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Why Trust and Applicability? 
 

Because the concept of research validity is rooted in a positivist tradition and the view 

that there are universal truths to be discovered, qualitative researchers have commonly 

rejected the term as not meaningful for their studies (Winter, 2000). The positivist 

viewpoint is uncommon today; the post-positivist perspective holds that universal truths 

exist, but can only be approximated. However, post-positivist (quantitative) researchers 

still address research validity in much the same way positivist researchers did.  The 

constructivist perspective, on the other hand, holds that reality does not exist, but is 

socially constructed. 

 

Thus, constructivist (qualitative) researchers use terms such as trustworthiness to 

encompass criteria of validity for qualitative work. According to Guba and Lincoln 

(1989), to establish trustworthiness of research findings, a study should address 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These criteria are 

conceptually similar, though operationally different from quantitative criteria of internal 

validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity (Morse, 2015). Although Guba and 

Lincoln (1989) introduced their terminology decades ago, it remains the most 

commonly used for discussing validity in the context of qualitative research (Morse, 

2015). Some qualitative researchers disagree with the use of trustworthiness criteria, 

because they were developed in relation and response to the values of positivist and 

post-positivist perspectives. They instead advocate for understanding and focusing on 

the values unique to qualitative research. However, there is a lack of clear guidance for 

such approaches (Reynolds, Kizito, Ezumah, Mangesho, Allen, & Chandler, 2011).  

 

In addition, although there is no goal of establishing causality with qualitative research 

as is sometimes the case with quantitative research, qualitative researchers nevertheless 

seek to explain and make sense of the world. They do this by describing the various ways 

groups of people explain and make sense of their particular worlds, or realities. 

According to Guba (1990), a constructivist (qualitative) researcher attempts to identify 

the variety of constructions that exist among people and bring them into as much 

consensus as possible. In terms of validity, the question is, “How representative is the 

description and how justifiable are the findings” (Winter, 2000, p. 9).  

 

Similarly, although “statistical” generalizability is not a purpose of qualitative research, 

generalization of qualitative research findings can and does occur. Stake and Trumball 

(1982) introduced the term, naturalistic generalization, to refer to the personal aspect 

of generalizations—that many generalizations are rooted in personal experience (Stake,  
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2010), relying on research consumers to determine if and how they will use what they 

learn from a study (Melrose, 2009). As Melrose stated, “Naturalistic generalization 

emphasizes practical, functional application of research findings that intuitively fall 

naturally in line with readers’ ordinary experiences” (p. 599). The terms transferability 

and fittingness are similarly used to discuss generalization in qualitative research. 

 

The different terminology advocated by quantitative and qualitative researchers is 

confusing. Further, different terminology is not necessary. As Shadish reminded us 

years ago, “validity is a property of knowledge, not methods” (1995, p. 421). Regardless 

of whether knowledge claims come from quantitative or qualitative studies, we want to 

know if they have validity. Although the design of a study impacts trust in and 

applicability of knowledge claims, research design on its own does not determine or 

guarantee validity—no one type of research design holds the key to truth. The design, its 

alignment with research purpose, its implementation, and the knowledge claims 

generated as findings must all be considered.  

 

So why not use the term validity for both quantitative and qualitative research? In 

addition to being associated with quantitative research and positivist perspectives, the 

term is confounded by two different uses in quantitative research, in that we consider 

validity of the study findings, as well as validity related specifically to data collection 

methods and instruments. Validity of study findings is about trust in and applicability of 

findings. Validity related to data collection methods and instruments is about trusting 

the inferences drawn from the data collected. Are the data accurate and reliable? Are the 

data collection instruments and procedures appropriate given the purpose, questions, 

and participants of the study? Thus, “data” validity is an important component of the 

validity of study findings. However, the validity of study findings includes other aspects 

of research design, implementation, and interpretation, such as sampling, site selection, 

and alternate explanations. Thus, I use the simple, practical terms trust and 

applicability in this article for both quantitative and qualitative work.   

 


