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This book takes the reader through a logical and sequential
process to make a success of any type of management research
project, be they large or small, from defining the problem
through to communicating the results. It is written in an
engaging style, with lots of relevant examples to illustrate both
theory and practice. It’s a ‘must-have’ for students or

practitioners seeking advice on the topic.

Douglas West,

Emeritus Professor, King’s Business School, King’s College London

This superbly comprehensive textbook has been updated for
content and practical ease of use in an online world. This book
brings together essential theoretical concepts together with
practical real business world examples in a way that enables
students to understand and implement the key concepts. The
strong evidence-based approach and support material strongly
supports anyone wanting to embark on a business research
project, which makes this an essential read for both students

and managers.

Deborah Roberts,
Professor of Marketing and Innovation Management,
The University of York, School for Business and Society



Management Research

Management Research: Applying the Principles of Business
Research Methods supports new researchers on every step of
the research journey, from defining a project to communicating
its findings, as well as balancing the technical aspects of
research with the management of the project itself. Structured
around the key stages of a research project, the text reflects the
richness and diversity of current business and management
research, both in its presentation of methods as well as its
choice of examples drawn from different industries and

organizations.

This book explains the design, selection, development, and
implementation of appropriate research strategies in different
management contexts and disciplines, providing practical
guidance to the new researcher in carrying out ethical and
inclusive research in today’s organizational and business
environments, whilst also introducing a range of research
methods and techniques. Each chapter includes learning
outcomes and in-chapter call out boxes with real-life research
examples to illustrate concepts and provide basis for discussion,

as well as ‘next steps’ activities to help readers apply the



content to their own live research projects. This second edition

has been updated throughout to include the following:

e Enhanced pedagogical features such as discussion questions
and online quizzes

e New international examples and research-in-practice cases

e Greater emphasis on topics such as diversity and inclusion
through the research process, data collection and privacy,

digitalisation, and the process of writing up research.

Management Research provides essential reading for
undergraduate and postgraduate students undertaking a
dissertation, thesis, or research project, as well as professionals

currently practising in the field.

Extensive instructor and student resources support the work
online, including an instructor’s manual, PowerPoint lecture
slides, a question bank, and downloadable MS Excel and SPSS

data sets.
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Preface

In writing the second edition of our book, our aim has
continued to be to produce a textbook that would provide the
practical and conceptual resources needed by students
undertaking a research project in business and management.
Our experience as tutors and supervisors on undergraduate,
master’s, and doctoral programmes had shown us that such a
book was needed. Our students struggled to find a single source
that could help them to design and carry out research to
answer the questions that interested them whilst meeting the
standards required of a rigorous academic assessment. What
we felt was required was a book that explained the principles
underpinning research in business and management and that

guided the reader through their application in practice.

This book is therefore aimed at students undertaking a research
project as part of an academic or professional qualification in
business and management, or related disciplines, from
undergraduate level and above at a business school or similar
institution. It is particularly suited to students who plan to
carry out their research projects in their own organization or
industry. We take an inter-disciplinary approach to support

research in different subject areas, different industries, and



different sectors. The book is designed to be read while
preparing for and carrying out a research project and to act as
a reference resource throughout. We have therefore included
‘next steps’ activities to guide the researcher on that journey. In
addition, extensive online resources, including video, are
available on the book’s companion website to help at key points

in the research process.

To achieve our stated aim in the book, we have structured it
around the key stages of a research project. We place particular
emphasis on how to design research that can help to answer the
kinds of research questions that, in our experience, students
want to answer. Questions such as, ‘What is the impact of new
contract arrangements upon employee relations?’ ‘Why do
young people no longer use our brand?’ or ‘How are new
services developed and implemented? We therefore take a
close look at how such questions can be researched, and the
types of research design that may be appropriate. In doing so
we emphasize the different ways that such questions can be
understood and the different ways that they can be
investigated. Throughout the book we seek to show how
research can be used to generate findings that are both useful
and robust and to provide the reader with the knowledge and
skills to carry it out. As such, it provides students of business

and management with a comprehensive resource.



NEW FEATURES IN THE SECOND EDITION

In this second edition of our book, we have made a number of
changes which reflect both the evolution and development of
management research but also the very helpful feedback that
we have received following the first edition. In particular, the

following changes have been made:

e The second edition builds on the achievements of the first
whilst at the same time capturing developments and trends
that are affecting research today in order to ensure the book
remains contemporary. In writing this edition, we have
aimed to address changes that have taken place in research
thinking and practice and their relevance to management
research.

e For this edition we have changed the structure and focus of
Part II as it relates to research design. In Chapter 4 we now
bring together key considerations in designing research.
Chapters 6 and 7 then introduce a range of quantitative,
qualitative, and mixed method designs, along with guidance
on aligning choice of research design to the research
question. The aim of this new structure is to provide greater
support to students making the key design decisions at the

start of a research project.



e Being mindful of important developments in the recognition
of diversity and inclusivity in organizational behaviour, the
second edition raises awareness of how researchers can
similarly ensure this is reflected in their own practice.
Chapter 5 provides guidance for student researchers on this
important topic.

e ‘Research in Practice’ examples have been updated where
appropriate to demonstrate the contemporary application of
research by students and academics across a wide range of
topics and management situations.

e Given the continuous advances in digital technology, the
second edition reflects the many ways in which the Internet
and technological advances are now being adopted and
applied to data collection, analysis, and reporting. At the
same time the book engages with the ethical considerations
that such advances can create for researchers.

e Each chapter now begins with a statement of learning
outcomes that helps the student to recognize the value of
each chapter. The five-stage model of research continues to
be used to guide the reader through both their research

process and the book itself.
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PART |

Deflne

DOI:10.4324/9781003381006-1

Part I of the book contains three chapters, each of which relates
to how you define your research problem. Chapter 1 is an
introductory chapter that provides you with an orientation
towards research and its purpose. We first define what we
understand by business and management research, its
distinguishing features, and why it is important to the
management of organizations. We introduce the five-stage
process model that forms the structure of the book and outline
the activities within each stage. We explore the relationship
between management practice, theory and research, and
discuss different philosophical stances that a researcher may
adopt. Chapter 1 also encourages you to take a reflective stance

towards your research and your role in it.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003381006-1

Chapters in Part 1:
1: Researching in management and
organisations

5. COMMUNICATE 1. DEFINE 2: Formulating your research problem
your findings your research | 3: Reviewing the literature
problem
4. ANALYZE 2. DESIGN
our data your research
J project
3. COLLECT
your data

Our approach to research is to view it as providing solutions or
insights to problems faced by academics and practitioners.
Chapter 2 introduces you to this problem-centred approach and
guides you on identifying a research problem and developing
suitable research questions. We examine different types of
research questions through the lens of three types of research:
descriptive/exploratory; explanatory and process. We discuss
how they link to the overall aims of a research project and how
to formulate them effectively. Before starting a research project,
it is good practice to look at what we already know about the

topic and how it has been investigated before. Chapter 3




explains the nature and purpose of a literature review in

research and how to carry one out.



CHAPTER 1

Researching in business and
management

DOI:10.4324/9781003381006-2
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CHAPTER LEARNING OQUTCOMES

After reading this chapter you will be able to

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Management research is an exciting way of learning more
about the world of organizations and business. As a
management researcher, you will need energy, drive, and a
desire to see beyond the expected and the every day. We live in
a world where economic, scientific, social, and technological
changes are occurring at an ever-increasing pace affecting

organizations and the people who work in them. No better



example of this than the Covid-19 pandemic that began in 2020
bringing significant changes for us all. It triggered scientific
research to understand the virus and create a protective
vaccine. At the same time management research was needed to
explore and understand the many social and behavioural
effects of the pandemic on various stakeholders, including
customers and staff. New ways of thinking about all aspects of
both our work and home life were required. Much of this relied
on research skills by a wide range of individuals from
academics through to management practitioners to explore and
analyze the changing situation. In Research in Practice 1.1 we
give an example of Covid-triggered research undertaken to

understand the effects of new hybrid working patterns and the

implications for managers.







At this point, particularly if you are new to research, you will
probably have more questions than answers about your
project. What makes a good research topic? How should I
design my research? Where and how will I get my data? How
will I analyze my data and report my findings? What skills do I
need? This book will help you answer these and many other
questions about doing research. It introduces key principles
that underpin rigour and relevance in research. It shows you
how to apply these principles to your research in order to
produce output that has impact and value, whilst making sure
you complete your project within the time and resources

available.

In this first chapter we begin by defining what we mean by
research, identifying its characteristic features, and why we do
it. We then introduce a high-level model of the research process
which both maps out the sequence of activities that go into a
research project and forms the overall structure of the book
itself. Next, we explore two important issues: the relationships
between management research and practice and between
theory and research. These topics prepare the ground for a
discussion of different philosophical orientations that
characterize present-day management research. Finally, we
discuss the importance of reflection and learning from research

practice and how this helps you to think through the impact



you have had on the research process and to develop your

knowledge, expertise, and skills in research.

1.2 DEFINING MANAGEMENT RESEARCH

Management research is usually considered part of the social
sciences, which is the field of enquiry concerned with human
beings and how they behave and interact either as individuals
or as a group. Like many other aspects of management studies,
management research is a diverse field. It is used in many
different contexts, including commercial and not-for-profit
organizations, different industries, and different national and
cultural settings. As well as its own, and growing, body of
knowledge, it draws on the theories and practices of other
disciplines such as economics, sociology, and psychology. But

what do we mean by ‘research’?
1.2.1 What do we mean by research?

The origins of the word research lie in the French word
‘recherche’, meaning to look for or seek out (Merriam-Webster,
2023). Table 1.1 presents different definitions of research,
drawn from a range of sources both academic and
nonacademic. We can see that they emphasize two different but

related dimensions. First, that research is a systematic process



of investigation and second, that it has the purpose of finding
out information or knowledge about a specific problem or
issue. Other authors have also emphasized the problem-solving

nature of research (e.g. Van de Ven, 2007; Gray, 2018). So we can

define research as a purposeful, systematic process of

investigation in order to find solutions to a problem.

Definitions of research

— ‘The systematic gathering and interpretation of
information about individuals and organisations. It uses the
statistical and analytical methods and techniques of the
applied social, behavioural and data sciences to generate
insights and support decision-making by corporations,
governments, non-profit organisations and the general
public’.

(Definition of market research, including social and opinion
research, ESOMAR, 2023)

— ‘research is often about how (process) to solve real
problems (content)’.
(Gray, 2018: 3)

— ‘systematic observation or investigation to find things

out. It is the process by which we produce evidence or



knowledge about the world’.
(McGivern, 2022: 4)

— ‘a process that is undertaken in a systematic way with a
clear purpose, to find things out’.
(Saunders et al., 2019: 5)

— ‘the process of finding solutions to a problem after a
targeted and systematic study and analysis of materials and
sources’.

