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CCHHAAPPTTEERR  OOBBJJEECCTTIIVVEESS

After reading this chapter you will be able to:

� Distinguish between ontology and epistemology in research.

� Distinguish between inductive and deductive methods.

� Explain the different perspectives taken by positivism and interpretivism.

� Describe the different research methodologies and the conditions for their selection.

� Distinguish between exploratory, descriptive, explanatory and interpretative
research studies.

We saw in Chapter 1 that the research process requires us to engage at some
stage with theoretical perspectives. Sometimes this will occur before undertaking
the research (the deductive approach) and at other times after it (inductive).
But the question remains: which theories? The purpose of this chapter is to
examine the range of theoretical perspectives available, and also to provide some
guidance as to which ones are most appropriate to the research project or task
you are undertaking.

This is far from being a simple process. Particularly if you are relatively
new to the study of philosophical perspectives, the nature of theories and their
significance to research methodologies may not be instantly obvious. Furthermore,
the nature and meaning of some philosophical perspectives is still contested and
debated. 

13

2 Theoretical Perspectives
and Research Methodologies
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TTOOPP  TTIIPP  22..11

At this stage it is suggested that you read this chapter without dwelling too much on 
individual sections. If some of the discussion seems rather abstract do not worry – keep
going. It is suggested that you return to this chapter at a later stage when its relevance
will, hopefully, be clearer and more easily absorbed.

IINNDDUUCCTTIIVVEE  AANNDD  DDEEDDUUCCTTIIVVEE  RREEAASSOONNIINNGG

We have briefly examined the nature and uses of theory – but in research should
we begin with theory, or should theory itself result from the research? Dewey
(1933) outlines a general paradigm of enquiry that underpins the scientific
approach, consisting of inductive discovery (induction) and deductive proof
(deduction). Deduction begins with a universal view of a situation and works
back to the particulars; in contrast, induction moves from fragmentary details to
a connected view of a situation.

TTHHEE  DDEEDDUUCCTTIIVVEE  PPRROOCCEESSSS

The deductive approach moves towards hypothesis testing, after which the prin-
ciple is confirmed, refuted or modified. These hypotheses present an assertion
about two or more concepts that attempts to explain the relationship between
them. Concepts themselves are abstract ideas that form the building blocks of
hypotheses and theories. The first stage, therefore, is the elaboration of a set of
principles or allied ideas that are then tested through empirical observation or
experimentation. But before such experimentation can take place, underlying
concepts must be operationalized (made measurable) in such a way that they can
be observed to confirm that they have occurred. Hence, measures and indicators
are created. For example, if research is to be conducted into how organizational
communications can be improved, we would first have to establish an opera-
tional definition of ‘communication’ within the context of organizational inter-
actions. Through the creation of operational indicators, there is a tendency to
measure and collect data only on what can actually be observed; hence, subjec-
tive and intangible evidence is usually ruled out. Table 2.1 provides a summary
of this process.

TTHHEE  IINNDDUUCCTTIIVVEE  PPRROOCCEESSSS

Through the inductive approach, plans are made for data collection, after which
the data are analysed to see if any patterns emerge that suggest relationships
between variables. From these observations it may be possible to construct
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generalizations, relationships and even theories. Through induction, the
researcher moves towards discovering a binding principle, taking care not to
jump to hasty inferences or conclusions on the basis of the data. To ensure a
degree of reliability, the researcher often takes multiple cases or instances,
through, for example, multiplying observations rather than basing conclusions
on one case (see Figure 10.4, Chapter 10).

It would not be true to say that the inductive process takes absolutely no
note of pre-existing theories or ideas when approaching a problem. The very
fact that an issue has been selected for research implies judgements about what
is an important subject for research, and these choices are dependent on values
and concepts. This may help to formulate the overall purpose of the research.
But the inductive approach does not set out to corroborate or falsify a theory.
Instead, through a process of gathering data, it attempts to establish patterns,
consistencies and meanings.

CCOOMMBBIINNIINNGG  TTHHEE  IINNDDUUCCTTIIVVEE  AANNDD  DDEEDDUUCCTTIIVVEE  MMEETTHHOODDSS

Inductive and deductive process, however, are not mutually exclusive. Adapting
Dewey’s (1933) formulation to a modern problem, let us say a researcher has
been asked to investigate the problem of staff absenteeism. Taking a selection of
facts (absentee rates over time, in different departments and across staff grades),
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SSTTAAGGEESS  IINN  TTHHEE  DDEEDDUUCCTTIIOONN  PPRROOCCEESSSS AACCTTIIOONNSS  TTAAKKEENN

Organizational mission Read and take into account.

Theory Select a theory or set of theories most
appropriate to the subject under 
investigation.

Hypothesis Produce a hypothesis (a testable
proposition about the relationship
between two or more concepts).

Operationalize Specify what the researcher must do to
measure a concept.

Testing by corroboration or attempted 
falsification

Compare observable data with the theory.
If corroborated, the theory is assumed to
have been established.

Examine outcomes Accept or reject the hypothesis from the
outcomes.

Modify theory (if necessary) Modify theory if the hypothesis is rejected.

TTaabbllee  22..11
Summary of 
the deductive
process within
an organizational
context 
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the researcher is able to formulate a theory (inductive approach) that absenteeism
is related to working patterns (see Figure 2.1). It is particularly rife among lower
grade workers who are the objects of quite rigorous supervision and control. The
researcher then becomes interested in what other impact this form of control may
have on working practices (deductive approach). A working hypothesis becomes
formulated that over-zealous supervision has produced low morale and therefore
low productivity levels amongst sections of the workforce. This hypothesis is
tested by the introduction of new working methods in some sections, but not oth-
ers (an experimental approach using a control group), to compare productivity
levels between traditionally supervised sections and those using the new supervi-
sion methods. Figure 2.1 provides a summary of this process.

Activity 2.1 

For your own research project, consider whether you intend to adopt an 
inductive approach, a deductive approach, or a combination of the two. List
three reasons for your choice.

