
  Qualitative Research Triangulation 

  
 

© 2025 Land, Doll, and C’IR  1 
 

             C’IR 
                                 Fall Quarter Issue | 2025 

Insights FALL Issue 2025: Conceptual Paper 
 

TRIANGULATION IN DATA ANALYSIS: A VITAL QUALITATIVE RESEARCH TOOL 

 
Insight into this paper: Qualitative researchers are often surrounded by rich data but 
face a persistent challenge: determining whether their interpretations genuinely reflect the 
phenomenon being studied or merely their own analytic lens. This paper explores 
triangulation as a practical and conceptual tool for enhancing the rigor of qualitative 
inquiry research. By examining triangulation within the broader context of qualitative 
data analysis, the authors show how deliberately viewing a phenomenon from multiple 
perspectives can enhance rigor, credibility, and trustworthiness. Rather than treating 
triangulation as a procedural checkbox, the paper positions it as a disciplined way of 
thinking that helps researchers surface complexity, reduce interpretive blind spots, and 
produce findings that are more defensible and meaningful. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Social inequities and phenomena often prompt researchers to employ qualitative research 
methods to explore and address social change. Some researchers and many doctoral students 
have a limited understanding of the importance of triangulation in qualitative research. 
Research triangulation describes the practice of gathering information from multiple sources. It 
is most useful when the same or similar information is available in multiple sources, ensuring 
that all relevant data is considered during the analysis process. For example, when analyzing 
survey data, a researcher may triangulate the findings by consulting a second survey conducted 
on the same topic or by comparing the findings with those of another researcher. However, 
before triangulation can be explained, a considerably basic understanding of the qualitative 
research method is described.  

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHOD  

This article focuses on understanding how to use triangulation in qualitative research. Most 
researchers understand that there are three primary research methodologies in social science 
research: the qualitative method, the quantitative method, and the mixed-methods approach. 
The primary goal of qualitative research is to explore why or how people behave in a certain way 
by exploring phenomena vicariously through individuals who have experienced the specific 
phenomenon being studied (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). The qualitative research method differs 
from quantitative research. A challenge of the qualitative research method is that data collection 
is open-ended, compared to the finite numerical analysis of quantitative research data 
(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). The real world is often unclear and chaotic, and cannot be reduced 
solely to numerical data. Qualitative researchers attempt to describe and provide an 
understanding of real-world phenomena using non-numerical measurement techniques, often 
using similar words, phrases, and ideas to explain a phenomenon. Some researchers have 
described qualitative research as soft and less rigorous, less measurable, and less precise than 
quantitative, numeric research (Cope, 2014). However, we posit that the qualitative research 
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method is an inductive, exploratory research approach used to describe and better understand 
human phenomena and behavior when data are scarce. 

 Qualitative research is equally important as quantitative research. Qualitative research has 
been described as a comprehensive approach to studying social phenomena that are 
interpretive, contextual, and involve multiple methods of inquiry (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). 
The qualitative research method is used to explore novel real-world phenomena, typically with a 
smaller sample size than used in quantitative research. Using multiple sources or types of data 
has been identified as foundational to quality qualitative research (Kołczyńska, 2022). There are 
many sources for obtaining qualitative data, including discussions, observations, documents, 
and artifacts (Billups, 2021). Additional data sources for qualitative research can include, but 
are not limited to, interviews, surveys, archival records, government websites, industry experts, 
focus groups, peer-reviewed research publications, photographs, videos, and field or research 
notes.  

DATA ANALYSIS  

After the data is collected by the researcher, the data is analyzed. Analysis is a complex 
process of evaluating and making sense of the myriad of data that the researcher has obtained to 
answer the central research question (Belotto, 2018). Qualitative data analysis is the most 
difficult and critical part of creating new knowledge through the presentation of one’s research 
findings. Researchers analyze the collected data holistically with their inductive thinking, 
decision-making, and creativity to gain a clearer understanding of the respondents’ perspectives 
and expertise.  

