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Research assessment using a narrow definition of “research

quality” is an act of gatekeeping: A comment on Gartner et al.
(2022)

Thomas J. Hostler!
!Manchester Metropolitan University

Gértner et al.(2022) propose a system for quantitatively scoring the methodological
rigour of papers during the hiring and promotion of psychology researchers, with the
aim of advantaging researchers who conduct open, reproducible work. However, the
quality criteria proposed for assessing methodological rigour are drawn from a narrow
post-positivist paradigm of quantitative, confirmatory research conducted from an epis-
temology of scientific realism. This means that research conducted from a variety of
other approaches, including constructivist, qualitative research, becomes structurally
disadvantaged under the new system. The implications of this for particular fields, de-
mographics of researcher, and the future of the discipline of psychology are discussed.
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Schonbrodt et al. (2022) and Gértner et al. (2022) -
“the taskforce” — correctly identify that changes to cur-
rent researcher evaluation are needed to make publish-
ing as many novel — but not necessarily rigorous — pa-
pers a less productive strategy for a successful career in
science (see Bakker et al., 2012). The most direct way in
which research evaluation is practically imposed on re-
searchers is in hiring and promotion criteria. Gértner et
al. (2022) propose a new framework for hiring and pro-
motion practices in psychology, where a candidate’s out-
puts are quantitatively scored against a number of crite-
ria for determining methodological rigour. These scores
can be used to shorten an initial pool of candidates to
a manageable shortlist to proceed to further, qualita-
tive criteria for making a final decision on employment.
This commentary argues that the quantitative criteria
proposed by Gértner et al. are based on definitions
of quality that are applicable only to specific epistemo-
logical positions and methodological approaches, and
therefore structurally disadvantage the numerous other
approaches in psychology by rating them as relatively
‘lower quality’.

Epistemologies and Methodologies in Psychology

Disciplines considered ‘hard sciences’ such as biology
typically adopt a unitary epistemology of scientific real-
ism, subscribing to a view of a ‘true’ reality indepen-
dent of the researcher, and utilise homogeneous sci-
entific methodology - including hypothesis testing and
quantitative data collection - to investigate this reality.
In contrast, psychology spans a broad range of episte-

mological positions and methodologies. Although these
different elements are often incorrectly conflated (Syed
and McLean, 2022), certain epistemological positions
and methodologies are usually associated together as a
broad approach or ‘research paradigm’ (Morgan, 2007),
two of which are particularly common in psychology.

First, there are psychological researchers who, like
biologists, also adopt an epistemology of scientific re-
alism and use quantitative methodology (an approach
often incorrectly referred to as ‘positivism’; although
‘post-positivism’ is more accurate; see Michell, 2003).
An example of such an approach would be in cognitive
psychology, with a researcher who assumes a ‘true’ un-
derlying cognitive architecture that is the same across
most human beings. This researcher may design exper-
iments to test theories about this architecture, and em-
ploy deductive hypothesis testing procedures on quanti-
tative data to falsify or support her predictions.

A second broad paradigm in psychology is the use
of qualitative methods alongside an epistemology of
constructivism-interpretivism, which assumes no sin-
gle ‘true’ reality, and posits instead that reality is con-
structed and experienced differently for different indi-
viduals. An example of this approach might be a health
psychologist interested in the lived experiences of peo-
ple who have gone through a traumatic medical proce-
dure. She may use qualitative methods such as inter-
views to collect data and try to interpret this inductively
to come to an understanding of the individual’s unique
experience. The huge scope of the subject of psychol-
ogy — the mind and behaviour of human beings - leaves


https://doi.org/10.15626/MP.2023.3764
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/27NF6

ample room for multiple approaches with varying com-
binations of epistemology and methodology, dependent
on the research question and purpose of the research.
The value of any specific approach to psychological re-
search is a complex issue that rests heavily on one’s atti-
tude towards methodological pluralism (see Madill and
Gough, 2008). Crucially though, the correct way to as-
sess the rigour (and by extension quality) of any piece
of research must be based on an understanding of the
unique characteristics of its epistemology and method-

ology.

Definitions of Quality from a Narrow Approach to
Research

Although the taskforce’s motives may be sound, a
critical issue with Gértner et al.’s system is that the pro-
posed standards for assessing methodological rigour ap-
ply only to a narrow methodological and epistemolog-
ical approach to psychological research. Gartner et al.
refer to the criteria as pertaining to “empirical” work,
but the proposed standards for assessing rigour include
the existence of pre-registrations (criteria 13+14), the
computational reproducibility of analyses (criteria 9),
as well as the presence of replication studies (criteria
16). These are all methodological procedures which
have been developed from a single narrow paradigm
of quantitative methodology, a-priori confirmatory hy-
pothesis testing, and an epistemology of scientific real-
ism. This means they do not apply or are ill-fitted to as-
sessing the rigour (and by extension quality) of research
conducted using alternative approaches.

