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Qualitative impact evaluation: incorporating authenticity into the
assessment of rigour

Susan Johnson and Saltanat Rasulova
Centre for Development Studies, University of Bath
Oxford Policy Management and Centre for Development Studies, University of Bath
Abstract:
Recent developments in impact evaluation recognise the need to go beyond the intense
debate over experimental techniques to incorporate theory-based approaches and
qualitative research methods. Motivated by an underlying concern that qualitative research
in this new wave of qualitative impact evaluation research is appropriately conducted, this
paper reviews practical strategies to address rigour deploying Guba and Lincoln’s principles
of “trustworthiness” to do so. In particular we focus on the less discussed principle of
‘authenticity’ which responds to the demand for research orientations to be more
transformative and emancipatory. In development impact evaluation, recent discussion has
highlighted the frequent deficit of a transformative orientation and the problematic wider
organisational contexts of aid relationships in which commissioned evaluations are
conducted. We argue that embracing the authenticity principle offers commissioned
researchers with a progressive orientation a rationale for making space for stakeholder
interaction and negotiation within the rigour discourse. This in turn creates the scope to
incorporate it into checklists of rigour so using the ‘artefacts’ of evaluation as a means to call
commissioning organisations and other stakeholders to be more responsive to concerns for
authenticity.
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Introduction
The last decade has seen a huge shift to the view that policy-making in development should
be evidence based, with this shift dominated by the “experimentalist surge” (Picciotto, 2014,
p. 32) of randomised control trials (RCTs). These come with the particular claim to rigour as
attribution arising from the use of specific counterfactuals. The elevation of RCTs as a ‘gold
standard’ of rigour has led to something of a renewed paradigm war in the field of
development evaluation in which RCTs have been viewed as the main legitimate form of
evidence to the detriment of the potential contribution of qualitative research. This intense
debate is now waning to a degree. Lead practitioners acknowledge the importance of
qualitative methods to aid experimental design and understanding (Glennerster &
Takavarasha, 2013) although these are not yet well integrated into the discussion or
interpretation of results. The claims of RCTs are increasingly subject to criticism that they
are “off the gold standard” and there are calls for the debate to be refocussed on the core
functions and purposes of impact evaluation and for the deployment of “relevant rigour”
with rigour understood as needing negotiation (Camfield & Duvendack, 2014; Guijt & Roche,
2014, p. 50). Moreover, this narrow view of evidence for policy making, has provoked an
important wider concern about its politics. When development is in fact conceptualised as a
transformational process based on rights, with a concern for means and not only ends, and
with politics and power relations at its centre (Eyben, Guijt, Roche, & Shutt, 2015), the
question of how such - apparently value-free - evidence arises, is critical.
Practically also, recognition that a huge range of policy is not evaluable using experimental
techniques, has led to moves to broaden the range of methods (Stern et al., 2012) and
state-of-the-art thinking on evaluation involving theory-based and realist methods, along
with ways of making qualitative work rigorous for causal inference are gaining traction
(Stern, 2015). These approaches make use of a range of both quantitative and qualitative
evidence but rely very extensively on qualitative methods. This in turn therefore leads to a
broader concern regarding the rigour with which research using qualitative data collection
and analysis is undertaken (Spencer, et al. 2003; DFID, 2014).
This paper therefore sets out to consider how rigour in qualitative impact evaluation1 can be
better addressed. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, rigour is defined as “the
quality of being extremely thorough and careful”. For Guba and Lincoln this amounts to
being able to assess the trustworthiness of the processes and procedures of qualitative
research and we adopt their framework for doing so. Their trustworthiness framework is
seen as “parallel” to positivist notions of rigour. They proposed a further principle for
evaluation underpinned by the constructivist paradigm - also known as fourth generation
evaluation (1989). This authenticity principle recognises that all judgement and
1

This paper is primarily concerned with impact evaluation. Many of the same issues in managing qualitative
data may arise in assessing other aspects in evaluation. Evaluation assesses a wider range of factors than
impact alone, in particular (following Picciotto (2014)) (i) merit – as performance relative to quality standards
and stakeholder aspirations – and relevance to beneficiary, country and global needs and priorities; (ii) worth –
the net benefits of the intervention and efficacy taking into account relative importance of the objectives; (iii)
value – doing things efficiently relative to other ways of doing it.
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understanding has a value basis and hence is subject to political and ideological forces. The
consequence for evaluation is that it must involve negotiation among stakeholders so that
the basis of their understandings and values is part of the process. While their initial
position was that third generation evaluation2 based in a positivist perspective could not be
mixed (2001) with such fourth generation approaches, their later position (2007, p25)
recognises that the authenticity principle and its concerns for fairness were helping to
address ethical and ideological problems “while at first appearing to be radical…are
nevertheless becoming mainstream”.
We take the view that significant further efforts for making the trustworthiness and
authenticity principles mainstream are still required. In particular the authenticity principles
enable us to engage with the politics of evaluation by bringing in the voices of beneficiaries
and engaging them with other stakeholders. While the underlying thinking is familiar within
debates over participatory approaches to appraisal and evaluation, the scope for explicit
participatory approaches in commissioned evaluations is often limited or - more specifically
– not perceived as what the commissioner may be seeking. We review why it is a distinctive
criterion of good impact evaluation and offer an initial approach for assessing how far
different stages of qualitative research achieve different degrees of authenticity. Although
this requires much more development, we indicate the mind-set and orientation that its use
demands. We argue that the time is ripe for actively adopting it into checklists of rigour as
evaluation “artefacts” which can be used for “playing the game to change the rules” (Guijt,
2015, p. 200).
Further in pursuing this agenda we recognise that there are many forms of qualitative social
research and many forms of impact evaluation. We are approaching this discussion in the
practical context of commissioned impact evaluations by aid agencies – which invariable fit
the mould of what Macdonald called “bureaucratic” evaluation (Norris, 2015) . The paper
arises from a collaborative project undertaken between the Centre for Development Studies
at the University of Bath and Oxford Policy Management - a consulting firm working in the
international development sector. The project has been undertaken as part of a
Knowledge Transfer Partnership Grant funded by Innovate UK and the ESRC, which seeks to
develop and improve practices of qualitative research and evaluation in the context of a
development consultancy practice. In this context it is necessary to remain practical while
recognising and remaining reflexive over the wider constraints (Groves & Hinton, 2004).
Indeed, the intention is not to arrive at best practice since the variation in contexts,
purposes, audiences, costs, time and so on are huge but to engage with the debate about
how practice can be improved in this quite difficult terrain. A particular aspect of remaining
practical is to address the question of “how much?” since neither Guba and Lincoln’s
trustworthiness criteria nor the intense debates in this area engage with questions of
resource availability and it is issues of budgets and time that are also critical in practice.

2

Guba and Lincoln chart stages through which evaluation practice has developed. First generation evaluation
was the simple measurement of intervention achievements that was quantitative and factual. Second
generation evaluation involved how achievements related to objectives. The third generation involved the
assessment of effects and the making of judgements about success or failure
6

The paper proceeds as follows. Since the challenge in approaching rigour in qualitative
research is that it is a minefield of philosophical debate and disagreement and there are
shifting criteria for judging quality in evaluation arising from different paradigms (e.g.
Patton, 2002), we start with a review of the philosophical foundations of quantitative and
qualitative research methodologies. Primarily the charge that rigour is weak in qualitative
research is based on these differences – both by comparison to quantitative research but
even also in its own terms. This mirrors the original paradigm wars of the late 20th century.
With this philosophical background in place, the second section discusses the frameworks
that have been proposed for developing and assessing rigour in qualitative research. This
raises the question as to whether or not one can even agree that rigour can be assessed.
The strongest adherents of the constructivist perspective suggest that this is in itself a
flawed project. However, since the mainstream of qualitative impact evaluation research in
consultancy and related fields is primarily approached from an implicitly - if not explicitly –
objectivist perspective, it is necessary for the mixed methods rationale of pragmatism to
bridge the divide. We then focus on the framework of Lincoln and Guba as one that can
accommodate the range of practical strategies needed and review the range of practical
ways in which these can be pursued.
Finally, we consider impact evaluation underpinned by transformative-emancipatory values
that the principle of authenticity engages with. Indeed, OPM itself seeks to engage in a
progressive way concerned about its own social impact and how its consulting activities
make a lasting positive impact in reducing poverty and disadvantage. It seeks to do this
through partnership, independence, analytical rigour and a commitment to development
carried out with core values of collaboration and mutual support; integrity and respect;
trust, empowerment and accountability.3 The organisational context of commissioned
research therefore is one in which it must seek to practice these commitments and values
and we discuss how the authenticity principle can be used critically as an “artefact” in this
regard (Guijt, 2015).