MANUAL DATA ANALYSIS  

The researcher, as the primary data collection instrument, plays a vital role in collecting and 
analyzing the data (Roller, 2019; Yin, 2018). The researcher is the main tool for analysis, 
regardless of whether a computer program is used to assist in the analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2018). The researcher’s mind is responsible for understanding the meaning of the textual words, 
phrases, and ideas of the interview participants. There are many ways researchers analyze 
qualitative research data. Novice qualitative researchers often use thematic analysis because it is 
a basic approach and easy to learn. Thematic analysis can be defined as a broad term 
encompassing various approaches designed to identify patterns within qualitative datasets 
(Braun et al., 2019). Thematic analysis is flexible, allowing researchers to use various types and 
sizes of datasets (Lester et al., 2020). One thematic analysis technique commonly employed in 
case study designs is Yin’s 5-step method of data analysis. 

 Yin is one of many researchers who have created techniques to analyze data. Yin (2018) 
stated that analysis of the data is best conducted using a manageable 5-step process, explained 
as follows:  

1. Compiling data. This complex and thought-intensive process occurs before all of 
the data relating to the research question is obtained (Yin, 2018). The researcher 
must thoughtfully plan how the data will be obtained (i.e., semistructured 
interviews and document review), with the focus on data collection aligned with 
the research question.  

2. Disassembling the data. Initially, data is often collected from primary and 
secondary datasets. The use of a qualitative data analytical software program, 
such as NVivo, can assist the researcher in disassembling the data by separating 
the data into discrete pieces that are assigned a code and category.  

3. Reassembling the data. In this step, the pieces are grouped together by category, 
and the researcher looks for patterns that emerge from these groupings. The 
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reassembly of data helps researchers identify themes or concepts within the 
collected data.  

4. Analyzing the data. The data is interpreted and translated into themes. 
Researchers identify common ideas and themes from participant interviews and 
other sources, such as a document review. Interpreting the research data involves 
a thorough evaluation of primary and secondary data.  

5. Concluding the data analysis. The researcher makes conclusions from the 
interpretations in step four. Understanding the themes, patterns, and concepts 
derived from data analysis enables researchers to draw accurate conclusions from 
the collected data.  
 

An alternative to Yin’s thematic analysis process is Braun and Clarke’s (2022), which is 
more specifically aligned with qualitative inquiry. Braun and Clarke's 6-step method is a widely 
used approach for conducting thematic analysis in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 
This method provides a structured stepwise process for identifying and interpreting patterns 
within qualitative data, explained as follows: 

1. Familiarization with the data. The researcher begins by immersing in the dataset, 
reading and rereading transcripts or notes to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of the content. 

2. Generating initial codes. The data is broken down into meaningful segments by 
assigning codes to specific words, phrases, or ideas that relate to the research 
question. 

3. Searching for themes. Related codes are grouped together to form potential 
themes that capture broader patterns or concepts emerging from the data. 

4. Reviewing themes. The researcher evaluates and refines these themes by 
checking their relevance and consistency across the dataset, ensuring they 
accurately represent the data. 

5. Defining and naming themes. Each theme is clearly defined, and concise, 
descriptive names are assigned to convey its essence. 

6. Writing the report. The themes are integrated into a coherent narrative, 
supported by data excerpts, and explained in relation to the research question. 

Each researcher uses coding to organize and make sense of the non-numerical data. Coding 
enables the researcher to organize their data collection process and communicate ideas related 
to the focus of the research question (Lester et al., 2020). The process of coding also connects 
the data from each participant and data source to gain a deeper understanding of the 
phenomenon under exploration. Coding is a primary part of data analysis, used to make sense of 
the phenomenon under study. 

