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‘Rigour’, ‘ethical integrity’ or ‘artistry’?  Reflexively reviewing criteria for evaluating qualitative research

Abstract

Qualitative researchers contest and reject the  criteria used by quantitative researchers when evaluating their work: those of reliability, validity and generalisability.    Instead, qualitative researchers have developed  alternative criteria responsive to their specific  research ideals. These criteria encompass  various dimensions of ‘rigour’, ‘ethical integrity’ and ‘artistry’.

In  this article, I attempt to show  something of the  range of evaluative criteria available to qualitative researchers arguing that our choice of criteria needs to be compatible with the special nature of the research in question (its methodology, aims and assumptions).  I encourage occupational therapists to be clear, thoughtful and reflexive about their position and values when evaluating their research.  To this end, recent occupational therapy research is reviewed to identify criteria authors favour.  I also proffer my own reflexive voice towards critically evaluating my approach in this article.

Introduction

One of the biggest challenges confronting qualitative researchers is how to assure the quality and trustworthiness of their research.  It is all too easy just to hope that the quality of research craftsmanship results in “knowledge claims that are so powerful and convincing in their own right they…carry the validation with them, like a strong piece of art.” (Kvale, 1996, p.252).  Rarely does this happen.  More commonly, the value of qualitative research needs to be argued for and justified against established criteria.  Without this, qualitative researchers lay themselves open to criticism from those of the positivist persuasion who regard qualitative research as “‘merely’ subjective assertion supported by unscientific method.” (Ballinger, 2006, p.235).  

How, then, can we demonstrate the value and integrity of our qualitative research?   How can we build a case that will convince sceptical audiences, funding bodies and ethical panels?  If the criteria qualitative researchers use to evaluate their research differ from those  applied to quantitative research, what should those criteria be?  And what should be valued most:  ‘rigour’, ‘ethical integrity’ or ‘artistry’? These are some of the questions this article seeks to examine.

I begin by arguing the case for moving  away from traditional positivist (scientific?) criteria of reliability, validity and generalisability.   I then turn to look at some of the alternative criteria which have been proposed by  qualitative researchers.  In the final section, I consider how researchers might make appropriate choices from this range of alternatives. With reference to current occupational therapy literature,   I argue that the criteria adopted must be compatible with the specific l nature of the research in question (its methodology, aims and epistemological assumptions). 

At various points through the article, I intersperse theoretical argument with my own personal reflections and reflexive (i.e. critically self-aware) evaluation. These are presented in a different font and indented.  The use of such a ‘rhetorical device’ highlights the way that different ‘voices’ can be usefully brought to bear when we critically evaluate.  In this instance, I hope they will show you, the reader, different dimensions of my thinking.  

Alongside these different aims I have another motive for writing this article for BJOT and I should ‘come clean’ about this. I want to encourage occupational therapists who are doing qualitative research to explicitly address the question of qualitative criteria.  When I’m reviewing articles for this journal, it frustrates me when authors’ critical evaluation of their research is reduced to backward glances towards positivist ideals showing little appreciation of the special qualities of the qualitative enterprise.  It is particularly irksome when evaluation is reduced to a ‘nod’ and authors airily assert that “findings can’t be generalised because of the small sample size”.  I, too, have been guilty of this kind of simplistic, short-hand evaluation but I am learning to be more careful and to highlight qualitative criteria explicitly.  

Rejecting traditional positivist criteria

The three concepts of reliability, validity and generalisability provide a basic framework for conducting and evaluating traditional quantitative research.  However, qualitative researchers contest and reject these positivist concepts.  