EEPPIISSTTEEMMOOLLOOGGIICCAALL  AANNDD  OONNTTOOLLOOGGIICCAALL  
PPEERRSSPPEECCTTIIVVEESS  

We looked in Chapter 1 at the nature of theories and their relationship to prac-
tice. We now need to explore the range of theories available to us as researchers,
and how we can select between them. As Crotty (1998) demonstrates, one of the
problems here is not only the bewildering array of theoretical perspectives and
methodologies, but the fact that the terminology applied to them is often incon-
sistent (or even contradictory). Crotty suggests that an interrelationship exists
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Hypothesis/theory
testing

Accumulation of facts,
data, etc.

Working theory

Experimental design

Related theory

INDUCTIVE
REASONING

DEDUCTIVE
REASONING

FFiigguurree  22..11
An illustration
of how the
inductive and
deductive
methods can be
combined
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between the theoretical stance adopted by the researcher, the methodology and
methods used, and the researcher’s view of the epistemology (see Figure 2.2).

Despite the natural tendency for the researcher (and especially the novice
researcher!) to select a data gathering method and get on with the job, the
choice of methods will be influenced by the research methodology chosen. This
methodology, in turn, will be influenced by the theoretical perspectives adopted
by the researcher, and, in turn, by the researcher’s epistemological stance.

Ontology is the study of being, that is, the nature of existence. While ontol-
ogy embodies understanding what is, epistemology tries to understand what it
means to know. Epistemology provides a philosophical background for decid-
ing what kinds of knowledge are legitimate and adequate. 

Western thought remains divided by two opposing ontological traditions.
Heraclitus, (c. 535–c. 475 BC), who lived in Ephasus in ancient Greece, placed
an emphasis on a changing and emergent world. Parmenides (c. 515–c.
445 BC), who succeeded him, placed quite a different emphasis on a permanent
and unchanging reality. Between a Heraclitean ontology of becoming and a
Parmenidean ontology of being, it is the latter that has held sway in Western
philosophy. Hence, reality is seen as being composed of clearly formed entities
with identifiable properties (in contrast to a Heraclitean emphasis on formless-
ness, chaos, interpenetration and absence). Once entities are held to be stable
they can become represented by symbols, words and concepts. Thus a repre-
sentationalist epistemology results in which signs and language are taken to be
accurate representations of the external world. This representationalist episte-
mology orientates our thinking towards outcomes and end-states rather than
processes of change. According to Chia (2002), only relatively recently has
postmodern epistemology challenged traditional being ontology with notions
of a becoming orientation and the limitations of truth-seeking.
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Epistemology Theoretical
perspectives Methodology Methods

• Objectivism

• Constructivism

• Subjectivism

• Positivism

• Interpretivism

• Symbolic
 interactionism

• Phenomenology

• Critical inquiry

• Feminism

• Postmodernism
etc.

• Experimental
research

• Survey research

• Ethnography

• Phenomenological
research

• Grounded theory

• Heuristic inquiry

• Action research

• Discourse analysis
etc.

• Sampling

• Statistical analysis

• Questionnaire

• Observation

• Interview

• Focus group

• Document analysis

• Content analysis
 etc.

FFiigguurree  22..22
Relationship
between
epistemology,
theoretical
perspectives,
methodology and
research methods
(adapted from
Crotty, 1998)
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It would be a mistake, however, to view being ontology as leading to episte-
mological positions that are unitary and holistic. As Figure 2.1 shows, at least
three positions have emerged. Objectivist epistemology, for example, holds
that reality exists independently of consciousness – in other words, there is an
objective reality ‘out there’. So, research is about discovering this objective
truth. A theoretical perspective closely linked to objectivism is positivism (see
Figure 2.1). In contrast, constructivism rejects this view of human knowledge.
Truth and meaning do not exist in some external world, but are created by the
subject’s interactions with the world. Meaning is constructed not discovered,
so subjects construct their own meaning in different ways, even in relation to
the same phenomenon. A theoretical perspective linked to constructivism is
interpretivism. Yet, while interpretivism and objectivism hold different episte-
mological positions, both are still based upon a being ontology (Chia, 2002).

In contrast to constructivism, for subjectivism, meaning does not emerge
from the interplay between the subject and the outside world, but is imposed
on the object by the subject. Subjects do construct meaning, but do so from
within collective unconsciousness, from dreams, from religious beliefs, etc.
Despite Crotty’s assertion that this is ‘the most slippery of terms’ (1998: 183),
postmodernism can be taken as an example of a theoretical perspective linked
to subjectivism (and becoming ontology).

As Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) point out, having an epistemological per-
spective is important for several reasons. First, it can help to clarify issues of
research design. This means more than just the design of research tools. It
means the overarching structure of the research including the kind of evidence
that is being gathered, from where, and how it is going to be interpreted.
Secondly, a knowledge of research philosophy will help the researcher to recog-
nize which designs will work (for a given set of objectives) and which will not.

TTHHEEOORREETTIICCAALL  PPEERRSSPPEECCTTIIVVEESS

Of the different theoretical perspectives available, positivism and various strands
of interpretivism are, or have been (arguably) among the most influential. These,
and a number of other stances such as critical inquiry, postmodernism and femi-
nism, will be used here to illustrate the value of adopting theoretical perspectives
that are congruent with the researcher’s epistemology and demonstrate the kinds
of research methodologies that emerge from them. 

PPOOSSIITTIIVVIISSMM

Positivism was the dominant epistemological paradigm in social science from the
1930s through to the 1960s, its core argument being that the social world exists
externally to the researcher, and that its properties can be measured directly
through observation. In essence, positivism argues that:
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• Reality consists of what is available to the senses – that is, what can be seen, smelt,
touched, etc.

• Inquiry should be based upon scientific observation (as opposed to philosophical
speculation), and therefore on empirical inquiry.

• The natural and human sciences share common logical and methodological princi-
ples, dealing with facts and not with values.

