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Martyn Hammersley
ASSESSING VALIDITY IN SOCIAL RESEARCH*

Much discussion of how validity should be assessed in social research has been 
organised around the distinction between quantitative and qualitative approaches, 
with arguments over whether or not the same criteria apply to both. It is often 
suggested that quantitative inquiry has a clear set of assessment criteria, so that 
readers (even those who are not researchers) can judge the quality of the such 
research relatively easily, whereas in the case of qualitative inquiry no agreed or 
easily applicable set of criteria is available. While this is often presented as a problem, 
some qualitative researchers deny the possibility or even the desirability of 
assessment criteria.

In this chapter I will argue that this contrast between the two approaches is, to 
a large extent, illusory; that it relies on misleading conceptions of the nature of 
research, both quantitative and qualitative, and of how it can be assessed. I will 
suggest that the general standards in terms of which both the process and products of 
research should be judged are the same whichever approach is employed. 
Furthermore, when it comes to more detailed criteria of assessment these need to vary 
according to the nature of the conclusions presented, and the characteristics of the 
specific methods of data collection and analysis used. In the course of the chapter, I 
will raise questions about both older positivist conceptions of quantitative research, 
and of how it should be assessed, and those more recent relativist and postmodernist 
ideas, quite influential among qualitative researchers, which reject epistemic criteria 
of assessment, and perhaps even all criteria.

In the first section, I will examine the criteria normally associated with 
quantitative work. This discussion will raise several questions. One of these concerns 
what is being assessed, and the need to make some differentiation here, notably 
between assessing findings and assessing the value of particular research techniques. 
Another issue relates to what is meant by the term ‘criterion’ and what role criteria 
play in the process of assessment. In the second half of the chapter I will examine 
some of the arguments in the qualitative research tradition about how studies ought to 
be evaluated. 

Quantitative criteria?

If we look at the methodological literature dealing with quantitative research, and 
indeed at many treatments of the issue of validity in relation to social inquiry more 
generally, several standard criteria are usually mentioned. These concern three main 
aspects of the process of research: measurement, generalisation, and the control of 
variables. 

In relation to measurement, the requirements usually discussed are that 
measures must be reliable and valid. Reliability is generally taken to concern the 
extent to which the same measurement technique or strategy produces the same result 
on different occasions, for example when used by different researchers. This is held to 
*This article was published as Chapter 4 in Alasuutari, P., Bickman, L., and Brannen, 
J. (eds.) The Sage Handbook of Social Research Methods, London, Sage, 2008.
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be important because if researchers are using standard measurement devices, such as 
attitude scales or observation schedules, they need to be sure that these give consistent 
results. Furthermore, it is often argued that any measure that is not reliable cannot be 
valid; on the grounds that, if its results are inconsistent, the measurements it produces 
cannot be consistently valid. As this argument indicates, validity of measurement is 
seen as important by quantitative researchers, even though it is usually taken to be 
more difficult to assess than reliability. Indeed, given the link between the two 
criteria, reliability tests are often treated as one important means for assessing 
validity. Nevertheless, separate validity tests may also be used, for instance checking 
whether different ways of measuring the same property produce the same findings, or 
whether what is found when measuring the property in a particular set of objects is 
consistent with the subsequent behaviour of those objects. These tests are often 
described as assessing different kinds of validity, in this case convergent and 
predictive validity.1 

On the basis of this initial discussion, we can identify a first key question 
about to be applied in assessing the validity of quantitative research: were the 
measurement procedures reliable and valid? And it is often suggested that, in 
assessing evaluating a study, the way to go about answering this question is to ask 
whether reliability and validity tests were carried out, and whether the scores on these 
tests were high enough to warrant a positive evaluation. This, then, is one set of 
commonly used criteria.