1. The philosophical basis of qualitative research and the ‘problem’ of rigour
As widely agreed in the literature the aim of qualitative research is to understand some
aspects of social life in an in-depth way by answering the ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions
by generating narrative or observational data to do this. In particular, it is applied to study
people’s attitudes, behaviours, meanings and interpretations of events and phenomena and
to provide rich description and analysis based on these perspectives. The methods employed
are suitable to explore the depth of the issues under scrutiny and therefore the findings are
not sought to be statistically generalised.
But it is necessary to go beyond methods as a contrast to quantitative research in
understanding debates around qualitative research. It is useful to start with the primary
philosophical basis of quantitative research. Quantitative research is usually understood as
3

See http://www.opml.co.uk/about-us/our-values
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operating with a positivist paradigm4 of the world as observable and quantifiable. The
philosophy underpinning quantitative research is primarily one in which there is an objective
reality (ontological objectivism) driven by natural laws which science seeks to discover.
From the point of view of investigation - epistemology - the researcher and the object of
inquiry are separate (duality) therefore the researcher does not influence the way this truth
is experienced (Guba and Lincoln, 1989). Truth is therefore seen as being obtained through
scientific methods in which theories are proposed and hypotheses derived from them are
tested with the potential of their falsification (Teddie and Tashakkori, 2009). Thus, the
findings or knowledge of the truth is presented as generalisable and relevant across time
and context.
The philosophy underlying most qualitative research on the other hand is that there is no
single truth or reality and that phenomena depend on our perceptions and interpretations
of them. Therefore the nature of reality is not unique or objectively verifiable but relative
(ontologically5 relativist) and is created by our interpretations of it (epistemologically
constructionist / interpretivist / or subjective). The “truth” presented is then a result of the
interaction and relationship between the researcher and the researched rather than simply
of the research design, as it is constructed by individuals under particular conditions and in a
particular context, and consequently cannot be generalised (Sandelowski, 1986).
Although this is a standard way of defining the contrast between qualitative and quantitative
methodologies, the field of qualitative research is a diverse and expanding field with a range
of approaches and methods such that it involves further debate and disagreement within it.
For example, Creswell (1998) describes five common ‘traditions’ within qualitative research:
phenomenology, ethnography, case study, biography and grounded theory6. Seale (2002)
4

It is known by different names such as positivist/post-positivist research, empirical science, and postpositivism. Post-positivism challenges the positive thinking about the absolute truth of knowledge. It
represents a deterministic philosophy in which causes determine outcomes and therefore it is concerned about
identifying and assessing the causes that affect outcomes. It also reduces the general ideas into small sets of
ideas which are manageable to test. Therefore, the objective truth which is out there in the world is researched
based on observation and measurement. Consequently, post-positivism involves developing numeric measures
for observations and studying the behaviour of individuals. (Creswell, 2009).
5
Ontology concerns what we consider to be the nature of the world - whether it is objective and separate from
our role in its (objectives or realist ontology) or that reality is a result of the way we perceive it (constructivist).
Epistemology is concerned about the nature of the relationship between the researcher and the object of
study and hence about how we know or find out about the world. Realist ontology and positivist epistemology
underpin quantitative methods and is therefore seen as a scientific paradigm in which the reality of the world
can be investigated through measurement; qualitative methods are seen as being underpinned by a relativist
ontology and a constructionist (aka interpretivist) epistemology which takes the view that how we view and
understand the world i.e. our interpretations and meaning differ and affect the way we interact with it.
6
Phenomenological studies examine human experiences through the descriptions that are provided by the
people involved. Ethnographic studies use methods such as participant observation over prolonged periods to
see the world through the eyes of the people they are studying. In grounded theory studies, data are collected
and analysed, and then a theory is developed that is grounded in the data. A process called constant
comparison is used, in which data are constantly compared to data that have already been gathered. Pertinent
concepts are identified and assigned codes. Historical studies concern the identification, location, evaluation,
and synthesis of data from the past. Historical data should be subjected to both external and internal criticism.
Case studies are in-depth examinations of people, groups of people, or institutions. Action research is a type of
8

expands the list by adding symbolic interactionism, ethnomethodology, semiotic analysis,
feminist and Marxist perspectives. But the list is debatable, it is argued that the aims of
research in these methodologies may be very different: whereas the aim of phenomenology
is to understand, the aim of feminist methods is to bring about a social change (Roberts,
1981; Sandelowski, 1986). Moreover, how qualitative researchers apply constructionism
and/or interpretivism depends on what traditions they belong to, and some qualitative
traditions can be closer to positivism and post-positivism (Racher and Robinson, 2002) in
understanding the world as having objective reality. So a straightforward dichotomous
understanding of quantitative as being premised on positivist/post-positivist paradigm and
qualitative on interpretivism is misleading. For example, the recent emergence of critical
realism as a theoretical position adopts an ontologically realist perspective on the world but
acknowledges the epistemological problem so accepting that this must be an interpretive
exercise.

2. Rigorous debates in qualitative research
Despite the widespread use of qualitative research and its contribution to understanding, it
faces some prominent criticism. The very features of it that are its strength such as the
depth and closeness of the researcher to the research and to the data in particular, are
argued to be its weakness due their being subjective and lacking rigour (Denzin and Lincoln
2000; Van Maanen, 1995; Smith and Deemer, 2000; Morse et al, 2002). This criticism was in
particular promoted by the work of Archie Cochrane who introduced a model of research
evaluation in medical sciences in his publication Effectiveness and Efficiency (1972), in which
qualitative research was seen as being unscientific and unfit for purpose. In contrast, he
proposed randomized control trials as the gold standard for evidence7.
On the other hand qualitative researchers point out that quantitative research suffers from
subjectivism too when it comes to choosing categories and variables. Some regard this as
particularly problematic because ‘the probability is high that …subjectivism survives without
being thoroughly corrected during the study and …it may affect the results…as the
quantitative …researcher does not get as close to those under study …and therefore is less
likely to be corrected by the study objects “talking back” (Flyvbjerg, 2011; p. 310). In
particular positivist epistemology is seen as problematic because it tends to claim that there
is only one true view so suppressing the variety of truth(s) and understandings of the world
(Pretty, 1994). One could argue that truth is complex and is affected by many factors. So,
there is ‘no way that the researcher can in any sense capture the literal truth of events’
(Mays and Pope, 1995; p. 109). As Pretty suggests ‘We can only get a human idea of what is
qualitative research that seeks action to improve practice and study the effects of the action that was taken.
Participatory action research (PAR) is a special kind of action research in which there is collaboration between
the study participants and the researcher in all steps of the study.
7
Later Sackett (1993) classified the standards for quality of evidence and weighted randomized trials as grade A
evidence; whereas qualitative data and research were classified as “mere opinion” i.e. the Grade C evidence
which is of the lowest level of quality (Morse, 2006).
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in the world, and so science itself can only be a human picture of the world.’ (p. 40). As Rolfe
(2002) argues truth is when it ‘rings true’, that is when it resonates with our own
experiences’ (p. 91). So the plurality of truth does not prevent there being characteristics of
it that are common across contexts and people involved. What is key is to understand those
characteristics and interpret them in a non-intrusive and a bias-free language. This is
challenging for qualitative research given the frequently profound submersion of the
researcher with the data collection from research participants and context given its
paradigmatic foundation. Nevertheless, these features seem to be its advantages when it
comes to enabling it to generate descriptions and interpretations that ‘ring true’ and hence
present a view of reality.
Nevertheless it is qualitative research that has been on the back foot from the perspective of
wider policy discussion and the debate over evidence.8 The response from qualitative
researchers has been a debate over whether and how rigour can in fact be implemented. As
might be expected, given the above discussion of the philosophical stance of qualitative
research, the question of whether rigour can or should be a criterion is itself highly
contested. While some take the view that neglecting rigour could undermine the whole
existence of this paradigm as a systematic science (Morse et al., 2002; Morse, 1999); others
argue that it does not need to be discussed at all (Sparkes, 2001). Moreover, given the
range of qualitative methodologies there is little agreement as to whether a set of criteria
needs to be general to all the fields of qualitative research or distinctive to each one of them
(Sandelowski, 1993; Maggs-Rapport, 2001).
The debate over criteria involves three positions (Denzin, 2011). First, the foundationalists –
who take the view that all research can conform to shared criteria (Teddlie and Tashakkori,
2003); second, the quasi-foundationalists who argue that a specific set of criteria unique to
qualitative research is needed (eg. Sandelowski, 1993; Lincoln and Guba, 1985); and finally
the non-foundationalists who argue that it is understanding rather than prediction that is
necessary and that “inquiry and its evidence is always political and moral” (Denzin, 2011)
and therefore that criteria are not appropriate.
For those who consider a set of criteria as useful, one starting point is the quality criteria
used in quantitative research. The central ones are internal validity, objectivity, reliability
and generalization (for debates see Bryman, 1988). Internal validity refers to the suitability
of a chosen method to measure what it is used to measure i.e. the degree to which the
results are attributable to the independent variable; objectivity is achieved by positioning
the researcher outside of the measured activity; reliability is when the same results can be
achieved using the same methods; generalisation is ensured through using statistical tests to
control other factors (Hamberg et al., 1994).
The quality principles that have been developed such as those of Agar (1986), Guba (1981),
Kirk and Miller (1986), Leininger (1985) and Brink (1991) are summarised in table 1.