Reliability (the  consistency of the means of data collection) is largely irrelevant in the case of qualitative research. By definition, qualitative research does not seek to be consistent or to gain consistent results;  rather it seeks to elicit the responses of a participant or researcher at a specific time and place and in a specific interpersonal context. Qualitative research takes the position that  situations can never be exactly replicated.  For instance, what emerges in an interview is seen as contingent on the researcher’s approach and the specific interviewer-participant relationship and context.  Another researcher, or even the same researcher, interviewing the same participant at a different time or place  would not elicit exactly the same ‘story’. 
Validity refers to the degree to which research truly measures what it was meant to measure.  This criterion rests upon the assumption that the phenomenon being investigated possesses ‘reality’ in an undisputed, objective sense.  Qualitative researchers in general view this as  inappropriate.   Given the diversity of the social world, they argue, it is erroneous to assume the existence of one unequivocal reality to which all findings must respond. They ask instead: whose reality is the research adddressing?  Moreover, qualitative research – by definition – involves subjective interpretations (often delivered by both participants and/or researchers).  If one accepts  that interpretation cannot be excluded from the research process, it follows that any one analysis can only be presented as a “tentative statement opening upon a limitless field of possible interpretations” (Churchill, 2000, p.164).  

As for generalisability  qualitative researchers do not seek to extrapolate statistically findings from a specified sample to the wider population. Instead, they are concerned to show that findings can be transferred and may have meaning or relevance if applied to other individuals, contexts and situations.  Thus qualitative researchers may well celebrate the richness and depth of data that can be obtained from just one participant who has been purposely approached.  Qualitative researchers argue that the experimental concern to obtain a large randomised representative sample misses their point entirely.

For qualitative researchers, then, the integrity of the research process and the quality of the end product would seem to require evaluation criteria of quite a different order –  criteria that are responsive to qualitative research ideals and goals.  Such criteria would need to allow researchers to “acknowledge that trust and truth are fragile…[while enabling them] to engage with the messiness and complexity of data interpretation in ways that…reflect the lives of …participants” (Savin-Baden and Fisher, 2002, p.191).  

The use of explicit criteria offers a qualitative researcher a way to highlight the strengths or limitations of the research being discussed and to claim rigour or critical thoughtfulness in the research approach. In turn, readers are helped to tune into the significant issues at stake.  Being clear and explicit about criteria adds to the transparency of the research, enabling  readers to  better understand  the researchers’ values and interests.  I believe it is important for researchers to engage their research criteria explicitly and reflexively (Finlay, 2003). They need to show readers whether they are primarily seeking accuracy or poetic artistry; trustworthiness or resonance; rigour or relevance. The work can then be judged  on its own terms.

I sometimes worry that our preoccupation with evaluation criteria simply reflects our insecurities about the scientific status of our work as qualitative researchers.  Does the mission to find and use appropriate criteria pander to the positivists? Aren’t we just playing their game?  Can’t we be valued on our own terms?  But then I see the other side of the argument.  The reality is that we work in a competitive world where quantitative experimental methodology forms the bedrock of the dominant positivist paradigm. We have to play the ‘science game’ if we have a hope of competing.  It comes down to politics and PR.  After all, there are many people out there who still need to be convinced:  funding bodies, ethics committees, sceptical supervisors and examiners, to say nothing of the qualitative researchers themselves who have a stake in seeing high quality studies being disseminated. So it is with mixed feelings that I write this paper on ‘criteria’, recognising it is both a game and a serious undertaking…  

There is general agreement among qualitative researchers about the importance of critically evaluating research through the application of criteria. However, when it comes to choosing  criteria, there is considerable divergence of opinion   (Willig, 2001, p.142).  . As Guba and Lincoln (1994, p.114) acknowledge,  “the issue of quality criteria…is…not well resolved, and further critique is needed”. 

Qualitative criteria: diverse but overlapping?

Over the last 20 years, many  solutions to the conundrum of how to identify appropriate qualitative criteria have been proposed. As Seale notes, slightly tongue-in-cheek,  “The urge to generate criteria for judging good-quality studies seems irrepressible” (Seale, 1999, p.43).   Some of these options are described below.  Differences in emphasis tend to mirror the  commitments of different researchers. Taken as a whole, however,  some measure of consensus or overlap is apparent. It is generally agreed that   research needs to be ‘trustworthy’ (a term often used in place of ‘validity’ in the qualitative researcher’s lexicon), in the sense of being able to demonstrate both rigour (process) and relevance (end product).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose four criteria for ‘naturalistic’ research. As their work to ‘formalise rigour’ has been particularly influential in social science generally, and in the occupational therapy field specifically, it is worth focusing on their categories in some depth.  Interestingly, they link (or pair) their criteria with four  used in conventional quantitative inquiry : those of internal validity, external validity, reliability and objectivity (see table 1)
. 