The second key area to which well-known criteria of assessment relate 
concerns the generalisability of the findings. This is an especially prominent issue in 
the context of survey research, where data from a sample of cases are often used as a 
basis for drawing conclusions about the characteristics of a larger population. In this 
context, the issue is relatively clear: are the statements made about the sample also 
true of the population? Short of investigating the whole population, which would 
render sampling pointless, there is no direct means of answering this question. 
However, statistical sampling theory provides a basis for coming to a reasonable 
conclusion about the likely validity of inferences from sample to population. If the 
sample was sufficiently large, and was drawn from the population on the basis of 
some kind of probability sampling, then a statistical measure can be provided of how 
confident we can be that the findings are generalisable. The criteria involved here, 
then, are the sampling procedures employed and the results of a statistical significance 
test.2

The final area where quantitative criteria are well-established concerns 
whether variables have been controlled in a sufficiently effective manner to allow 
sound conclusions to be drawn about the validity of causal or predictive hypotheses; 
this sometimes being referred to as causal validity. Experimental designs employing 
random allocation of subjects to treatment and control groups are often seen as the 
1 These commitments to reliability and measurement validity, and distinctions 
between types of validity, are spelled out in many introductions to social research. For 
a recent example, see Bryman 2001:70-4. As Bryman indicates, the checking of 
reliability and validity in much quantitative research is rather limited, sometimes 
amounting to ‘measurement by fiat’. 
2 Of course, there are many other issues that survey researchers take into account, not 
least non-response. 
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strongest means of producing valid conclusions in this sense. However, statistical 
control, through multivariate analysis, is an alternative strategy that is employed in 
much social survey research. Moreover, with both forms of control, statistical tests are 
often applied to assess the chances that the results were a product of random error 
rather than of the independent variable. Here, then, the criteria concern whether 
physical or statistical control was applied, and the confidence we can have in ruling 
out random error.

Undoubtedly the most influential account of evaluative criteria for quantitative 
research that draws together these three different aspects into a single framework is 
that developed by Campbell and his colleagues (Campbell 1957; Campbell and 
Stanley 1963; Cook and Campbell 1979). This distinguishes between internal and 
external validity, where the former is usually seen as incorporating measurement and 
causal validity, while external validity refers to generalisability.3 Campbell et al’s 
scheme was originally developed for application to quasi-experimental research, but it 
has subsequently been applied much more widely.

There is no doubt that these three issues are potentially key aspects of any 
assessment of validity in quantitative research, and perhaps in social inquiry more 
generally. However, there are a number of important qualifications that need to be 
made.

First, we must be clear about what we are assessing. There is confusion in 
much discussion of measurement between a concern with assessing the findings of the 
measurement process and assessing the measurement technique or strategy employed. 
Validity relates only to the former, while reliability concerns the latter. We can talk 
about whether the findings are or are not valid, but it makes no sense to describe a 
measurement technique as valid or invalid; unless we are adopting a different sense of 
the term ‘validity’, using it to mean ‘appropriately applied’. It is, of course, true that 
we should be interested in whether a measurement technique consistently produces 
accurate results. In fact, as is sometimes done, there would be good reason to define 
‘reliability’ of measurement techniques as the capacity to produce consistently valid 
measurements.4

Second, it is misleading to believe that there can be different types of validity. 
Validity is singular not multiple: it concerns whether the findings or conclusions of a 
study are true. The three aspects discussed above refer to areas where error can 
undermine research conclusions. For example, what was referred to as ‘causal 
validity’ is concerned with threats to valid inferences about causality arising from 
confounding factors. Furthermore, the distinction between types of measurement 
validity actually refers to ways in which we can assess whether our measurements are 
accurate. There is also the problem that the distinction between internal and external 
validity obscures the fact that ‘causal validity’ implies a general tendency, for the 
cause to produce the effect, that operates beyond the cases studied (Hammersley 
1991). As a result, internal validity is not distinct from external validity.