8

The Cabinet Office guidelines on Quality in Qualitative Evaluation (Spencer, Ritchie, Lewis, & Dillon, 2003)
could be seen as reflecting this concern.
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Table 1. Examples of principles of rigour in qualitative research
Authors
Agar (1986)
Guba (1981)
Kirk and Miller (1986)
Brink (1991)
Lincoln and Guba (1985)

Principles of quality and rigour
Credibility, accuracy of representation, and authority of
the writer
Truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality
Consistency of results, stability over time, similarity within
a given time period
Stability, consistency, equivalence9
Credibility, confirmability, dependability, transferability,
authenticity

What becomes evident from this table is that there is considerable overlap in the nature and
language of the criteria being presented as well as some mapping onto the quantitative
criteria. Agar’s (1986) credibility, accuracy of representation, and authority of the writer are
versions of validity and reliability and are close in meaning to the two typologies of Guba
(1981) and Lincoln and Guba (1985). Guba's (1981) model of four aspects of trustworthiness
that are relevant to both quantitative and qualitative studies are very similar to the one by
Lincoln and Guba (1985) except the principle of authenticity. The latter is based on the
former and only differs by the language used. An exception is Kirk and Miller (1986) whose
criteria argue for consistency of results and stability over time which seems contrary to a
qualitative view that interpretations and understandings may change over time.
In the literature in this field it is Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria that have become the
most used and cited with their language of “trustworthiness” rather than rigour also being
adopted. It is laid out in a little more detail in Table 2. The comparative advantages of this
typology are seen as its relevance across qualitative paradigms (Sale and Brazil, 2004) and
having the advantage of parsimony (Bryman et al., 2008). The typology is the most
developed and therefore is worth applying for the conceptual and analytical clarity and
depth that it can offer.
Despite these advantages, it is unsurprising that, given the paradigmatic disagreements laid
out above, there are of course criticisms. The first is that in order to argue for absolute
trustworthiness it is necessary to take a positivistic view (Pretty, 1994). This is because truth
is valid for a certain time and a certain context and is not static. Therefore, in order to
ensure trustworthiness it is suggested that the criteria should include the process of inquiry,
informing the reader about what has and has not happened before, during and after the
inquiry (ibid).
In addition, Morse et al. (2002) argue that confirmability is not suitable for phenomenology,
feminist research and critical theory ‘in which the investigator’s experience becomes part of
data, and which perceive reality as dynamic and changing’ (p. 19). Smith (1993 in Tobin and
9

Equivalence involves for example asking different kinds of questions within the single interview or
questionnaire in order to establish the equivalence of the data elicited regardless of the form of question, or
multiple observers comparing their observations of the same event.
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Begley, 2004) argues that some procedures such as member or dependability checks10 are
not appropriate to the philosophical idea of multiple realities that qualitative research is
based on and therefore, target its fundamental epistemological and ontological premise.

Table 2. Lincoln and Guba’s principles for evaluating trustworthiness in qualitative
research
Qualitative
research
Credibility

Questions that underpin the principles of Quantitative
qualitative research (Pretty, 1994; p. 42) research concepts
How can we be confident about the
Internal validity
‘truth’ of the findings?
Confirmability
How can we be certain that the findings
Objectivity
have been determined by the subjects
and contexts of the inquiry, rather than
the biases, motivations and perspectives
of the investigator?
Dependability
Would the findings be repeated if the
Reliability
inquiry were replicated with the same (or
similar) subjects in the same or similar
context?
Transferability
Can we apply these findings to other
Generalisation
context or with other groups of people?
Authenticity
Have people been changed by the
process? To what extent did the
investigation prompt action?
Source: own table based on Pretty (1994) and Lincoln and Guba (1985)
As indicated above, the non-foundationalists reject Lincoln and Guba’s criteria out of hand.
As Barbour (2001) and Morse et al. (2002) claim, any technical solutions reducing qualitative
research to a list of methodological procedures does not ensure rigour. Barbour (2001)
argues that such procedures can only be successful if they are conducted within a proper
understanding of qualitative research as creative and flexible, which makes it problematic to
reduce it to what is seen as a box-ticking exercise. Moreover, it is argued that the procedural
aspects must come second when evaluating the quality of qualitative research after ‘moral
principles and ethical standards’ of how researchers relate to research participants (Rallis et
al., 2007). This ethical argument is paramount since qualitative research is based on
relationships which emerge between the researcher and data, the researcher and research
participants, data and research participants and the wider circle of readers. Therefore, they
argue that the trustworthiness of a qualitative study needs to be judged on how ethically it

10

This is to ensure that the researcher and the informant are viewing the data consistently. The research
shares the conclusions with informants and ask for their feedback about the accuracy of the content
12

is done with relation to research participants, other stakeholders and the scientific
community.
It was partly in response to such criticisms that Lincoln and Guba added the fifth criterion of
authenticity in order to more clearly distinguish these principles from positivistic ones
(Lincoln, 1990 cited in Pretty, 1994). The authenticity criterion has five elements (Guba &
Lincoln, 1989) and was developed in accordance with a constructivist tradition i.e.
knowledge is relative to time and place, subjective meanings matter and that ‘…‘truth is a
matter of consensus among informed and sophisticated constructors…’ (Lay and
Papadopoulos, 2007; p. 495). Table 3 gives the summary of the five criteria of authenticity
including their short definitions.

