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ABSTRACT

The positivist or conventional notion of replication does not lend itself to qualitative research. However,
defining replication in line with the nature of qualitative inquiry and its interpretive strengths can
lead to many opportunities including creating multiple discourses of the same phenomenon and
comparing the effectiveness of different methods. We define what a replication of a qualitative study
can potentially entail and espouse that such replications should, by all means, be attempted. Towards
these goals, we also advocate open practices in qualitative research to make more apparent the
iterative and emergent processes typical of qualitative studies that are often indiscernible from their
published reports.
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INTRODUCTION

Quantitative and qualitative approaches, despite being fundamentally different, are often compared
and the merits of each as forms of research are constrasted. Generally speaking, quantitative and
qualitative approaches exemplify the positivist and constructivist paradigms, respectively. The posi-
tivist perspective assumes that reality or knowledge exists as the objective truth independent of those
who study it while the constructivist perspective views knowledge as subjective, constructed through
interaction and inseparable from those who study it [6](p.37). Hence findings of quantitative studies
can be replicated and generalized to larger populations whereas qualitative findings only hold for and
describe the individual cases.



Qualitative research encompasses methods to study social phenomena from a broader perspective to
generate "rich and deep" data [7] (Ch. 1). It is inherently interpretive, emphasizes context, is emergent
and iterative, views the phenomenon under study "holistically”, and involves dialectical and reflective
reasoning [7](p. 3). Given these distinguishing characteristics, many of the terms used in reference
to quantitative methods have been replaced by alternatives that are more suited to the nature of
qualitative research. For example, Lincoln and Guba [6] present notions of credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability for qualitative inquiry which are analogous to the validity, reliability,
objectivity, and generalizability constructs, respectively, applied to quantitative approaches [20].

However, replication is still applied in the positivist sense to qualitative research and considered
ill-suited for it. Replication needs to be redefined for qualitative inquiry based on its inherent charac-
teristics and interpretive strengths. Given that the constructivist approach views knowledge not as the
objective truth but instead as constructed realities, the goal of replication should likewise be altered to
study how these constructed realities can differ and generate "a richer and deepened" understanding
of the phenomena and researcher biases instead.

We provide a definition below of what a replication of a qualitative study can potentially mean and
entail. Our idea of a replication study essentially encompasses repeating some aspect of an earlier
study’s design and a subsequent interpretive comparison. Replication studies will be novel, standalone
studies as well given the inherent influence the researchers conducting a study have on their findings.

A replication is a (novel) qualitative study conducted by independent researchers repli-
cating one or more aspects (such as study design, research questions, context, methods,
and participants) of an earlier qualitative study and embedding within its findings an
interpretive comparison with a view to corroborate, elaborate, contrast, or clarify the
elements corresponding to the replicated aspects with those of the earlier study.

Replications have varying definitions in quantitative research. They range from strict to conceptual
replications and can also include replications of only conditions of prior studies [5, 18]. We similarly
do not promote a rigid approach and our definition is fairly open-ended so that it can include the
replication of any aspect of a study’s design as well as be applied within the various genres of
qualitative inquiry. However, we require that replications be conducted by independent researchers
to make possible independent scrutiny in the interpreted comparisons.

Our idea of replication can be considered as being similar to the concepts of triangulation [12]
and crystallization [3, 15] in that they all represent ways to strengthen a study’s design and findings,
promote a deepened understanding of a topic, and urge the researchers to reflexively consider
themselves and their roles in the inquiry. Triangulation refers to the process of combining different
data sources, methods, researchers, or perspectives in the study of the same phenomena [12](p. 187).
Crystallization, proposed as an alternative to triangulation, is defined in reference to the qualitative
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continuum. The qualitative continuum ranges from art on one end and science on the other and situates
the diverse genres of qualitative inquiry in between along with their respective representational forms
including poetry, personal essays, and academic reports [3](Ch. 1). Crystallization connects multiple
points in the continuum by combining the analysis methods and representational forms of multiple
genres to describe the same phenomenon.

The main goal of triangulation and crystallization, however, is to combine and consolidate multiple
perspectives into a coherent and rich account which also has the advantage of increasing the credibility
or confidence in the accuracy of the findings [7, 12]. Replications, on the other hand, can be seen as
focusing on highlighting and reflecting on the similarities and differences in the perspectives rather
than on combining them, thereby also allowing discordant views to exist for a given topic.