SOFTWARE DATA ANALYSIS 

 Manual researcher coding and data analysis differ significantly from using a quantitative 
research method tool or a qualitative software program tool. Many doctoral candidates and 
post-doc candidates seem to believe that a software program, such as CAQDAS or NVivo, will 
automatically analyze the data. Keep in mind that a qualitative software program assists 
researchers in qualitative data analysis. The researcher must still conduct a manual data 
analysis, often using a thematic analysis structure, such as Yin’s 5-step method of data analysis. 
The software program helps verify the researcher’s data analysis.  

The researcher is ultimately responsible for data analysis. Numerous experts have 
cautioned researchers when using qualitative data analysis software (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 
2007). Furthermore, when using CAQDAS programs, flexibility, creativity, insight, and intuition 
should not be replaced by a systematic and mechanical analysis of qualitative data (Leech & 
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Onwuegbuzie, 2007). In a large qualitative sample size, using software to help the researcher 
verify the analysis of the data is prudent. Qualitative software programs can help researchers 
analyze their data, but they cannot analyze the data for the researchers. 

 BIAS  

Every researcher is biased. The objective is to recognize individual bias and explore the 
phenomenon while being self-aware of the biases. The integrity of the research hinges on the 
researcher, who must be able to recognize their own biases and take measures to mitigate them, 
ensuring that these biases do not taint the research (Cumyn et al., 2019). Researcher integrity is 
especially important in ensuring data quality. Yin (2018) stated that the role of the researcher is 
to remove personal biases, personal perceptions, and personal beliefs when analyzing the data. 
The researcher ensures the qualitative research is rigorous, trustworthy, credible, and unbiased.  

TRIANGULATION CAN HELP REDUCE BIAS  

Research triangulation is a data collection method that uses information from multiple 
research methods to gain a more comprehensive understanding of a research topic. Research 
triangulation has been used in research for over 70 years. In 1950, triangulation was employed 
to mitigate potential biases in qualitative research that used a single methodology (Vivek et al., 
2023). The term was first coined by Everett Rogers in his book, Diffusion of Innovations, first 
published in 1962 (Rogers, 2003). Research triangulation employs multiple sources of evidence, 
including interviews, case studies, and surveys, to enhance the validity and reliability of 
findings. The technique of triangulation is necessary to view the phenomenon under study from 
multiple perspectives. Triangulation is employed to minimize bias and increase the 
trustworthiness of research results by utilizing multiple sources of data (Fusch et al., 2018). To 
reduce the possibility of exposing personal bias, the qualitative researcher should employ 
various techniques, such as triangulating the data collection by incorporating both primary and 
secondary sources, ensuring data saturation by gathering sufficient data to support the results, 
and performing member checking to confirm that the researcher has accurately captured 
participants’ ideas. 

RESEARCH TRIANGULATION  

Triangulation of data in a research project is primarily used in qualitative scholarly research 
and is also employed in mixed-methods research. The objective of triangulation is for the 
researcher to view the phenomenon under exploration from multiple vantage points, using 
various data sources (Moon, 2019). A minimum of two or more methodologies, sources of data, 
investigators, or data analysis procedures are needed for triangulation (Azulai, 2021). 
Triangulation is crucial for enhancing the reliability and trustworthiness of the data.  

Researchers often triangulate qualitative research data, but there is no clear definition or 
standard practice. Triangulation is a method for analyzing data from different perspectives. A 
common definition of triangulation is “a qualitative research strategy to test validity through 
convergence of information from different sources” (Carter et al., 2014, p. 545). Analyzing 
qualitative data from multiple perspectives and multiple sources enhances the validity of the 
research. Honorene (2017) posited that triangulation is a powerful research technique used 
when a researcher confirms the validity of qualitative data from two or more sources. Often, 
three or more different sources of data collection are used in the triangulation of the data. 
Turner and Turner (2009) stated that, regardless of the form it takes, triangulation of data 
sources will reduce researcher bias and enhance the project's results. Triangulation is a 
technique used by researchers to ensure the research results are not biased and are not singular 
examples of the phenomenon being studied.  

