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Martyn Hammersley 

THE CHALLENGING ISSUE OF ASSESSMENT CRITERIA FOR QUALITATIVE 

RESEARCH1 

The question of how research is to be assessed highlights the methodological problems and 

disagreements that face educational enquiry, and much of the rest of the social sciences, today. 

This issue has often been treated as one that is peculiarly problematic for qualitative research, 

on the grounds that the standard quantitative criteria either rate such research as of low quality 

or are inapplicable to it. Furthermore, there is little agreement about the issue among qualitative 

researchers themselves: many lists of qualitative criteria have been proposed, but they conflict 

with one another in key respects. And some qualitative researchers have questioned whether 

disagreement about the quality of qualitative work is to be deplored, tolerated, or celebrated; 

and have raised doubts about the very concept of ‘criteria’ (see, for example, Bochner 2000; 

Smith 2004). 

 As already noted, the view that there is a problem about the assessment of qualitative 

research often assumes that there is an effective set of criteria for assessing quantitative 

research. However, while it may be true that there is less fundamental disagreement among 

quantitative, than among qualitative, researchers about the quality of particular studies, and 

about methodological issues generally, I do not believe that this is because they make 

judgments by applying a shared, coherent and cogent set of criteria. One reason for doubt about 

this is that the concepts usually put forward as a framework for such criteria – internal and 

external validity, construct validity, and reliability – are far from unproblematic or a matter of 

consensus (Hammersley 1987, 1991, 2008b). But, more than this, I will argue that there can be 

no self-applying criteria in assessing any kind of research: judgment that takes account of 

multiple considerations, and relies upon background knowledge, is always involved – in 

relation to quantitative as much as to qualitative inquiry (see Mishler 1990). However, this is 

not to deny that the fundamental disagreements that divide qualitative researchers pose a 

significant problem for the assessment of their work. 

Background 

Since the 1970s there has been much discussion of the criteria by which qualitative research 

should be assessed.2 Quite early on, Denzin and Lincoln (1994:11) deemed this a ‘legitimation 

crisis’. This was, I think, an accurate characterisation, and it has two aspects. One is the need 

to defend qualitative work in the face of assessments of it based upon criteria held to be 

appropriate for quantitative research. These make methodological assumptions that many 

qualitative researchers reject. But the other aspect is the fundamental divisions amongst 

qualitative researchers themselves, which have both theoretical and practical implications. 

Furthermore, this latter problem worsened in the remainder of the twentieth century: new 

approaches appeared that moved the focus away from a concern with epistemic issues, and on 

                                                           
1 Paper to be given at a conference on ‘Articulating quality criteria for qualitative, empirical educational 

research: Possible? Desirable?’, Danish School of Education, Aarhus University, Copenhagen, April 2019. 
2 For accounts of the various proposals, see Hammersley 1992:ch4 and Spencer et al 2003. More generally on 

the issue of criteria, see: Sandelowski 1978, 1993; Smith 1990; Mays and Pope 1995; Elliott et al 1999; Emden 

and Sandelowski 1999; Seale 1999; Barbour and Barbour 2002; Smith and Hodkinson 2005; Attree and Milton 

2006; Flick 2007, 2018:ch29; Hammersley 2007, 2008a and b, 2009; Hatch 2007; Lincoln 2011; Reichertz 

2019. 
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to the politics and ethics of research; and/or that raised epistemological and ontological doubts 

about the assumptions on which early qualitative research had been based. As a result, as 

already noted, there came to be disputes not just about what criteria of assessment should be 

applied to qualitative work but also about whether such criteria are possible or desirable.3  

The proliferation of competing approaches within qualitative research has continued into 

the second decade of the twenty-first century. This is exemplified, for example, by the current 

popularity in some quarters of the label ‘arts-based research’ (Leavy 2019), and declarations 

about ‘the post-qualitative’ inspired by ‘new materialisms’ (Lather and St Pierre 2013). Of 

course, by no means all qualitative researchers have gone down this route (see Weil, Eberle, 

and Flick 2008: Hammersley 2008). Moreover, as Flick (2018:ch29) has pointed out, the 

concern with ‘criteria’ is by no means solely internally generated. In the context of research on 

policy and practice, the issue of qualitative criteria has been, and continues to be, a pressingly 

practical one: how are external users of research to assess its quality (see Spencer et al 2003; 