We further illustrate the merits of replications by listing example scenarios where they can be useful
and the potential advantages they bring to qualitative research in the following section. We then make
a case for employing open practices in qualitative research. Making the decisions, rationales, and
procedures underlying a qualitative inquiry more transparent can not only enable reviewers to assess
the rigor of studies and the aptness of comparisons in replications but can also provide guidance to
researchers for learning from and replicating such work.

WHY CONDUCT REPLICATIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Qualitative inquiry is not one defined approach but encompasses a myriad of approaches. These
approaches are organized into varying genres based on factors including their theoretical and empirical
underpinnings and representational forms [3, 7, 16]. We can see replications being applied in many of
these genres and present a few example scenarios below. In addition, we list some general advantages
and opportunities that replications can bring to the realm of qualitative research.

Example Replication Scenarios in Different Qualitative Genres

Phenomenological Approaches. These approaches study "lived experiences" of individuals [7], that is,
their experiences, interpretations, and perceptions in reference to a particular phenomenon, such as
an emotion, culture, or relationship [12]. Phenomenological approaches are built on the premise that
there is an "essence” to such experiences and seek to capture that essence.

To analyze experiences, phenomenologists are known to adopt methods that enable them to
experience the same phenomenon because, as described by Patton [12] (p. 70), "the only way for us to
really know what another person experiences is to experience it for ourselves.” Replications can serve
as those methods which can both help in capturing the "essence” of experiences as well as enable
us to experience the same phenomenon as the individual(s) in question. An example, albeit in art
form, is the recent film Loving Vincent [21]. The film not only relays events in the life of the artist
Vincent van Gogh and those surrounding his death by analyzing his letters [19] but it also does so
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entirely through paintings created by replicating his techniques and capturing the essence of how he
perceived the world to enable the audience to experience it as he did.

Sociolinguistic Approaches. This genre consists of approaches that study people’s communicative
behaviors [7] (p. 20) in social-interaction settings including those involving in-person communication
and technological platforms [13]. Perdkyla [13] describes a continuum of the types of empirical
materials collected in qualitative research as lying between interviews or responses invoked in reference
to the researchers’ queries on one end and naturally occurring materials, such as talk occurring on a
social-media platform, on the other end. The materials collected in this genre typically fall under the
latter category.

We perceive the approaches in this genre to be good candidates not only for replications but also
for reproducibility. We define reproducibility in the constructivist sense as the alternative analyses of
the gathered data and also including interpretive comparisons of the findings. The comparisons can
pertain mostly to the data, which is largely free from researcher instigation and represents the direct
object of inquiry (as opposed to indirect or elicited from or recalled by participants), without having
to factor in researcher influences in the data-collection process.

Critical Genres. There are a number of critical and emerging genres in qualitative research, such as
feminist theories and participatory action research [7] (Ch. 2). They critique the power relations
prevalent in traditional research where the subjects of inquiry, especially those belonging to oppressed
groups, are given passive roles. Hence these genres entail approaches with empowering goals and
actively involve and collaborate with the subjects of their research. Furthermore, the approaches in
this genre are based on the premise that all qualitative findings embody the researchers’ biases and
judgments and advocate that these biases should be leveraged by researchers in their knowledge
production [11](p. 28).

Given the central role played by researcher biases in these approaches, the purpose of replications
in such genres can also include articulating and comparing the biases, prejudgments, and predilections
of the different researchers, how they affect and shape their respective narratives, and what their
stances mean for the research in question. This would require that the researchers’ biases and thought
processes throughout the study are made more transparent and we elaborate on this transparency
aspect in the next section.

General Opportunities

Alternative to Transferability. Transferability refers to the ways in which a study’s findings can be

applied to other similar contexts or participants. This responsibility usually lies with the researchers

intending to make the transfer rather than the original researchers and similarity (between contexts

or participants) is generally determined by scrutinizing the study’s theoretical framework, research
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questions, design, context, and participants [7](p. 252). However, the notion of transferability is
criticized because qualitative findings are inherently bound to the individual contexts studied.

Rather than directly applying the findings to a different setting, a more beneficial approach would
be to replicate the study design for the new target context or participant group. Replications and
the resulting comparisons can be justified using the same similarity argument used in the case of
transferring the findings.

Comparing Research Methods. The findings of studies and the knowledge produced are dependent
on the methods employed, both in the collection and analysis of the data [9]. Methods can be
considered as "bounded opportunities” [9] with every method having both advantages and limitations.
The use of multiple methods is generally advocated to study the same phenomenon since they can be
complementary and offset each others’ limitations leading to more confidence in and credibility of
the findings. For example, in the software development domain, surveys are routinely employed to
gather supplementary numerical data corresponding to the qualitative findings of contextual inquiries
and exploratory lab studies [10].