In particular, the criteria are unsuitable for a wide
breadth of research from the “psychological human-
ities” (Teo, 2017) which use qualitative approaches.
Specifically, the criteria of pre-registration, data sharing,
computational reproducibility, and replication may all
be either inappropriate or difficult to apply to qualita-
tive methodology and constructivist-interpretivist epis-
temology. First, the usefulness of pre-registrations for
qualitative research is contested (Coffman and Niederle,
2015) and if they are useful it is for different reasons
than for quantitative research (Haven et al., 2019). As
such, qualitative preregistrations do not have a direct
link to ‘methodological quality’ in the same way that
quantitative preregistrations do, and the specific facets
in Gartner et al.’s scoring system of “hypotheses” “power
analysis” and “operationalizations” are not applicable.

Second, both technological barriers to anonymiz-
ing typical qualitative data such as audio and video
(Weitzenboeck et al., 2022) and ethical issues with
sharing sensitive data or obtaining consent to share
it (Jacobs et al., 2021) mean sharing qualitative data
is significantly harder and more time consuming, if

not impossible in many situations. Third, the crite-
rion of “correctness of computational reproducibility”
is inapplicable to data analysis conducted from a sub-
jective, constructivist-interpretivist epistemology. Fi-
nally, the idea that research conducted from interpre-
tivist positions is (or should be) “replicable” is debated
(Tuval-Mashiach, 2021), meaning the existence of “pre-
registered replication studies” is rare in qualitative en-
quiry. If replications of qualitative studies are per-
formed, their link to ‘research quality’ is tangential from
an ontological perspective (Pratt et al., 2020).

Structurally Disadvantaging Qualitative Researchers

The application of these criteria to assessing research
quality means that researchers using qualitative ap-
proaches submitting “empirical” articles to Gértner et
al.’s system would often score 0, which is the proposed
number of points awarded even if a specific criterion
is deemed (and justified) as “non-applicable” to a par-
ticular paper. In contrast, quantitative researchers are
more likely to score highly and be shortlisted during
the application process given it is much more common,
relevant, intuitive, and easier for them to pre-register
their studies, share data, and whose work by its very na-
ture is more likely to involve replication attempts. The
inevitability of Goodhart’s law also means that ‘open-
washing’ studies by sharing incomprehensible (yet tech-
nically reproducible) datasets and analysis code would
be an easy way for quantitative researchers to “game”
Gértner et al.’s assessment criteria and score ‘research
quality’ points, to gain advantages over qualitative re-
searchers who perhaps cannot ethically share their data.
Simultaneously, qualitative researchers would be incen-
tivised to waste time pre-registering their studies (for
debatable methodological benefit) to score points.

Implementing a scoring system in hiring criteria
based on post-positivist, quantitative assumptions is
representative of the wider challenges faced by qual-
itative and humanities scholars. Existing systems for
assessing and evaluating research such as ethical re-
view procedures are typically based on assumptions of
scientific realist epistemology and utilise terminology
and norms from quantitative methodology (Musoba et
al.,, 2015). Qualitative researchers are often cast as
“guilty until proven innocent” by such assessment cri-
teria (Macdonald and Carnevale, 2008), requiring them
to justify their methods to those from a post-positivist
background until they are seen as scientifically accept-
able. This trial is epitomized in Gértner et al.’s scor-
ing system by requiring qualitative researchers to justify
why pre-registration or open reproducible scripts are
“not applicable” for their papers.

Could Gértner et al.’s criteria be adapted to include



separate quality criteria for qualitative or constructivist
research to overcome this problem? Whilst guidelines
for assessing the rigour of qualitative research do exist
(Johnson et al., 2020) their use as formal criteria to be
used to judge overall research “quality” is not widely ac-
cepted. Schonbrodt et al.’s assertion that methodolog-
ical rigour “goes a long way” to establishing whether
research has “a high intrinsic quality” is directly chal-
lenged by researchers from qualitative approaches who
argue that a focus on methodology can “over-simplify
and inappropriately standardize the complex and non-
formulaic nature of qualitative inquiry, promoting the
notion of a fixed relationship between research practice
and knowledge generated” (Eakin and Mykhalovskiy,
2003). These authors argue that a formulaic approach
to assessing the “methods” used misunderstands the na-
ture of qualitative research and the type and quality
of knowledge generated from it, which acknowledges
the roles of context, subjectivity, and ‘substantive judge-
ment’ - concepts that by definition resist quantification.