Schou et al 2011)? Also relevant here has been a growing tendency to include qualitative work 

in ‘systematic’ reviews, or to recognise the value of ‘configurative’ or ‘integrative’ reviews, 

along with the growth of qualitative synthesis (Barnett-Page and Thomas nd; Hammersley 

2013a:ch11). These developments, too, have generated demands for explicit assessment 

criteria. One other recent development should perhaps be mentioned: in US sociology, in the 

past ten years or so, there has been a growing concern with the issue of ‘evidence’ in qualitative 

research; though, at present, this does not seem to have had much impact outside of the US, or 

to have led to a concern with ‘criteria’  (see Small 2009; Duneier 2011; Jerolmack and Khan 

2014;  Becker 2017; Lubet 2018).4 

Out of this history, I think we can identify at least four reasons that criteria of assessment 

are believed to be necessary: 

1. To legitimate qualitative research, given that (so it is claimed) quantitative work has 

well-known and widely accepted criteria of assessment. In practical terms, the need for 

such criteria has arisen in the reviewing of papers submitted to journals that take both 

quantitative and qualitative submissions; 

2. To enable sound funding decisions to be made – the fact that external ‘impact’ is now 

a prime consideration not just peer assessment of quality is perhaps of relevance here; 

3. To provide external ‘users’ of research with a basis for judging the quality of qualitative 

research findings; and 

4. To clarify, coordinate, and improve the assessments made by qualitative researchers 

themselves, whether of others’ work or of their own. Here it may be argued that explicit 

criteria are essential to the operation of a scientific community. 

However, I think there are some prior questions and assumptions that need attention before we 

can address the issue of what criteria would satisfy these requirements, if any. A key one, raised 

by some qualitative researchers themselves, concerns what the word ‘criterion’ means. 

                                                           
3 For responses to these arguments, see Hammersley 2008a, 2009 
4 There has also been significant work on the issue of evidence as regards case study research in the field of 

political science, see for example Gerring 2007. 
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What are criteria? 

The starting point in addressing this issue, it seems to me, should be consideration of the nature 

of the evaluation process involved when researchers assess one another’s, and their own, work. 

I think we can draw some lessons from the field of evaluation studies here (my source is 

Shadish et al 1991). We need to distinguish among the following, all of which have sometimes 

been treated as ‘criteria’: 

• The standards or dimensions in terms of which research is being judged; 

• The benchmark on these dimensions used to produce the evaluation (sound/unsound, 

good/bad, etc): this could be an average or a threshold (upper or lower) that allows 

studies to be placed in categories according to differential quality; and 

• The signs to be used to decide where on each dimension particular studies lie. 

Perhaps the most common tendency, certainly in some influential contexts, is to require 

criteria to be signs (rather than benchmarks or standards), and to take the form of direct and 

conclusive indicators. In short, what is required is a checklist of immediately intelligible, 

necessary and sufficient conditions for a study to be accepted as of high quality, or to be 

dismissed as of low quality. There are at least two reasons why this interpretation of ‘criteria’ 

has been popular. First, lay people judging research findings (for example policymakers or 

teachers ‘using’ research) or non-qualitative researchers (such as journal editors reviewing 

articles) want something of this kind, because it would avoid their having to make a judgment 

for themselves that would be laborious and/or that they feel they do not have the necessary 

expertise to carry out. Second, and reinforcing this, there is an influential conception of 

objectivity according to which ‘transparency’ of assessment is essential to science: for 

example, how research findings were produced should be laid out explicitly by researchers, 

and there ought to be a set of indicators (of the kind just indicated) that would automatically 

produce an assessment of whether these findings are sound. Indeed, this sort of transparency is 

sometimes regarded as essential to the intellectual authority of science. In other words, lay 

users of research should not have to rely on researchers’ own unexplicated judgments about 

the quality of their work, since these are ‘subjective’ and therefore open to bias. This latter 

form of argument is directly analogous to the demands for ‘transparency’ applied to other 

professions, and the associated distrust of professional judgment. 