Hence, ideas only deserve their incorporation into knowledge if they can be put
to the test of empirical experience. Positivists saw the natural sciences as pro-
gressing through the patient accumulation of facts about the world in order to
produce generalizations known as scientific laws. To achieve this, the act of scien-
tific inquiry was taken to be the accumulation of ‘brute data’ such as shape, size,
motion, etc. For positivists, then, both the natural and social worlds operated
within a strict set of laws, which science had to discover through empirical
inquiry. This is a brief summary of positivism, but, as Bryman (2007) notes, there
have been many different versions of positivism which overlap, and which rarely
agreed precisely on its essential components.

TThhee  ccaassee  aaggaaiinnsstt  ppoossiittiivviissmm

Positivism has been described as ‘one of the heroic failures of modern philosophy’
(Williams and May, 1996: 27). As Hughes and Sharrock (1997) show, one of the
fundamental mistakes of positivism is some of the assumptions it made about sci-
entific inquiry. Science is, certainly, interested in producing theoretical explana-
tions but not just on the basis of what can be observed. Indeed, some branches of
science consist almost entirely of mathematical formulations. Black holes and
sub-atomic particles, for example, have been reasoned from only the most indi-
rect of evidence. Typically, science does not begin from observation, but from the-
ory, to make observations intelligible. Thus, even observations are ‘theory laden’
(Williams and May, 1996).

Adopting a positivistic stance is not only about adopting certain approaches
to the design of research studies. As Crotty (1998) points out, it implies that the
results of research will tend to be presented as objective facts and established
truths. Popper (1968), however, suggests that no theory can ever be proved sim-
ply by multiple observations, since only one instance that refutes the theory
would demonstrate it as false. According to Popper, theories cannot be proved to
be true – they can only be proved to be false. Hence, with the deductive
approach, theories are tested through observation, leading either to the falsifica-
tion and discarding of the theory, or to the creation of, as yet, unfalsified laws. 

Normal science consists of extending the knowledge of the facts that a par-
adigm suggests are especially important, by extending the match between
those facts and the paradigm’s predictions, and by further articulation of the
paradigm itself. But normal science is a puzzle-solver and if it persistently fails
to solve problems, then the failure of existing rules will lead to a search for
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new ones. This is part of what Kuhn (1996) has called a paradigm crisis. It is a
crisis which may turn into a revolution if anomalies continue and new people
enter the field, such as researchers who are not committed to the traditional
rules of normal science and who are able to conceive of a new set of rules.

Case Study 2.1 provides an illustration of how stubbornly existing para-
digms resist change – even in the face of emerging evidence that strongly con-
tradicts their fundamental underpinning principles.

CCAASSEE  SSTTUUDDYY  22..11    TTHHEE  CCOONNFFLLIICCTT  OOFF  PPAARRAADDIIGGMMSS

On 22 June 1633, Galileo Galilei was put on trial by the Inquisition in
Rome. Charged with heresy, this old man of 69 was threatened with tor-
ture, imprisonment and even burning at the stake unless he renounced his
claim that the Sun and not the Earth was the centre of the universe, and
that the Earth moved around the Sun, and not vice versa.
The idea of an Earth-centred universe was first promulgated by Ptolemy

of Alexandria in AD 150. The beauty of the Ptolemaic system was that it
worked with some accuracy, enabling astronomers to predict, through
complex geometry, the movements of the heavenly bodies. Later, these geo-
centric (Earth-centred) ideas became entrenched into the teachings of the
Church, largely because they fitted neatly with the Christian notion of the
centrality of mankind (Hellman, 1998). Hence, Ptolemaic theory became a
combination of science, philosophy and religious ideas. Note the long-
standing relationship between science and philosophy!

In 1543 Nicolaus Copernicus, a canon in the Polish Catholic Church,
challenged the accepted Ptolmaic paradigm with a heliocentric (Sun-
centred) system, but, as was traditional, his book was written in Latin and
thus was not widely read. A century later, Galileo’s repetition of these ideas
in Dialogue on the Great World Systems, Ptolemaic and Copernican
(1632) was written in Italian. As such it was widely accessible and seen by
the Pope, Urban VIII, as a direct threat to the teachings of the Church.
Under the Inquisition’s threats, Galileo recanted. These threats, after all,

were not idle. A friend, Bruno, who had advocated the idea of an infinite uni-
verse, was tried by the Inquisition, refused to recant and was burned at the
stake in 1600. Of course, the Church could not completely suppress the
Dialogue. In fact, it was published in England before Galileo’s death in 1642.
But the trial before the Inquisition is an interesting example of the bitterness
that can be generated when far-reaching new ideas come into open conflict
with the vested interests of long-accepted paradigms – and the entrenched
nature of these paradigms.
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Activity 2.2

Take a once accepted theory (say, in management, education, or your own
professional subject) that has become less popular or even discredited in the
eyes of some (theorists and/or practitioners), and show how alternative theories
have emerged. What factors have helped to discredit the once ‘accepted’ theory?
What factors have helped to promote the emerging alternative theory?

We have seen that, at least in the social sciences, many of positivism’s
avowed certainties about the nature and results of scientific inquiry have been
strongly challenged. It should be noted, however, that some of the approaches
to research developed under positivism, such as an insistence on empirical
inquiry, the use of experimental designs and inductive generalization (to name
but three), are still with us (as we shall see in later chapters) in one form or
other. In general, however, we now inhabit a post-positivist world in which a
number of alternative perspectives (for example, anti-positivist, post-positivist
and naturalistic) have emerged.

IINNTTEERRPPRREETTIIVVIISSMM

A major anti-positivist stance is interpretivism, which looks for ‘culturally
derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world’
(Crotty, 1998: 67). There is no, direct, one-to-one relationship between our-
selves (subjects) and the world (object). The world is interpreted through the
classification schemas of the mind (Williams and May, 1996). In terms of
epistemology, interpretivism is closely linked to constructivism. Interpretivism
asserts that natural reality (and the laws of science) and social reality are dif-
ferent and therefore require different kinds of method. While the natural sci-
ences are looking for consistencies in the data in order to deduce ‘laws’
(nomothetic), the social sciences often deal with the actions of the individual
(ideographic). 