(Bougie and Sekaran, 2020: 1)

1.2.2 Why do a research project?

Management research is used for many different purposes and
in many different contexts. It can be done by academics and
practitioners or by the two groups in collaboration. As we will
see, its aim may be to contribute to the body of management
theory or to management practice. At this point, however; it is
helpful to stop and consider the situation in which you are
working as a researcher and why you are doing your research.
This can help you understand the type of research you are
likely to have to undertake, identify the stakeholders and their

expectations, and understand some of the challenges you may



face during the project. We have found it is helpful to consider

two key questions:

1. Are you doing the research for an academic qualification? If
your research project forms part of an academic
qualification programme of study, you are taking the role of
student researcher. You may be doing research as a final-year
project on an undergraduate or master’s programme, for a
doctorate, or perhaps as part of a work placement. For a
student research project, the outcome will need to meet the
assessment criteria of the academic institution in which you
are studying as well as meet any commitments that you may
have made to other stakeholders in the research. A major
benefit of doing research as part of a qualification is the
support available. You are likely to be working with an
academic supervisor or tutor, who will give guidance and
advice during your research project, as well as act as a
mentor for your development as a researcher. In addition,
you will almost certainly have access to library and other
study resources and possibly to specialist software and
technical advice. If you are not a student researcher, you are
likely to have to develop your contacts and networks to help
support you during the process.

2. Are you doing the research in your own organization? If you

are, you are taking on the role of insider researcher. This



presents you with both opportunities and challenges.
Opportunities arise because being part of an organization
can make it easier to identify a suitable research topic and to
gain support and help in getting access to research
respondents, data sources, and so on. Challenges arise
because of the potential ambiguity of adopting a dual role as
both researcher and organizational member. You may face
difficulties, for example, because of the need to balance the
commitments of a managerial position with the demands for
your time as a researcher, or your choice of topic may be
constrained by organizational expectations. Being an insider
researcher may place particular demands on your ability to
deal with a complex and ambiguous situation. If you are not
an insider researcher, whilst you may avoid these sorts of
problems, you may face greater challenges in gaining access
to organizations, respondents, or data. Here your network
and personal and professional contacts will be invaluable
during the project. If you are a full-time student researcher,
your academic institution may be able to help with
identifying potential projects or organizations looking for

help with research.

Of course these roles are not mutually exclusive. You can be
both an insider researcher and a student researcher, for

example, a common position for those studying part time whilst



working in an organization. Whatever your situation, it is
important to recognize the implications for how you go about
your project and the expectations that are placed on it. We
return to these issues in Chapter 8 when we look at planning

your research project.

5. COMMUNICATE 1. DEFINE
your findings your research
problem
4, ANALYZE 2. DESIGN
our data your research
Y project
3. COLLECT ¢
your data

FIGURE 1.1 The five-stage model of research

1.2.3 The research process

Successful research is not haphazard and does not happen by
chance. Carrying out a research project involves undertaking a

series of activities, linked together in a structured and logical



process. In Figure 1.1 we provide a high-level model of the
research process, separated into five distinctive stages. The
model identifies the principal activities involved in carrying out
a research project. It provides a working template for planning
and monitoring your own project. It also forms the structure for
the book, as each of the five stages is covered in a different part
of the book. We will now look at each stage in turn in terms of
its objectives, key considerations, and the relevant chapters
within the book.

Stage 1: Define

In the first stage of your research you will need to identify and
define the topic of your investigation. In Chapter 2 we introduce
the idea of the research problem and how it provides the focus
for you to determine the boundaries of your investigation and
set the high-level questions your research will need to answer
in order to address your chosen research problem. Having
identified the focus of the research, it is important to spend
time looking at what is currently known about your topic.
Chapter 3 shows how to undertake a critical review of the
academic, practitioner, and policy literature that makes up the

body of knowledge in your chosen field.

Stage 2: Design



The next stage is design of your research project. Chapter 4
introduces the elements of research design and the key
decisions that determine the overall shape of your research and
discusses how we can judge the quality of research. Chapter 5
alerts you to ethical considerations that you will need to
address when carrying out your research project, including in
the context of using new technology and online platforms. This
chapter also discusses the importance of diversity and inclusion
and your need to be aware of this when you are both designing
and conducting your research. In Chapters 6 and 7 we focus on
specific research designs using quantitative, qualitative, and
mixed methods and how they can be used to answer different
research questions. Chapter 8 provides you with guidance on
the practical aspects of planning and managing your own
research project, along with advice on how to prepare a

research proposal at the outset of your project.

Stage 3: Collect

Data collection is one of the key practical tasks in any research
project. Depending upon the type of research design you have
chosen, you will use different data collection method(s) to
collect data from different sources. We begin in Chapter 9 by
discussing where and how much data you are going to collect,

by introducing the idea of sampling. Chapter 10 looks at one of



the most commonly used quantitative data collection methods,
the questionnaire. Chapter 11 does the same for an important
family of qualitative data collection techniques: in-depth
individual and group interviews. In Chapter 12 we turn our
attention to data sources where we do not rely on asking
participants questions about the phenomenon of interest. These
are diaries, observations, social media, documents, big data,
and artefacts. In each chapter we discuss how to prepare for

and carry out your chosen data collection method.

Stage 4: Analyze

Analysis is the heart of a research project and can often be the
most exciting — and demanding — part of doing research. In this
part of the book we look at how to prepare your data, carry out
your analysis, and draw appropriate, evidence-based
conclusions. Chapter 13 is dedicated to quantitative analysis,
and in Chapter 14 we cover qualitative data analysis

techniques.

Stage 5: Communicate

The audience for your research output may be your academic
institution and/or other stakeholders for whom the research

has been undertaken. Either way, you must ensure that you



communicate your findings clearly, effectively, and in a way
that meets the needs of the audience. Communication is the
subject of Chapter 15, which looks at how to prepare
appropriate written or oral reports of your research findings

particularly utilizing technological resources.

1.2.4 Is research a sequential process?

For clarity, the five-stage model has been shown as a sequential
process with discrete stages. In practice, research is often much
messier, especially early on in a project, where there may be
iterations between the definition and design stages as the topic
and practical aspects of the research design are clarified. In
addition, some research designs are intentionally iterative.
Nevertheless, we believe that it is useful to emphasize the high-
level sequence of activities that make up the research process in
order to make it easier to see the tasks that will need to be
carried out to complete your project. We have also shown the
process as a circular one to stress the importance of being
aware of and, where appropriate, building upon, the results of

prior research.

1.3 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
RESEARCH AND PRACTICE



If research is about the application of a process to help solve
problems, it is important to understand how management
research relates to the practice of management and what this
might mean for your own project. As we discuss in the Critical
Commentary to this chapter, the relationship between
academics and industry practitioners is important in terms of
research collaboration but may sometimes be difficult. This is in
part due to the fact that there are two broad types of research
that differ in terms of their primary focus, their intended
audience, and their relationship to management practice. Their

key features are summarized in Table 1.2

Characteristics of pure and applied research

Pure research Applied research

Primary aim is to add to _ o
. Primary aim is to help to solve
our theoretical .
_ a problem or issue of concern
knowledge of the topic .
_ - to practitioners.
area under investigation.

Motivation for research is Motivation for research is a
a particular problem or particular problem or issue
issue within the domain within the domain of

of theoretical knowledge. management practice.



Pure research Applied research

Research outputs Research outputs are used by
contribute to the body of managers and policymakers
theoretical knowledge to inform decision-making
about the topic. and action.

Undertaken

. Undertaken predominantly
predominantly for an . _
. . for a practitioner audience.
academic audience.

Findings disseminated via

Findings disseminated reports and practitioner
via academic publications but often
conferences, journals, restricted in terms of
and books. availability (e.g. for

commercial reasons).

Contribution to body of

Contribution to practice theoretical knowledge is
is usually indirect. usually secondary and
indirect.

1.3.1 Pure research



Pure (or basic) research is often associated with an academic
agenda and is aimed primarily at an academic audience. The
motivation for the research is a problem, gap, or anomaly
identified in the body of theoretical knowledge about a topic.
The main aim of the research is to address that problem and
thereby extend our knowledge in the field. Findings of the
research are likely to be disseminated via academic publishing
routes such as conferences, academic journals, and so on.
Contribution to practice is likely to be indirect, through a
‘trickle down’ effect via routes such as higher education,
researchers acting as consultants or specialist advisors, or
through nonacademic publications. In Research in Practice 1.2

we give an example of pure research, with opportunities to

relate findings to practice.







1.3.2 Applied research

Applied research, on the other hand, is likely to emerge as a
direct response to a particular problem faced by practitioners
and with the output being aimed directly at a practitioner
audience. Note, however, that the research itself may be carried
out by academics, practitioners, or by commercial research
specialists such as a consultancy or market research agency. In
applied research the primary aim is to address the practical
problem or issue, and the output is usually intended to be used
by practitioners, such as managers or policymakers, to inform
decision-making and action. Dissemination may be by
publication (for example, for research commissioned by
government or other public bodies) but the findings of applied
research may also be very restricted in terms of its circulation,
especially if it is commercially sensitive. Applied research
varies also in the extent to which it engages with current theory
and past research, but by its nature the contribution to the body
of theoretical knowledge is likely to be a secondary goal for the
research. Nevertheless, applied research can develop
awareness of both research methods and theory within the
wider management profession. Research in Practice 1.3 shows

applied research in action.






1.3.3 Implications for your research project

So what is the appropriate type of research for your project?
The answer depends, of course, on your situation. If you are
doing a doctorate you would be expected to demonstrate the
development of your own scholarly and research skills as well
as that your work makes a contribution to knowledge. Although
this is rather difficult to define, it certainly means that you need
to make sure that your research is grounded within the existing
body of knowledge in your topic area, so your research is likely
to fall within the category of pure research even if your project
has a strong practice orientation. For master’s level and
undergraduate projects, requirements will vary according to
the type of project you are doing, but many final projects will
offer the opportunity of doing applied research. If you are not
bound by the requirements of an academic qualification, you

are likely to be able to decide what is most appropriate in view



of your reason for undertaking a research project. Whatever
your circumstances, however, you should make sure your
choice is compatible with the expectations of other stakeholders

in your project.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY 1.1
ACADEMIC AND INDUSTRY RESEARCH COLLABORATION

In this chapter we present a generally positive view of the
relationship between management research, management
theory, and management practice. By implication this suggests
that theory and practice work well together. The assumption is
that by drawing on both theoretical thinking, rigorous research,
and practical input a deeper understanding of business and
management will be achieved. It also assumes that academic
researchers and industry practitioners can work well together
and are of the same mind in terms of the value of pure and
applied research. Academics and practitioners are encouraged
to collaborate, and much government funding is available today
with this as a condition. Such collaborative research
partnerships are viewed as important as they encourage
knowledge transfer and sharing, which can have benefits
economically, socially, and commercially. There are many
examples of strong collaborations between universities and

industries in the fields of computer science, information



systems, pharmaceuticals, or medicine, and the development of

the Covid-19 vaccine is an example of such collaboration.

However, academic and industry practitioner research
collaborations may not always be harmonious. Being aware of
the tensions that may exist is important if such partnerships are
to be successful. An investigation into the co-production process
in university-industry partnerships by Canhoto et al. (2016)
identified that the nature of interactions between the parties
and contextual factors, including individual, organizational,
and external, determine effectiveness. Key enablers were found
to be the level of commitment by each party, similarity of
attitudes, and complementarity of skills. Relationship
difficulties emerged from differences in end goals (research and
publishing versus commercial success), timescales, and ways of
working. As with any relationship, levels of trust and effective
communication come to the fore in successful academic-

industry partnerships.