Replications can not only lead to insightful comparisons between the findings of studies, but, by
employing different sets of methods, can also compare and illuminate the rigor of the methods used,
which methods complement one another, and which methods are potentially more useful for the
study in question. Hence replications can contribute to the knowledge on the effectiveness of different
methods which can be leveraged by future studies.

Comparing Changes in the Real World. One of the objections to replicating qualitative research is that
the real world changes and is being continuously constructed and hence any attempt to replicate is
futile [7] (Ch. 10). On the contrary, replications can actually serve as a means to study how the real
world has changed (in reference to a particular phenomenon) since the original study.

While not strictly a qualitative study, a recent study in gesture research involving qualitative
data and analysis [17] replicated an elicitation study conducted nearly thirty years ago for devising
gestures for text editing on tablet devices. One of its main goals was to compare the gestures obtained
from participants (manually coded and grouped) in the replication with those of the earlier studies
considering the advancement of technology since then. The authors present their comparisons by
reflecting on the participants’ mental models and the potential influences contributing to them in
each case.

Reinforcing Practical solutions. Developing a practical knowhow or generating design requirements

is a goal of many qualitative approaches and studies. For example, participatory action research

endeavors to develop sustaining solutions to the issues faced by the participants of inquiry and in

collaboration with them [14](p. 1). Numerous papers published in the human-computer interaction
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(HCI) domain encompassing qualitative studies include an "implications for design" section wherein
their key qualitative findings are converted to practical design guidelines.

While standalone qualitative studies can be useful to obtain an understanding of the topic covered,
their utility in serving as the sole foundations for making sustaining changes or informing the design
and development of new interventions can be questioned. There may be a need to reinforce the
abstracted practical knowledge by means of multiple studies and replications can prove to be useful
in this regard.

Providing Learning Opportunities. Developing the competence to design, conduct, and present qualita-
tive studies can be achieved mostly through experience. Replications can present opportunities to
students and beginners starting out in the field for developing the essential skills of identifying the
relevant details to capture in their studies. We discuss how open practices in qualitative research can
further contribute to providing guidance in the next section.

TOWARDS OPEN PRACTICES IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Published reports and papers of qualitative studies are hardly representative of the actual processes;
they often describe the processes in a linear fashion chronically ordering the steps involved with each
step logically leading to the next [7](Ch. 1). Qualitative studies, in reality, tend to be far from linear
processes and are typically iterative, emergent, and evolving where researchers go back and forth in
making decisions concerning their studies.

Additionally, qualitative findings take the form of rich, engaging narratives which seem to appear
by "magic" [7]. These rich treatises reflect the expert intuitions of researchers who, through experience,
have learned the ineffable skills of competently designing and conducting qualitative studies and
giving thorough attention to every relevant detail.

This elusiveness in how qualitative studies are typically communicated can hinder efforts to see
the true nature of the processes, assess their rigor and usefulness, and learn from and replicate them.
Open practices in qualitative research can overcome these limitations and we discuss below specific
purposes they can serve and how they relate to replications. We then present a checklist of general
guidelines for ensuring transparency gathered from existing literature that researchers can consider
towards both strengthening their studies and enabling others to learn from or build upon them.

Reasons for Transparency

Understanding Theoretical Underpinnings and Researcher Biases. The genres of qualitative research are

driven by different theoretical and empirical foundations and define varying roles for researchers in

the inquiry. For example, while many of the traditional approaches require that the researchers take

neutral stances in their studies, the critical and emerging genres view researcher biases as being key
6



to acquiring new knowledge [7](Ch. 2). Therefore, making the conceptual framework and researcher
subjectivities in a study more transparent can help identify these differences and gain a comprehensive
understanding of these aspects. This will also ensure reasonable comparisons of these aspects in the
case of replication studies.

Assessing Similarity. Researchers have to provide similarity rationales when transferring a study’s
findings to a different setting or when borrowing or replicating the methods, research questions, or
any aspect of a study’s design. In other words, they have to describe how their study is similar in some
sense to that of the study whose design is being replicated or findings transferred so as to justify the
replication or transfer. To ascertain similarity, it is necessary that the earlier study’s context, methods,
and rationales for the choice of methods are thoroughly explained and transparent so that a robust
argument can be constructed grounded in these details.

Assessing Rigor. Unlike quantitative research, where the relation between replication and validity of
studies is well known [4, 18], the similar relation between replication and "rigor" of qualitative studies
is not clear. This is probably because the notion of rigor itself is ambiguous for qualitative studies.