Gatekeeping Psychological Research

Gértner et al. acknowledge that “it is always possi-
ble to find examples” of research that is not rewarded
by their scoring criteria, but that empirical (i.e., quan-
titative) articles represent “the vast majority of publi-
cations in our field”. Whilst it may be true in sheer
volume that more research is published using quanti-
tative compared to qualitative approaches, this simplifi-
cation does not take into account that different research
paradigms are associated with different fields of psy-
chology. Many subdisciplines of psychology have shared
philosophical roots with critical theoretical work in the
humanities, e.g. feminist psychology, critical race psy-
chology, and critical disability studies in psychology, and
so qualitative and non-empirical work is more common
in these fields. Applying criteria for assessing method-
ological quality that disadvantages certain types of re-
search methodology is therefore an act of gatekeeping
that by extension values certain fields of psychology
over others. Furthermore, as many of these subdisci-
plines have a strong tradition of employing a partici-
patory and advocational ethos, the type of researcher
working in these disciplines often (although not exclu-
sively) shares the demographic characteristics of the
area of study (i.e., women, people from ethnic minority
backgrounds, people with disabilities). By extension,
gatekeeping these areas of research by judging them to
be of lower ‘rigour’ is also structurally disadvantaging
researchers from these groups.

Psychology as a discipline is often described as a
“STEM” subject (Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Maths), yet this is not a universal opinion. In the

UK, the Quality Assurance Agency that defines the
academic standards of degree courses and the ‘nature
of the subject’ specifically acknowledges that psychol-
ogy uses a diverse array of methodologies including
qualitative methods (Q.A.A., 2019). Indeed, even if
the common description of psychology as a ‘science’
may reflect the current high proportion of quantita-
tive, post-positivist research on the subject of the hu-
man mind and behaviour, a future transition of psychol-
ogy into a ‘pure’ post-positivist science is far from an
inevitability. Interest in and acceptance of qualitative
research is increasing (Gough and Lyons, 2016) and
there have been renewed calls for more engagement
with the ideas and methods of qualitative paradigms
in the discipline (Gough and Madill, 2012; Teo, 2017).
Simultaneously, there have been devastating critiques
of the epistemological and theoretical foundations of
much of quantitative psychology (Eronen and Bring-
mann, 2021; Richters, 2021; Uher, 2023). A coher-
ent and productive future for psychological research
will likely involve embracing and utilizing epistemolog-
ical positions and methodologies beyond scientific re-
alism and quantification (Valsiner, 2020; Sanbonmatsu
et al., 2023). Marginalizing work using qualitative ap-
proaches is likely to be harmful to the discipline as a
whole in the future and represents a form of gatekeep-
ing with significant long-term implications.

It may be that the taskforce and/or the German Psy-
chological Society support the view that psychology
should be a STEM subject and that only post-positivist,
quantitative, scientific work should be considered “rig-
orous”. If this is the case, then they should explicitly
state this as an aim in their guidelines for research as-
sessment and acknowledge the implications of the likely
outcomes of Gértner et al.’s current narrowly defined
rigour criteria. However, it could also be an oversight.
It is clear that the context to these developing guide-
lines for research quality is the replication crisis, and the
alarmingly high proportion of non-replicable research
conducted in in experimental quantitative psychology
over the past two decades. It is a worthwhile pur-
suit to not reward researchers conducting sloppy, non-
reproducible quantitative science with promotions, and
using assessment criteria based on open science prac-
tices specifically designed to weed out this type of re-
search, Gartner et al.’s proposals would likely be effec-
tive. However, by targeting this type of research they
also inadvertently keep out a wide range of other ap-
proaches to research that do not fit the quality criteria,
including psychological humanities, qualitative method-
ologies, and other non-quantitative approaches not dis-
cussed in depth here (e.g. clinical case studies). Apply-
ing a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to promoting open sci-
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ence practices has been widely criticized by numerous
commentators (e.g., Bazzoli, 2022; Bergmann, 2023;
Field et al., 2021; Huma and Joyce, 2022), but by indis-
criminately rewarding their use in hiring practices for
all psychology researchers (and thereby punishing their
absence), Gértner et al.’s proposal epitomizes exactly
this ethos.

Hiring and promotion criteria are the most effective
form of gatekeeping: those without the resources of a
job in academia are not just marginalized but are pre-
vented from participating at all in academic discourse.
As such it is vital to make sure that criteria are fair for
assessing the quality of all types of research, and by ex-
tension the researchers who conduct these.
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