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Evaluation of Qualitative Studies - VAKS 
 
H. Høstrup, L. Schou, S. Larsen, E. Lyngsø, I. Poulsen, 3. November 2011. 
 
This tool for evaluating scientific articles applies to qualitative studies. It introduces questions 
corresponding to quality criteria for such research based on credibility, transferability, dependability 
and confirmability. The criteria are based on a systematic review of the literature in the reference list of 
this document. They are introduced in the manual below before the question guide and scoring system 
are set out. 
  

Introduction 
Regardless of research tradition, scientific studies demand visible and systematic collection of data, 
description of the research process, analysis and interpretation of data, and conclusions. The 
evaluation of both quantitative and qualitative research literature demands that the reader is informed 
in papers and reports about methodology and methods. 
Qualitative methods can be used to characterize a phenomenon, for example to understand the 
characteristics of disease in different connections. They aim to provide insight into the importance of 
phenomena, such as pain, health, quality of life or disease, or the experiences people have with them. 
The focus of the research design and method is on the unique rather than on the general.  
 
Qualitative research can create understanding and insight into dynamic processes such as relations 
between people and understanding the meaning of getting a diagnosis. Examples could be questions 
relating to the importance of power relations between professionals and patients or how disease 
influences the everyday life of patients.  
  
Rather than offering explanations, qualitative research aims to provide understanding and insight and 
to go beyond the superficial appearance of phenomena. The end point is not a generalisable answer 
in the same way as in the quantitative research tradition. 
 
 

Quality Criteria in Qualitative Research 
Reliability and validity 
Questions concerning reliability and validity in qualitative research are based on different criteria from 
those in quantitative research. The reliability and validity of a qualitative research project are based on 
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Figure 1). 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Terminology in natural science and humanities on the four aspects of reliability and validity: 
(Guba 1981) 

Aspect Natural science Humanities 

Truth value Internal validity Credibility  

Applicability External validity 
Generalisability 

Transferability 

Stringency Reliability Dependability  

Neutrality Objectivity Confirmability  
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Credibility 
The quality of the results, conclusions and recommendations of a research project is rooted in the 
credibility of different methods at different stages of the research process. 
During data collection, credibility is determined by the familiarity and visibility of the researcher in 
relation to the methods applied. The researcher must thus be meticulous concerning the method in for 
example the preliminary work prior to the actual project. In qualitative research, data consist of open 
questions from the start of the project. Data are produced during the project by observations, words 
and methodical reflection and become real data when they can be linked to a concept. It is a 
requirement of quality in relation to selection of sources and data that the researcher discusses these 
in relation to the aim and research questions of the project. 
 
Supervision and counseling by an experienced researcher also contribute to increasing credibility. 
Spending time and being in long-term contact with the study population can provide the researcher 
with a deeper insight into the area and thus give credibility in the production of data. 
The researcher can use triangulation as a method of ensuring credibility in the project. Triangulation 
can be done in different ways: 
 

 Method triangulation uses different methods for data collection and generation of data to obtain 
more nuanced material. Individual interviews can for example be combined with focus group 
interviews and/or participant observations. 

 Source triangulation where the same question is tested through different sources such as 
individuals, written sources, pictures etc..  

 Researcher triangulation where two or more researchers collaborate on the analysis. 
Triangulation can be performed by using different observers in the same setting or several 
interviewers in the same project. 

 Theory triangulation where different perspectives and theories are included in the processes of 
analysis and interpretation. 

 
It is a positive feature in a qualitative study when the researcher shows that he or she is conscious of 
a "breakdown" during the research process. A "breakdown" is when the researcher gets surprising 
information or when a lack of information is discovered. In such cases, the researcher must show “a 
readiness” to revise his or her initial perception of the project and possibly go back to the informants. 
Some researchers let the informants validate data as interview transcripts; however the value of this is 
debatable as interpretation of data is always the responsibility of the researcher. These different 
methods are all about testing the validity of the project through dialogue. 
 