3 The different accounts produced over several years allocate measurement somewhat 
differently: see Hammersley 1991.
4 On the considerable variation in definitions of ‘reliability’, and measurement 
‘validity’, see Hammersley1987.
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Rather than differentiating types of validity, we need to distinguish between 
the different sorts of knowledge claim that studies produce. There are three of these: 
descriptive, explanatory, and theoretical.5 Recognising the particular sort of 
conclusion a study makes is important because each of the three types of knowledge 
claim has different requirements, and therefore involves somewhat different threats to 
validity. This is true even though there is some overlap caused by the way that these 
types of knowledge are interrelated: descriptive claims are always included as 
subordinate elements in the other two kinds; and explanations always depend upon 
implicit or explicit theoretical knowledge.6

In assessing the validity of descriptions, we must be concerned with whether 
the features ascribed to the phenomena being described are actually held by those 
phenomena, and perhaps also with whether they are possessed to the degrees 
indicated. Also of importance may be whether any specification of changes in those 
features over time, or any account of sequences of events, are accurate.  

In assessing the validity of explanations we first of all need to consider the 
validity of the subordinate descriptions: those referring both to what is being 
explained and to the explanatory forces that are cited. Second, we must assess the 
validity of the theoretical principle that provides the link between proposed cause(s) 
and effect(s). Third, we need to consider whether that theoretical principle identifies 
what was the key causal process in the context being investigated. 

Finally, in judging the validity of theoretical conclusions, we will also need to 
assess the validity of any descriptive claims on which they rely, both about the causal 
mechanism involved and about what it produces. In addition, we will need to find 
some means of comparing situations in which it does and does not operate, and of 
discounting other factors that could generate the same outcome.

There is also variation in the threats to validity operating on different sources 
of evidence, and this variation must also be taken into account in assessing knowledge 
claims. What is involved here is partly that some methods have distinctive validity 
threats associated with them. For example, if we rely on the accounts of informants 
about some set of events, then we must recognise that there are distinctive potential 
biases operating on these accounts, in addition to those operating on researchers’ 
interpretations: for example to do with whether the informant is able or willing to 
provide accurate information in relevant respects. By contrast, in the case of direct 
observation by a researcher only one of these two sources of bias operates. (At the 
same time, it is perhaps worth underlining that closely associated with many sources 
of bias are sources of potential insight: for instance, informants may be able to 
recognise what is going on in ways that are less easily available to an external 
researcher.) 

Equally important is the fact that particular threats to validity vary in degree 
across methods. Reactivity is little or no threat with some sources of data, such as the 
5 There are also value claims - evaluations and prescriptions. I am taking it as given 
that research cannot validate these on its own: see Hammersley 1997.
6 The last of these claims is controversial: there are those, particularly among 
commentators on historical explanation, who deny that explanations always appeal to 
theoretical principles. For a discussion of this issue, see Dray 1964.
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use of extant documents or covert observation of public behaviour. By contrast, it is a 
very significant danger in the case of laboratory experiments, where subjects’ actions 
may be shaped by the experimental setup and by the appearance and behaviour of the 
experimenter. At the same time, we should note that what is threatened by reactivity, 
the extent to which we can safely generalise our findings from the situations studied 
to other relevant situations in the social world, is an issue that is relevant to all kinds 
of research, even those that manage to achieve low reactivity (Hammersley and 
Atkinson 1995:ch1).

In summary, then, validity is a crucial standard by which the findings of 
research should be judged, and it is a single standard that applies across the board. 
However, what is required for assessing likely validity varies according to the nature 
of the findings, and also according to the research methods employed. From this point 
of view, the argument that qualitative and quantitative approaches require different 
assessment criteria is defective both in drawing a distinction where none exists and in 
obscuring more specific and essential differences (in relation to types of knowledge 
claim and specific data sources).

Another important point relates to the notion of assessment criteria. There is 
sometimes a tendency within the literature of quantitative methodology to imply that 
there are procedures which can tell us whether or not, for instance, a measure is valid. 
Thus, reliability and validity tests are often said to measure validity. However, they 
cannot do that. They can give us evidence on which we can base judgments about the 
likely validity of the findings, but they cannot eliminate the role of judgment. 
Similarly, the use of experimental control, and random allocation of subjects to 
treatment and control groups, does not guarantee the validity of the findings; nor does 
the absence of these methods mean that the findings are invalid, or even that the 
studies concerned provide us with no evidence. In fact, there are usually trade-offs 
such that any research strategy that is more effective in dealing with one threat to 
validity generally increases the danger of other validity threats. Furthermore, making 
sound judgments about validity relies on background knowledge, both about the 
substantive matters being investigated and also about the sources of data and methods 
of investigation employed. This means that there will be significant differences 
between people in how well placed they are to assess the validity of particular sets of 
research findings effectively. The relevant research community necessarily plays a 
crucial, but by no means infallible, role here. 