Our interest in the social world tends to focus on exactly those aspects that are
unique, individual and qualitative, whereas our interest in the natural world focuses
on more abstract phenomena, that is, those exhibiting quantifiable, empirical regu-
larities. (Crotty, 1998: 68) 

Let us now look at five examples of the interpretivist approach: symbolic
interactionism, phenomenology, realism, hermeneutics and naturalistic
inquiry.
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SSyymmbboolliicc  iinntteerraaccttiioonniissmm

Symbolic interactionism grew in the 1930s out of the work of the American
pragmatist philosophers, including John Dewey and the social psychologist
George Herbert Mead. These philosophers shared a disenchantment with what
they saw as the irrelevance of contemporary philosophy and social science.
Instead, they wanted to develop a way of conceptualizing human behaviour that
focused on people’s practices and lived realities. Central to social behaviour is
the notion of meaning. Human interaction with the world is mediated through
the process of meaning-making and interpretation. The essential tenets of sym-
bolic interactionism are that:

• People interpret the meaning of objects and actions in the world and then act upon
those interpretations.

• Meanings arise from the process of social interaction.

• Meanings are handled in, and are modified by, an interactive process used by people
in dealing with the phenomena that are encountered.

Thus, meanings are not fixed or stable but are revised on the basis of experience.
This includes the definition of ‘self’ and of who we are. For example, if someone
is promoted from supervisor to manager their perception of themselves and the
company may change, which in turn leads to changes in the meaning of objects,
and thereby to changes in behaviour.

In order to understand this process, researchers have to study a subject’s
actions, objects and society from the perspective of the subject themselves. In
practice, this can mean entering the field setting and observing at first-hand
what is happening. The kinds of research methodologies that are often associ-
ated with symbolic interactionism include ethnography and the use of partici-
pative observation methods (Chapter 15) and grounded theory (Chapter 18).

PPhheennoommeennoollooggyy

Phenomenology holds that any attempt to understand social reality has to be
grounded in people’s experiences of that social reality. Hence, phenomenology
insists that we must lay aside our prevailing understanding of phenomena and
revisit our immediate experience of them in order that new meanings may
emerge. Current understandings have to be ‘bracketed’ to the best of our abil-
ity to allow phenomena to ‘speak for themselves’, unadulterated by our pre-
conceptions. The result will be new meaning, fuller meaning or renewed
meaning. Attempts are made to avoid ways in which the prejudices of
researchers bias the data. The key is gaining the subjective experience of the
subject, sometimes by trying to put oneself in the place of the subject. Hence,
phenomenology becomes an exploration, via personal experience, of prevail-
ing cultural understandings. Value is ascribed not only to the interpretations
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of researchers, but also to the subjects of the research themselves. Far from
using a theoretical model that imposes an external logic on a phenomenon, this
inductive approach seeks to find the internal logic of the subject. Table 2.2
provides a summary of some of the major distinctions between positivism and
phenomenology.

Tesch (1994) distinguishes between phenomenological research and ethnog-
raphy. While both are based upon description and interpretation, ethno-
graphic research is focused more on culture and phenomenology, on human
experience of the ‘life-world’. So, while the unit of analysis of phenomenology
is often individuals, ethnographers make use of ‘sites’. Phenomenology makes
use almost exclusively of interviews, while ethnography’s prime mode of data
collection is observation (as a participant or outside observer), which is some-
times supplemented by interview data for clarification. Ethnographers pay par-
ticular attention to language and the ways in which terms are used in certain
cultures. A summary of the distinctions between phenomenological research
and ethnography is given in Table 2.3.
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PPOOSSIITTIIVVIISSTT  PPAARRAADDIIGGMM
PPHHEENNOOMMEENNOOLLOOGGIICCAALL
PPAARRAADDIIGGMM

Basic beliefs The world is external and objective.

The observer is independent.

Science is value-free.

The world is socially constructed 
and subjective.

The observer is a party to what 
is being observed.

Science is driven by human 
interests.

The researcher
should

Focus on facts

Locate causality between variables

Formulate and test hypotheses
(deductive approach)

Focus on meanings

Try to understand what is 
happening

Construct theories and models
from the data (inductive 
approach)

Methods
include

Operationalizing concepts so that
they can be measured

Using large samples from which to
generalize to the population

Quantitative methods

Using multiple methods to
establish different views
of a phenomenon

Using small samples
researched in depth or over
time

Qualitative methods

TTaabbllee  22..22
Summary of
positivist and
phenomenological
paradigms

Source: Adapted
from Easterby-
Smith et al., 1991
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RReeaalliissmm

Realism begins from the position that the picture that science paints of the world
is a true and accurate one (Chia, 2002). So for the realist researcher, objects of
research such as ‘culture’, ‘the organization’, ‘corporate planning’ exist and act
quite independently of the observer. They are therefore as available for system-
atic analysis as natural phenomena. Hence, knowledge is advanced through the
process of theory-building in which discoveries add to what is already known.
But although reality comprises entities, structures and events, realism holds that
some observable ‘facts’ may be merely illusions. Conversely, there may be phe-
nomena that cannot be observed but which exist none the less. In general, real-
ism holds that there is an external reality ‘out there’ that can be measured – but
achieving this can be difficult.

HHeerrmmeenneeuuttiiccss

The hermeneutic tradition is associated largely with nineteenth-century German
philosophy, but also has connections with phenomenology and the psychoanaly-
sis of Freud. According to a hermeneutic perspective, social reality is seen as
socially constructed, rather than being rooted in objective fact. Hence,
hermeneutics argues that interpretation should be given more standing than
explanation and description. Social reality is too complex to be understood
through the process of observation. The scientist must interpret in order to
achieve deeper levels of knowledge and also self-understanding. 

