Collaborative validation of qualitative evaluation

Evaluators investigate the effectiveness of programs, projects and practices in numerous ways.  They often measure impacts using open-ended and locally responsive methods.   These qualitative methods are more appropriate for studying processes of meaning making, learning and negotiation of diverse perspectives at the local level. Researchers make choices in the research design, selection of methods and development of findings, that ideally are best fitted to the particular context. The researcher may also need to manage expectations among different groups of participants, project managers and funders.  In the field, a reflexive researcher may wish to refine their approach, and where possible this will be done in collaboration with these groups.  

Innovative and flexible methods are appropriate for exploring questions beyond that some planned intervention appears to be creating change.  They can contribute to a sustained cycle of learning and allow initiatives to be adapted to particular contexts.   Evaluators are able to assess whether intended and unintended change can be enhanced or mitigated. They can identify where there may be contradictions in expectations and why the initiative is or isn’t working, for who it is or isn’t working and the contextual factors that need to be considered. Yet, methods such as these may be questioned for actual or perceived lack of rigour.

This paper offers an approach to validation that builds on the UK Quality in Qualitative Evaluation framework.  This validation approach relies on collaboration between the researcher, funding body, project staff and participants for validating research.   Such a collaboration is essential where there are limited time and resources as it assists communication during the evaluation, acceptance of the findings and cooperation for ongoing action and decision-making. This validation framework is tailored for qualitative methods, however some elements may also apply to other more quantitatively oriented evaluations. In this paper we apply this validation framework to a selection of Australian and international contexts. 
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