For all these reasons, it is misleading to talk about criteria of assessment, if by 
that is meant a universal and rigorous set of procedures that, if applied properly, can 
in themselves, and with certainty, tell us whether or not the findings of a study are 
valid. This notion is a mirage. How we assess research findings must vary according 
to the nature of the knowledge claims being made and the methods employed. 
Furthermore, this assessment will always be a matter of judgment that relies on 
background knowledge and skill. 
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Qualitative criteria?

Not surprisingly, much thinking about the assessment criteria appropriate to 
qualitative research has taken the quantitative criteria mentioned in the previous 
section as a key reference point. Some commentators have attempted to translate these 
criteria into terms that can be applied to qualitative work (see, for example, Goetz and 
LeCompte 1984). Others have replaced one or more of them by some new criterion, 
or have added extra ones to the list (see, for example, Lincoln and Guba 1985 and 
Lather 1986, 1993). Often, additions have been motivated by a belief that research is 
not just about producing knowledge but should also be directed towards bringing 
about some improvement in, or radical transformation of, the world. Sometimes, this 
is linked to the idea that application of knowledge is the primary means of testing its 
validity, but this argument is not always present. Indeed, increasingly in recent years, 
among qualitative researchers, there have been challenges to epistemic criteria, with 
the proposal that these be replaced by practical, ethical, and/or aesthetic 
considerations (see Smith and Deemer 2000; Smith and Hodkinson 2005).

Of central importance in these developments have been philosophical 
arguments about foundationalism, as well as political and ethical arguments about the 
proper purpose of research. Epistemological foundationalism was a strong influence 
on the development of ideas about criteria of assessment within social science 
research in the first half of the twentieth century, and it underpins some discussions of 
the concepts mentioned in the first part of this chapter. Foundationalism claims that 
what is distinctive about science, what makes the knowledge it produces superior to 
that available from other sources, is that it can rely on a foundation of absolutely 
certain data, from which theoretical conclusions can be logically derived and/or 
against which they can be rigorously tested. Very often, these data are seen as being 
produced by experimental method, but what is also often stressed is the requirement 
that the process of inquiry follows an explicit set of procedures that are replicable by 
others.

However, by the 1950s, most arguments for the existence of an 
epistemological foundation had been effectively undermined within the philosophy of 
science (Suppe 1974), though the impact of this on social research was delayed until 
the following decades. The claim that there could be perceptual data whose validity is 
simply given, and the idea that any particular set of data will only validate a single 
theoretical interpretation, were both challenged. Particularly significant was the 
account of scientific development presented by Thomas Kuhn, in which the older 
view of science as involving a gradual accumulation of facts on the basis of solid 
evidence was overturned. In its place, Kuhn presented a picture of recurrent 
revolutions within scientific fields, in which one framework of presuppositions, or 
‘paradigm’, that had previously guided research was rejected and replaced by a new 
paradigm that was ‘incommensurable’ with the old one (Kuhn 1970). In other words, 
Kuhn emphasised discontinuity, rather than continuity, in the history of science; in the 
fundamental sense that later paradigms reconceptualised the field of phenomena dealt 
with by earlier paradigms, in such a manner that even translation from one to the 
other could be impossible. Rather, what was involved, according to Kuhn, was more 
like conversion to a new way of looking at the world, or gaining the ability to speak a 
different language.7