 
Transferability 
Kvale uses the concept pragmatic validity as "making truth". It deals with the applicability of knowledge 
statements and is ensured through contextualisation or clarification of connections, not to create 
generalisability but to make context connections more clear in descriptions and interpretations. The 
researcher does that by describing the context or connection in which data appear. 
A thorough description of the informants is a decisive factor. This applies to relevant demographic 
information, participant level and background for selection. In a qualitative research project it is 
necessary to choose informants who can elucidate the questions posed in the problem. If, for 
example, investigating pain, a random group of informants cannot be used; the researcher must make 
sure the informants can contribute with perceptions or experiences of pain and that the connections 
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investigated are relevant for the problem. If the research project concerns a dialogue between patients 
and nurses the researcher must find connections in which such dialogues take place. 
 
The data are thus selected on the basis of a strategic and purpose-oriented selection. To ensure the 
quality of the project the researcher must be clear in the description of the strategic selection. The 
researcher must describe and argue for choice of criteria when selecting informants and data material.  
 
Transferability can also be concerned with describing how a statement is expressed, the surroundings 
in which the investigation takes place, or the circumstances of the researcher him or herself. The 
better the researcher has described the observations in the notes, the better the material is suited for 
further analysis. 
 
In qualitative studies the researcher is an active player in the entire process and is thus an important 
part of the context. Documentation of the researcher's hypotheses, pre-understandings, previous 
experiences and knowledge of the area increases the reader's belief in the process. Moreover, the 
role of the researcher and relation to informants must be described and discussed. 
 
 
Dependability 
The dependability of a research project is based on consistency and stringency shown through the 
presentation of the project, allowing the reader to follow the decision processes of the researcher. The 
researcher must show agreement between the research question, method, analysis and result. They 
must also show awareness of what the results tell as well as the scope of their validity. Dependability 
is a quality of a research project when possible contradictory or surprising results are presented and 
the researcher reflects on them. An example could be that people of different gender react differently 
to some problems.   
 
 
Confirmability 
In qualitative research the researcher or the research itself is never neutral. The researcher must thus 
make their pre-understanding visible and discuss this in relation to the research process.  
 
The researcher can use different methods to achieve this. One method could be triangulation while 
another is reflective analysis where the context in which knowledge is developed is systematically 
made visible. This context can comprise PAST HISTORY, gender and age of researcher, 
surroundings, space and other elements important to the research process. An external audit can be 
used where other researchers analyze research data. The different choices and considerations in the 
research process must be made visible, enabling the reader to follow the arguments in the study. 

 

User guideline  
The guide is divided into five main subjects: formal requirements, credibility, transferability, 
dependability and confirmability, each including a number of criteria. The main topics are weighted 
equally and no topic is assigned higher value than others. 

 
Each question is evaluated on a four-point scale from 4 = “totally agree” to 1 = “totally disagree” with 
two points in between: 3 0 “agree” and 2 = “disagree”. The scale indicates the extent to which a 
criterion has been met.  
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If you believe a criterion is met completely you answer “totally agree”. 
If you believe a criterion is not met at all you answer “totally disagree”. 
If you are uncertain whether a criterion has been met because there is no information you answer 
“totally disagree”. 
If you are uncertain whether a criterion has been met because of unclear information or because only 
some criteria have been met you answer “agree” or “disagree” depending on the extent of your 
uncertainty. 

 
On each subject a score is calculated by adding the points for each criterion and dividing this number 
by the number of criteria. Questions without relevance for the article in question are left out (see 
example) and not included in the calculation of results. From the example below a total of 14 points 
has been given. This is divided by the number of relevant questions = 5.  
 
 
Example of calculation of total score for the subject Dependability 
 
 
Dependability  

 
Totally disagree_ __totally agree 

 
Comments and arguments 

 

 A logical connection between data and themes 
developed by the researcher is described. 

 

 The process of analysis is described. 
 

 There is a clear description of the results. 
 

 The findings are credible. 
 