Research triangulation is a part of the data collection and analysis process in a research 
project. Triangulation is often used during data collection and analysis, complementing or 
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validating the research findings (Biddix, 2025). Additionally, triangulation is one of many 
strategies to enhance the credibility or internal validity of research findings (Merriam, 2009). 
Triangulation involves collecting and analyzing multiple data sources to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of a phenomenon. In essence, triangulation helps ensure the trustworthiness of 
the research findings and ensures data saturation. 

 In a generic qualitative inquiry, many novice researchers typically use only one data 
collection method. Students often focus on just the interview data and neglect to demonstrate 
methodological triangulation by discussing document analysis, direct observation, focus group 
interview data, or other data sources (Fusch et al., 2018). Specific secondary sources can include 
document analysis (such as business report analysis and inspection reports), corporate websites, 
government websites, and authoritative industry sources.  

TYPES OF RESEARCH TRIANGULATION  

There are four different types of research triangulations. Denzin and Lincoln (2018) 
identified four basic types of research triangulation: (a) data source, (b) investigator, (c) theory, 
and (d) method, typically referred to as methodological triangulation. It is important to align the 
triangulation type with the research approach, data sources, and the research finding product.  

METHODOLOGICAL TRIANGULATION  

Using multiple approaches to collect the carefully selected data can enhance confidence in 
the research conclusions. The most common type of triangulation used with multiple sources of 
data is methodological triangulation, which involves more than one option to gather data (i.e., 
interviews, observations, focus groups, questionnaires, and documents; Stake & Visse, 2023). 
Many researchers use methodological triangulation when conducting interviews with purposely 
selected participants, making physical observations during interviews and site visits, and/or 
reading and analyzing documents related to the ongoing research question and phenomenon 
(Abdalla et al., 2018; Merriam, 2009). Methodological triangulation is often confused with data 
source triangulation.  

Methodological triangulation involves gathering in-depth data from multiple sources, such 
as interviews with multiple individuals and organizational documents from various sources and 
then synthesizing each type of data from each source to identify codes and themes. After themes 
are identified for each data source type, they are compared across data source types in a 
triangulation process, confirming the agreement of themes across data sources and types to 
validate the research findings. One example of methodological triangulation is the use of 
multiple strategies to collect data on the same research question. For example, a researcher 
could use interviews, questionnaires, websites, surveys, and content analysis of social media 
posts or organization documents. An effective triangulation approach can enhance the 
trustworthiness of the research, facilitating the external generalizability of the findings. A 
quality methodological triangulation approach would include research audit trail, triangulation 
documentation, and transparency, which supports research transparency.  

DATA SOURCE TRIANGULATION  

Some researchers combine the use of methodological triangulation and data source 
triangulation. Data source triangulation involves using different types of data; specifically, time, 
space, and persons. Research credibility and reliability can be enhanced when using data 
triangulation, as different data sources can be verified against each other. Most qualitative 
researchers conduct interviews when collecting research data (Carter et al., 2014). Reasons for 
conducting interviews with individuals who have experienced the phenomenon under study 
include obtaining a deeper understanding of the research question and a more comprehensive 
exploration of the real-world situation. Data source triangulation involves collecting data from 
diverse groups, including individuals, families, communities, and organizations, to gain multiple 
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perspectives and validate the findings (Carter et al., 2014). Data triangulation may also involve 
using member checking to ensure that the researcher has accurately interpreted the interview 
responses (Merriam, 2009). Member checking is a valuable technique to help ensure data 
triangulation.  

Data source triangulation involves gathering data from multiple sources across different 
individuals, locations, and/or time periods. Using multiple sources of data, including reviewing 
and cross-checking data collected from different places, times, or people, to observe and 
interpret the meaning of the data more accurately. Data source triangulation involves 
researchers comparing data from the synthesis of datasets gathered across different places, 
times, or people. An example would be to interview five people in three different geographic 
regions, analyze the data for each region, and then compare the findings across all regions. Data 
source triangulation across multiple characteristics can be used to confirm the analyzed 
findings.  