7 For valuable recent accounts of Kuhn’s complex, and often misunderstood, position, 
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These developments led the way for some qualitative researchers to argue that 
older conceptions of validity, and of validity criteria, are false or outdated.8 Many 
commentators claimed that we must recognise that there are simply different 
interpretations or constructions of any set of phenomena, with these being 
incommensurable in Kuhn’s sense: they are not open to judgment in terms of a 
universal set of epistemic criteria. At best, there can only be plural, culturally relative, 
ways of assessing validity. This argument, variously labelled ‘relativism’ or 
‘postmodernism’, 9 was reinforced by claims from feminists, anti-racists, and others. 
They argued that conventional social science simply reproduces the dominant 
perspectives in society, that it marginalises other voices that rely on distinctive, and 
discrepant, epistemological frameworks. From this point of view, the task of social 
science should be to counter the hegemony of dominant groups and their discourses, 
and thereby to make way for marginalised discourses to be heard and their distinctive 
epistemologies to be recognised. In this way, the original conception of epistemic 
criteria, and perhaps even the very notion of validity or truth, are rejected as 
ideological and replaced by a political, ethical or aesthetic concern with valuing, 
appreciating, or treating fairly, multiple conceptions of or discourses about the world.

These critics of assessment criteria claim, then, that since there can be no 
foundation of evidence that is simply given, and therefore absolutely certain in 
validity, from which knowledge can be generated, or against which hypotheses can be 
tested, then all knowledge, in the traditional sense of that word, is impossible. We are, 
to quote Smith and Hodkinson (2005:915), ‘in the era of relativism’. This means that 
we must recognise that any claims to knowledge, including those of researchers, can 
only be valid within a particular framework of assumptions; or within a particular 
socio-cultural context. And, as already noted, some writers have concluded from this 
that the main requirement is to challenge claims to universal knowledge and to 
celebrate marginalised and transgressive perspectives, perhaps in the name of freedom 
and democracy. Here, ethics and politics are foregrounded. Along these lines, Denzin 
and Lincoln argue that the criteria of assessment for qualitative research should be 
those of a ‘moral ethic (which) calls for research rooted in the concepts of care, 
shared governance, neighbourliness, love and kindness’ (Denzin and Lincoln 
2005:911).

Closely related to this line of argument is an insistence on seeing all claims to 
knowledge as intertwined, if not fused, with attempts to exercise power. Thus, the 
work of social scientists has often come to be analysed both in terms of how it may be 
motivated by their own interests and/or in terms of the wider social functions it is said 
to serve, in particular the reproduction of dominant social structures. In the context of 
methodology, this has involved an emphasis on the senses in which researchers 
exercise power over the people they study; and this has led to calls for collaborative 
or practitioner research, in which decisions about who or what to research, as well as 
about research method, are made jointly with people rather than their being simply the 

see Hoyningen-Huene 1993, Sharrock and Read 2002, and Bird 2003.
8 For an extended account of a more moderate position, see Seale 1999.
9 Smith 1997 and 2004 distinguishes between his own relativist position and that of 
some postmodernists. However, the distinction is not cogent, in my view 
(Hammersley 1998). At the very least, there is substantial overlap between relativist 
and postmodernist positions.
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focus of study. Indeed, some have argued that outside researchers should do no more 
than serve as consultants helping people to carry out research for themselves. These 
ideas have been developed within the action research movement, among feminists, 
and are also currently very influential in the field of research concerned with the lives 
of children and young people (see Reason and Bradbury 2001 and MacNaughton and 
Smith 2005). Almost inevitably, this breaking down of the barriers between 
researchers and lay people, designed to undermine any claim to authority based on 
expertise, leads to epistemic judgments being made in ways that diverge from those 
characteristic of traditional forms of research (qualitative as well as quantitative), and/
or to their being mixed in with or subordinated to other considerations.

The problem with much of this criticism of epistemic criteria is that we are 
presented with contrasting, old and new, positions as if there were no middle ground. 
Furthermore, the irony is that the radical critique of foundationalist epistemology 
inherits the latter’s definition of ‘knowledge’. Foundationalists define ‘knowledge’ as 
being absolutely certain in validity. The critics show, quite convincingly, that no such 
knowledge is possible. But why should a belief only be treated as knowledge when its 
validity is absolutely certain? There is a third influential tradition of philosophical 
thinking, fallibilism, that is at odds with both foundationalism and 
relativism/scepticism. This position can be found in the writings of some 
contemporaries of Descartes, such as Mersenne, in the work of pragmatists like Peirce 
and Dewey, and in the philosophy of Wittgenstein. From this point of view, while all 
knowledge claims are fallible – in other words, they could be false even when we are 
confident that they are true – this does not mean that we should treat them as all 
equally likely to be false, or judge them solely according to whether or not they are 
validated by our own cultural communities. While we make judgments about likely 
validity on the basis of evidence that is itself always fallible, this does not mean either 
that validity is the same as cultural acceptability or that different cultural modes of 
epistemic judgment are all equally effective. Furthermore, in the normal course of 
making sense of, and acting in, the world we do not (and could not) adopt those 
assumptions.10