Part of the background to this, as previously mentioned, is that it is commonly assumed 

that transparent criteria are already available for quantitative research. At the level of 

indicators, examples might be: Was random allocation used? Was random sampling employed? 

Were reliability tests applied? However, I suggest that if we examine how quantitative 

researchers actually evaluate quantitative studies we find that this does not involve the 

application of a set of necessary and sufficient conditions, or even of a list of probabilistic 

indicators that would allow counting up a score to determine whether some pre-set threshold 

has been reached. Rather, quantitative researchers engage in a process of interpretive judgment, 

weighing up various aspects of a study and/or of the findings produced.  
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We should also note that the examples of quantitative indicators I mentioned above do not 

apply to all kinds of quantitative work: survey research does not use random allocation, and 

experimental work does not normally draw on random samples from a population. Moreover, 

this is not a matter of happenstance, it reflects their somewhat different goals and assumptions. 

A second point is that neither of these indicators covers all relevant aspects of studies that 

would need to be taken into account in assessing quality, and it is not clear that any coherent 

full set could be agreed. Equally important, none of the putative indicators would normally be 

accepted at face value. For instance, as regards random allocation, it would usually be asked 

how effectively this had been implemented. And other considerations would also be taken into 

account, for example whether there was double-blinding, and how effective this was likely to 

have been. Meanwhile, in the case of random sampling, there will be questions about any 

stratification of the sample employed, the level of non-response, and therefore about how 

representative the sample is likely to be.  

What this illustrates, I suggest, is that in social and educational research, as with many other 

professional activities, ‘transparency’ is not possible: expert and experienced judgment is 

necessarily involved. While life would be simpler if direct and indubitable indicators of 

research quality were available, they are not and cannot be, even in relation to quantitative 

research. So, there is no good reason to expect them in the case of qualitative work. This raises 

difficult questions about the evaluation of research studies and findings in policy and practice 

contexts, but I will leave these on one side here (see Hammersley 2013a:74-6). 

The process of research evaluation 

So, as regards researchers’ judgments of their own work, and of that of colleagues in the same 

field, we must recognise that these rely upon a learned capacity for evaluation, rather than on 

a process of applying explicit or ‘transparent’ criteria. Any list of criteria in the form of 

indicators can only be an abstract and partial representation of what exercising this capacity 

involves. Of course, it may nevertheless be true that among experimenters or survey researchers 

assessment takes place on the basis of a shared capacity for judgment that results in a large 

degree of consensus. Patently, though, this is not true of qualitative research.5 

You might conclude from my discussion so far that I believe that research assessment is 

simply a matter of judgment – that there is no role for explicitly stated ‘criteria’ of any kind. 

While there are those who seem to believe this, I am not one of them (Hammersley 2009). It 

seems to me that, among researchers and others, stated criteria can serve as important guidance, 

not least in reminding us of what ought to be taken into account. Moreover, I do not believe 

that any sound learned capacity for assessment comes about ‘naturally’, in other words without 

reflection; nor that it is stable unless there is at least informal coordination amongst researchers 

within a field on the basis of such reflection. So, accounts of useful signs, and how they should 

be interpreted, are of value; even though these cannot serve as direct, infallible indicators. 

Indeed, I think they are essential to scientific work. 

However, what count as appropriate indicators depends upon the other two components of 

the evaluation process I mentioned earlier: standards and benchmarks. Very often, claims about 

the existence of quantitative criteria do not cite the sort of direct indicators that I mentioned 

                                                           
5 For evidence that this may not be true of quantitative research, see for instance 
http://oxfordsociology.blogspot.com/ 
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earlier, but rather concepts like internal and external validity, construct validity, and reliability. 