1.4 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
RESEARCH AND THEORY

In the previous discussion we noted that pure and applied

research may differ in terms of how they relate to practice. We



now move on to look at what we mean by ‘theory’ and how it

relates to research and to practice.
1.4.1 What is theory?

Christensen and Raynor (2003: 68) define theory as ‘a statement
predicting what actions will lead to what results and why’. A
more technical definition is offered by Gill and Johnson (2010:
43), who define theory as an ‘abstract conceptual framework
which allows us to explain why specific observed regularities
happen’. A theory might explain, for example, why a particular
leadership style is more effective than other leadership styles in
particular situations or how customers choose between

different products when shopping online.

Taking this further, Whetten (1989) argues that a theory should

consist of four elements:

1. The concepts that make up the theory. A concept is a mental
category that groups observations or ideas together on the
basis of shared attributes. It can be relatively concrete such
as ‘age’ or ‘income’, or more tangible, such as ‘satisfaction’ or
‘leadership style’. Concepts form ‘the structure of theory’
(Corbin and Strauss, 2015: 76).



2. A statement of how the concepts are related, for example, in
terms of one causing another.

3. A logical explanation for the relationships between them;
this provides the ‘theoretical glue’ (Whetten, 1989: 491) that
holds the theory together.

4. Identification of the contexts, such as the organizational

situation, in which the theory applies.

Theory should therefore provide an explanation of a
phenomenon in terms of the relevant concepts, how they are
related, why they are related, and in what contexts the theory
would apply. As we discuss in Chapter 3, such theories are often
depicted graphically as a conceptual model that shows the

concepts and the relationships between them.

1.4.2 Theory and practice

Theory and practice sometimes seem to belong to separate
worlds, and the relevance of theory to everyday management
practice is not always obvious. Christensen and Raynor make

the point in a light-hearted way:

Theory often gets a bum rap among managers because it’s
associated with the word ‘theoretical’, which connotes

‘impractical’. But it shouldn’t... . Every action that managers



take, and every plan they formulate, is based on some theory
in the back of their minds that makes them expect the

actions they contemplate will have the results they envision.
But ... most managers don’t realise they are voracious users

of theory.

(Christensen and Raynor, 2003: 68)

Argyris and Schon (1974) make a similar point in their study of
theory and professional practice. They argue that any
deliberate behaviour is the result of ‘theories of action’ that
human beings hold and which guide those actions. Such
theories of action, they suggest, take the form of ‘in situation S,
if you want to achieve consequence C, do A’ (Argyris and Schon,
1974: 4). As humans we therefore find ourselves applying

theories every day, whether or not we are aware of doing so.

The inevitability of using some form of theory in our everyday
and professional lives means, as Mintzberg (2004: 250) puts it,
that ‘we use theory whether we realize it or not. So our choice is
not between theory and practice as much as between different
theories that can inform our practice’. In the view of some
writers, theory is even more pervasive. It is a way of ‘seeing and
thinking about the world’ (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000: 37) that

shapes how we view reality. Even a simple description is not



just a neutral account of what something ‘is’. It implicitly
involves the concepts, background knowledge, and language
available to us as observers. You cannot describe an executive
board meeting, for example, without invoking the concepts and
language of an executive board, of meetings, and so on (Thorpe
and Holt, 2008). Our observations therefore are influenced by
the concepts and theories we hold. They are not theory neutral.
However, although our theories influence our observations,
they do not determine them; instead, our observations can be
thought of as ‘theory laden’ (Sayer,_1992: 83). Being aware of our
theories and how they may be influencing what we do and
think is one of the reasons for taking a reflexive stance on

research, as we discuss in more detail in Section 1.6.

1.4.3 The scope of theory

Theories can vary greatly in their scope. A commonly
encountered categorization distinguishes three types of theory

in terms of their scale.
Grand theories

Grand theories, sometimes known as meta-theories, are
theoretical systems that apply to large-scale social phenomena.

Marxist historical materialism and Freudian psychoanalysis are



two familiar examples. Grand theory can provide a general
orientation towards a problem area and suggest potential
explanations for phenomena of interest. It may also be linked to
a specific philosophical orientation and thereby incorporate a
particular understanding of the nature of research and of the
social world. Grand theory may, however, be difficult to test
empirically or to use directly in a research project because of its
high degree of abstraction, but it may provide an overall

orientation for a study.

Middle-range theories

Middle-range theories have a more limited scope than grand
theory and provide an explanation of a particular
phenomenon, such as leadership or organizational change. As a
result they can more readily be used to guide research efforts.
Middle-range theories are likely to be important in guiding pure
research efforts, but they can also inform applied projects. An
example of a middle-range theory is Service Dominant Logic

(Vargo and Lusch, 2004, 2017), which challenged existing views

of economic exchange that focused on ‘tangible resources,
embedded value, and transactions’ and instead focused on
service exchange and the importance of co-creation and

relationships. This theory has been used extensively in



consumer research and service operations management to

challenge traditional goods-centred explanations of markets.

Substantive theories

Substantive theories apply to a specific phenomenon in a
specific setting such as leadership in distributed teams or
organizational change in entrepreneurial start-ups. Their
narrower scope means that they may not be applicable to other
contexts, but their closeness to practical problems makes them
especially relevant in applied research, where the focus may be
a particular situation, and the researcher has less interest in

theorizing about other contexts.

For applied research, middle-range or substantive theories will
probably be more directly relevant to the immediate needs of
the research project. Even if you are carrying out pure
research, with a strong theoretical focus, contributing to
middle-range or substantive theory in the topic area is likely to

be more feasible than aspiring to develop grand theory.

1.4.4 Theory and research

When commencing a research project, you may already be

familiar with existing theories in your topic area, and you will



encounter further theories as you start to read more about your
subject. But how can theory contribute to your research? And
how can your research contribute to theory? Figure 1.2 shows
two different ways in which theory can be integrated into

research.

With a deductive approach you start with theory, typically
based on existing literature that proposes possible solutions to
your research problem. This theory is then tested against data
collected in the situation under investigation. The resulting
findings provide both a test of the theory and potential
solutions to your chosen problem. A deductive approach might
be used, for example, to investigate the factors that influence
customers’ decisions to shop online. By drawing on existing
theory to identify factors seen to influence online shopping
behaviour and by collecting suitable data, you could test which

factors were influential in the situation you were investigating.



Deductive Inductive
approach approach

Theory Theory

Building
W

Observation Observation

FIGURE 1.2 Deductive and inductive approaches to research

When adopting an inductive approach, on the other hand, you
begin the collection of data via observations of a specific
phenomenon in response to your research problem and then
build a theory about what is going on from those observations.
For example, an inductive approach might be used to
investigate the process by which innovative ideas are
developed into a final product in a particular situation. Rather
than test an existing theory, you could decide to gather data
about what is going on by studying how particular products
have been developed from the idea stage in one or more
organizations. This would enable you to develop a more
detailed understanding of how such product development is

done, from which you could build a theory explaining the



product innovation process. In an inductive approach, theory is
therefore primarily an output; in a deductive approach, it is a
key input. The two approaches involve contrasting ‘logics of
enquiry’ (Blaikie and Priest, 2019: 21), using theory and
literature in different ways, and making use of different

research designs, as we discuss in more detail in Chapter 4.

1.5 RESEARCH AND PHILOSOPHY

Behind any research lie our fundamental assumptions about
the world we are researching. This is the domain of philosophy
and, in particular, the philosophy of social science. The debates
in this area have divided research communities for decades
(and even centuries). This is a fascinating area for those who
are interested in it but can be mystifying to those who are not.
We now introduce you to aspects of this topic that are
particularly relevant to management research. Our aim is to
assist you in making sense of philosophical issues that you will
encounter during your research and to help you develop your

own philosophical position in relation to your own project.
1.5.1 Epistemology and ontology

Discussion of research philosophy often proceeds by

distinguishing between the epistemology and ontology of



different philosophical positions. In social sciences,
epistemology usually refers to questions of how we know what
we claim to know. Since epistemology is concerned with the
problem of how we know things, its connection with research
as an activity of findings things out is fairly obvious. To
illustrate this, we will highlight two contrasting epistemological
stances, objectivism and subjectivism. An objectivist
epistemology assumes the possibility of gathering data through
the theory-neutral (objective) and value-free observation of the
social world by the application of appropriate methods. A
subjectivist epistemology rejects this view and instead assumes
that all observation is, at the very least, theory laden, thereby
calling into question any claim to produce a value-free,
objective account of something. Our epistemological
assumptions have significant implications for how we go about

evaluating the research that we and others produce.

Ontology is concerned with our beliefs about the nature of what
is out there to know in the social world. At first sight the
relevance of ontology to research may not be that clear. But if
we think about it in terms of our assumptions about the nature
of the world we are investigating, we can see that it does matter.
Again we can illustrate this by contrasting two ontological
positions, realism and idealism. Ontological realism assumes

the existence of a mind-independent reality. The tree outside



the office window, for example, is there independently of our
awareness of it. Ontological idealism, on the other hand,
challenges that assumption. Idealism, as we use the term here,
does not necessarily deny the existence of an object outside our
window, but it does suggest that its ‘tree-ness’ is not something
intrinsic to the object but is instead a product, a construction, of
cognitive and social processes that make it meaningful for us as
humans. If we turn our attention from trees to social
phenomena such as organization or culture, we can start to see
the importance of ontological questions to research. Is an
organization something ‘out there’ waiting for us to come along
and describe and explain it, or is it something that can be
understood by investigating the shared meanings of
organizational members? How we answer such questions
influences how we approach the problem of research in a social

setting such as management.

1.5.2 Philosophical orientations

These epistemological and ontological assumptions combine in
different ways to contribute to alternative philosophical
orientations to business and management research. These
alternative orientations have different emphases in terms of the

primary goals of research, what constitutes an appropriate



research approach, and the preferred research methods. We

summarize them in Table 1.3.
Positivism

Positivism, at least as the term is used in the social science,
usually refers to a philosophical orientation that looks to apply
the methods of the natural sciences to the social sciences.
Positivist research aims to establish causal explanations in the
form of universal laws by means of controlled observation and
measurement and deductive theory testing, in line with its
objectivist epistemology. Rigorous and explicit procedures are
advocated so as to avoid researcher bias and to ensure that the
research is value-free. Positivism is closely associated with
quantitative methods and research designs such as
experiments. Positivism’s ontological position is sometimes
described as direct realism because it restricts claims about the
world to those that can be observed. Claims about things that
cannot be observed or about things about which suitable
evidence cannot be gathered (such as some mental processes)
are treated with scepticism. This emphasis on the central role of
observation is sometimes referred to as empiricism, which term
is sometimes used synonymously with positivism. Positivism is

often depicted as the dominant research approach in business



and management, but it has come in for a great deal of criticism

on both philosophical and practical grounds.