NNaattuurraalliissttiicc  iinnqquuiirryy

According to Lincoln and Guba (1994), in the naturalistic paradigm there are
multiple constructed realities that can only be studied holistically. Inquiry into
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TTaabbllee  22..33
Distinctions
between
phenomenological
research and
ethnography

Source: Adapted
from Tesch, 1994

EETTHHNNOOGGRRAAPPHHYY PPHHEENNOOMMEENNOOLLOOGGIICCAALL  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

Study of culture Study of the ‘lifeworld’ human experience

Discovering the relationship between culture
and behaviour

Exploring the personal construction of the
individual’s world

Studying ‘sites’ Studying individuals

As many informants as possible Between 5 and 15 ‘participants’

Use of observation, and some interviewing Use of in-depth, unstructured interviews

Unit of analysis: event Unit of analysis: meaning unit

Reliability: triangulation Reliability: confirmation by participants
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these multiple realities raises more questions than it answers, so that prediction
and control of outcomes is a largely futile expectation, although some level of
understanding can be achieved (Guba, 1985). Inquiry itself cannot be detached
but is value-bounded by the perspectives of the researcher. Rather than aiming to
generalize, inquiry develops an ideographic body of knowledge that describes
individual cases. Within these cases, plausible inferences on events and processes
are made, but this falls short of claiming causality. Phenomena can only be under-
stood within their environment or setting; they cannot be isolated or held con-
stant while others are manipulated. The real world is too complex, diverse and
interdependent for this (Lincoln, 1985). 

Research designs cannot be pre-specified, but ‘emerge, unroll, cascade, or
unfold during the research process’ (Lincoln, 1985: 142). Because natural-
ists believe in the concept of multiple, constructed realities, it would be
incongruent to specify these designs in advance. However, the types of
research methods usually selected by naturalistic inquirers involve those
most closely associated with a human component: interviewing, participant
observation, document and content analysis (and other forms of unobtru-
sive measures).

CCRRIITTIICCAALL  IINNQQUUIIRRYY

It is worth having a brief overview of critical inquiry because it offers quite a dif-
ferent perspective to positivism and interpretivism. This critical form of research
is a meta-process of investigation, which questions currently held values and
assumptions and challenges conventional social structures. It invites both
researchers and participants to discard what they term ‘false consciousness’ in
order to develop new ways of understanding as a guide to effective action. In a
Marxist sense, the critical inquiry perspective is not content to interpret the
world but also seeks to change it. The assumptions that lie beneath critical
inquiry are that:

• Ideas are mediated by power relations in society.

• Certain groups in society are privileged over others and exhert an oppressive force on
subordinate groups.

• What are presented as ‘facts’ cannot be disentangled from ideology and the self-inter-
est of dominant groups.

• Mainstream research practices are implicated, even if unconsciously, in the reproduc-
tion of the systems of class, race and gender oppression.

Those adhering to the critical inquiry perspective accuse interpretivists of
adopting an uncritical stance towards the culture they are exploring, whereas
the task of researchers is to call the structures and values of society into
question.
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FFEEMMIINNIISSMM

Like Marxism and critical inquiry, feminist epistemologies take the view that
what a person knows is largely determined by their social position. But whereas
Marxism defines social class in terms of a person’s relationship to the means of
production, feminism regards women themselves as an oppressed social class.
Because men come from a position of dominance, their knowledge of the world
is distorted. In contrast, women, being subject to domination, have a less dis-
torted social experience that has the potential to produce less distorted knowl-
edge claims (Williams and May, 1996). But what counts as knowledge is also
challenged. Attempts at rational or objective approaches to research are seen as
the remit of male researchers, reflecting and prioritizing male values. In contrast,
women have access to a deeper reality through their personal experiences (of
oppression), and through their feelings and emotions. 

PPOOSSTTMMOODDEERRNNIISSMM

Postmodernism is far from being a unified system of thought and is sometimes
used interchangeably with concepts such as deconstructionism and post-struc-
turalism. Emerging from the disillusionment of French intellectuals with
Marxism after the events of 1968, postmodernism was not just an attack on
positivism, but on the entire historical agenda of modernity – and particularly
Marxism (Delanty, 1997). Postmodernism rejects any notion of social ‘eman-
cipation’, emphasizing instead multiplicity, ambiguity, ambivalence and frag-
mentation. Whereas philosophers such as Habermas had seen fragmentation
in negative terms and as a threat to communication, postmodernism views it
quite positively as an opportunity for choice. Hence postmodern analysis
often focuses on themes within advertising, lifestyles, fashion, subcultures and
gender.

In terms of research, the primary task becomes the deconstruction of texts
to expose how values and interests are embedded within them (Williams and
May, 1996). The focus becomes not one of how these texts describe the ‘real-
ity’ of the world, but how the social world becomes represented, and how
meanings are produced. Texts are therefore seen as social practices, embedded
with multiple values and vested interests, not the reporting of independent,
objective judgements. As we have seen, in contrast to other epistemologies,
postmodernism stresses a becoming ontology.

RREESSEEAARRCCHH  MMEETTHHOODDOOLLOOGGIIEESS

We have examined, briefly, the significance of both epistemology and theoretical
perspectives in research design. Let us now look at applying these in practice by
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exploring some of the alternative research methodologies. The choice of research
methodology is determined by a combination of several factors – for example,
whether the researcher believes that there is some sort of external ‘truth’ out
there that needs discovering, or whether the task of research is to explore and
unpick people’s multiple perspectives in natural, field settings. It is influenced,
then, by whether the research is inclined towards a positivist, interpretivist, or
other perspective. It will also be influenced, for example, by the researcher’s
attitude towards the ways in which she or he thinks theory should be used –
whether research should begin with a theoretical model or perspective (deductive
approach) or whether such models should emerge from the data itself
(inductively). 

In examining each of the following research methodologies (selected to illus-
trate a range of approaches), pause each time to consider whether you think
each is inclined towards a more ‘being’ or ‘becoming’ ontology. A Case Study
is provided for each methodology to help you.

EEXXPPEERRIIMMEENNTTAALL  AANNDD  QQUUAASSII--EEXXPPEERRIIMMEENNTTAALL  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

In classical, scientific experiments, subjects are randomly assigned to either an
experimental or a control group. The experimental group receives the ‘treat-
ment’ and the results are compared with the control group that does not receive
the treatment. In the real world, however, it is often not possible to conduct truly
experimental research because it is difficult to find experimental and control
groups that are closely matched in terms of key variables (such as age, gender,
income, work grade, etc.). Instead, a quasi-experimental design is used where the
researcher, for example, has to take existing groups rather than drawing on ran-
dom samples. Instead of trying to manipulate an independent variable, the
researcher will often attempt to find groups of people who have experienced it in
their own natural setting. An attempt is then made to compare the behaviour of
this group with that of a similar group that has not experienced the event or phe-
nomenon. In experimental and quasi-experimental research there is also the ten-
dency to make use of hypotheses which the experiment seeks either to support or
to refute. In other words, experimental research is usually deductive.