Table 3. Authenticity principle and its criteria with explanations
Authenticity
Nelson, et al. 2003 cited in Definition (Guba and Lincoln, 1989))
principle
(Wilson and Clissett, 2011))
(Guba
and
Lincoln, 1989)
Fairness
All viewpoints are represented The extent to which all competing
even-handedly
constructions have been accessed,
exposed, and taken into account in the
evaluation report, that is, in the
negotiated emergent construction.
Ontological
Participants understand their
The extent to which individual
authenticity
situation in more informed
constructions (including those of the
ways as a result of
evaluator) have become more
participation in the research
informed and sophisticated
Educative
Participants understand the
The extent to which individuals
authenticity
situations of others in more
(including the evaluator) have become
informed ways as a result of
more understanding (even if not more
participation in the research
tolerant) of the constructions of others.
Catalytic
Participants have a greater
The extent to which action (clarifying
authenticity
insight into actions that they
the focus at issue, moving to eliminate
might take to change their
or ameliorate problems, sharpening
situation as a result of
values) is stimulated and facilitated by
participation in the research
the evaluation.
Tactical
Participants feel empowered
The extent to which individuals are
authenticity
and enabled to act as a result
empowered to take the action that the
of participation in the research evaluation implies or proposes
Source: own table based on Wilson and Clissett, 2011 and Guba and Lincoln, 1989
The basic assumptions behind the authenticity principle are that people and groups have
different value systems which affect their constructions. Therefore, the researcher should
13

make sure that different constructions emerge to allow conflicting constructions and value
structures to express themselves (fairness). Moreover, people’s consciousness i.e.
‘conscious experiencing of the world’ (Guba and Lincoln cited in Schwandt, Lincoln, and
Guba 2007, p. 22) develops and their constructions change as people gain experience and
interact with others. Participating in the research is also part of gaining experience and
changing one’s constructions as the research participants also develop a better
understanding of the phenomenon under scrutiny (ontological authenticity). But research
participants not only know more about the phenomenon, they also become educated about
other research participants’ values and constructions. Hence they will appreciate different
opinions, judgments, and actions (educative authenticity). Once the diversity of
constructions and values are achieved and recognised, and their understanding is enriched,
as a result of participation in the research, the research participants would not only have
developed consciousness but also be empowered to act upon the phenomenon (catalytic
authentication). For all these components of the authenticity principle to be achieved,
negotiation is essential. It is the negotiation for achieving consensus that drives the
authenticity principle. The principles therefore respond to the concerns of the nonfoundationalists and critical theorists that research in itself has political and moral dynamics
whose purpose may be to affect the world and not simply to represent it in objective ways.
They affect the world by changing understanding with the potential to lead to action.
In the context of impact evaluation this raises a particular issue regarding the rights of those
affected by a policy or intervention to be engaged in the research and to engage with other
policy stakeholders in negotiation over findings and implications. Indeed, as Guba (1987; p.
39) suggests for the case of evaluation then authentic evaluation will ‘…essentially be about
the process of negotiation with and among stakeholders, and that the product of evaluation
is not ‘…a series of conclusions and recommendations, but as an agenda for further
negotiation’ (emphasis in original). The principle therefore particularly responds to the
recent concerns raised regarding the politics of evidence in development and fears that the
dominance of experimentalist approaches has become increasingly hegemonic in the
practices and processes of the allocation of aid resources (Eyben & Guijt, 2015).
In order to move forward, we propose adopting Lincoln and Guba’s framework and the next
sections discuss how its principles of trustworthiness can be operationalised in practice. The
first four are discussed and then we address the fifth principle of authenticity in a separate
section as it speaks to the core issue of ethics and power dynamics that arise in
commissioned impact evaluation.

3. Principles of trustworthiness in practice
This section discusses in greater depth Lincoln and Guba’s framework and draws into each of
these areas specific methodological strategies for demonstrating qualitative rigour and
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achieving these principles (Guba and Lincoln, 1981; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and
Lincoln, 1982)11.
Credibility
Credibility is argued to be similar to internal validity in quantitative research. Research is
seen as credible when the researcher has confidence in the truth of the findings with regard
to the subjects of research and the context where it was conducted. As there is understood
to be a plurality of truths within the qualitative paradigm, then credibility is about
‘representing those multiple realities revealed by informants as adequately as possible’ and
testing those realities against various groups of people (Krefting, 1991; p. 215), so as to draw
out common themes, actions and issues. The description of realities is important, so that
people who share similar experiences should recognise them and be able to relate them to
their own realities (Sandelowski, 1986). Moreover, Sandelowski (1986) suggests that the
credibility of qualitative work increases when the researcher discusses his/her own
behaviour alongside the behaviour of other ‘subjects of research’ and reflects on their
closeness to the data in order to recognise how she might be unduly giving weight to
particular positions or interpretations over others when analysing and interpreting it. So the
researcher needs to stay close to data but at a reflexive distance from it. This needs to result
in such an interpretation of data which is recognisable for both the research participants and
scientific community.

Relevant strategies:

Table 4 summarises the strategies to achieve the principle of credibility, their purposes and
the stage of the research when they are most likely to be implemented. We discuss them in
turn.
In order to enhance credibility, the research can apply a range of strategies. To start with, it
needs to focus on the process of selecting research participants and explain how they were
selected. Sampling of all possible situations relevant to the research such as different social
settings, times of day, week, and season maybe important in order to demonstrate possible
variations in experiences and cases (time sampling (Krefting, 1991). Of course, all of these
are not likely to be possible, so consideration and justification of those likely to be most
relevant is required.
Purposeful sampling is considered to be more suitable for qualitative research which allows
the researcher to have information-rich cases for the study that will provide relevant data to
the study question. It is important to choose the right type of purposeful sampling among
11

The original list of strategies for the trustworthiness principle (Lincoln and Guba (1985) includes following
strategies: prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case
analysis referential adequacy, member check, thick description, stepwise replication, inquiry audit (of the
process and product), audit trial and reflexive journal. The rest of the strategies adopted in this note come
from other sources as Baxter and Eyles (1997) and Krefting (1991), while others are suggested by the authors
(systematic coding and data reduction and ethics).
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the many options available (Patton, 1990 in Baxter and Eyles, 1997), a relevant sample size
and justify those choices. Indeed, sample size may not need to be predetermined, as it may
depend on the data collection process itself, for example, whether saturation has been
reached. Moreover, qualitative methods can have quite a different understanding of
representativeness in which it is assumed that ‘any subject belonging to a specified group is
considered to represent that group’ (Sandelowski, 1986) rather than the statistical
representativity of a sample in quantitative methods. This demonstrates how important it is
to apply purposeful sampling and to give detailed information about the setting and
research participants as well as those who did not participate.

Table 4. A principle of credibility and strategies to achieve it
Principle

Stages
of Strategies to achieve Purposes of strategies
implementation the principle
Credibility
Design
Purposeful sampling
To involve as many
experiences as possible until
(Authentic
thematic saturation is reached
representation
and to include negative cases
of experience)
Time sampling
To sample all possible
situations, different social
settings; times of day, week,
and season; and interactions
among different social
groupings to see how
research participants interact
with one another in a number
of contexts at different times.
This strategy emphasizes the
importance of the
environment in which the
data are collected in seeking
to establish credibility.
Data collection
Reflexivity
(field To assess the influence of the
journal)
researcher's own background,
perceptions, and interests on
the research process
Disciplined subjectivity To monitor the
researcher’s own influence on
developing thematic
constructions and be aware of
their own biases (e.g. keep an
analytical journal, recording
thoughts in NVivo through
memoing, talking to another
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Principle

Stages
of Strategies to achieve Purposes of strategies
implementation the principle
colleague doing the same
analysis and discussing
emerging codes)
Prolonged engagement To identify reappearing
in the field
patterns/themes and to build
rapport
Persistent observation To observe phenomenon
under scrutiny in the natural
context
Data analysis
Peer debriefing
To discuss data and
interpretation with colleagues
Triangulation
To cross check data and
(methods,
sources, interpretation
researchers, theories)
Negative case review
To constantly revise the
hypothesis against all the
texts until it accounts for all of
the cases
Referential adequacy
To verify ‘…the constructs
developed through an
interpretation of the bulk of
the data by the subsequent
analysis of a selection of
previously collected data
which has been archived
(Baxter and Eyles, 1997;
p.515)
Writing up
Structural coherence
To ensure coherent structure
of the story line and that
there is no unexplained
inconsistencies between the
data and their interpretations
Member checking
To constantly check the data,
analysis and interpretation
with informants
Using quotes
To check the interpretation
against verbatim accounts
Source: Author’s own table adopted from Lincoln and Guba (1985 mentioned in Baxter and
Eyles, 1997) and Krefting (1991)