Philosophical orientations in research
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One response to the criticisms of positivism has been the
emergence of post-positivism, sometimes which has been
described as a ‘less arrogant form of positivism’ (Crotty, 1998:
29). Phillips and Burbules sum up the post-positivist position in

the following terms:

[Post-positivists] are united in believing that human
knowledge is not based on unchallengeable, rock-solid
foundations - it is conjectural. We have grounds, or
warrants, for asserting the beliefs, or conjectures, that we

hold as scientists, often very good grounds, but these



grounds are not indubitable. Our warrants for accepting

things can be withdrawn in the light of further investigation.

Phillips and Burbules (2000: 26)

In addition to the quantitative methods typical of positivist
research, post-positivist researchers also use qualitative and
mixed methods research, particularly those that lend
themselves to more structured analysis. Nevertheless, post-
positivism retains much of positivism’s commitment to the goal

of value-free, objective research. b

Interpretivism

Interpretivism rejects the positivist assumption that the
methods of the natural sciences apply to the social sciences,
insisting instead that there are fundamental differences
between the objects (such as chemicals and rocks) that natural
scientists study and the reasoning human beings that social
scientists study. People actively interpret the world around
them and do so within a specific sociocultural context.
Understanding of the social world therefore requires
understanding it from the point of view of the people directly

involved in the social process (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). We

have therefore classified interpretivist ontology as a form of



idealism, in order to stress the importance of meaning and
understanding in this approach. Interpretivist researchers are
also interested in the lived experience of individuals, in how
they understand and make sense of their experiences. The
resulting knowledge of particular groups and events in their
specific context is often referred to as idiographic, in contrast to
positivism’s search for nomothetic knowledge in the form of
universal laws. Given the very different way in which the
nature of the social world is understood, it is not surprising that
interpretivism questions the use of the methods of the natural
sciences for social research, arguing instead that a different
approach is needed. In place of the deductive, quantitative
methods that characterize a positivist research, interpretivist
research therefore typically adopts an inductive approach,
combined with qualitative research methods, such as
ethnography and in-depth interviews that allow the researcher
to investigate phenomena in context and through the

understanding of those involved (Blaikie and Priest, 2019).

In Table 1.3 we show interpretivism as adopting an objectivist
epistemology. This is reflected in two commitments that are
evident to varying degrees in interpretivist research
(Hammersley, 2013). The first is a commitment to the value of
detailed and accurate observation via in-depth field research,

including audio and even video recording where appropriate.



The second is the need for researchers to put aside their
presuppositions and own assumptions in favour of
understanding the culture being researched on its own terms.
This objectivist stance has led some writers to refer to this
approach as neo-empiricism, on the basis that interpretivism
shares to some degree positivism’s empiricist orientation

(Johnson et al., 2006), even though it is opposed to other aspects

of positivist thought. This objectivist aspect of interpretivism
has been challenged by the rise of social constructionism, to the
point where today many interpretivist researchers are likely to

adopt a more subjectivist epistemological position.

Social constructionism

Social constructionism is a more recent development than
either positivism or interpretivism but has been very influential
in both the philosophy and method of social science. As its
name suggests, social constructionism emphasizes the
‘constructed’ nature of social reality. Phenomena like
management, organization, and personal identity are not
determined by some internal essence that makes them what
they are but are instead constructed through our social
processes and, in particular, through interaction and language.
Researcher interest therefore focuses on investigating the

construction process, documenting, for example, how and in



what ways things such as ‘globalization’ or ‘competence’ get
constructed in some ways rather than others. Social
constructionist research is generally qualitative and inductive
and often with a particular interest in research that investigates

language (spoken and written).

As we have seen, social constructionism shares interpretivism’s
ontological idealism, but it rejects its neo-empiricist leanings in
favour of epistemological subjectivism. It thereby draws
attention to the constructed nature of the researcher’s own
account of their own research. Social constructionist
researchers have, for example, sought to show the processes
through which scientific facts are constructed during the course
of laboratory research (such as Latour and Woolgar, 1986). This
is a very radical move in many respects: if all accounts,
including scientific ones, are socially constructed, what is the
basis for preferring one over another? The extreme relativism
implied by this question is not accepted by all social
constructionists, let alone all researchers, but it draws attention
to the problem of how we should decide whether a piece of
research should be taken seriously. The problem of deciding on
the quality of a piece of research is an important topic which

we discuss further in Chapter 4.

Realism



Our final example of a philosophical orientation is realism. As
we are using the term here, it refers to the relatively recent
version of realism that goes under various headings, such as
critical realism, subtle realism, and scientific realism. As its
name suggests, it is characterized by a form of ontological
realism. It replaces the direct realism of positivism, however,
with a depth realism that draws a distinction between the
events we can observe (the empirical) and the potentially
unobservable mechanisms and processes that give rise to them
(the real). Explanation, in this view, involves identifying the
causal mechanisms that generate the regularities that we
observe in the natural and social world. For example, we may
observe that gunpowder ignites when it comes into contact
with a flame. From a realist point of view, an explanation of this
phenomenon would require that we identify the mechanisms,
such as gunpowder’s chemical composition, that bring this
about and the contexts, such as the presence of oxygen, in
which it occurs. Identification of such causal mechanisms,
along with the contexts in which they are triggered, is a key
component of realist research. The research methods for doing
this can be qualitative or quantitative, although realists are
often critical of the ways in which quantitative methods are
used in positivist research. Realism also questions both the

deductive and inductive approaches to research in favour of



what is sometimes called abduction, a topic we discuss in more

detail in Chapter 4.

Realism also departs from positivism in adopting a subjectivist
epistemology. In doing so it accepts that we can only know the
world through our descriptions of it. Unlike social
constructionism, which also espouses a subjectivist
epistemological position, realism insists that there is a reality
independent of our knowledge of it, and this reality constrains
the ways in which we can construct our world and offers the
possibility of being able to decide which accounts of reality are
more adequate than others. Observation in the realist view is

always theory laden, but it is not theory determined.

1.5.3 Axiological assumptions

Axiology deals with questions of value (Saunders et al., 2019).
In terms of philosophical positions in research, positivism is
traditionally associated with the idea that research should be
value-free. The researcher’s neutrality is achieved through the
application of appropriate research methods and techniques.
Other philosophical orientations acknowledge the inevitability
of researcher involvement in the research process and thus are
more sceptical of the extent to which research can be free of the

explicit or implicit values of the researcher. One response to



this loss of certainty has been to emphasize the need for
researchers to be aware of their own role in and impact upon
the research process. This awareness is often referred to as

reflexivity, a topic we discuss in more detail later in the chapter.

Values are also at the heart of another debate in business
research; namely, on whose behalf and in whose interests is the
research being done? We have so far taken it for granted that
research that generates knowledge that improves management
and organizational practice is a ‘good thing’. This is not a view
shared by everyone. There is a long tradition in both academic
and popular writing that is critical of capitalism in its various
manifestations. In business and management research, what
are sometimes known as critical management studies have
been inspired by various influences, particularly Marxism and
feminism, and question what they see as research that operates
in the interests of management or other dominant groups.
Researchers taking this approach aim to surface issues such as
gender imbalance, discrimination, and worker exploitation. We
explore these issues further in Chapter 5 when we discuss the
ethical aspects of management research and the emergence of
participatory research as well as the importance of diversity

and inclusivity in research.

1.5.4 Taking it forward



Although we may not be explicitly aware of it, our philosophical
orientation shapes the way we frame a research problem and
the possible solutions to it. It influences how we go about
investigating it in terms of the overall approach and the specific
research methods and techniques that we adopt. This is one
reason why academic research, especially for dissertations and
theses, often includes a discussion of philosophical issues as
part of the research report. But where do we start? Our
experience is that most new researchers do not begin with
strong awareness of, let alone commitment to, a particular
philosophical orientation. Instead, this develops over time as
they learn more about research methods and as they look at
research carried out from different philosophical positions. At
this early stage, therefore, do not worry if you do not have a
sense of where you stand in relation to the philosophical
aspects of research. As you read, talk about, and above all,
reflect on your research project, you will develop your own

thinking on this complex but fascinating aspect of research.

We conclude this section on a note of caution. It is very easy to
get lost in philosophical debate about and lose sight of the
research itself. If you find yourself getting into this situation,

the advice of Tashakkori and Teddlie is worth noting:



For most researchers committed to the thorough study of a
research problem ... the underlying world view hardly enters
the picture, except in the most abstract sense... .
[Philosophical] considerations are not as important in the
final analysis as the research question that you are

attempting to answer.

(Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998: 21)

1.6 REFLEXIVITY AND THE RESEARCHER

A growing awareness of the impact of the researcher on the
research process has led to calls for researchers to pay greater
attention to this aspect of their work. This is often talked about
in terms of reflexivity and involves ‘a focus on how does who I
am, who I have been, who I think I am, and how I feel affect
data collection and analysis’ (Pillow, 2003: 176). In this sense,
reflexivity goes beyond simply reflecting upon the technical
details of our research, to think more deeply about how our
underlying assumptions influence what we do and how we do it
and how those assumptions are affected in turn by our

experiences.

1.6.1 Types of reflexivity



Reflexivity is not constrained by any single aspect of our
research but operates on multiple levels simultaneously, as
shown by the following examples (Lynch, 2000; Johnson and
Duberley, 2003; Haynes, 2012):

e Theoretical reflexivity. How do our existing theories shape
our framing of the research problem and our approach to it?
How are these theories themselves shaped as the project
unfolds?

e Methodological reflexivity. How are our assumptions and
preferences about research methods influencing and
influenced by the research?

e Philosophical reflexivity. How do our philosophical
commitments (epistemological, ontological, and axiological)
shape how we go about our research? How are these, in turn,
influenced by the research project?

e Standpoint reflexivity. How does our own political, cultural,
social, and emotional standpoint influence our approach to
the research?

We suggest that reflexivity about our own standpoint in
relation to the research is particularly relevant when we are
doing research about which we have strong personal feelings or
close personal involvement. Such situations can easily arise for

the insider researcher doing research in their own



organization; reflexivity is therefore important not just with
respect to the technical details of the research but also in terms
of engagement with stakeholders who may influence or be
affected by the research or its findings. Reflexivity should also
make us aware of ourselves versus others and raise
consideration of diversity and inclusion in our research. It is
important, however, not to lose sight of the research. As

Alvesson et al. observe:

A word of caution is in order. Reflexivity does not need to be
a heavy, endless source of self-contemplation and doubt but
can — and should — be productively used to enhance the
quality of any research project. It is the researcher who
needs to decide the right level of reflective engagement given

the type of the research project s/he is engaged in.

Alvesson et al. (2022: 28)

1.6.2 Being reflexive

What can we do to be more reflexive about our research?
Making time and space to think and reflect is the first step, but
to develop our skills in reflexivity takes more than that. As part
of your research project, we encourage you to keep a research

journal or diary (see Chapter 8). This is the ideal place to start



writing reflexively. Alongside recording ‘factual’ information
such as the date that an interview took place or the details of a
decision that was made, record also your emerging thoughts
and feelings about what was happening, why you took a
particular decision, how you carried out a particular task, and
so on. Use the diary to reflect on the implications of what you
are doing, both for the research and yourself. Not only will this
help you develop your reflexive skills, it will also provide a
valuable record of your actions and thoughts during the
research when it comes to writing up your project, especially if

you are required or decide to include a reflective component in

your final report.