There is much debate among qualitative researchers on how to assess the rigor of studies (and
also if it should be assessed) as well as what constitutes rigor. Rigor is often used synonymously
with trustworthiness, soundness, validity, goodness, and credibility and represents different criteria
depending on the study being evaluated [7](Ch. 2). Cho and Trent [2] describe various definitions of
validity based on the diverse qualitative genres. For example, for "truth seeking" studies which rest on
the premise that there is a right answer or an accurate description of the phenomenon, triangulation
and the participants’ agreement with the findings as a reasonable account of their experience can be
considered as criteria to assess validity [2]. On the other hand, for the "personal essays" genre, the
researchers’ reflexivity, that is, a self-scrutiny of their subjectivity in the study of the phenomenon
and knowledge production, is an accepted criterion for assessing validity [2].

Therefore, the evaluation of rigor is tailored to individual studies and generally achieved by ex-
amining the full research process, from the design phase to how the findings are reported [7]. This
requires that all these steps are made transparent and available for critique.

Providing Guidance. By systematically documenting and describing their decisions, rationales, and
procedures followed, researchers can provide guidance to others in designing their studies. Open
practices can also help others replicate the work more closely and enable more reasonable comparisons
in the replications. Furthermore, by making the data or evidence collected available, such as tape
recordings and transcripts of conversations, researchers can enable and guide others in reanalyzing
the data.



Assessing Ethical Considerations. Ethical considerations are of paramount importance in qualitative
studies and generally go hand in hand with their trustworthiness [7] (Ch. 3). Open practices can
help assess the sensitivity of the researchers to the ethical issues concerning their choice of research
methods, participant group, and other aspects of their studies. These ethical considerations can also
guide researchers replicating the work and highlight issues they should be aware of.

General Checklist for Ensuring Transparency

Open practices and transparency in qualitative research not only entail the sharing of the collected
data and supporting materials, but also include providing in-depth descriptions and explanations for
the various decisions made during a study. We are aware that researchers will generally be constrained
by publication page limits and ethical considerations from explaining or disclosing certain aspects
of their studies. Furthermore, communicating how their findings came to be is, in many cases, not
a goal of the representational forms of qualitative research which mainly aim to present rich and
engaging narratives and sometimes, also to employ creative means, such as poems and multimedia
texts [3] (Ch. 1). However, researchers can make these details, where permissible, available as part of
supplementary material or on open-access repositories.

We list a few general guidelines below, gathered mostly from the book by Marshall and Rossman
[7] and the article by Mays and Pope [8], that researchers can consider in their efforts to make their
research processes and data more transparent so that the aforementioned objectives can be achieved.

(1) Clearly explain the theoretical or conceptual framework and the methods used in every stage
of the research process.

(2) Discuss in detail the subjectivities and biases of researchers (both personal and theoretical
biases/assumptions)

(3) Discuss how many researchers were involved in the study and their roles in each stage of the
process.

(4) Discuss if any preliminary or pilot studies were conducted and how they informed the current
study.

(5) Sufficiently explain the context of study.

(6) Discuss in detail the ethical issues pertaining to the study and how they have been addressed.

(7) Adequately describe the participant-selection process and the theoretical basis for selecting
those participants.

(8) Keep thorough notes, or a diary recording every research design decision and the rationale for
it.

(9) Describe the study procedure, that is, the collection of data or evidence from participants, in
detail.



(10) Make data or evidence collected available (fieldwork notes, interview transcripts, etc.)

(11) Organize the data and researcher notes in retrievable forms.

(12) Clearly describe the procedures used for data analysis; justify their choice theoretically and
how they relate to the original research questions. Make explicit how the themes and concepts
were identified from the data

(13) Mention and sufficiently explain the search for or presence of "negative" or "deviant” instances
or behaviors, that is, evidence that would have contradicted or modified the analysis.

(14) Present sufficient detail to bridge the gap between the interpretation or findings presented and
the collected evidence by, for example, numbering quotations and labeling sources.

CONCLUSION

We indeed began exploring this topic as a result of the increasing prominence that replication has
been receiving in quantitative research. However, the purpose of this paper was not to project the
positivist meanings of replication, validity, and reproducibility onto qualitative research but instead
to situate them in the context of qualitative inquiry and its diverse genres.

Given our rather broad definition of replication, it is possible that such replications already exist
although they may not be labeled as such. Replications can be defined in different ways as well and
also depending on particular qualitative genres. However, we also suspect that researchers may have
misgivings about using the terms "replication" and "reproducibility” in the qualitative context and
perhaps these ideas should be represented by different terms for qualitative research.
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