 Any quotations are reasonable/support the 
interpretation. 

 

 There is agreement between the findings of the study 
and the conclusions. 

    1               2            3            4 
 X   

 
 

  X  

 

 X   

 

   X 

 

    

 
 

  X  

 
 
Total score: 14/5 = 2,8 points 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Quotations are not used in 
this study (not relevant).  
 

 
 
Total score 
The scoring is inspired by the AGREE instrument used for evaluation of clinical guidelines. 
The overall evaluation includes a choice between three options: “Recommended”, “Recommended 
with reservations” or “Not recommended”. This is addressed as follows. The score for each main 
subject is added and if the result is 15 or above the article is recommended. If the result is between 10 
and 14 the article is recommended with reservations and if the result is below 10 the article is not 
recommended. If there are weaknesses in one or several subjects and the results are still evaluated 
as relevant we encourage you to ask the researcher to elaborate the subject in question. 
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Guide for evaluation of credibility and validity of qualitative articles  
 
 

Title of article:     Evaluated by: 
Formal requirements 

 
Evaluation 

 
Totally disagree_  _totally agree 

Comments and 
arguments 

 

 Background of the study is described through 
existing literature. 

 

 It appears why the study is relevant. 
 

 

 It is described how demands to informed consent, 
voluntariness and anonymization of data have 
been met (Helsinki Declaration or Nursing 
Research in the Nordic Countries). 

 

 It is described if there are relevant approvals (e.g. 
The Data Agency Board, Ethical Committee). 

 
 

 The researcher has described whether the study 
can affect the informants.  

 

 The researcher has described what will be done if 
the study affects the participants. 

 
 

    1            2          3         4 

    

 

    

 
 

    

 
 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
Total score:                  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Credibility  

Totally disagree_ __totally agree 
Comments and 

arguments 
 
 

 The purpose is described clearly. 
 

 The method is described. 
 
 

 Arguments for choice of method have been made. 
 
 

 The method suits the purpose. 
 

 There is a description of how data were registered 
(digitally, by video, notes, field notes etc.). 

 

 Triangulation has been applied. 
 

 The research process is described. 
 

 

  
    1          2              3        4 

    

 

    

 

    

 

    

 

    

 

    

 

    

 
 
Total score: 
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Transferability Evaluation  

 
Totally disagree_ __totally agree 

Comments and 
arguments 

 

 Selection of informants or sources is described. 
 

 There is a description of the informants.  
 

 

 It is argued why these informants are selected. 
 

 The context (place and connection of research) is 
described. 

 

 The relationship between the researcher(s) and 
the context (in which the research takes place) as 
well as the informants. 

 

    1         2              3        4 
    

 

    

 

    

 

    

 

    

 
Total score: 

 

 

 

 
Dependability  
 

 
Totally disagree_ __totally agree 

Comments and 
arguments 

 

 A logical connection between data and themes 
developed by the researcher is described. 

 

 The process of analysis is described. 
 

 

 There is a clear description of the results. 
 

 

 The findings are credible. 
 

 

 Any quotations are reasonable/supporting the 
interpretation. 

 

 There is agreement between the findings of the 
study and the conclusions. 

    1           2            3        4 
    

 

    

 
 

    

 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
Total score: 
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Confirmability  
 

Evaluation 
 

Totally disagree_ __totally agree 

Comments and 
arguments 

 

 The researcher has described his background and 
perceptions or pre-understanding. 

 

 There are references to theory/theorists (clear 
who has inspired the analysis). 

 
 

 There is a description of whether themes emerged 
from data or if they were formulated in advance. 

 

 It is described who conducted the study. 
 

 

 It is described how the researcher participated in 
the process of analysis. 

 

 The researcher has described whether his 
position is important in relation to the findings. 

     1             2          3          4 

    

 
 

    

 
 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 
Total score:  

 

 
 
 
 
 
Can you recommend this article? 
 

Recommended (≥15)   

 

Recommended with reservations (≥10 <15) 

 

Not recommended (<10) 
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