NEXT STEPS

FURTHER READING




For further reading, please see the companion website.
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CHAPTER 2

Formulating your research problem

DOI: 10.4324/9781003381006-3

LEARNING OUTCOMES

At the end of this chapter you will be able to

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Your research problem is the specific issue or opportunity that
forms the subject of your research. It should give a clear and
compelling reason for doing the research and provide the basis

for developing the research questions that you need to answer


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003381006-3

in order to solve the problem. Research questions in turn
provide the basis for developing your overall research design.
Identifying a suitable problem is therefore a critical stage of
your project. It is one of the most challenging aspects of
undertaking research, especially for novice researchers, so this
chapter takes a step-by-step approach to doing so. We begin by
looking at how to take a problem-centred approach to research
and how to identify a suitable research problem for your own
project. Next we examine different types of research questions
and how they relate to the overall aims of your research. We

conclude by looking at what makes a good research question.

2.2 A PROBLEM-SOLVING VIEW OF
RESEARCH

One way of thinking about research is to see it as a problem-
solving activity. Research, according to this view, ‘aims to
increase our understanding of complex problems or
phenomena that exist under conditions of uncertainty found in
the world’ (Van de Ven, 2007: 72). It applies to both applied and
pure research because a research problem may arise from a
practical issue or opportunity experienced by practitioners
(including the researcher), or it may be the result of anomalies

or gaps identified in the theoretical literature. Note that we are



using the word ‘problem’ in a broad sense, so it should not be
understood only in negative terms as something harmful or
unwelcome; it can equally be an opportunity that merits
further investigation, such as the potential offered by a new
technology or new form of organization. A research problem
may also have an exploratory aspect in response to a situation

about which little is known.
2.2.1 The role of the research problem

Your research problem forms the crucial link between the
practical or theoretical problem that has motivated your project
and the design and conduct of the research itself. It provides
the basis for framing clear research questions that will drive
how you design your research in order to deliver useful
research findings. Those findings ultimately help you to resolve
your original practical or theoretical problem. Solving the
research problem provides the rationale for undertaking your
research and helps you to demonstrate the significance of your
results (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). We depict these

relationships in Figure 2.1.



“Some of our new product development
projects work, others are a disaster — how
can we do better?”

1. Practical
and/or
Resolves t':igg?;';]a' Motivates
Evidence-based conclusions T (/ Eval
on the effectiveness of <\/\| 5 va ;aredcurrfnt new
current practices form the proatc t REve opmept _
basis for recommendations 5. Research 2. Research projects in order to identify
to improve new product findings problem best practices for future
development projects application
Delivers "\ - > Frames
4. Research /l—] 3. Research 1.  What are the current practices
i i used within new product
Research design able to design N question(s) P
h ¢i development projects?
SRR S 2. What is the impact of these
Drives practices on new product

development outcomes?

FIGURE 2.1 Linking research problems, questions, design, and
findings

Formulating a clear, well-focused research problem is not a
simple or quick task. There are likely to be false starts, multiple
iterations, and revisions as you read around your potential
topic, discuss it with colleagues, supervisors, or others involved
in the situation. Given that the process may require input from
multiple stakeholders, negotiating access to potential research
sites, and even carrying out a preliminary review of the
literature in your topic area, it is not surprising that this can
take weeks or even months. Be prepared to invest the necessary

time and energy into this crucial stage of your research project.



Taking a problem-centred approach draws attention to a more
subtle and complex issue in choosing a research subject:
problems are a matter of perception and interpretation, and
formulating them involves a process known as framing. Van de

Ven explains this in the following way:

All problems, anomalies, or issues motivating a study begin
with a perception that something requires attention.
Problems are not given by nature, but by how, whom, and
why they are perceived... . That being the case, any
formulation of a problem is a partial representation

reflecting the perspectives and interests of the observer.

Van de Ven (2007: 74)

How you frame a problem has a big influence on how you try to
solve it. It also affects whether other people share the view that
it is a problem. Framing it in a particular way may also blind
you to other possible ways of looking at the problem. If you
frame a problem in terms of human resources, for example,
you will draw attention to some features of the situation and
away from others. If someone else sees the same issue in terms
of operations management, their perspective may be very
different. As well as being aware of how different stakeholders

perceive a particular situation, you also need to reflect on your



own position and role in the research process. This involves
developing a reflexive awareness of yourself as a researcher, as

we highlighted in the previous chapter.

2.2.2 Research problems in pure research projects

In pure research, which aims at making an explicit contribution
to theory, problem formulation typically involves the
identification of some theoretical puzzle that the research is
intended to address. In this kind of project, a review of
literature (see Chapter 3) plays a central role in refining both
your research problem and subsequent research questions.
Alvesson and Sandberg (2011: 247) identify ‘gap spotting’ and
‘problematization’ as two possible strategies for generating
research topics from the literature. Gap spotting, as its name
suggests, involves identifying gaps in the literature or
opportunities to extend current theories in some way or other.
Problematization involves a more fundamental investigation of
the assumptions that underlie existing theories.
Problematization, according to Alvesson and Sandberg (2011),
can lead to more interesting and influential theories. If
successful, it may also lead to more radical theoretical
innovation in the topic area. However, radical innovation in
research is potentially risky and subject to high failure rates

(Voss, 2003). If you are new to research, you are probably best




advised to take a more incremental and cautious approach,
focusing on gaps or anomalies in existing theories that a well-
scoped research project could address rather than trying to

develop a radically new theory-of-everything.

2.2.3 Research problems in applied research projects

In applied research, your research problem is likely to originate
directly from a practical issue or opportunity facing
management or other stakeholders. If you are commissioned by
a third party to carry out a project, whether on a commercial
basis or as part of an academic course of study, the research
problem is, to some extent, presented to you. One difficulty,
however, is that the problem may not actually be formulated in
research terms or even in a way that is researchable. In the
context of marketing research, Iacobucci and Churchill(2018)
discuss this challenge in terms of the need to move from the
‘decision problem’ to a ‘research problem’. The decision
problem relates to the situation faced by the organization and
the decisions that management need to take in order to address
it. The research problem is essentially a ‘translating’ of the
decision problem into research terms (lacobucci and Churchill,
2018: 29). Table 2.1 illustrates this distinction. Iacobucci and
Churchill(2018: 29) argue that this restatement is made possible

by the researcher working closely with those involved to



transition from the decision-maker’s problem into ‘specific

operational objectives for the research’.
Problem or symptom?

Understanding the total decision situation can help you to
distinguish between surface symptoms and underlying
problems. Suppose, for example, that a company’s customer
service team is making frequent mistakes when processing
customer orders. As a result of the mistakes, many customers
have complained and stopped using the company’s services. In
response, the company is offering compensation in an effort to
retain them. You will no doubt recognize this as a classic case of
treating the symptom rather than the problem. Whilst
immediate action to retain customers may be necessary, only by
focusing on the root causes of the mistakes in order processing

will the problem really be solved.

Examples of the relationship between decision problems and research

problems

Management decision
Research problem
problem

Selection of offshore Evaluate channel structures and

distribution channels channel members in each of the



Management decision

problem

Addressing variable
level of performance
in new product

development

Reducing employee

turnover

Building consumer
trust in the online

brand

Research problem

countries being considered in
order to determine their

potential

Evaluate new product
development practices in order
to identify improved practices

for future application

Identify factors influencing
employee turnover in order to
identify options for policy

changes

Understand drivers of consumer
trust in online brands in order to
identify improvement

opportunities

Similar situations can arise when defining your research

problem, particularly in applied research projects. Do not just



take the initial statement of the problem for granted. Instead be
prepared to do some preliminary investigation to ensure that
you understand the situation in sufficient depth to be able to

formulate your research problem adequately. Van de Ven (2007:

78) calls this ‘grounding the problem’. Careful discussion with
stakeholders is a useful starting point for getting a better
understanding of what is going on and deeper insights into the
problem space. Dialogue with those involved is also essential to
ensure a common understanding of the problem and the
expected outputs of the research. At this stage, even in applied
projects, a preliminary review of literature on the topic area,
including existing theories and models, can help you to
understand the problem and identify relevant dimensions for
subsequent investigation. Remember, however, that you are not

expected to solve the problem at this point.

Is your research problem suitable?

Even when your problem is specified in research terms, you
will still have to decide whether it is appropriate for you to take
on. If you are doing commercial research, the decision will
primarily be a business one. If your project is part of an
academic course, such as a master’s degree, you will need to
ensure that it meets the terms of reference set by your

institution for your qualification. You should therefore make



sure that you fully understand those terms of reference before
accepting the task. You will also need to consider whether the
proposed research is compatible with your personal goals and
can be achieved within the time, word count, and any other
resource constraints you are working under. Lastly, regardless
of the type of project, you must think through the ethical
dimensions of the proposed research, a topic discussed in more

detail in Chapter 5.

2.3 CHOOSING A RESEARCH PROBLEM

You may already have a good idea of what research problem
you would like to investigate, but equally you may be struggling
to come up with a suitable subject. Even where you have a
general idea or have even been asked to carry out a particular
research project, the problem will still need to be refined and
developed. In this section we present some suggestions for
choosing your research problem and guidance on how to refine
it.

2.3.1 Sources of ideas for your research problem

Many writers have offered suggestions for identifying research
topics. What follows is drawn from their suggestions and our

own experience and is summarized in Table 2.2.



e A good starting point is to reflect on your own personal
experiences and interests. Work or career-related situations
can offer a huge source of possible topics, but other areas of
personal life such as hobbies, voluntary work, or community
activities also provide plenty of scope for projects. A useful
approach, in keeping with the problem-solving view of
research, is to look for anomalies, puzzles, opportunities, or
the unexpected in your experiences with organizational and

professional life.

Sources of ideas for your research problem

» Personal experiences and interests
* Discussions with practitioners, academics, and
colleagues
» Academic and practitioner literature, including popular
media
» Past projects
* Projects of opportunity

* Seeking a sponsor/client

e Discussion with practitioners, academics, and other
researchers can often generate potential topics. Talking to
work colleagues and your broader social and professional
network can also throw up interesting ideas. Such

discussions can lead to a direct request for help with a



problem, a concrete suggestion of a topic, or just more ideas
to add to the emerging list of options.

Read practitioner and academic journals and papers to see
what is attracting attention. This is likely to be most fruitful
when you have some idea of a general topic area, but
practitioner publications can be particularly useful in
identifying what is happening in your industry or profession.
The general business media can also be a good source of
potential topics. There is a risk of picking up on a transient
management fad rather than a sound research topic, but this
can be checked by further reading and discussion to see
whether the topic has real substance.

Look at past research projects. Past projects can be a useful
source of inspiration for ideas, not least because researchers
often identify where further research is needed. Looking at
previous projects is particularly important if your project has
to take a particular form, such as a master’s dissertation or
doctoral thesis, because it will help you to get a better
understanding of the scope, depth, and complexity of what is
expected.

Look out for projects of opportunity. These are projects that
just appear out of the blue from time to time. These can arise
at work when a particular problem needs investigating, or

you may hear about possible projects through your personal



contacts. Many academic institutions have close relations
with businesses and other organizations and may receive
requests for help with issues that they are facing.