These are close to what I mean by ‘standards’. Certainly, validity, or truth, is one dimension in 

terms of which all research findings should be evaluated. At the same time, the distinction 

between internal and external validity is misleading, in my view, even in relation to quantitative 

research, though it points to an important range of issues (Hammersley 1991). Construct 

validity, I suggest, concerns one aspect (rather than a type) of validity: that concerned with the 

relationship between concepts and empirical indicators. And this, too, is relevant across the 

board. Meanwhile, reliability is a standard that applies not to findings, which is what the others 

relate to, but to research instruments (Hammersley 1987). 

This last point highlights the fact that we not only have to clarify what the term ‘criterion’ 

means but also what the focus of assessment is. 

Types of research assessment 

In the context of research, there are a variety of contexts where assessment occurs, and these 

are likely to prioritise rather different standards. These include assessment of: 

• An article, book, method or idea, during the course of doing research, where usefulness 

is likely to be one consideration, alongside assessment of the validity of findings, 

effectiveness of research design, etc 

• A thesis for a qualification, where knowledge of relevant literature and awareness of 

methodological issues are likely to be key issues in any assessment 

• A research bid for a funding body, where viability is likely to be a prominent 

consideration 

• An article being refereed for journal, where relevance to that journal will be taken into 

account, as well as other factors 

• A book proposal for a publisher, where likely sales and commercial viability will be at 

issue 

While there is likely to be some overlap in the standards employed in these various activities, 

there will also be significant differences, as I have indicated. We can clarify some of these by 

distinguishing amongst various foci of assessment, in other words specifications of the aspect 

of research that is being evaluated (talk of ‘evaluating research’ is too vague). There are at least 

the following foci: 

• Findings/Conclusions: judged in terms of such standards as validity and relevance 

• The research process: assessed in terms of how effectively research goals and 

associated concepts have been formulated, how well designed the research was to serve 

its aims, what threats to validity were likely to be involved given the sources of data 

used, etc 

• The researcher: competence, objectivity, ingenuity, creativity, etc 

• The research report: clarity of structure and formulation, completeness of coverage, 

etc. 
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While these four kinds of assessment are related, and will overlap to some degree in the 

considerations taken into account, they are not the same: once again, as I have indicated, 

somewhat different considerations will be prioritised. However, in lists of assessment criteria, 

for quantitative as well as qualitative research, they are often conflated. My point is, then, that 

we need to be clear about the type of assessment we are seeking ‘criteria’ for, since the 

appropriate standards will vary according to the objects of assessment. Usually the main focus 

in discussions of criteria is on the assessment of research findings, and I will be concerned with 

this in the remainder of my talk. 

Assessing the validity qualitative research findings 

If we assume, for the moment, that the sole task of research is to produce value-relevant 

knowledge, then the only standards for assessing findings are validity and value-relevance. 

Furthermore, I will restrict my discussion to the former here. In these terms, to be accepted, 

research findings must meet some threshold of likely validity, one that is relatively high 

compared with those that operate in many everyday contexts (Hammersley 2011:ch5). 

However, what will need to be taken into account (i.e. what are relevant signs) in judging this 

will depend upon the type of knowledge claim involved. I suggest there are three types of claim 

relevant in the context of social and educational research: 

• Descriptions. These may be restricted to the phenomena studied, or involve 

generalisation to a larger population. An example would be: ‘bullying by girls takes a 

different (specified) form from bullying by boys (in the cases studied or more 

generally)’. Here we need indications of how well ‘bullying’ was defined and instances 

of it identified, and how well the population or sample were covered. If generalisation 

from sample to population is involved then we need to know how members of the 

sample were selected, and how representative they are likely to be of the population. 

• Explanations. These claim that some feature of an object, or some event, occurred 

because a particular set of factors operated directly or indirectly on it. An example 

would be: ‘the new sex education policy was abandoned because of a campaign stirred 

up by a tabloid newspaper’. Here we would need not only description of the policy and 

its abandonment, and of the campaign, but also evidence to indicate that the latter was 

the main cause. 

• Theories. These hold that a particular type of feature or event (or variation in it) is 

generally brought about by the occurrence of, or variation in, some set of prior types of 

feature or event, this under specified conditions or ‘other things being equal’. An 

example would be: ‘smaller classes increase children’s learning’. Cogent evidence for 

the validity of this theory might require examination of more than one case, in which 

size of class varied, including ones where other potential factors affecting learning were 

constant; description/measurement of class size and degree of learning in each case; 

and perhaps also description of processes that could connect the two. 

