and was excluded from the analysis as an outlier.
The fix: One participant's account diverged from the emerging pattern. Rather than excluding it, the analysis considered what about that participant's structural position, a first-year employee rather than an established team member, might explain the difference.
This is the same discipline shown in the worked example earlier in this handbook: divergence gets interpreted, not deleted.


Practice extracts
The first extract under each activity is used in the session. The second is for your independent practice afterwards, with a model answer beneath it so you can check your own attempt once you have tried it yourself. All extracts are constructed for teaching purposes and are not drawn from a named publication.
Activity 1 extracts: evaluating a triangulation claim
Extract 1, used in the session: This study achieved triangulation by conducting interviews with twelve customers, thereby strengthening the validity of the findings. All participants reported similar views on service quality, confirming the study's conclusions. One participant's response differed from the others and was treated as an anomaly.
Extract 2, for independent practice: This research triangulated its findings by reviewing company documents and interviewing two senior managers, giving a well-rounded and validated picture of the change programme. Both managers described the programme as successful.
Attempt your own evaluation of Extract 2 before reading the model answer below.
Model answer: Documents and interviews are genuinely different data types, so this could be methodological or data triangulation depending on how it is framed, but the extract never says which, and never states what the documents showed compared with what the managers said, only that the picture was well rounded and validated. Two managers from the same seniority level are also one vantage point, not two, since Denzin (1978) requires structurally different positions, not simply two individuals. A stronger version would name the type explicitly, report what the documents showed against what the interviews showed, and either interview a structurally different group, for example employees affected by the change, or acknowledge that only one stakeholder perspective is represented here.
Activity 2 extracts: writing a triangulation section
Extract 1, used in the session: You are studying employee experiences of a return-to-office mandate. You have interview data from three groups: employees who returned full-time, employees on hybrid arrangements, and line managers responsible for enforcing the policy. Interviews with employees converge on frustration about commuting costs. Managers' accounts diverge sharply, describing enforcement as inconsistent and personally uncomfortable.
Extract 2, for independent practice: You are studying the adoption of a new expense-reporting system. You have data from the system's usage logs, showing high adoption within the first month, and from interviews with staff, who describe the system as confusing and say they only use it because they have no choice. A survey conducted by the finance team reports high satisfaction scores.
Attempt your own triangulation section for Extract 2 before reading the model answer below.
Model answer: This design methodologically triangulates system usage logs, staff interviews, and a finance-administered satisfaction survey (Denzin, 1978). The usage logs and the survey converge on a positive picture, high adoption and high reported satisfaction, but the interview data diverges sharply, describing the system as confusing and used only because staff have no alternative. This divergence is analytically significant rather than a measurement error to resolve: it suggests that compliance-driven adoption can coexist with genuine dissatisfaction, and that a finance-administered survey may be particularly prone to socially desirable responding given who is asking the question.
Session activities
Activity 1: Evaluating a triangulation claim
1. In pairs, apply the four failure types above to Extract 1
1. Decide whether twelve customers represents one vantage point or several, and whether what is described meets Denzin's (1978) definition of triangulation at all
1. Identify the sentence that commits the convergence-as-proof failure, and the sentence that commits the discarding-divergence failure
1. Rewrite the extract so it either correctly names a type of triangulation genuinely present, or explains why what was done does not meet that definition
1. After the session, attempt Extract 2 independently and check your evaluation against the model answer above
Activity 2: Writing a triangulation section
1. Using the material in Extract 1, write a short triangulation section, 100 to 150 words, that names the specific type of triangulation being used and cites Denzin (1978) appropriately
1. State clearly what converged and what diverged across the three groups
1. Your section must treat the divergence between manager and employee accounts as analytically meaningful, not as a problem to be resolved
1. Exchange your section with a partner and check it against the self-assessment checklist below
1. After the session, attempt Extract 2 independently and check your section against the model answer above
Self-assessment checklist
☐  Have I named the specific type of triangulation, data, investigator, theory, or methodological, rather than using the word triangulation alone
☐  Have I cited Denzin (1978), or another named source, to justify why this counts as triangulation
☐  Have I stated specifically what converged and what diverged, rather than reporting triangulation only in the abstract
☐  If something diverged, have I interpreted it rather than treating it as an outlier to discard
☐  Would a reader know, from this section alone, why I chose this particular combination of sources, methods, investigators or theories
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