* Actively seek a potential client or sponsor organization for
which you could conduct a research project. This can also
provide you with an opportunity to get in touch with a
potential future employer or simply to offer your services to
an organization, such as a charity, that you would like to
help. Your negotiation skills will be at a premium as you may
well be trying to reach agreement on the research problem,
access to data and respondents, and the format of any

deliverables, such as a research report, all at the same time.

Techniques such as mind mapping or brainstorming can also be
helpful, especially if you are trying to move from a general idea
to a specific, researchable problem. Whatever sources and
techniques you use — and if you are starting from scratch, you
will probably need to use more than one — keep a record of your
thoughts and emerging ideas. You will find it useful to start a
research diary at this point, noting down ideas as they come to
you so that they are not forgotten (we discuss keeping a

research diary in Chapter 8).



Professional

interest
Career Employer
interest interest
Theoretical
interest

FIGURE 2.2 Looking for potential topics

A suitable research problem often emerges as a result of
bringing together different perspectives. Figure 2.2 shows a
simple Venn diagram that can help you to come up with a
potential research problem. It brings together four areas of

interest.

1. Professional interests. What issues or opportunities have you
come across in your professional experiences that are of
particular interest to you? Are there any particular skill sets

or areas of knowledge that you want to acquire or develop?



2. Career interests. What areas of business and management
are interesting for your future career development? Is there
a particular topic area in which you want to raise your
profile?

3. Employer interests. What issues or opportunities are
important for your employing organization (or possible
employer)?

4. Theoretical interests. What areas of management or

organizational theory do you find particularly interesting?

Record your thoughts on each of these areas and look for any
overlaps or interesting juxtapositions. Areas of overlap may
suggest topic areas where there is synergy between different
aspects of your life. These may be particularly fruitful in terms
of the personal benefits they offer. They may also be easier to
carry out from a practical point of view if they build on your
existing knowledge, skills, and professional and personal

network.

2.3.2 Refining your problem

In our experience, if you use the techniques we have discussed,
it is not too hard to find a general topic area. The challenge
comes in trying to refine a general idea into a clear, focused

research problem. One way forward is to ask yourself how your



research will contribute to resolving your chosen theoretical or
practical problem. In particular, ask yourself what it is that you
want to know at the end of the project that you do not now
know. If you cannot give a clear answer to this question, it
probably means that you have not defined your problem
clearly enough in research terms. At this point reading around
the topic area and talking to practitioners, academics (including
your supervisor, if you have one) and colleagues can help you to
refine your thinking and identify researchable problems within

a general topic area.

Once you have an initial idea for your research problem, you

need to ensure that it is clear and well defined. Van de Ven

(2007) discusses this in terms of the problem’s focus, level of

analysis, and scope.
Problem focus

The focus of the project determines who or what is in the
foreground and who or what is in the background of the
research. A research study into stress at work, for example,
might foreground those individuals experiencing stress, whilst
treating the organization or management as the background or
context. Alternatively, it might foreground managers involved

in managing stressed individuals. It is likely that the audience



for whom the research is intended (e.g. the client, the funding
body, or the academic institution) will influence the focus of the

problem.

Level of analysis

Your level of analysis (individual, group, organizational, or
industry) will also shape where the emphasis of the project lies
and help you to identify the unit of analysis for your project.
The unit of analysis refers to the level of aggregation of the data
used during analysis and for reporting your results. Your unit of
analysis can be at any level from individual (e.g. a consumer in
marketing research), through group (e.g. a project team), or
organization (e.g. a firm) to industry or geographical or political
region. Being clear on your unit of analysis is important
because it will affect how and where you collect your data, how
you will carry out your analysis, and how you will report your

findings.

Once your level and unit of analysis are chosen, higher levels of
aggregation will tend to be treated as context, whilst lower
levels become components of the problem domain itself.
Suppose, for example, that you were investigating the
performance of project teams. The project teams would form

your unit of analysis. The organizational and industry levels



would be the context in which those project teams operate,
whilst the individual project members would be of interest
primarily in their role as part of the project team and as
potential sources of data on aspects of their team’s

performance.

Scope

You will also need to decide the scope of your project by setting
boundaries to determine what is ‘in’ and what is ‘out’. This is
rather like putting up a tent. You have to be very clear about
what is inside the tent and what is going to be outside and
accept that your tent cannot hold everything. As well as setting
boundaries at the outset, you will also need to be very careful
about scope creep as the project unfolds. This is a very common
problem in dissertations and theses, especially once the
literature review is underway. As you learn more about your
problem area, you will spot connections with other interesting
subjects, and it is very tempting to incorporate these, pushing
out the boundaries of your project. Before long, if you are not
careful, you will have lost focus and ended up with something
unmanageable. Try to keep within your project scope and shift
the boundaries only after careful consideration of the

implications.



Scope creep can also be a problem when conducting research
for a third party, especially if the research context is very
dynamic, as it may be in applied projects in an organizational
context. Client demands can change and grow as the project
proceeds, particularly if the problem was not clearly defined at
the outset. In such situations Markham’s (2019) advice on
handling scope creep in consultancy projects is worth

following.

* Assess the implications of the proposed change for the
project.

e Discuss these with the client (and your supervisor/tutor if
applicable).

* Document the change, noting any changes to deliverables,
timings, and resource requirements (and fees for commercial

projects).

2.3.3 What makes a good research problem?

A good research problem should be clear, tightly focused, and
well scoped. Bougie and Sekaran (2020) suggest that it should
also be relevant, feasible, and interesting. Relevance is achieved
if the problem relates to a definite need in the domain of either
practice (applied research) or theory (pure research) that is

recognized by appropriate stakeholders, such as practitioners



in a particular work situation or the academic community to
which the findings of the research will be addressed. Feasibility
addresses two related aspects. Firstly, it must be possible to
address the problem through research, and secondly, it must be
possible for you to carry out that research within the
constraints of ethical conduct, access, time, and other resources.
Feasibility is therefore closely connected to the scope of the
research. Lastly, the research problem must be interesting to
you and to other relevant stakeholders. Sustaining enthusiasm
throughout a research project can be a real challenge; make
sure that you at least start off interested and enthused by your

chosen problem.

When finalizing your research problem, do take time to
consider your own motivations and objectives in undertaking
it. If you are doing an assessed project as part of an academic
course of study, then you may be motivated by the qualification
towards which you are working. Beyond the immediate goals of
the research project and any qualification, you may have other
reasons for undertaking a particular piece of research work.
You might want, for example, to learn about a new technology,
investigate a new trend in organizational development, or
explore an industry sector other than your own. Alternatively,
you may want to acquire or develop your skills in a particular

type of research. Other benefits can also accrue from careful



choice of research problem. You may want to raise your profile
in a particular subject area or to use the research to help you
make a career change. Whatever the case, a research project
can offer great opportunities for personal development, so do

not overlook these when choosing your research problem.

2.3.4 Writing down your research problem

As you think about your research problem, capture your
thoughts by writing them down. Doing so will help you to
develop and clarify your thinking around your topic. Ideas that
are written down will also be easier to share and discuss with
other people, such as colleagues or your supervisor. They will
also be input for a written research proposal (Chapter 8) and
even for your final report. In the early stages we have found the
following simple structure useful to capture the essence of your

research problem.

1. Background (a statement of the theoretical or practical
problem, issue, or opportunity motivating the research).
2. This research will (the overall aim of the research) in order to

(how the research will address the problem).

For example:



1. The Company has been successful in attracting online
customers but is unable to retain them.

2. This research will identify the factors influencing online
customer retention in order to make recommendations to the

Company for improvement.

The structure of the statement is designed to encourage you to
think not just about the overall problem but also how your
research will contribute to solving it. You will build upon this as

you develop your research questions.

2.4 DEVELOPING YOUR RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

Research questions are the specific questions that your
research needs to answer in order to resolve your research
problem. As Maxwell (2013: 73) puts it, they show ‘what you
specifically want to understand by doing your study’. They form
the bridge between your research problem and your research
design (Eigure 2.1). Clearly formulated, they provide direction
for your investigation and selection of a suitable research
design. Research questions also help to confirm the boundaries
of your study and keep it manageable. They are also important

because without clear questions, it is very difficult to have clear



answers and therefore to know whether your research has
achieved its aims by answering them. Lastly, research questions
also help to communicate to the reader what your research is

intended to find out.

2.4.1 Research questions and data collection
questions

One difficulty that novice researchers often encounter is
distinguishing between research questions and those questions
that are used in interviews or questionnaires to collect the data
needed to answer the research question. The difference is easily
illustrated by distinguishing between a research question such
as ‘what is the average IQ (intelligence quotient) of a group of
students?’ and the questions included in a test designed to
measure the IQ of each individual. In many cases, as in the 1Q
example, the research question is not actually answerable in a
single question because IQ measurement requires more than
one question to be asked of participants. Research questions
and data collection questions are thus rarely the same. They are
likely to be worded differently and to be at very different levels
of generality: you are unlikely to ask a respondent your
research question directly. When formulating research

questions, you should be aware of this distinction.



2.4.2 Categorizing research questions

Different writers have proposed different ways of categorizing
research questions. Our start point is to think about the type of
research we are undertaking and to ask what is the purpose of
our research. The answer will lie broadly in one of three
categories of research, each of which leads to the use of a
different type of research question and research design. These

are the following:

e Descriptive/exploratory research
e Explanatory research

* Process research
Descriptive/exploratory research - ‘what’ questions

Descriptive research seeks to describe more fully the
characteristics of a particular phenomenon, such as the degree
of customer satisfaction with a particular service or the
experiences of employees working from home. Descriptive
research can also include an element of comparison; for
example, it might involve comparing the difference in customer
satisfaction levels across different retail sites. Alternatively, it
may seek to compare over time, for instance, to identify trends
in social media use or changing attitudes to environmental

issues. It may involve the quantitative measurement of the



attributes of a large population, or it may require the in-depth
investigation of the experiences of a small number of people
involved in a particular situation. We can consider these as

‘what’ type questions.

When we use ‘what’ questions, we seek to generate a detailed
description of the characteristics and attributes of our

phenomenon of interest. Examples might include the following:

e What is the level of satisfaction amongst our customers?

e What is the attitude of employees to the new information
system?

e What are the experiences of people participating in a
coaching programme?

e What are the characteristics of online shoppers?

e What are consumers saying about our products on social
media websites?

e What leadership styles are displayed by project managers in

our organization?

‘What’ questions can also encompass within them such
questions as ‘who’, ‘when’, ‘how much’, and ‘how many’ (Yin,
2018: 10), but all have the same purpose: to provide a
description and in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of

interest. Descriptive research would not, however, seek to



answer ‘why’ or ‘how’ such differences had come about. That
would require a different type of research question and a

different research design as we discuss later in this chapter.

When little is known about the phenomenon and there is a lack
of existing knowledge or theory, the researcher will be in
exploratory mode aiming to ‘probe a topic when the variables,
questions, and theory are unknown’ (Creswell and Creswell,
2023:110). The researcher will be seeking to obtain data that
will help build an understanding of the phenomenon, such as
experiences of working with new technology. Exploratory
research may fill gaps in existing knowledge and is often the
preliminary stage to the subsequent development of theoretical
explanations. Exploratory research is most often associated
with qualitative research methods and can be the first stage of a

sequential mixed methods design.