Experimental and quasi-experimental research, then, places an emphasis on:

• Reproducing the techniques of the laboratory experiment with highly structured
methods.

• The generation of initial hypotheses.

• The control of variables.

• Accurate (quantitative) measurement of outcomes.

• Generalization from samples to similar populations.
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CCAASSEE  SSTTUUDDYY  22..22    EEXXPPEERRIIMMEENNTTAALL  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

A global organization selling Internet hardware, software and services,
has an extensive set of internal training programmes, each of which is
formally assessed. The company wants to reduce the size of the overall
training budget through the use of e-learning, but is concerned as to
whether learning through this mechanism is more effective, less effec-
tive or makes no difference. It is believed by the research team that
e-learning will be marginally more effective – thus they have a working
hypothesis.
All 200 members of a representative sample are given a pre-test of their

understanding of a selected subject. Then, the subject is taught to 100 par-
ticipants through traditional, classroom learning (the control group) and to
the other 100 participants through a specially designed e-learning program
(the experimental group). All employees are given a post-test, and the gain-
scores (the differences between the pre-test and post-test score) compared
between the two groups.

Experimental and quasi-experimental research designs will be considered in
more detail in Chapter 6.

PPHHEENNOOMMEENNOOLLOOGGIICCAALL  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

Phenomenology is a theoretical perspective that uses relatively unstructured
methods of data collection. One of the advantages of phenomenology is that,
because of its emphasis on the inductive collection of large amounts of data, it is
more likely to pick up factors that were not part of the original research focus. It
is also capable of producing ‘thick descriptions’ of people’s experiences or per-
spectives within their natural settings. But it is often based upon quite small case
studies giving rise to concerns about its generalizability to other situations. Also,
because it is generally unstructured, phenomenological research may be difficult
to replicate. Phenomenological research, then: 

• Emphasizes inductive logic.

• Seeks the opinions and subjective accounts and interpretations of participants.

• Relies on qualitative analysis of data.

Is not so much concerned with generalizations to larger populations, but with
contextual description and analysis.
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CCAASSEE  SSTTUUDDYY  22..33    PPHHEENNOOMMEENNOOLLOOGGIICCAALL  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

A city police authority has spent three years conducting a ‘war’ on street
soliciting in one of the city’s poorest areas. Since the legal crackdown has
not had the desired result, the police authority decides that the problem
needs to be understood before new solutions are tried. A research study is
commissioned to find out why these women turn to prostitution, the atti-
tudes of the local community to their activities, and what sort of clients
seek the women’s services and where they come from.

Three female researchers rent a flat in the area for six months. They do
not try to hide who they are or what they are doing, but nevertheless, man-
age to build up a rapport and trust with 10 of the women. Sometimes this
is through visiting their ‘pitches’ where they are working, at other times it
is through chance meetings while shopping, in bars or at the launderette.
The researchers also take time to talk to local people about the issue,
including local police officers, through casual conversations, rather than
formal interviews. The team gathers data sets consisting of detailed per-
sonal biographies of the women, their own attitudes towards their work,
and the range of problems and issues raised by members of the local com-
munity. Having written these biographies, the researchers revisit the
women to have the transcripts checked for accuracy.

Phenomenological research will be considered in greater detail in Chapter 7.

AANNAALLYYTTIICCAALL  SSUURRVVEEYYSS

These attempt to test a theory in the field through exploring the association
between variables. Analytical surveys are highly structured and place an empha-
sis on the careful random selection of samples, so that the results can be general-
ized to other situations or contexts. On the other hand, the very tightness of the
survey structure may hinder the ability of respondents to provide illuminating
information in a way that they would like. 

Like the truly experimental approach, analytic surveys emphasize:

• A deductive approach.

• The identification of the research population.

• The drawing of a representative sample from the population.

• Control of variables.

• The generation of both qualitative and quantitative data.

• Generalizability of results.
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CCAASSEE  SSTTUUDDYY  22..44    AANNAALLYYTTIICCAALL  SSUURRVVEEYYSS

A government department is becoming increasingly concerned that the
level of waste recycling by domestic households is not increasing despite a
major publicity campaign and the provision of local amenities for recy-
cling. The department commissions a nationally based survey to explore
for each household contacted:

• The level of recycling.
• Attitudes to the environment.
• Attitudes to recycling specific waste products.
• The size and location of the household.
• The convenience of recycling facilities available.
• The household income level.
• The number of people and children per house.

The survey is constructed so that correlation levels (strength of relation-
ships) between levels of recycling and the other variables can be calculated
and analysed. The hypothesis being tested is that levels of recycling are
strongly positively correlated with attitudes to the environment (deter-
mined through the collection of qualitative data) and moderately positively
correlated with access to local recycling amenities. Hence, if the hypothesis
is confirmed, government policy will focus on changing attitudes towards
recycling rather than on the provision of more amenities.

Analytical surveys will be considered in more detail in Chapter 9.

AACCTTIIOONN  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

Action research involves close collaboration between researcher and practition-
ers, and places an emphasis on promoting change within an organization. While
the emphasis is on seeking information on the attitudes and perspectives of prac-
titioners in the field, the way in which data are collected may involve both quan-
titative and qualitative methods. The main action research medium, however, is
the case study, or multiple case studies. In some research designs, both an exper-
imental and a control case study may be used, so emulating the experimental
approach. Action research then:

• Involves both researchers and practitioners (or practitioners as researchers within
their own organization).

• Can be highly structured and involve the use of experimental and control groups used
to test a hypothesis.