1) credibility –  This concept replaces the idea of internal validity, by which  researchers seek to establish confidence in the ‘truth’ of their findings. Instead, Lincoln and Guba focus on the degree to which findings make sense. For instance, they recommend that qualitative researchers use ‘member checks’. Here participants are given their interview transcripts and the research reports so they can agree/disagree with the researcher’s findings.  In addition, credibility is built up through prolonged engagement in the field and persistent observation and triangulation of data.

2) transferability – Transferability replaces the concept of external validity.  Instead of aiming for random sampling and probabilistic reasoning, qualitative researchers are encouraged to provide a detailed portrait of the setting in which the research is conducted.  The aim here is to give  readers  enough information for them to judge the applicability of the findings to other settings.

3) dependability –  This concept replaces the idea of reliability . It encourages  researchers to provide an audit trail (the documentation of  data, methods and decisions about the research) which can be laid open to external scrutiny.

4) confirmability – Confirmability, replacing the concept of objectivity, also invokes auditing as a means  to demonstrate quality.  For example, the researcher can offer a self-critically reflexive analysis of the methodology used in the research.  In addition, techniques such as triangulation (of data, researcher, context) can be useful tools of confirmability.  

	Conventional inquiry
	Naturalistic inquiry
	Methods to ensure quality



	Internal validity
	Credibility
	Member checks; prolonged engagement in the field; data triangulation

	External validity
	Transferability
	Thick description of setting and/or participants

	Reliability
	Dependability
	Audit – researcher’s documentation of data, methods and decisions; researcher triangulation

	Objectivity
	Confirmability
	Audit and reflexivity


Table 1 – Lincoln and Guba’s translation of terms

(Source: Adapted from Lincoln and Guba, 1985 and Ballinger, 2006)

Hammersley (1992), in a discussion of  criteria suitable for ethnography,  argues that ethnographic writing should be judged in terms of, firstly, its plausibility and credibility and, secondly, its relevance.  Are the findings plausible? Is  sufficient evidence offered to support the credibility of the findings?  Is the study relevant in the sense of offering important new information or contributing  to the literature?  Hammersley also notes that the intensity of application of such criteria may need to be adjusted to the intended audience.   For instance,  a research article written for a medical journal might well require a more detailed engagement with the evidence than a presentation made to a users’ group.   

Henwood and Pidgeon (1992) identify  seven attributes which characterise good qualitative research.  Their schema, which links criteria with methods of achieving sound research,  offers a helpful guide for novice researchers.  They argue for: 

1) The importance of fit – The themes or analytical categories offered by the researcher should fit the data.  The researcher demonstrates this by writing clear, explicit accounts of how these categories were evolved.

2)  Integration of theory - The researcher needs to discuss the relationship between units of analysis and the degree to which they can be integrated or generalised (for instance, exploring how themes might be combined moving towards a theory). 

3)  Reflexivity – The role of the researcher needs to be acknowledged and accounted for in the documentation of the research.

4)  Documentation – The researcher needs to provide an audit trail: a comprehensive account of what was done and why. 

5)  Theoretical sampling and negative case analysis – The researcher needs to continuously develop and modify any emerging theory, exploring cases that do not fit as well as those which might generate new knowledge.  

6)  Sensitivity to negotiated realities – While participant validation may be necessary, the researcher needs to demonstrate awareness of the research context, power differentials and participant reactions to the research.  It is particularly important to explain any differences between the  researcher’s interpretations and those of the participant(s).

7)  Transferability - The researcher should  suggest how the research may have applicability beyond the particular research context.