Where the sceptical/relativist position challenges the claims of science to 
superior knowledge, the fallibilist position does not do this; although it insists on a 
more modest kind of authority than that implied by foundationalism. It points to both 
the power of, and the limits to, scientific knowledge (Haack 2003). The normative 
structure of science is designed to minimise the danger of error, even though it can 
never eliminate it. Moreover, while science can provide us with knowledge that is less 
likely to be false than that from other sources, it cannot give us a whole perspective 
on the world that can serve as a replacement for practical forms of knowledge. Nor, in 
the event of a clash between the latter and scientific findings, can it be assumed that 
science must always be trusted. From this point of view, science, including social 
science, becomes a more modest enterprise than it was under foundationalism. But, at 
the same time, the specialised pursuit of knowledge is justified as both possible and 
desirable. By contrast with relativist and postmodernist positions, fallibilism does not 
reduce the task of social science to challenging dominant claims to knowledge or 
celebrating diverse discourses. Nor is it turned into a practical or political project 
directly concerned with ameliorating the world.

10 For a sophisticated recent fallibilist account in epistemology, see Haack 1993.
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From this point of view, then, epistemic assessment of research findings is not 
only possible but is also the most important form of assessment for research 
communities. Moreover, while judgments cannot be absolutely certain, they can vary 
in the extent to which we are justified in giving them credence. In my view, it also 
follows from this position that the findings from qualitative research should be 
subjected to exactly the same form of assessment as those from quantitative studies, 
albeit recognising any differences in the nature of the particular knowledge claims 
being made and in the particular methods employed.

Other recent developments

Within the last decade there has been a revival of older, positivist ideas about the 
function and nature of social research, and about how it should be assessed. With the 
rise of what is often referred to as the new public management in many Western and 
other societies (Pollitt 1990; Clarke and Newman 1997), along with the growing 
influence of ideas about evidence-based policy-making and practice, there have been 
increasing pressures for the reform of social research so as to make it serve the 
demands of policy and practice more effectively. These pressures have been 
particularly strong in the field of education, but are also increasingly to be found 
elsewhere.11 The task of research, from the viewpoint of many policymakers today, is 
to demonstrate which policies and practices ‘work’, and which do not; and this has led 
to complaints that there is insufficient relevant research, and that much of it is small-
scale and does not employ the kind of experimental method that is taken to be 
essential for identifying the effects of policies and practices. To a large extent, this 
reflects the fact that evidence-based practice has its origins in the field of medicine, 
where randomised controlled trials are common.12 

At the same time, there have been attempts on the part of some qualitative 
researchers to show how their research can contribute to evidence-based policy and 
practice, and also to specify the criteria by which qualitative studies can be judged by 
‘users’. For example, in the UK two sets of assessment criteria for qualitative research 
have recently been developed that are specifically designed to demonstrate how it can 
serve policymaking and practice. The first was commissioned by the Cabinet Office 
in the UK from the National Centre for Social Research, an independent research 
organisation (Spencer et al 2003). These authors provide a discussion of the 
background to qualitative research, and of previous sets of criteria, before outlining a 
lengthy list of considerations that need to be taken into account in assessing the 
quality of qualitative research. They take great care in making clear that these should 
not be treated as a checklist of criteria that can give an immediate assessment of 
quality. However, perhaps not surprisingly, the authors have been criticised, on one 
side, for producing too abstract a list of criteria and, on the other, for providing what 
will in practice be used as a checklist, one which by its very nature distorts the nature 
of qualitative research.13