Description is ‘fundamental to the research enterprise’ (de

Vaus, 2001: 1) as it forms the basis on which further research

can be built. Description may also be required to inform
practical action. You might, for example, use research to
develop a detailed description of the behavioural or
demographic characteristics of your firm’s customers in order
to focus future marketing efforts. In evaluation, descriptive

research methods can be used to gain an understanding of the



situation being evaluated, to find out what policy measures are
currently in place or to measure programme outcomes.
Descriptive studies can also provide a ‘call for action’ (Yin, 2015:
228) to draw attention to the need for a policy change, although
care needs to be taken to avoid the accusation that the research
is biased by the policy-making agenda. Descriptive research can
also be undertaken as an end in itself. In some cases a topic
may be sufficiently novel or interesting for no further
justification to be needed. In many cases, however, description
is not the end point of the research but provides an impetus
and basis for further research into why and how a
phenomenon exists. The relationship is not one way. Not only
does good description provoke ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions, the
answers to those questions can in turn help to add to the
significance of the descriptive component of your research

project.

Explanatory research - ‘why’ questions

Why is explanation of interest to researchers? Aneshensel
(2013) suggests that it is prompted by the findings of descriptive
research arousing curiosity about why things are as they are.
‘The search for scientific understanding, therefore, tends’, she
argues, ‘to evolve in the direction of explanation’ (Aneshensel,

2013: 4). Pure research often involves building or testing



theories about why something is happening. Similarly, many
applied research problems are related to issues of explanation
to find out what is causing something we observe. Behind this
often lies the assumption that explanation may help in practical
situations: if we can explain something, we may be able to
predict it and possibly control (or at least influence) it. In
practice, the extent to which such prediction and control are
feasible, or even desirable, within complex social systems like
an organization is debatable, but given the practical
possibilities of knowing why something happens, it is not
surprising that the answers to explanatory ‘why’ questions are

of interest to practitioners as well as academics.

‘Why’-style questions are therefore concerned with explaining
phenomena. De Vaus (2014) suggests three basic forms that

such questions can take.

1. Why is something happening? For example, you observe that
employee turnover rate is higher than the industry average;
your research question may then be aimed at identifying the
reasons why.

2. What are the consequences of something? What, for instance,
are the consequences of high employee turnover? Your

search is therefore for the effects of some phenomenon.



3. What is the effect of something on something else? Here the
focus shifts to investigating a relationship between two
phenomena. You might, for example, investigate whether
employee satisfaction is impacting on employee turnover

and, if so, by how much.
Examples of ‘why’ questions include the following:

e Why do some mergers and acquisitions fail?

e What are the effects of long-term unemployment?

e Why do people get involved in voluntary work?

e What is the effect of performance-related pay on employee
motivation?

e What is the impact of online advertising on sales?

The wording is not always as straightforward as in the
examples in the previous section. Common variations include
expressions such as ‘What factors influence/affect/impact ... ?’
or ‘What are the determinants of ... ?’ In other situations the
explanatory component is implied rather than explicit. For
example, evaluating whether or not a particular management
initiative works in the way intended means establishing and
explaining the linkages between the initiative and the expected
outcomes (Patton, 2008). Similarly, investigating ‘success

factors’ for something implies an explanatory component in



order to determine the nature of the relationship between the
supposed success factors and the outcome of interest. We
discuss in Chapter 4 in more depth the nature of ‘why’

questions and appropriate research designs.

Process research - ‘How’ questions

Answers to ‘how’ questions offer a different form of
explanation by taking a process view. The focus of research
may be on investigating the sequence of events or activities by
which entities such as people or organizations change over
time. Alternatively, it may take a more micro-level perspective,
focusing on how ‘things’ such as organizing, leading, and
strategizing actually get done and how social reality is
constituted, reproduced, and maintained through social
processes. A process perspective can also contribute to an
understanding of causality by identifying the steps through
which a cause produces an effect and so complement ‘why’ type

questions. Example ‘how’ questions could include the following:

e How do high technology start-ups develop over time?
* How do customers select an online insurance provider?

e How is strategy formulated in companies?



Historically, ‘how’ questions have undoubtedly been neglected
in the management literature in favour of other forms of
explanation. Nevertheless they have been used in a wide range
of applications and have generated a substantial body of
research and thinking. They also have significant practical

relevance. As Langley and Tsoukas (2010) point out, even well-

established answers to ‘why’ questions may be difficult to put
into practice. Knowing, for example, that one particular
organizational structure outperforms another in a specific
situation does not tell you how you might change your own
organization to that new structure. Neither is that knowledge
likely to capture the complex sequence of actions and
interactions and potential unintended consequences that could
arise during such a change. We therefore need process studies
not just out of academic curiosity about the world but in order
‘to better understand how to act within it’ (Langley and
Tsoukas, 2010: 10). Process knowledge thereby complements
the knowledge gained in response to ‘why’ questions. Effective
management practice, we suggest, requires an understanding of

‘how’ as well as ‘why’.

Mixing research questions

A research project is not, of course, limited to one type of

research question. In practice, you will often need answers to



‘what’ questions before you can go on to address ‘why’ or ‘how’
questions. To identify factors influencing employee turnover (a
‘why’ question), for instance, you might first need to get
detailed knowledge of turnover levels by employee group,
attitudes to various aspects of conditions in the workplace, and
so forth (answers to ‘what’ questions). Successful use of the
resulting ‘why’ knowledge may depend in turn on
understanding ‘how’ the factors arose in the first place and
opportunities for addressing them. The research question types
should therefore be seen as complementary rather than

mutually exclusive.

‘Should’ questions

As we noted earlier, practical problems in applied research may
not be formulated in research terms. One aspect of this is that
solutions to practical problems frequently require explicit or
implicit value judgements, often expressed in terms of whether
or not we ‘should’ or ‘ought to’ take a particular action. Such
questions are sometimes referred to as normative questions;
they are concerned with what ought to be rather than what is.
Whilst they are important questions, they cannot be addressed
empirically because there is no correct answer and, as a result,
should be avoided as research questions (White, 2009). In this

connection, Maxwell (2013: 28) makes the useful distinction



between what he calls the ‘intellectual’ and ‘practical’ goals of a
project. Intellectual goals are concerned with understanding
what is going on in a situation in terms of what, why, or how.
Practical goals typically involve accomplishing something, such
as making a change or achieving some performance objective.
Whereas either may be legitimate aims of your project,
practical goals cannot typically be translated directly into
questions which research can answer. Instead Maxwell
recommends that you ask yourself ‘what data could I collect,
and what conclusions might I draw from these, that would help
me accomplish this goal?” (Maxwell, 2013: 76-77). Therefore he
suggests framing your research questions so that they provide
the information and understanding that will help you to
achieve your practical goals or to develop recommendations

that will allow you to do so.

To illustrate this approach, suppose that you were asked to
investigate whether or not your organization should develop a
particular type of product. The practical goal of such a project is
to answer the question whether or not the product should be
developed. How could research contribute to achieving that
goal by providing information and data that would inform
decision-making? Possibilities include researching the size of
the potential market, customer attitudes to the proposed

product, the likely impact of the proposed product on existing



product sales, and so on. Discussion with relevant stakeholders
could be used to identify what research output would be most

helpful to the decision-making process and thereby refine both

your problem and your research questions.




2.4.3 Formulating your research questions

Like your research problem, your research questions need to be
carefully formulated, and this can be a time-consuming and

challenging task. You will almost certainly have to go through



several iterations in order to get them right. Start by reading
around your topic, especially the academic or more
theoretically oriented practitioner publications, because this
will help you to refine the conceptual dimensions of your
problem as well as develop your awareness of the questions
that have already been answered or are seen as particularly
important by other researchers. You will also come across
examples of how research questions are formulated in your
topic area. At this stage take every opportunity to discuss and
share your emerging ideas with colleagues and, if you have one,
your supervisor. Robson and McCartan (2016: 64) suggest you
‘go public’ and ‘produce a review paper, do a seminar or other
presentation with colleagues whose comments you respect (or
fear)’. Opportunities for this may be part of your study process.
As well as providing feedback on your research questions, such
events can also be an opportunity to generate fresh insights into
your problem area, especially from those with different areas of
expertise and interest. As always, ensure that you capture these
ideas so that you can refer to them later. In Research in Practice
2.1 we show the process of formulating research questions from

an initial idea.

How many research questions?



Most research problems, even if tightly scoped, can generate
multiple questions that may warrant investigating. This is
generally a good thing at the start because it helps you to
explore the problem area to the full, but at some point you will
need to decide what questions you can feasibly answer within
your project. Andrews (2003) suggests writing down all the
possible questions that you have identified and then examining
how they are related. Is there overlap or duplication between
them? Is one question more central than the others? Does one
question logically have to be answered before another?
Examining your research questions in this way can help you to
identify the main question that your research must answer,
along with possible subsidiary questions that will need to be
answered in order to answer the main question. You should
also look out for redundant or overlapping questions that can
be eliminated or combined with others. As a result you may

have

* asingle research question that will address the research
problem,;

e a principal research question with some subsidiary questions
(probably not more than 3—4 unless the project is very large)
that, taken together, will allow you to answer the main
research question and thereby address the research

problem,;



e more than one independent main research question, each of

which must be answered to address the research problem.

The first two situations can typically be managed by a single
researcher. Problems can arise, however, where there are
multiple, independent questions to be answered. Lack of time
and resources to complete the project is the most obvious
difficulty, but multiple questions may indicate that the research
problem itself is inadequately focused or that it is simply too
large for you to address in a single project. In such situations
consider reformulating your research problem or prioritizing
particular aspects of the problem. By doing this, the process of
developing your research questions can help you to focus your

research efforts even more precisely.

Wording your research questions

As you formulate your research questions, you will need to
think carefully about how to word them. As well as helping you
to clarify what your research is about, clear and unambiguous
wording makes it easier to communicate with other
stakeholders and to manage their expectations in terms of the
research output. Try to keep your questions simple and
straightforward. Use a single sentence: if you have to use more,

it may indicate that you are actually asking two questions in



one. Avoid unnecessary technical language or jargon: when you
make use of technical concepts, make sure that you can define
them clearly. As a guide, in most research projects the research
questions should make sense to an informed reader without

elaborate explanation.

One key decision when preparing your questions is how open
they should be. This is important because it is an indicator of
what research method may be appropriate. Research questions
associated with quantitative research designs are often quite
specific and narrow, being structured around specific concepts

and how they are related (Creswell and Creswell, 2023), for

example, ‘What is the impact of customer satisfaction on
customer loyalty?’ Questions of this type are often linked to the
testing of existing theory about those relationships. Questions
associated with qualitative research, on the other hand, may be
worded in more general terms so as to permit a greater degree
of exploration of the central issue (Creswell and Creswell, 2023)
whilst still putting some boundaries around the study. An
example might be, ‘How do customers relate to our brand?”’
Such open questions may indicate a more exploratory
approach, be linked to building new theory, or reflect research
that seeks to understand a situation from the perspective of
those involved. We will discuss the nature of quantitative and

qualitative research as well as the relationships between



research question and research design in more detail in

Chapter 4.