As should be clear, each of these types of claim must be judged on somewhat different, albeit 

overlapping, grounds, but in all cases we have to do this on the basis of signs provided by the 

evidence offered in a research report, along with information about the methods by which this 

evidence was produced, as far as this is available. It is worth noting that research reports can 
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be inadequate in the provision of both evidence and information; though there is always some 

room for disagreement about what kinds of evidence and information are necessary. 

 Elsewhere, I have argued that the process of evaluating research findings relies on 

judgments about their plausibility (this concerns their relationship to existing knowledge) and 

the credibility of the evidence offered in support of them (Hammersley 1992:ch4).6 It is very 

unlikely that these findings will be sufficiently plausible to be accepted at face value, since if 

this were so they would have little news-value. Aside from being logically implied by existing 

knowledge, research findings may be strongly suggested by it, compatible with it, in tension 

with it, or incompatible with it. Where a research finding is judged to be insufficiently plausible 

to be accepted (and, as indicated, this will almost always be the case), it is not rejected but is 

subject to scrutiny in terms of the evidence offered or available to support it. This evidence, 

too, can be assessed in terms of its plausibility, but will also need to be judged both in terms of 

how strongly it implies the truth of the finding and how reliable (in the commonsense meaning 

of that term) it is – this concerns how great the threat is to its validity given how it was produced 

(for instance, we would give more credence to evidence coming from direct observation than 

to hearsay). And it may be necessary to have evidence showing the reliability of the evidence 

offered for the main claims. This will at least partly take the form of information about how 

the research was carried out, but it could also involve evidence from other sources. This is a 

process that should continue until it is concluded either that there is sufficient evidential support 

to decide whether the knowledge claim being assessed is true or false (in terms of the 

appropriate threshold) or that, in the absence of sufficient further evidence, judgment must be 

suspended (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1 The Process of Evaluating Research Findings 

                                                           
6 It seems obvious (to me, at least) that plausibility and credibility are the means by which we all, in everyday 
life, judge knowledge claims in epistemic terms. There are two distinctive aspects of researchers’ use of these 
‘criteria’, however. The first concerns what is taken to be existing knowledge: researchers should rely 
predominantly on previous research findings, though some widely accepted commonsense knowledge will also 
be adopted, including the foundations of what Husserl refers to as the ‘natural attitude’. The second difference 
is the adoption of a more deliberative approach in which, for example, the relationship between a prospective 
knowledge claim and what is taken to be already known is very carefully examined. And, in the case of 
credibility, there will be reliance upon expertise about the nature and threats to validity associated with 
particular methods.  
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Are there distinctive criteria for qualitative research 

It should be clear from what I have said that I believe that both qualitative and quantitative 

findings should be judged in terms of the same standards: validity and relevance. Moreover, 

in relation to both of these standards a relatively high threshold will have to be met. Where the 

difference between assessment of quantitative and qualitative research arises is solely in the 

signs used to determine the likely validity of knowledge claims, specifically as regards the 

credibility of evidence.  

However, the difference here is not so much at the level of of quantitative versus 

qualitative but relates to how one judges data and findings produced by different methods 

Different signs are relevant, for example, in judging findings coming from participant 

observation versus those generated by unstructured interviewing, or those arising from theme 

analysis versus those produced by discourse analysis. Similarly, as I noted earlier, the same 

indicators do not apply across all quantitative research: the question of whether random 

sampling was employed only applies to surveys; that of whether random allocation was used 

only applies to experiments, generally speaking.  

In relation to all methods, triangulation can offer evidence regarding likely validity, but 

it is not always usable, and can never produce absolutely conclusive evidence (Hammersley 

2008c). And the same is true of respondent validation, member-checking, or the provision of 

an audit trail – other methods sometimes put forward as offering conclusive grounds for 

accepting or rejecting qualitative findings. 