11 On the history of these developments in the UK, see Hammersley 2002:ch1. On 
parallel changes in the US, see Mosteller and Boruch 2002, Feuer et al 2002, and 
Lather 2004.
12 For these arguments, see, for example, Oakley 2000 and Chalmers 2003; see also 
Hammersley 2005.
13 See Murphy and Dingwall 2004; Kushner 2004; Torrance 2004. One critique has 
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Another recent set of criteria for assessing research emerged in the field of 
education (Furlong and Oancea 2005). While it was not restricted to qualitative 
research, being concerned with ‘applied and practice-based educational inquiry’ more 
generally, the authors clearly had qualitative work particularly in mind. This venture 
had rather different origins from the first, and differs significantly in character. The 
project was commissioned by the UK Economic and Social Research Council, and the 
background here was very much recent criticism of educational research for being of 
poor quality and little practical relevance. At the same time, a prime concern of the 
authors seems to have been to provide criteria for use in the upcoming Research 
Assessment Exercise (RAE) in the UK, a process that is used to determine the 
distribution of research resources across universities. A longstanding complaint on the 
part of some educational researchers has been that the RAE uses traditional scholarly 
criteria of assessment that discriminate against applied work that is directed at 
practitioner audiences. And there has been much discussion of how this alleged bias 
can be rectified. In addressing the problem, Furlong and Oancea produce four sets of 
criteria. The first is epistemic in character, being concerned with issues of validity and 
knowledge development. More striking, however, are the other three sets of criteria: 
technical, practical, and economic. Here educational research is to be judged in terms 
of the extent to which it provides techniques that can be used by policymakers or 
practitioners; the ways in which it informs, or could inform, reflective practice; and/or 
the extent to which it offers ‘added value’ efficiently.14

There is an interesting parallel between the emphasis placed by Furlong and 
Oancea on non-epistemic criteria and the move, outlined earlier, on the part of some 
qualitative researchers to abandon epistemic criteria completely. While many of the 
latter are hostile to the pressure for research to serve evidence-based policymaking 
and practice (see, for instance, Lather 2004), there is what might be described as a 
‘third way’ approach championed by some, notably many associated with the 
tradition of qualitative action research. This redirects the pressure on research for 
policy- and practice-relevance away from a positivist emphasis on the need for 
quantitative methods to demonstrate ‘what works’ towards a broader view of 
worthwhile forms of research and of the ways in which it can shape practice. It is seen 
as playing a much more interactive and collaborative role, at least in relation to 
practitioners ‘on the ground’. Advocates of this sort of position, such as John Elliott, 
are as critical of ‘academic’ educational research as the advocates of the new 
positivism. Where they differ is in the kind of research they believe is needed to 
inform policymaking and practice (see Elliott 1988, 1990, and 1991; see also 
Hammersley 2003).

We can see, then, that, besides divergent philosophical orientations between 
and among quantitative and qualitative researchers, equally important in shaping ideas 
about how social research should be assessed are views about its social function. In 
crude terms, we can distinguish four broad positions. First, there are those who see 
most social science research, especially that located in universities, as properly 
concerned exclusively with producing knowledge about human social life whose 

dismissed it as a ‘government-sponsored framework’, Smith and Hodkinson 
2005:928-9.
14 Hammersley 2006 provides an assessment of the case for these criteria put forward 
by Furlong and Oancea.
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relevance to policy and practice is indirect, albeit not unimportant. Second, there are 
those who share the belief that social research must retain its independence, rather 
than being subordinated to policymaking or professional practice, but who regard the 
criteria of assessment as properly political, ethical, and/or aesthetic. For example, the 
task may be viewed as to ‘disturb’ or ‘interrupt’ conventional thinking in a manner 
that is not dissimilar to Socratic questioning, in its most sceptical form. Third, there 
are those who, while they see the purpose of social science very much as producing 
knowledge, insist that for this to be worthwhile it must have direct policy or practice 
implications: the task is to document what policies and practices work. Finally, there 
are those who doubt the capacity of social science to produce knowledge about the 
social world, in the conventional sense of that term, and who believe the task of social 
researchers is to work in collaboration with particular groups of social actors to 
improve or transform the world.15 Clearly, which of these stances is adopted has 
major implications for the question of how research should be evaluated.