Madill et al (2000), applying a radical constructionist viewpoint,  argue that criteria concerned with confirmability and accuracy  are meaningless. They offer three alternatives:  internal coherence, deviant case analysis and reader evaluation. By internal coherence they mean  the extent to which a given  analysis ‘hangs together’ logically without contradictions.  Deviant case analysis involves considering extreme examples and relates to showing the context and limits of any emerging theory.  Reader evaluation, for them, means  the degree to which the study contributes to readers’ understanding and insight. They recommend that verbatim quotations or extracts from the data be provided  to allow readers to arrive at their own interpretations.

Richardson (2000), arguing the need to do more than offer ‘scientific’ criteria,  suggests some  ‘literary’ dimensions. She advocates five criteria: those of substantive contribution; aesthetic merit; reflexivity; impact; and expression of a reality. Supporting the use of poetry and other experimental (not in the science sense) literary forms in ethnographic work, she observes  that "increasingly ethnographers desire to write ethnography which is both scientific—in the sense of being true to a world known through the empirical senses—and literary—in the sense of expressing what one has learned through evocative writing techniques and form. More and more ways of representing ethnographic work emerge" (Richardson, 2000, p.253). 

Bochner (2000, 2001) similarly argues the need to bring in more artistry while also attending to ethical dimensions.  As he sees it,  sociological research can apply canons of methodological rigour as long as the agenda encourages an “ethical, political, and personal sociology that listens to the voices of ill, disabled, and other silenced persons…in order to…empower…engage emotionality…and give…sociology a moral and ethical centre.” (2001, p.152).  His criteria for judging ‘poetic social science’ include:

· “Detail, of the commonplace, of feelings as well as facts

· Narratives that are structurally complex and take account of time as it is experienced

· A sense of the author, their subjectivity and ‘emotional credibility’.

· Stories that tell about believable journeys through the life course.

· Ethical self-consciousness: respect for others in the field, and for the moral dimensions of the story.

· A story that moves the reader at an emotional as well as rational level.”  (Bochner, 2000, cited in Green and Thorogood, 2004, p.244).

Polkinghorne (1983) also focuses on the artistic dimension when he argues that  vividness, accuracy, richness and elegance will best help the reader judge the power and trustworthiness of phenomenological research. His understanding of these four criteria in action is summed up in the following passage:

“Is the research vivid in the sense that it generates a sense of reality and draws the reader in?  Are readers able to recognise the phenomenon from their own experience or from imagining the situation vicariously?  In terms of richness, can readers enter the account emotionally?  Finally, has the phenomenon been described in a graceful, clear, poignant way?” (cited in Finlay, 2006a, In Press)

I share the view of  Richardson, Bochner and Polkinghorne  that  ethical, literary and creative dimensions should figure in the evaluative criteria applied to qualitative research. It is these dimensions, after all, which seek to reflect the poetry and power of qualitative research.   For me, the strength and special contribution of qualitative research lies in the way it can capture the richness and ambiguity of lived experience,  the diversity and complexity of the social world.  A qualitative study can, and should, be judged  on its ability “to draw the reader into the researcher’s discoveries allowing the reader to see the worlds of others in new and deeper ways” (Finlay, 2006b, In Press). 

In my own case, I approach the task of evaluating the outcomes of any piece of qualitative research in terms of the four dimensions  I call the 4 C’s (Finlay, 2006b):
1) Clarity - Does the research make sense? To what extent is the research systematically worked through, coherent and clearly described?  

2) Credibility – To what extent do the findings match the evidence and are they convincing? When the author is arguing evidentially, is the evidence marshalled rigorously and opened up for external audit? Are the researcher’s interpretations  plausible and justified?  Can readers see what the researcher saw even if they disagree with the conclusions drawn by the researcher?

3) Contribution – To what extent does the research add to knowledge of an issue or aspect of human social life? Does it enrich our understanding of the human condition? Is it empowering and/or growth-enhancing?  Does it  offer guidance for future action or for changing the social world for the better?  Does it offer a interesting basis for future research? 