The credibility of the research also depends to a great extent on the skills of the researcher
in observing, interviewing, analysing and writing up. Of course, these tend to be particularly
17

constrained by time and report length.12 So the researcher is the eyes and ears of the
reader who should be given a detailed description of the fieldwork site, background of
research participants, and do so reflexively without mixing her own outlook of events with
those of research participants i.e. disciplined subjectivity (Erickson, 1973 cited in Baxter and
Eyles, 1997).
Moreover, Tong et al. (2007) suggest that the researcher should inform the reader about her
‘…identity, credentials, occupation, gender, experience and training’ (p. 351) so the reader
can assess how a personal background of the researcher can affect the study. This is
common in academic studies but the credentials of the consultancy team are rarely the
subject of reflection in commissioned reports – a practice that could change. It requires
honesty from the researcher to be truthful to the reader and research participants.
Documenting reflexivity and reflectivity of the researcher is useful to analyse how the
researcher can affect the research participants, how research participants can affect the
researcher and how the experiences, feelings and background of the latter can affect her
observations (Patton, 2003). It will also help the researcher realise how her relationships
with the settings and people change over time and how it can potentially affect the
research. The study design should clarify the degree of participation of the researcher in the
study, nature of collaboration between her and her co-researcher, if any, and discuss
possible tensions and biases. Consequently, field journals are important not only to work on
the biases of the researcher but also to inform the reader about how decisions were made
and how the researcher came to certain claims, which will be discussed below. Being
reflexive in doing research is part of being honest and ethically mature that requires that the
researcher is in constant reflection over research methods, methodology, limitations, own
biases etc as the study goes on. Reflexivity is about methodological, observational, analytical
thinking but also about personal critical analysis of own personal biases and limitations.
Prolonged engagement in the field and persistent observation are argued to be helpful in
order to learn about the locality, build rapport with research participants and ensure quality
data. Repeated interviews or group discussions are also important for building rapport and
therefore need to be reported to the reader. The researcher should clarify and justify the
nature and degree of her engagement with research participants; the duration of
observation and engagement and the focus of observation. Reflexivity on how all these can
affect the data is important to avoid the risk of ‘going native’ (Vidich et al. cited in Baxter
and Eyles, 1997). The risk is seen as about getting too close to research participants and data
which could result in the situation when the researcher jeopardises her objectivity and
analytical perspective. This can result in bias of becoming ‘…coopted, going native,
swallowing the agreed-upon or taken-for-grated version of local events.’ (Miles and
Huberman, 1984; p. 233). So the idea of objectivity is retained. In the context of
commissioned work, unless there are long standing links with the people involved, the risk
may be less of biases towards “going native” but of “friendship biases” towards the
organisations being assessed (H. White & Phillips, 2012, p. 25). For non-foundationalists
and those using critical theory, the argument is that the values which drive the researcher
involve taking sides, and this is with those who are seen to be marginalised or oppressed by
12

A critical issue if all the recommendations of (Spencer et al., 2003) for example are to be covered.
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the structures of society and hence whose voices should be heard and ‘objectivity’ is
understood to be part of the problematic. This aspect is dealt with in greater depth in the
authenticity principle below.
Triangulation of methods, sources, theories and researchers are particularly helpful in order
to cross validate analysis and findings and increase plausibility of findings. It also helps to
look out for a new source of data i.e. an informant, a new group of informants, a new setting
or event (Miles and Huberman, 1984). In reporting, the researcher can also use quotes which
represent people’s views in their own words to triangulate sources. Here it is important not
to cherry pick the quotes and misuse them to show the researcher’s own message not the
true data. It addresses the question of how interpretations are arrived at as well as the
boundaries between obtaining the insight and validating it. Qualitative studies are often
criticised for being unclear when reporting claims about the extent to which a particular
claim is representative and common among the research participants but the risk is of
responding to the idea that only quantification of the responses is useful. While
understanding the numerical ordering of phenomena in the data may be useful it is also
about raising the level of analysis to accommodate variation and to explain it. In this case, a
systematic coding scheme is important in order to be able to generate claims which are
grounded in and generated by data, not by the researcher. This means finding ways to
structure codes that use all the data and leaves audit trails of how coding is built up and
managed in analysing findings. It also helps to differentiate negative cases (i.e. cases which
are outliers and do not well with other data collected) which can reassure the reader about
the accuracy and depth of analysis and also help the researcher to develop more inclusive
theories (Seale and Silverman, 1997). As Miles and Huberman (1984) suggest negative cases
are friends of the researcher. They ‘…test and strengthen the basic finding. It not only tests
the generality of the finding, but protects against self-selecting biases (p. 237). In addition,
the coded data of emerging themes can be verified against the data already archived to
achieve referential adequacy (i.e. coding of new data and comparison with old data).
Furthermore, coding can be repeated when another researcher does coding of the same
data in order to check for the accuracy of the original analysis. This is probably a basic
quality control necessary in most studies - certainly larger-scale ones. Should any
discrepancies occur in coding, then both researchers need to discuss those cases. Peer
involvement can also extend to organising debriefings when the lead researcher is able to
get expert-led feedback on data analysis and coding. However, this strategy might generate
‘unresolvable’ disagreements (Risteen Hasselkus, 1991 cited in Baxter and Eyles, 1997). All
these methods will then contribute to the structural coherence (Krefting, 1991) of the
analysis and interpretation which follows a clear line of argumentation and claims. This
should demonstrate that interpretations follow from the qualitative data and elucidated
meanings (Patton, 2003). As Miles and Huberman (1984) suggest a well written report can
win the reader with vivid writing that brings the material alive, though even plausible and
coherent accounts on their own are not a solution as they too can be biased.
To check whether the interpretation of data by the researcher reflects what the researcher
was actually told, the latter can involve a member check technique which involves returning
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to participants in order to validate the finding and analysis with them. However, in doing so
one needs to bear in mind that the interpretation must be made in more analytical format
and language, analysed through the prism of certain theories and concepts. Morse et al.
(2002) argue that the risk of member (respondent) check is that the researcher may need to
adhere to a more descriptive level of analysis and interpretation and therefore ‘invalidate
the work of the researcher and keep the level of analysis inappropriately close to the data’
(p.16). A particular problem is when respondents are not organised or related to by the
project in any way that makes access to groups of respondents to undertake such exercises
more logistically straightforward. For example, if respondents are users of particular
services which have focal points such as schools or health centres, then research feedback
activities can be organised to a degree around these access points, where such services are
more disparate (e.g. cash transfers) then this can be harder. Use of community level
structures may be possible and the research can also be designed with these in mind as
means through which member checking can be carried out.
In all of these areas the question of “how much” arises. Trade-offs of time, people and
resources are inevitable and there is of course no easy rule of thumb for how such trade-offs
are to be resolved. The perhaps unhelpful response to this is “as much as possible” but the
critical orientation is an underlying concern for ethical integrity and an ideological awareness
of the politics at hand and the range of potential biases that can arise.

Confirmability
Confirmability is about ensuring that the research process and findings are not biased, hence
it refers to both the researcher and the interpretations (Baxter and Eyles, 1997). This raises
the issue of distance from and influence of the researcher on data collection and analysis
when the researcher is actively involved with research participants and constantly engages
with the data. This closeness of the researcher to the object of the study is argued to be a
unique feature of qualitative data, so it is challenging for the researcher as a ‘positioned
subject’ (Rosaldo, 1989) to consciously reflect about her own acts and background in
relation to the data. Confirmability is achieved when the interpretation of data is neutral and
free from the researcher’s personal bias.
Relevant strategies:

To achieve confirmability, the researcher has the same strategies used for credibility (Table
4) with some additional ones. The confirmability and credibility principles are related to
being ethical in the sense of seeking to truthfully reflect what others are saying and to
understand the basis of this which is a result of relationships with participants that embody
respect and integrity and seek to understand their perspective and its causes. While certain
procedures help to ensure this level of ethics through the suggested strategies, there is a
certain intrinsic morality that the researcher should possess which goes beyond
documenting, recording and reporting. Ethics in this sense is twofold. First, it is concerned
with traditional ethical issues of confidentiality i.e. power relations of the research
relationship with informed consent and ability to exit. But, second, it is about moral ethics,
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which is harder to trace as an inside-out process happening within the researcher herself.
This recognises that since the data that is collected from a respondent is a view of the world
this must be treated with trust and respect. Both aspects of ethics are a focus of this paper,
which is included in the list of proposed strategies for achieving rigour in qualitative
research, though the latter part of ethics are a challenge to ensure through procedural
measures. Although researchers apply for ethical clearance and meet the requirements
procedurally, the moral ethics are still out of the scope. Having groups of researchers helps
with ‘ethical triangulation’ as individual researchers can mutually check and balance. As
‘interpreters of human behaviour’ (Schwandt, Lincoln, and Guba; 2007), qualitative
researchers find themselves in the midst of different kinds of relationships, as said earlier,
where the task is to make sense of and understand research participants, be confident of the
research findings and be ethical throughout.