• Can also be quite unstructured and used inductively (and qualitatively).
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CCAASSEE  SSTTUUDDYY  22..55    AACCTTIIOONN  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

A group of 20 teachers provide intensive educational support to children
with special educational, emotional and physical needs in four community
schools. The educational attainment of the special needs children in these
schools has remained depressingly low over time. The special needs teach-
ers decide to undertake an action research study using their four schools as
the experimental cohort and four other schools in the district as the con-
trol. Working collaboratively with their other teaching colleagues in the
school, a series of 10 ‘mould-breaking’ workshops are run in which issues
are explored and new solutions formulated. These are prioritized and a
number of solutions implemented in the second semester. The educational
attainment and other indicators are then calculated for the children from
the four schools involved in the action research project, and compared to
those of children in the other district schools (the control).

Action research methods will be considered in more detail in Chapter 12.

HHEEUURRIISSTTIICC  IINNQQUUIIRRYY

Heuristic inquiry is a process that begins with a question or a problem which the
researcher tries to illuminate or find an answer to. The question itself is usually
focused on an issue that has posed a personal problem and to which answers are
required. It seeks, through open-ended inquiry, self-directed search and immer-
sion in active experience, to ‘get inside’ the question by becoming one with it.

According to Moustakas (1990), one of the primary processes of heuristic
research is self-dialogue in which the researcher enters into a conversation with
the phenomenon and is questioned by it. It is hoped that the process will lead
to self-discoveries, awareness and enhanced understanding. Through this, the
researcher is able to develop the skills and ability to understand the problem
itself and, in turn, to develop the understanding of others.

Philosophically, heuristic inquiry does not start from the premise that there is
an external ‘objective’ truth to be discovered. In contrast, it starts phenomeno-
logically from the belief that understanding grows out of direct human experi-
ence and can only be discovered initially through self-inquiry. Heuristic research,
then, is autobiographical, providing for a deep, personal analysis. It is richly
descriptive, but also strongly subjective, and weak in terms of generalizability.

Heuristic research, then, involves the researcher in:

• A deep personal questioning of what it is they wish to research.

• Living, sleeping and merging with the research question.

• Allowing inner workings of intuition to extend understanding of the question.
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• Reviewing all the data from personal experiences to identify tacit meanings.

• Forming a creative synthesis, including ideas for and against a proposition.

CCAASSEE  SSTTUUDDYY  22..66    HHEEUURRIISSTTIICC  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

The Operations Director of a company finds that he is passed over for pro-
motion to Chief Executive for the third time. In an attempt to understand
why this has occurred, he approaches the Chairperson, who has been
largely responsible for this decision and asks if she will join him in a heuris-
tic research project to uncover the reasons behind the decision. At first, the
Chairperson is reluctant because she thinks (rightly) that the process will
reveal some of her confidential thoughts. But she eventually agrees because
she realizes that the process of working together might articulate for her
the personal qualities she is seeking in a Chief Executive. 
The Operations Director, who acts as the researcher, begins with a deep

personal reflection on what he wants to achieve in the research. Then,
through a series of open and frank discussions with the Chairperson, he
works through his feelings towards his current role, his successes and fail-
ures in numerous projects, his expectations of the Chairperson and her
expectations of him. Over a period of five meetings he begins to under-
stand that the blockage is not based upon prejudice, but on a feeling
(shared by other members of the Board), that he is an excellent Operations
Director, but lacks the strategic vision to be the Chief Executive. Through a
process of explication (the full examination of awakened consciousness),
he begins to realize that this analysis is probably correct.

Activity 2.3 

Examine the range of research methodologies outlined above. Select one
methodology that you think could be valid for your own research uses and one
that is inappropriate. Justify your choices.

SSEELLEECCTTIINNGG  RREESSEEAARRCCHH  AAPPPPRROOAACCHHEESS  
AANNDD  SSTTRRAATTEEGGIIEESS

In this chapter we have examined some of the philosophies of research, two
approaches to research (inductive and deductive) and, within the context of
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truth and perspective-seeking objectives, some research methodologies (exper-
imental, survey, phenomenological, etc.). We now need to put these together
within a coherent framework (or as near to one as we can get) and to add a
time horizon and data collection methods. Notice that data collection meth-
ods are being discussed last (see Figure 2.3). Novice researchers may be
tempted to begin with the design, say, of a questionnaire, so that data can be
gathered without delay, but Figure 2.3 shows that other stages must be con-
sidered first. 

CCOONNNNEECCTTIINNGG  TTHHEE  RREESSEEAARRCCHH  EELLEEMMEENNTTSS

As we saw earlier, it is wise to start by considering epistemology. At first
sight, this might seem rather irrelevant. But your approach to research and
the research methods that you use will be influenced by whether you think it
is possible (or desirable) to try to measure an objective ‘truth’, or whether
you think that the real world cannot be measured in this way. As we have
seen, the theoretical perspective of interpretivism sees the world as too com-
plex to be reduced to a set of observable ‘laws’. Generalizability is less
important than understanding the real workings behind ‘reality’. With your
research topic in mind, you will probably have a view as to whether you
want to measure and generalize to a larger population or to seek ‘thick
descriptions’, through the collection of qualitative data. Alternatively, your
approach might include elements of both. Hence, Figure 2.3 does not illus-
trate a dividing wall between epistemologies and perspectives, but a gradual
shading of one into the other.
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We also have access to a range of research methodologies. Figure 2.3 delib-
erately shows the experimental methodology beneath the deductive/positivism
side of the diagram. Conversely, action research has been placed more towards
inductive/interpretivism. But it is dangerous to categorize research methodolo-
gies against specific approaches and philosophies. Action research, for exam-
ple, can incorporate a qualitative, inductive approach with an emphasis on
seeking the views and perspectives of participants. Equally, it can use, say, a
series of case studies involving an intervention with a number of groups, with
others used as a control – in other words, an experimental methodology.
Figure 2.3, then, illustrates some broad tendencies that should not be inter-
preted as concrete relationships. What is important, is that whatever philoso-
phy, approach and methodology you adopt for your research, you should be
able to justify your mix in relation to your research philosophy and research
question(s).

TTOOPP  TTIIPP  22..22

In planning a research project, nneevveerr begin by deciding on what data gathering tool
or approach to use. Begin by identifying what it is you are actually trying to
research. Link this issue to your appreciation and commitment to one or more of
the epistemological stances discussed above. If you come to the selection of data
gathering tools towards the end of your planning process, you should be on the
right lines.