INVESTIGATOR TRIANGULATION  

Investigator triangulation involves having multiple researchers collect and analyze the data 
in a research study. Using two or more researchers to gather distinct data, conduct interviews, 
make observations, and draw conclusions in a research project provides a more comprehensive 
understanding of the phenomenon under research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). When multiple 
researchers independently confirm the researcher’s findings and conclusions, the credibility of 
the findings may be enhanced. Investigator triangulation is often referred to as team or 
collaborative research (Merriam, 2009). Multiple researchers often work as a team to 
collaborate on the specific research project under exploration.  

A research approach to investigator triangulation involves multiple researchers working 
together yet independently, using the same research question and data collection methods to 
individually collect and analyze data, following the same processes. Once the individual 
researchers have completed their findings, the research investigators mutually synthesize the 
findings for a single presentation. Research collaboration across data gathering, analysis, and 
the finalization of findings reporting can increase the confirmability and transferability of 
research findings if each research investigator maintains and confirms a detailed audit trail and 
record, as confirmed by other researchers.  

THEORY TRIANGULATION 

Theory triangulation involves using more than one theoretical framework or hypothesis to 
assist the researcher in interpreting the phenomenon. By using different theories as a 
conceptual framework or lens, various issues related to the studied phenomenon can be 
identified. Merriam (2009) stated that theory triangulation is rarely used in qualitative research 
compared to the other three types of triangulation. By employing multiple theories as the 
conceptual framework of the research project, theory triangulation can facilitate a deeper 
understanding of the phenomenon.  

The theory triangulation approach involves a researcher selecting two or three theories to 
combine in the conceptual framework for a research project. Then, in reporting the findings, the 
researcher considers the data analysis themes and findings in relation to the tenets of each 
theory. Using each theory, the researcher using theory triangulation can fill gaps in the 
scholarship and build new scholarly knowledge. 

LIMITATIONS OF TRIANGULATION  

Although triangulation provides greater depth and clarity to the research project, it also has 
limitations (Heale & Forbes, 2013). Triangulation adds more time and analysis to the research 
project process because the triangulation process is complex and requires a skilled analyst. 
Additionally, the value of triangulation may be overestimated in some studies (Noble & Heale, 
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2019). Triangulation is only as good as the research design and the researcher conducting the 
data analysis (Abdalla et al., 2018). Additionally, qualitative research normally explores a 
specific phenomenon with a carefully selected population, so generalization of the data results is 
not projected.  

PRACTICAL INSIGHTS 

There are four main types of triangulation in qualitative research: methodological, data 
source, investigator, and theory. Methodological triangulation employs multiple data collection 
methods – such as interviews, observations, and document analysis – to strengthen research 
conclusions and validate findings through the comparison of themes across sources. Data source 
triangulation involves gathering information from different times, locations, or participant 
groups to provide diverse perspectives and confirm results, often supported by member 
checking. Investigator triangulation involves multiple researchers collecting and analyzing data 
independently, thereby enhancing credibility through collaborative synthesis and audit trails. 
Theory triangulation involves applying two or more theoretical frameworks to interpret 
findings, providing deeper insights and addressing gaps in scholarship. Aligning the appropriate 
triangulation type with the research design improves the rigor, reliability, and trustworthiness of 
qualitative studies. 

CONCLUSION 

The importance of using triangulation in qualitative data analysis has been discussed. A 
critical reflection on the concept of using triangulation as a key tool for enhancing 
understanding and application in qualitative research was provided. We described the basic 
concepts of qualitative research, data analysis, and triangulation, with a focus on doctoral 
students applying this knowledge to enhance the academic rigor, credibility, and reliability of 
their classroom papers, projects, and dissertations.  
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