Table 5. A principle of confirmability and strategies to achieve it
Principle

Stages of
Strategies to achieve Purposes of strategies
implementation the principle
Confirmability
Data collection
Audit trail
To follow through the
(Extent
to
progression of events and
which biases,
decisions made as well as the
motivations,
product, data, findings,
interests
or
interpretations to arrive at
perspectives of
comparable findings
the
inquirer
Field notes, reports, To keep notebooks, journals or
influence
journal/notebook
a log of everyday events during
interpretations)
the fieldwork as well as to
reflect on the researcher’s
thoughts, feelings,
True
findings
assumptions, etc.
free of biases
Data analysis
Ethics
Ethics in truthfully interpreting
data, applying respectful
attitudes to research
participants and being reflexive
of own personal biases
Systematic
coding To show how data was
and data reduction
interpreted, reduced and how
the main themes/claims
emerged as a result
Source: Author’s own table adopted from Lincoln and Guba (1985 mentioned in Baxter and
Eyles, 1997), Krefting (1991) and own strategy added (i.e. ethics)
In general, the researcher needs to provide the reader with as full and detailed a picture of
how decisions were made and the progression of the study as possible so that the reader
can understand what happened, when it happened and why from the very beginning to the
very end of the study. Again in the context of commissioned reports which may be of limited
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length, the question is how to bring the most important and pertinent aspects of the process
into the account.
This is the so called audit trail which is basically about describing, explaining and justifying
certain actions, decisions, and events. Guba and Lincoln are not specific about the form of
the materials suitable for the audit trail, but they suggest that they can include some form of
a diary or log. Indeed whatever is used must be suitable for the exercise and easily
understandable for the second reader.13 Field notes, reports and journals would be
particularly important to trace a certain change in the design, any problems faced and any
decisions made during the process. These materials are close to the ones under the
credibility principle in the way that they are meant to capture the researcher's thoughts,
feelings, ideas, and hypotheses generated by her contact with the research participants and
data, as well as questions, problems, and frustrations with regard to the overall research
process (Krefting, 1991). As a result of this written reflection, the researcher can become
aware of her own biases and assumptions. The challenge here would be a systematic
ordering of fieldwork materials to avoid creating confusion and wasting time.
The confirmability principle can also include implementing systematic coding and sharing of
data reduction materials (quantitative summaries, condensed notes, working hypotheses,
thematic categories, interpretations, inferences), which demonstrate how certain themes,
events, actions and codes emerged and how data was consequently reduced to arrive at the
main findings. They can include code books and memos to record thoughts, questions,
relationships between interviews, specific themes that emerged, and references to concepts
and themes in the data. These materials are conceptual in intent and do not simply report
but conceptualise links between data and concepts. The process of coding and identification
of themes are argued to be closely linked with the quality of any qualitative research and
therefore they must be made explicit (Tong et al., 2007). This strategy can be used for the
principle of credibility as well, as this will be helpful in satisfying the criterion of authentic
representation of the experience under scrutiny. The challenges with this strategy could be
generated by the way that data coding can be done by various members of the team or
those involved which can cause inconsistency in analysis. Moreover, the researcher needs to
be careful with regard to revealing confidential data and personal information of research
participants when displaying raw materials. The overall idea behind this principle is to
demonstrate that the researcher remains true and ethical towards the research process and
data that she works with. Table 5 gives the summary of the additional strategies. To extend
the strategies suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985), the paper suggests the strategies of
systematic coding and data reduction to enhance the ‘truth’ and replication of the study.
Dependability
Dependability is to ensure consistent data collection without unnecessary variations to
ensure repeatability of the research process. This is about being able to trace sources that
13

Of course such an approach is equally applicable to quantitative research. The question is now gaining
increasing attention as requirements for data archiving and secondary use develop further (Irwin & Winterton,
2012)
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the data comes from and about documenting the data, methods and decisions made during
the fieldwork. So consistency in the entire research process is key for achieving
dependability. This criterion is suggested to be closely linked to credibility and be equally
important for qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) themselves argue that
establishing dependability ensures credibility. Although the strategies used to prove these
two principles can be similar, their meanings are different: credibility is about ‘accurate
representation of experience while dependability focuses attention on the researcher-asinstrument and the degree to which interpretation is made in a consistent manner.’ (Baxter
and Eyles, 1997; p. 517).

Table 6. A principle of dependability and strategies to achieve it
Principle

Dependability
(Minimization
of
idiosyncrasies
in
interpretation;
Variability
tracked
to
identifiable
sources)

Stages
of Strategies
to
implementation achieve
the
principle
Data collection
Low inference
descriptors,
mechanically
recorded data
Audit check

Triangulation,
inquiry audit

Repeatability

Thick description
of methods

Data analysis

A stepwise
replication
technique
A code-recode
procedure

Purposes of strategies

To check the level of ‘agreement’
between data and its interpretation
through checking the field notes,
quotations, and other narratives.
To document the methods of data
gathering, analysis, and
interpretation to make it repeatable
and auditable for another researcher
to understand the decision trail, the
process and findings
Checking between researchers’ to
check the process of the research in
terms of relevant decision making
done along the way as well as
introducing alternative perspectives
in data analysis prior to finalizing the
set of theoretical constructs.
To generate detailed descriptions of
methods including their purposes,
limitations, order of using them,
matching them with research
questions etc.
Teams or researchers work
separately on the data and compare
results
A researcher codes a segment of
data and checks its coding after a
while (eg.1-2 weeks)
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Writing up

Peer
Colleagues check the research plan
examination,
and implementation
Multiple
researchers
Source: Author’s own table adopted from Lincoln and Guba (1985 mentioned in Baxter and
Eyles, 1997) and Krefting (1991)
Relevant strategies:

To achieve dependability, there are several strategies available which are shared by the two
previous principles (Table 5). Documenting the entire process of research design and
implementation, as well as decisions made, will be crucial in order to give the reader full
information. Thick description of methods (Krefting, 1991) used for data collection is also
important. This should be to the extent which will enable her to conduct a similar study and
arrive at similar the same findings if she wishes to. This should also allow for an audit check.
Any field materials covering basic research information such as daily schedules and logistics,
a methods log capturing decisions about methods and their rationale are important for
auditability. Field notes and audio records are examples of low-inference descriptors (field
notes and audio recordings which include verbatim accounts and narratives of behaviours,
activities and events). These sources as well as peer debriefings as methods of triangulation
of sources and methods are helpful in order to demonstrate the agreement between the
data and findings, the plausibility of accounts and methods (Baxter and Eyles, 1997). The
greater involvement of researchers i.e. peer examination in discussions and re/coding (a
code –recode procedure (one researcher reads and codes a text and does so again 1-2 weeks
later) and stepwise replication (two or more researchers analyse the same data and
compare) help to ensure the objectivity and plausibility of findings. It brings definitional
clarity and is a good reliability check (Miles and Huberman, 1984). Peer examination is about
checking how decisions were made with regard to sampling, data collections and analysis
methods and may be part of internal or external quality assurance overview. This strategy
will be well complemented by the coding and data reduction materials as discussed in
relation to confirmability. In general, what is important for coding data is some conceptual
and structural order which will help to relate the codes as well as distinguish them from one
another in a conceptually meaningful way (Miles and Huberman, 1984).
The difference between the audit and peer examination is, according to Baxter and Eyles
(1997), that the former takes place all the way along during the study (sampling and
selection of research participants, methods used and data analysis), whereas the latter takes
place towards its end.
Transferability
This is similar to external validity or generalisability but is not reached through random
sampling and probabilistic reasoning. Transferability is when the research descriptions and
findings are sufficient to draw similarities with another context. To achieve this criterion, the
researcher needs to provide detailed descriptive information. These details should enable
the reader to judge the applicability of findings to her own settings. However, as discussed,
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it is hard to generalise meanings constructed from a small group of respondents and this is
usually not the goal of qualitative research.14 Nevertheless, the researcher has the (ethical)
responsibility to describe the findings in the way that allows transferability and let the
reader decide whether those meanings are transferrable to her context (Baxter and Eyles,
1997).