TTIIMMEEFFRRAAMMEESS  FFOORR  RREESSEEAARRCCHH

In planning your research you will usually have some sort of idea as to the
timescales you have available to you. If these are short-term, then you will
probably have to adopt a cross-sectional study using a ‘snapshot’ approach
where the data are collected at one point in time. Cross-sectional studies often
use a survey methodology. For example, they might seek to measure staff atti-
tudes towards the introduction of new working practices, or to compare
crime rates for particular types of crime between different cities. Most
research studies are cross-sectional, mainly because of the pressure of time
and resources.

If your timescales are more generous, it may be possible to undertake a lon-
gitudinal study, to study change and development over time. Taking our exam-
ple above, a longitudinal study of working practices might examine changes in
staff attitudes over time, looking at attitudes before the introduction of new
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working practices, and then at various periods afterwards. Similarly, crime
rates can be studied to identify where rates are falling and rising. This might
allow researchers to begin to identify explanatory factors such as demographic
changes, social conditions and policing methods.

EEXXPPLLOORRAATTOORRYY,,  DDEESSCCRRIIPPTTIIVVEE,,  EEXXPPLLAANNAATTOORRYY  
AANNDD  IINNTTEERRPPRREETTIIVVEE  SSTTUUDDIIEESS

While we have so far classified studies by their research methodology, they can
also be classified according to their purpose. As Robson (2002) explains, there
are three possible forms of study: exploratory, descriptive and explanatory. To
these Maxwell (1996) adds a fourth, interpretive studies. Punch (2000) main-
tains that where a research area is relatively new or unexplored, descriptive stud-
ies may be adequate. However, for well worked research areas, where there is
already a plethora of descriptive information, a more exploratory approach is
advisable. 

EExxpplloorraattoorryy  ssttuuddiieess

As the name suggests, exploratory studies seek to explore what is happening and
to ask questions about it. They are particularly useful when not enough is
known about a phenomenon. An exploratory study, then, may help to decide
whether it is worth researching the issue or not. As Saunders et al. (2007) sug-
gest, exploratory studies can be conducted by:

• A search of the literature.

• Talking to experts in the field.

• Conducting focus group interviews.

Having established the main constructs or focus of a study, it may then be possi-
ble to conduct explanatory or interpretive research.

DDeessccrriippttiivvee  ssttuuddiieess

According to Hedrick et al. (1993), the purpose of a descriptive study is to pro-
vide a picture of a phenomenon as it naturally occurs. This may, indeed, by
purely descriptive (for example, the level and nature of crime among 16–21-
year-olds). But it may also comprise a normative study, comparing the data
against some standard (for example, comparing drug use against legal standards
of drug classification to gauge the seriousness of crime). Descriptive studies seek
to ‘draw a picture’ of a situation, person or event or show how things are related
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to each other. As Blumberg et al. (2005) point out one of the weaknesses of
descriptive studies is that they cannot explain why an event has occurred. 

EExxppllaannaattoorryy  ssttuuddiieess

An explanatory study sets out to explain and account for the descriptive infor-
mation. So, while descriptive studies may ask ‘what’ kinds of questions, explana-
tory studies seek to ask ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. This distinction between
descriptive and explanatory research applies equally to both quantitative and
qualitative research. 

Some studies can also be correlative in nature, with the emphasis on discov-
ering causal relationships between variables. So we could determine the rela-
tionship between drug use and other variables such as social class, employment,
attitudes to drugs, etc.

IInntteerrpprreettiivvee  ssttuuddiieess

Interpretive studies seek to explore peoples’ experiences and their views or per-
spectives of these experiences. Interpretive studies are, typically, inductive in
nature and often associated with qualitative approaches to data gathering and
analysis.

UUSSIINNGG  MMUULLTTIIPPLLEE  MMEETTHHOODDSS

Much of the discussion so far has tended to offer a dichotomy of approaches –
inductive or deductive, experimental or case study, cross-sectional or longitudinal.
In practice, however, it is often the case that multiple methods will be used. One
reason is that research projects usually include a number of different research
questions, so a research method appropriate for one question may be inappro-
priate for another. The second reason for using multiple methods is that it
enables triangulation to be used. Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) refer to data
 triangulation as the collecting of data over different times or from different
sources. This approach is typical of cross-sectional designs. Methodological
 triangulation is also possible, with the use of a combination of methods such as
case studies, interviews and surveys. All methods have their strengths and weak-
nesses. So not only does the use of multiple methods assist in data triangulation,
it helps to balance out any of the potential weaknesses in each data collection
method. But whichever methods are used, in the final analysis Oakley’s argu-
ment is sound: ‘all methods must be open, consistently applied and replicable by
others’ (1999: 252, original emphasis). These multiple methods approaches to
research are discussed in more detail in Chapter 8: Research Design: Using
Mixed Methods.
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SSUUMMMMAARRYY

• The dominant research paradigm for much of the twentieth century
was positivism, but, today, at least in the social sciences, this has been
largely replaced by anti-positivist or post-positivist stances such as
interpretivism.

• Through the inductive approach, data are accumulated and analysed
to see if relationships emerge between variables. The deductive
approach uses a theory to generate a working hypothesis concerning
relationships between variables. The hypothesis is operationalized
and tested and is either accepted or rejected on the basis of the
evidence.

• The inductive and deductive methods are not mutually exclusive. A
researcher may turn a collection of data into a set of concepts, models
or even theories (inductive approach) which are then tested through
experimentation (deductive).

• Approaches to research include both truth-seeking and perspective-
seeking methods. Truth-seeking methods tend to adopt more experi-
mental or quasi-experimental approaches. Perspective-seeking methods
tend to be more interpretivist (for example, phenomenological) and to
generate qualitative data. These relationships should be treated as ten-
dencies rather than as laws.

• Selecting approaches to research involves adopting a research philoso-
phy, and an appropriate research approach and methodology. In prac-
tice, research often necessitates the use of multiple methods to achieve
triangulation.
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