4) Communicative resonance – Are the findings sufficiently vivid or powerful to draw readers in?  Do the findings resonate with readers’ own  experience/understandings?  As meanings are elicited in an interpersonal context, have the knowledge claims been tested and argued in dialogue with others, including participants, research supervisors or the wider academic community?  

Behar once said, “Call it sentimental…but I say that anthropology that doesn’t break your heart just isn’t worth doing anymore” (1996, cited in Bochner, 2001, p.143).  Part of me feels the same about phenomenology - the best articles wield emotional power.  I value the poetry and communicative resonance of research findings more than seeking to use criteria to justify or prove my scientific credentials.  However, if I’m writing for a scientifically orientated journal, I understand that it is necessary for me to specify criteria which emphasise the systematic and scholarly nature of my qualitative research. Broader political or strategic interests can’t be ignored and it behoves qualitative researchers to be reflexively aware of the issues at stake.   

This discussion has indicated the range of evaluative criteria available to qualitative researchers.  The different schemas share a  concern for trustworthiness and rigour: all of them require  research to be  coherent and logical, and to  show evidence of systematic work as well as ethical integrity. There is also a widespread emphasis on  relevance, including the impact and contribution of the research. Here reader responses are seen as  important and artistry may be highlighted. For instance, a particularly well written piece of research is likely to have extra power to touch readers and to persuade.  

Qualitative criteria offer a way for researchers to move beyond accounting for their evidence in terms of scientific criteria.  Instead, the criteria direct us to address the special qualities of qualitative research and to explore the broader impact and social relevance of a particular project. Criteria also help us explore both strengths and weaknesses.  For instance,  a particular piece of research may be  poorly evidenced or lack rigour, but it might still have value in its power and relevance. Alternatively, a particularly rigorous study, while lacking literary force, may carry its validation through its claims to ‘science’.  The challenge lies in selecting the criteria which best suits the research being conducted.  Criteria need to be used judiciously.  

Choosing criteria to fit the research

Qualitative research methodologies vary considerably in their aims and epistemological assumptions and these, in turn, fundamentally shape the methods or procedures employed and evaluation criteria used (Finlay, 2006a). Some examples of recent occupational therapy research  show how these factors interact.   

Goodacre (2006) reports a grounded theory study of  the perceptions women with chronic arthritis have of the strategies they use to maintain their lifestyle activities.  She argues that her use of a multiple-strategy approach increases ‘conceptual density’, while focus groups with participants and consultation with a colleague allow exploration of the ‘credibility’ of findings.  Her fieldwork diary acts to provide an ‘audit trail’ and information about participants aids the  ‘transferability’ of the research to other groups.

Curtin (Curtin and Clarke, 2005; Curtin, 2006) discusses his biographical research into  the life stories of disabled young people, where the participants  were encouraged to  collaborate in the construction of their biographies.  Focusing on the ethical dimension, he argues that the collaboration between researchers and participants  helped  maintain the ‘integrity’, ‘credibility’ and ‘trustworthiness’ of the biographies and ensured that they reflected the young peoples’ voices.  However, the author reflexively admits that no collaboration took place during the writing of  the final draft, raising questions about whose voices were  privileged and the extent to which the young people were represented in the research.

Steward’s (2006) study of teleworking, in which  both quantitative (survey) and qualitative (phenomenological interview) methods were used, is  an interesting story which clearly demonstrates the impact of methodology.   She initially sought to validate her themes through method triangulation and participant validation.  However, this proved impossible as the two methodologies produced contradictory results. Steward explains that participants described their experiences differently in the survey and interviews.  In a ‘reflexive discussion’, she concludes that her use of mixed methodologies provided an “opportunity to see these multiple perspectives and alternative constructions” (2006, p.104).  