Table 7. A principle of transferability and strategies to achieve it
Principle

Stages
of Strategies
to Purposes of strategies
implementation achieve
the
principle
Transferability Design
Purposeful
To search for as many different
(Fit
within
sampling
cases as possible until new themes
contexts
stop emerging
outside
the Writing up
Thick description To give detailed information about
study
the research participants, contexts
situation)
and settings
Comparison of
To compare the characteristics of
sample to
the research participants against the
Applicability
demographic
demographic information available
data
on the group under scrutiny.
Source: Author’s own table adopted from Lincoln and Guba (1985 mentioned in Baxter and
Eyles, 1997) and Krefting (1991)

Relevant strategies:

In doing so, the researcher needs to give a thick description of the setting under scrutiny to
allow the reader to feel as if she knows the setting well. This will help her to decide whether
the meanings and experiences of the target group are common to another group of people
and if the findings can be transferable to a context outside the setting being studied.
Moreover, the relevant purposeful (or purposive) sampling is critical to ensure that various
groups of people representing the wider community are covered by the study (Patton,
2003). Krefting (1991) suggests that a further comparison of the characteristics of the
informants to the demographic information available on that group and filling gaps if certain
demographic characteristics are not represented is another way of achieving transferability.
Table 7 summarises the principle and strategies used.

4. Authenticity principle

14

The distinction can be made between generalising statistically and generalising analytically or to theory (see
Yin 2003).
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Finally we discuss Lincoln and Guba’s principle of authenticity established to respond to
criticisms that their trustworthiness criteria did not adequately address transformativeemancipatory research approaches which take a more critical and constructive stance. Guba
and Lincoln (1989) suggest certain strategies to achieve it which are presented in Table 8.

Table 8. Authenticity principle and strategies to achieve it
Criteria
of Strategies to achieve the criteria of authenticity
authenticity
principle
Fairness
Observing contradictions and tensions among constructions of
stakeholders
Negotiating these contradictions and tensions and establishing an ‘agenda
for subsequent action’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 246).
Ontological
Analysing statements (e.g., testimonies) provided by the research
Authenticity
participants and leaving audit trails that document the participant’s
(world
growth in consciousness and understanding of the world, as well as the
around)
growth in the researcher’s own ‘progressive subjectivity’ (p. 248).
Observing the participants in action for collecting evidence of an elevation
in the participant’s consciousness level.
Educative
Analysing statements (e.g., testimonies) provided by the research
authenticity
participants and leaving audit trails that document the participant’s
(other
growth in understanding of and appreciation for [but not necessarily
people’s
agreement of] the constructions of others outside their stakeholding
constructions) group are enhanced” Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 248, italics in original).
Catalytic
Obtaining testimony from all participants and stakeholders regarding
authenticity
their interest in and willingness to turn their increased understanding into
action.
Obtaining testimony regarding the joint actions of participants who have
come to resolutions stemming from negotiations of tensions invoked by
contesting and contradictory constructions of the stakeholders’
(Onwuegbuzie, Leech, & Collins, 2008, p. 9).
Assessing the extent to which the actions that stemmed from the
increased understandings that emerged during the course of the study
actually occurred
Tactical
Obtaining testimony from all the participants and stakeholders regarding
authenticity
whether/ how the emergent feelings of empowerment evolved and
manifested themselves
Systematically following up within a predetermined time frame to assess
which participants and/or groups acted on their increased feelings of
empowerment, and what actions came to the fore
Researcher and participants (jointly) assess the degree of empowerment
that evolved during the study.
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Source: Authors’ own table based on (Collins et al. 2013)
Shwandt et al argue (Schwandt, Lincoln, & Guba, 2007) that authenticity is an extension of
the trustworthiness criteria because it enables questions to be asked about how
interpretations are made and how this process has evolved. Indeed the authenticity
principle recognises that inquiry and understanding are a process of learning, changing,
negotiating and ultimately acting. Qualitative research affects the consciousness of the
researcher and research participants to the extent that it can change the way they
understand the truth(s). For the authenticity principle, the evaluation research should
recognise and promote the diversity of the value systems and people’s constructions of the
world which change constantly as people interact with one another.15 Therefore the
principle takes into account the process of forming interpretations from the value-point of
respondents, their voice, their diversity, their positioning and empowerment towards other
respondents and themselves. In this process, research participants as well as researchers
learn to respect each other, to see the issues from different perspectives and consequently,
negotiate the construction of truth. Based on a constructivist epistemology, the main drive
for the authenticity principle is negotiation i.e. negotiation of constructs and values. Guba
and Lincoln (2001) suggest that such an approach to the evaluation can deal with the
conventional problems with evaluations which, among other weaknesses, favours the point
of view of the funder, which is disempowering, unfair to other stakeholders, and fails to
accommodate value-pluralism, and is overcommitted to the positivist paradigm of inquiry.
The authenticity principle gives considerable weight to the ability of the research process to
incorporate the values and constructions of participants as well as empowering them to
improve their situations. Such intentions are of course not without problems when it comes
to practice. In the development field there has been a long discussion of participation in
both development practice (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004) and research
(Chambers, 2004; Holland, 2013) which have highlighted the core problems of structural
power dynamics in attempts to involve participants in empowering ways.
Apart from this, the practical context of increasing swathes of commissioned evaluation and
research stands largely outside a participatory paradigm such that it faces real practical
challenges regarding the amount of time spent in the field together with research
participants and the ability to develop effective relationships with them such that these
objectives can be achieved. While one-off interviews or group discussions and workshops
for disseminating research findings can engage new thinking and help inform, they clearly
fall short of this vision and rarely focus on evaluation participants and stakeholders
becoming enlightened about each other’s values and constructions. This makes it less likely
that the research would be able to generate far reaching impact on research participants to
fulfil the authenticity principle. More realistic would be to assume that it is rather the
researchers or evaluators who would be more likely to be subject to any change during the
15

This resonates also with the concern to bring understanding of what wellbeing means for different people
into the evaluation of development policy, recognising that what is valued requires wider deliberative debate
along the lines of Sen’s concern for the expansion of freedoms (Sen, 1999); (McGregor & Sumner, 2010); (S.
White & Blackmore, 2016).
27

course of the study. However, it is hard to foresee that any change would be sustainable
enough to lead to action – particularly given the usual distance at which stakeholder’s
(especially commissioners) operate from this process.
Moreover, the authenticity principle promotes recognition of the diversity of values and
constructions, but it is unclear how exactly consensus is to be reached or how
disagreements are dealt with. There will always be power relations among different research
participants and other groups of research participants. Indeed, qualitative research in
international development evaluation rarely seeks to act as a solution provider, consensus
builder or producer of tangible action. It is issues such as these that approaches to
evaluation ranging from empowerment (Fetterman & Wandersman, 2012) to participatory
(Coghlan & King, 2005) and democratic evaluation traditions (House & Howe, 2000;
MacDonald & Kushner, 2005) endeavour to manage through specific ways of conducting
them.
However, the point here is to ask how far can these aspects be taken in the context of
commissioned assessments that are constrained by bureaucratic requirements? The point is
to find ways that consultants can exercise their agency within these processes to raise the
bar.
At the moment, the strategies suggested in Table 8 rather represent a range of ideal
approaches for achieving such ethically complex ideas as participation and empowerment.
In this sense, while the authenticity principle speaks to an important normative concern that
research be undertaken in a transformative-emancipatory way, the principle needs to bring
into view the wider research context and practical organisational framework for
implementing its strategies. It is these wider dynamics that have been at the core of recent
concern about the dominance of RCTs in the evidence-based movement and how it meets
visions of development based in rights-based approaches and the transformation of power
relations (Eyben et al., 2015).
Indeed, engaging with an assessment to open up the space for debate and learning is
potentially dangerous terrain for participants and raises the potential for extremely
unsatisfactory or even dangerous processes of engagement to result. This may be at a
minimum by wasting the time of participants in processes of engagement whose potential
for change is virtually non-existent or extremely marginal. Moreover, in the context of
power relations surrounding the implementation of policies or programmes, the result may
be even more problematic with the potential for negative consequences if findings lead to
decisions and action that detrimentally rebounds on them. This could be the withdrawal of
resources or worse, the potential for victimisation if particular actors feel aggrieved at
information revealed during evaluation processes.
These issues raise in a specific way the questions of what have been called “macro-ethical
issues” which go beyond the “micro-ethical issues” of consent, anonymity and so on and tip
the areas of concern more systematically towards how evaluation relates to society and
social processes more broadly; whose interests it serves; its role in deliberation and the use