 I will leave you to decide how convincing you find my account of the form that the 

assessment of qualitative research should take. But, even if you agree with it, there is a 

fundamental problem I mentioned at the beginning but have ignored up to now. This is that my 

account relies upon assumptions that many qualitative researchers today would reject. 

The present debacle 

Is the claim 
sufficiently 
plausible?

No

Is there sufficient 
credible evidence?

No, then

Suspend judgment

Yes, then

Accept

Yes

Accept
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Returning to the current state of educational research, and indeed of qualitative research 

generally, we find that it is fractured not just by the huge range of substantive issues that are 

investigated but, more significantly, by a considerable variety of approaches that differ in 

fundamental ways. They differ in terms of their purpose or intended product (what might be 

called axiological differences), so we can ask whether the aim is: 

• to produce educationally-relevant knowledge?  

• to challenge some feature of the status quo, for example inequalities?  

• to improve policymaking or practice? 

• To exemplify ethical or political ideals, for example those enshrined in Childhood 

Studies? 

There are also differences in epistemological and ontological assumptions, relating to questions 

such as: 

• What is the nature of educational practices and processes?  

• Are they subjective phenomena that require ‘thick description’? 

• Are they public forms of behaviour that can be objectively described and explained in 

qualitative terms? 

• Are they discursively constituted, so that the task of research is to document the process 

of constitution? 

The answers to these (and related) questions have divergent implications for the nature of the 

data and evidence required in qualitative educational research, and for how findings should be 

assessed. 

So, reflecting these disparities in assumption, there are not just the differences between 

ethnography, biographical/autobiographical work, discourse and narrative analysis, action 

research, and so on, but also diverse forms of each of these. Furthermore, educational research 

may rely upon conflicting theoretical assumptions – from activity theory to phenomenology to 

symbolic interactionism to feminist standpoint theory, etc. To take just one example, as regards 

discourse analysis, Reicher (2000) highlights a fundamental epistemological/ontological 

division that arises in relation to the status of interview or documentary data: are these data to 

be used for what information they convey about the world or for how they construct the 

phenomena to which they refer?7  

We must recognise that these fundamental differences in purpose and assumption have 

very significant implications for how qualitative research is to be assessed. They represent a 

major impasse blocking the way to agreement, in judgments about particular studies or as 

regards ‘criteria’. To follow up on Reicher’s point, while some would treat data from 

unstructured or semi-structured interviews as providing evidence about the perspectives of 

informants, or even information about events they have witnessed, others would reject such 

data as worthless for any purpose than investigating how talk is organised, or reality 

constructed, within interviews (see Hammersley 2013b).  

                                                           
7 See also Murphy et al 1998 on ‘the radical critique of interviews’. 
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It seems to me that, in part at least, the axiological differences reflect the weakness of 

the boundary between research and policymaking/practice, on the one hand, and of that 

between research and ordinary experience or commonsense, on the other: There are many 

educational researchers who seem to want to erase one or both of these boundaries. Equally, 

the differences in epistemology and ontology reflect the weakened boundary between social 

and educational research and the humanities, especially literary studies and philosophy. 

Conclusion 

So, it is certainly true that there are problems surrounding criteria for assessing qualitative 

research. The meaning of ‘criteria’ is problematic and requires clarification. Explicit criteria 

cannot provide transparent means of assessment for lay users of research. At the same time, 

clarity about standards, thresholds, and signs is necessary, and sadly neglected – amongst both 

quantitative and qualitative researchers. I have outlined what I believe the standards should be 

as regards assessing research findings, how the process of assessment operates, and the 

specificity of signs relative to particular methods. However, the lack of agreement about 

research goals, and how these should be pursued, among qualitative researchers is a 

fundamental obstacle to reaching a satisfactory level of agreement in assessing the quality of 

particular studies or the validity and relevance of their findings. In that sense, the legitimation 

problem persists. And this is true not just in pragmatic but also in theoretical terms: how can 

one justify an enterprise in which there are multiple and conflicting lists of stated criteria, and 

little agreement in judgments of particular studies even amongst its practitioners? 

As the saying goes: please send your answers on a postcard! 
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