The work of Ballinger (2004, 2006) stands out for its recognition of  the need to link our choice of evaluation criteria to epistemology.  Sensitive to the variability of qualitative research perspectives, Ballinger (2006) puts forward four considerations to act as a focus of reflection for researchers, whatever their persuasion:  coherence; evidence of systematic and careful research conduct; convincing and relevant interpretation; and sensitivity to the role played by the researcher.  She suggests that these ‘considerations’ need to be enacted  according to how  the researcher views ‘reality’: whether they adopt  a realist, subtle realist or relativist ontological position.  For instance, those adopting  realist or subtle realist epistemologies (much grounded theory, phenomenology, conversation analysis, ethnography comes in this category) will probably value research which shows evidence of being systematic and scientific (for example, by  drawing on specified procedures to ensure trustworthiness )
.  Those involved in research which is more relativist in intent (for instance, discourse analysis) will tend to value more reflexive modes which demonstrate the possibility of  multiple understandings and interpretations.   

By  coherence, Ballinger (2006) means  the extent to which the aims and methods of a piece of research match and link to the way the researchers account for their role.  A researcher taking a ‘subtle realist’ position using grounded theory research, for
 example, will use criteria such as that proposed by Lincoln and Guba.  Methods of evaluation are likely to include member checks (participant validation), triangulation and audit trails.  Emphasis will be placed on ensuring the ‘truth’ and trustworthiness of the account.  In contrast, a methodology embracing a relativist ontology and epistemology, as for example in social constructionist literature, will emphasise researcher reflexivity and the way the research account is co-constructed (i.e. not fact or ‘truth’).  To give an example from my own (phenomenological) research, I explored the lived experience of multiple sclerosis. On writing up this research (Finlay, 2003, 2006c), I explicitly stated my relativist leanings by acknowledging that  my findings had emerged in a specific interpersonal context.  I reflexively admitted that, despite the co-construction of the findings, the publication was largely my creation and that I had taken authorial control.

The consideration ‘evidence of systematic and careful research conduct’ similarly translates differently, depending on the methodology adopted.  Ballinger (2006) gives the example of participatory research, where the reader would look for evidence that researchers have fully thought through their relationship with the participants and grappled with  ethical issues relating to the recruitment of participants and their preparation  to act as co-researchers.  Within a conversation analysis study, by contrast, any examples would need to be carefully described and supported by detailed description/transcription to demonstrate the particular speech devices being highlighted.

How  researchers set about offering  a convincing and relevant interpretation may  also vary according to  the methodology employed.  In reference to discourse analysis, Potter and Wetherell (1994) suggest that presenting work to a variety of different audiences helps researchers  evaluate how compelling their explanations are.  Returning to my phenomenological example of research on the lived experience of multiple sclerosis, I employed two main strategies to ensure my interpretations could be put across in a  convincing way to  different publications.  In Finlay (2003) I offered a narrative of my participant’s story which included  some verbatim quotes.  I then offered some interpretations backed by relevant theoretical references to strengthen the argument.  In Finlay (2006c) I explored the way I had involved this participant collaboratively, by  asking her to read and discuss with me the transcript and subsequent analysis.  While I stopped short of claiming she ‘validated’ the study, I believe her involvement strengthened both my argument and the ethical base of the research.  Importantly, she toned down some of my artistic flourishes;  in essence, my poetic criteria had to cede  ground to considerations of ethical integrity.

Finally, Ballinger (2006) recommends considering the role of the researcher and ensuring that this is accounted for in a way that is consistent with the research methodology.  Within the realist tradition, the researcher’s task is to remain objective and provide a transparent methodological account.  In contrast, a   researcher adopting a relativist perspective would focus reflexively on how the researcher’s presence and positioning might have influenced  the research process and its outcomes.  Such a researcher  would highlight different perspectives or ‘voices’ and  examine the impact of power differentials. Subscribing to the view that “the idea of quality criteria is a logical impossibility” (Green and Thorogood, 2004, p.243), they would also deny the value of criteria aimed at determining  the ‘truth’ of a particular research account. The choices we make when adopting evaluative  criteria are intertwined with  the nature of the research we are conducting (in terms of its methodology, aims and assumptions).  Among those  camped at the realist end of the realist-relativist continuum,  criteria  such as those favoured by Lincoln and Guba (1985) or Henwood and Pigeon (1992) will have most appeal.  While researchers gravitating towards relativism  (for example Richardson (2000) and Bochner (2000) will also appreciate rigour and seek to provide evidence of systematic work, they will tend to  prioritise other goals, using creative presentations to demonstrate the impact of social discourses and  subvert the notion of a single truth. 