28

of evidence and in public sector management and wider public debate (Barnett & Munslow,
2014, p. 13). Indeed it also raises the question of how development is done and the
contribution of evaluation to ethical development (Barnett & Munslow, 2014, p. 13). While
in principle therefore, authenticity incorporates some aspects of concern around the politics
and power dynamics of impact evaluation, strategies for implementation are obviously a
much more difficult question. This discussion therefore highlights the need for a wider
ethical framework within which the authenticity principle must operate at two levels: the
individual study and commissioned organisation, and the wider institutional context of
evaluation practice.
For the commissioned researchers, no guidelines and procedural measures can fully mould
their actions and they are largely driven by their own values and ethics within the context of
the practical and structural constraints within which they are operating. Ethics were added
as a feature of the confirmability principle in Table 5 and are particularly important as
researchers and evaluators (especially commissioners) tend to have resources and power
concentrated in their hands such that the scope of negotiations that can take place in the
course of a study is likely to be extremely constrained by its design from the outset.
Therefore, the issue of ethics is one that extends well beyond procedural ethical
requirements such as consent. From the view of the authenticity principle it means that the
researcher must be fair in allowing a diversity of constructions and values to be expressed,
she must actively seek to become more informed of her own as well as other people’s
constructions through reflexivity and encourage the right actions towards the phenomenon
by generating trustworthy and ethical qualitative findings.
Going further to create space for the practice of negotiation as part of the practical
strategies can obviously be of value under the right circumstances and act to legitimate
space for diversity of views within the evaluation in the context of problematic top-down
power relations and in principle requires space for negotiation with commissioners
themselves. How then can this be done?
As Guijt (2015) argues, it is necessary to “play the game to change the rules” in part by using
the “artefacts” of evaluation themselves. That is, the processes, mechanisms and tools that
are deployed in this field. It is necessary to understand them, “reframe” and “intelligently
adopt them” (p200). We therefore propose that commissioned researchers deploy
checklists for rigour in this way. That they include the authenticity principle as a means of
raising the game with commissioners as to what is appropriate and ethical in the conduct of
evaluation research and seek to make more space for engagement, negotiation and action.
While we recognise that a list of strategies is not ideal if it is solely treated in the spirit of box
ticking – including them can create space for those researchers and commissioned
organisations who do indeed wish to add value and undertake qualitative impact evaluation
in a more progressive way. So that while it is not possible to up-end power relations at a
single turn, it is certainly the case that demonstrating a concern for these ethical dimensions
and their practice can help confirm and give space for reflexivity over the intention of the
exercise. This in turn calls for the practices of commissioning organisations to respond in
terms of their own guidelines and checklists.
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To achieve this, such checklists have to be underpinned by a particular mind-set and ethics.
This mind-set is an orientation underpinned by a concern for ethical practice at both the
“micro” and “macro” levels. It is this orientation that underpins the question of “how
much?” of any of these strategies is appropriate. There is always space for more to be done
and it is constant reflexivity on these issues that is required. Commissioned researchers can
deploy such guidelines and checklists to constantly develop their approaches.

Table 9. A principle of authenticity and initial strategies to achieve it
Principle

Stages of Strategies to achieve Purposes of strategies
impleme the principle
ntation
Authenticity
Design
Purposeful sampling
To have a wide ‘representation’ of
(negotiation
people who have ‘relevant’
over
relationship with the phenomenon
constructions
Enabling space for
To include the views of research
through
voice and negotiation
participants on the research design
diversity
of
of potential directions e.g. to identify hard to access
views )
of the research
respondents, to be responsive to the
local mechanisms of consensus
building and negotiation
Data
Making space for a
To draw out diverse views and
collectwide group of research experiences of the phenomenon
ion and participants to
among research participants and
analysis participate in data
negotiate the articulation of findings
collection and analysis with them
Dissemin Offering means
To make sure that research
ation
through which
participants have their ‘say’ in
and
research participants
recommending any changes to the
follow
can be engaged with
intervention and taking part in their
up
commissioners as
follow up. Any recommendations
stakeholders in making should be responsive to the diversity
recommendations and of values and opinions of research
taking follow up
participants
actions
Review
Re-visiting
To establish how the evaluation has
commissioners,
been used and examine what changes
stakeholders and
in understanding and action were
respondents to assess
achieved by all parties involved.
what has changed.
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As a starting point then the orientation is to find ways (see Table 9) for: (i) making space for
voice and negotiation by research participants as stakeholders within the design and
conduct of the research through meetings and workshops and ensuring these involve
excellent facilitation skills; (ii) finding ways to make space for participation in data collection
and analysis; (iii) offer means through which representatives of these views can be engaged
with commissioners in later stages of the evaluation. All of which must involve ethical
considerations regarding the potential for harm. In this context, the minimum standard is
always to have considered the issues against the checklist and explained why the approach
taken is appropriate within the resources available and how it avoids potential harm. Table
9 presents a starting checklist for orienting research to use the authenticity principle.
The final point in Table 9, addresses the question of what ultimately changed both in terms
of understanding of the issues and the actions of commissioners and stakeholders. This
effectively needs a further review. In many programme areas this is in fact possible since
there are frequently follow on programmes whose planning stages could deploy a review
approach, but of course it is rarely done. Commissioners usually start again and do not wish
to revisit past programmes or projects, especially if these were not perceived to be
‘successful’.
Moving beyond this checklist means experimenting with approaches to expand the scope for
authenticity and engaging with commissioners over the processes and resources involved.
The argument here is that checklists for rigour are one means for doing this and raising
these wider issues with commissioners in and around processes of commissioning as well as
overall standards and evaluation guidelines themselves.

5. Conclusion
This paper has been motivated by the recent turn towards qualitative impact evaluation
methodologies to address the concern for rigour. The paper has therefore reviewed the
literature on rigour in qualitative research, starting with a review of the philosophical basis
of qualitative research in order to explain the disagreements within the debate between
qualitative methodologists themselves over the feasibility of rigour.
Notwithstanding, considerable efforts have been made to develop standardised criteria for
evaluating rigour and the context of impact evaluation research is sufficiently practical to
require them. This paper adopts Lincoln and Guba’s framework for trustworthiness for the
reason that it is the most developed and used and is appropriate to the context of much
impact evaluation research - particularly that in development consultancy - which operates
within a more objectivist ontology and post-positivist epistemology where qualitative
methodologies and evidence are still assessed through criteria of representation and
objectivity. It then used this framework as an organising basis for presenting practical
strategies to demonstrate its application in more depth. It is important that researchers
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implement strategies across the four main areas of credibility, confirmability, dependability
and transferability, rather than focus on one and also justify their choice of strategies.
However we go beyond the standard trustworthiness framework to include the principle of
authenticity. This is embedded in concerns of the constructivist camp for research that is
transformative-emancipatory in orientation, and fits well with concerns in impact evaluation
about the politics of evidence and the wider macro-ethical concerns as to the role of
evaluation in society more broadly. In order to move forward practically we propose that
adding authenticity to checklists of rigour is therefore a strategic and useful way to deploy
the “artefacts” of evaluation protocols and guidelines to demonstrate approaches to rigour
to commissioners. At the same time there is the potential to use this approach to challenge
the commissioners and institutional frameworks surrounding evaluation itself.
With the concern that checklists themselves are inadequate, we argue that using such a
principle requires an orientation to better practice with these ethical concerns at their
source. It is this orientation that underpins the question of “how much?” of any of these
strategies is appropriate. There is always space for more to be done and it is constant
reflexivity on these issues that is required. The minimum standard is always to have
considered the issues against the checklist and explained why the approach taken is
appropriate within the resources available and the avoidance of potential harm. Moving
beyond this, the principle of authenticity demands the creation of space for learning among
all stakeholders, for interaction and negotiation. This means experimenting with approaches
to expand the scope for authenticity and engaging with commissioners over the processes
and resources involved.
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