Another recent development that has important implications for assessing the 
validity of research findings is a growing movement among some groups of social 
scientists towards championing the combination of quantitative and qualitative 
methods (see Bryman 1988; Tashakkori and Teddlie 2003). ‘Mixed methods’ research 
is promoted as capitalising on the strengths of both approaches. And this movement 
raises at least two issues of importance in the present context. First, there is the 
question of what sort of philosophical framework, if any, should underpin mixed 
methods research, since this has implications for how findings should be assessed. 
After all, simply combining the various types of validity identified by both 
quantitative and qualitative researchers produces a formidable list (see Teddlie and 
Tashakkori 2003:13). A number of alternative ways of formulating mixed methods 
research as a ‘third way’ have been proposed, from the idea of an ‘aparadigmatic’ 
orientation that dismisses the need for reliance on any philosophical assumptions at 
all to the adoption of one or another alternative research paradigm, such as 
pragmatism or ‘transformative-emancipatory’ inquiry (see Teddlie and Tashakkori 
2003). It should be noted, though, that the reaction of many qualitative researchers to 
mixed methodology approaches is that, in practice, they force qualitative work into a 
framework derived from quantitative method, of a broadly positivist character. And 
there is some truth in this.

A second issue raised by mixing quantitative and qualitative approaches 
concerns whether new, distinctive, criteria of assessment are required, for instance 
relating specifically to the effectiveness with which the different kinds of method 
have been combined. Here, as elsewhere, there is often insufficient clarity about the 
difference between assessing research findings, as against assessing the effectiveness 
with which particular research projects have been pursued, the value of particular 
methods, the competence of researchers, and so on. Moreover, there is also the 
question of whether combining quantitative and qualitative methods is always 
desirable, and of whether talk of mixing the two approaches does not in effect 
embalm what is, in fact, too crude and artificial a distinction.

Conclusion
15 These four positions are intended simply to map the field, many researchers adopt 
positions which combine and/or refine their elements.
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Clearly, the assessment of research findings is not a straightforward or an 
uncontentious matter. In this chapter I began by outlining the criteria usually 
associated with quantitative research, and noted serious problems with these: that 
there is confusion about what is being assessed, and a failure to recognise differences 
in what is required depending upon the nature of the knowledge claim made and the 
particular research method used. In addition, I argued that it is not possible to have 
criteria in the strict sense of that term: as virtually infallible indicators of validity or 
invalidity. Judgment is always involved, and this necessarily depends upon 
background knowledge and practical understanding. 

In the second half of the chapter, I considered the relativist and postmodernist 
views that are currently influential among many qualitative researchers. These deny 
the relevance of epistemic criteria, in favour of an emphasis on political, ethical, or 
practical ones. I tried to show how this stems from a false response to the 
epistemological foundationalism that has informed much thinking about quantitative 
research. Instead, I suggested that what is required is a fallibilist epistemology. This 
recognises that absolute certainty is never justified but insists that it does not follow 
either that we must treat all knowledge claims as equally doubtful or that we should 
judge them on grounds other than their likely truth.

Of course, discussion of these issues never takes place in a socio-cultural 
vacuum, and I outlined some recent changes in the external environment of social 
science research, in the US and the UK and elsewhere, which have increased demands 
that they demonstrate their value. I examined a couple of the responses to these 
pressures, in terms of attempts to develop criteria that should be used to assess the 
quality of qualitative research. Finally, I considered the implications of the growing 
advocacy of ‘mixed methods’ research, which in some respects is not unrelated to 
these external pressures.

We are a long way from enjoying any consensus among social scientists on 
the issue of how social research ought to be assessed. However, the differences in 
view cannot be mapped on to the distinction between quantitative and qualitative 
approaches, even though the argument is often formulated in those terms. It is 
essential to engage with the complexities of this issue if any progress is to be made in 
resolving the disputes.
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