However, the lines between rigour, ethical integrity and artistry are neither hard nor fast, nor do either/or choices have to be made.   The criteria qualitative researchers apply will shift according to  the requirements of the context.  What is important is that we strive  to be transparent, to pursue what  Savin-Badin and Fisher (2003) call  ‘honesties’ in research. As Madill et al put it, “Qualitative researchers have a responsibility to make their epistemological position clear, conduct their research in a manner consistent with that position, and present their findings in a way that allows them to be evaluated properly” (Madill et al, 2000, p.17).
Conclusion

This article has reviewed different criteria which can help to ensure the quality, integrity, rigour and relevance of qualitative research. It has argued  that qualitative researchers should selectively embrace criteria which are responsive both to their qualitative ideals and the specific research in hand. The ever-growing pool of research criteria offers competing ways of evaluating research, although there is also a strong measure of consensus and overlap between these. 

I have argued that we need to be mindful of, and explicit about, our differing assumptions and commitments arising from chosen methodologies.  If a piece of research is to be evaluated it needs to be evaluated on its own terms.  If it is aiming to be ‘objective’ and systematic, then the researcher needs to demonstrate how this rigour was operationalized, for instance, through member checking or triangulation.  If the researcher is aiming to persuade, they  must demonstrate that their work  is ‘trustworthy’ and credible by providing sufficient evidence (such as quotations or a methodological audit) or by making a case firmly rooted in theory.   If the intention is  to ‘empower’ others, for instance through collaboration, then the researcher must  explicitly address ethical and power dimensions - perhaps through a committed reflexive analysis.  Where research is intended  to be ‘evocative’ or to touch others in some way, attention needs to focus on the way it is written up or presented to audiences. 
Rigour, ethical integrity or artistry?  Triangulation, participant validation or reflexivity?  Whatever criteria and means are employed to evaluate research, the strength of our qualitative research will be considerably enhanced if researchers demonstrate they are critically mindful of the methodological, epistemological and political issues at stake.  

Using my own ‘4 C’s’ to evaluate this article, I’d say that in terms of ‘clarity’ I’ve expressed a range of different schemas clearly.  In terms of ‘contribution’, I’ve put the case for specific qualitative criteria reasonably well and I’ve offered concrete guidance to researchers writing up qualitative research with a view to publishing their work.  ‘Communicative resonance’ is weaker, however.  I would like to think my reflexive voice added some interest to what is otherwise a rather dry, dull subject and helped to make a more personal connection with readers. However, I accept it may not suit those who prefer the more objective ‘scientific’ approach using the third person voice.  The other area which concerns me is ‘credibility’.  I am aware that I’ve over-emphasised ‘rigour’ at the expense of ‘ethical integrity’ and ‘artistry’.  Have I given enough examples across the board which readers will identify with?  Have I been clear and convincing enough in my argument that criteria needs to fit the methodology? Discussing the concept of epistemology is always challenging and I wonder if it may have lost some readers who are less experienced with qualitative research?  You, the reader, will decide if you have found my argument convincing…
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� It is worth noting that Lincoln and Guba later reworked their ideas to incorporate a fifth criterion of ‘authenticity’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994) which taps into (more ‘artistic’?) themes related to ethics and empowering action. 





�  Realist and subtle realist approaches thoroughly dominate the articles published in the British Journal of Occupational Therapy.  Since 2004 of the qualitative studies which discussed evaluation criteria around 12/14 of them appeared to take a realist or subtle realist approach. Criteria along the lines of Lincoln and Guba (1985) were favoured with Krefting (1991) often providing a model of accepted practice.