When to formulate your research questions

Formulating the research questions can be a lengthy process,
but when should it take place? Our stress on the importance of
the research question and its role in the research design
suggests that they should be developed first, with everything
else flowing logically and in a straight line from there. In
practice, it is rarely quite so straightforward. There are also
differences between different research approaches. On the one
hand, in research designs using a deductive approach, the need
to measure concepts quite precisely means that the research
questions have to be clear prior to data collection getting
underway, although final wording may not be confirmed until
after the review of literature. In research designs using an
inductive approach, on the other hand, researchers may prefer
to start with more open research questions that are refined and
developed as the research itself proceeds. Nevertheless, even in
inductive research, formulating your research questions should
be seen as ‘a first and central step’ (Elick, 2023: 72), even if your
initial questions are likely to ‘become more refined and specific
as the research progresses and the issues and problems of the

area under investigation are identified’ (Corbin and Strauss,



2015: 41). Regardless of the research method, our advice is to
develop research questions early on, whilst accepting that they

may need refining as your project progresses.

2.4.4 Research objectives

Some writers advocate developing specific research objectives
from research questions. Whilst this can improve precision and
focus, it is not necessary (or even appropriate) in all situations
and, in our experience, can cause considerable confusion in
distinguishing between the overall aim of the project and the
specific, detailed objectives derived from the research
questions. Research objectives are likely to be most useful when
the research questions themselves can be formulated in very
specific terms, for example, in a theory-testing study. In the
early stages of a research project, our advice is to stick to
research questions, but check what is expected by your own

institution if doing an academic project.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY 2.1
THE DICTATORSHIP OF THE RESEARCH QUESTION

In this chapter we emphasize the key role played by the
research question in providing direction for developing a

suitable research design. According to this view, choice of



research method is subordinate to choice of research question,
a position memorably summed up in the phrase ‘the
dictatorship of the research question’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie,
1998: 20). We believe that this is a useful approach, especially
for the novice researcher, because it can help to encourage
careful attention to the alignment between research design and
the problem being studied. It does, however, simplify what is in
reality a more complex process. It downplays, for example, the
role of other influences on the choice of method. One of these is
the philosophical orientation held either consciously or
unconsciously by the researcher, which can influence both the
framing of the research problem/questions and the choice of
research method. Individual researchers may also have
preferences for particular types of research method and,
consequently, choose research questions that are appropriate
for their preferred method. Those who are more comfortable
working with quantitative methods, for example, may
formulate research questions in a way that supports the use of
a quantitative research design. Other potentially important
influences on the choice of research method include the
expectations of funding bodies, the preferences of
policymakers, and the traditions of the subject discipline
regarding what is ‘acceptable knowledge’ (Bryman, 2007: 17). Of

course none of these things renders research questions



irrelevant, but they do highlight the complexity of research in

practice.

2.4.5 Features of a good research question

Although research questions differ according to the needs of the
project, it is possible to offer some guidelines as to what makes
a good research question (Andrews, 2003; Van de Ven, 2007;
White, 2009; Robson and McCartan, 2016). Your research

questions should be the following:

e Address the research problem that you have identified. If you
have more than one research question, they should be linked
in a coherent way.

e Be clear and unambiguous so that they are understood by the
reader. Get feedback from others and use it to help you refine
the wording of your research questions.

* Beresearchable. As with the overall research problem, your
research questions must be answerable by research, and that
research must be feasible in the light of practical and ethical
considerations. The latter means that the questions must be
appropriately scoped so that they are neither too broad nor

too narrow.



e Be nontrivial so that they justify the time that will be spent
on them. This is linked to the selection and significance of the
research problem. If your research questions look
insignificant and uninteresting, you may need to revisit your
research problem.

* Be questions and not statements. Statements do not give
direction to the study nor translate into research designs.
Make sure your research questions really are in question

format.

Some writers also emphasize that good research questions
should also be connected with existing theory. This is obviously
the case in pure research, where the relationship between your
research problem and existing theory needs to be very clear. In
applied research, where the motivation for the research comes
from a practical problem, the relationship with theory is likely
to be less direct, but knowledge of existing theory is essential to
help you develop clear and useful research questions and to
locate your research within the existing body of knowledge in

your topic area.

Once you have drafted your research questions, review them
against the criteria we have identified. It is hard to

overestimate the importance of getting this part of your project



right, so we will conclude this chapter with a quote from Elick

(2023) to underline the point:

The less clearly you formulate your research question, the
greater is the danger that you will find yourself in the end
confronted by a mountain of data helplessly trying to

analyse them.

Flick (2023: 72)
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FURTHER READING

For further reading, please see the companion website.
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CHAPTER LEARNING OQUTCOMES

After reading this chapter you will be able to

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Before starting your research, you need to find out what is
already known about your problem. Perhaps your research
questions have already been answered and the research is no
longer needed. Perhaps there are relevant theories or research
methods you could build on in your own study. These are some
of the reasons why a critical review of the literature is a key
component of many research projects. In the review, you
present a critical analysis of literature in your problem area. It
is where you examine theories relevant to your research
problem and review prior research or other studies that can
help you to get a deeper understanding of your topic area. This

chapter addresses how to conduct a critical review. We begin by



discussing the nature and purpose of a literature review, before

looking at the steps involved in carrying one out.

3.2 UNDERTAKING A CRITICAL REVIEW

The seventeenth-century natural philosopher Isaac Newton
once wrote that if he had seen further it was by standing on the
shoulders of giants (Turnbull, 1959). The idea that knowledge

can be cumulative, that we can add to and build on the
contributions of those who have gone before, has long been an
influential one in science. It is one of the reasons why academic
researchers are expected to review literature in their topic area
before actually carrying out their research. According to Boote

and Beile:

‘Good’ research is good because it advances our collective
understanding. To advance our collective understanding, a
researcher or scholar needs to understand what has been
done before... . A researcher cannot perform significant
research without first understanding the literature in the
field.

Boote and Beile (2005: 5)




Building on what has gone before does not mean simply
accepting existing knowledge: we need to take a critical view of
that knowledge. As well as building on what we already know,
the literature review is therefore also an opportunity to
problematize that knowledge, providing what Alvesson and
Sandberg (2020: 1290) describe as ‘an opening up exercise that
enables researchers to imagine how to rethink existing
literature in ways that generate new and better ways of

thinking about specific phenomena’.
3.2.1 Literature and your research

An important objective of your literature review is to ground
your own project in previously undertaken research and
writing in your topic area. However, this is not the sole purpose,
or value, in reviewing literature, and neither is the use of
literature restricted to the formal literature review section of
your report. Here we explore some of the contributions that

literature can make to your research project.
Literature and your research problem

Literature plays an important role when formulating your
research problem and research question(s). This is particularly
important in academic research where the contribution to

theoretical knowledge is emphasized. Early in your project, you



can use literature to identify gaps in previous research that
your own research might fill. Aside from helping you avoid
duplicating existing research, literature can also help confirm
the significance of your proposed research. In academic
research this may be done by drawing on sources that support
the need for the research. In applied research, government
statistics, industry surveys, practitioner journals, consultant
reports, and even news media can provide useful input for
setting the broader scene and significance of your planned
fieldwork.

Literature and theory

Literature is the key source of theories, models, and concepts
that will be important in investigating your research problem.
If you are adopting a deductive theory-testing approach, your
literature review will be where you elaborate the theory that
your research will test. If you are taking a more inductive
approach, the literature review can provide an important
source of ideas for developing your study. Once you have
completed your research, literature should also be used to help
you interpret your findings and assess its broader relevance. In
academic research, linking your findings back to existing
theory is necessary to show the contribution your research has

made. In applied research, it is the opportunity to use your



evidence-based findings to inform current thinking on practice

and policy.

Literature and practice

The emphasis on academic theory in many guides to doing a
literature review can overshadow the significance of practice
and policy literature in your topic area. Such literature is likely
to be a major part of any applied project which aims to make
recommendations for practice. Identifying what is currently
perceived as good practice by practitioners and policymakers
and reviewing the evidence of its effectiveness can be an
important role for the literature review in applied research
projects. A review of practice literature also provides an
opportunity to explore links between academic theory and
practice. In addition, it can familiarize you with the
terminology and language used by practitioners when
discussing your chosen topic area, which will be very helpful

when carrying out your own research and when writing up.

Literature and research methods

There are three main ways in which literature can help you
with the design for your own research. Firstly, other

researchers in your subject area may have used research



methods that would be useful for your own project. In some
cases, this may extend to replicating a previous study in a
different context. More likely, you may make use of specific
research techniques and tools (such as questions in a
questionnaire) that have proved effective in previous studies.
Remember that there is no need to reinvent the wheel when it
comes to research design, although you must always
acknowledge the contribution of others through correct
referencing and ensure that, where required, you have
permission to use their material. Secondly, you will probably
need to draw on literature about research methods in order to
develop your own research skills. This might include
specialized literature that deals with particular research
techniques in greater detail as well as general research
methods textbooks such as this one. Thirdly, when writing up
the research design component of your report, you will
normally be expected to cite relevant literature in support of

your choice of research methods and tools.

Literature and academic qualifications

If you are carrying out a research project as part of a course of
academic study, a formal literature review is the place where
you ‘demonstrate a familiarity with the approaches, theories,

methods and sources used in your topic area’ (Grix, 2004: 38).



Your grasp of this aspect of your topic can form a significant
part of the final grade awarded, so ensure that you understand
the assessment requirements for your particular project to see
whether a literature review is expected and, if so, in what

format.

3.2.2 Adopting a critical stance in your literature
review

Any literature review, whether intended for academic purposes
or not, should adopt a critical stance. By ‘critical’ we do not
mean simply drawing attention to flaws or pointing out that a
certain writer is ‘wrong’. Instead, a critical review involves the
exercise of careful judgement and the judicious evaluation of
your sources, the theories and ideas they use, the arguments
they deploy, and the conclusions they reach. To do so you may
have to develop your own skills in analyzing an argument. In
Figure 3.1 we show the basic structure of an argument based on
the work of Toulmin (1958). It consists of three components: the
claim being made, the data or other evidence presented in
support of the claim (or on the basis of which the claim has
been made), and the warrant. The warrant provides the

justification for linking the evidence and the claim.



Separating out the components of an argument in this way
allows us to look more critically at what is being claimed and
the justification for the claim. In evaluating an argument,

consider the following.

e The claim. Establish what is being claimed. Is the claim
clearly stated and coherent?

e The evidence. Is appropriate evidence provided? What type
of evidence is presented? Is that evidence credible? What
was its source?

e The warrant. Is the claim justified on the basis of the
evidence? Is the link between the evidence and the claim

robust?

Developing your skills in argumentation analysis will stand you
in good stead not only in your literature review but also when
you come to write up: you should use the same approach to

evaluate the strength of your own arguments.

3.2.3 The literature review process

The process of doing a literature review can be broken down

into four stages (Figure 3.2):

1. Search for appropriate literature sources.



2. Capture information from individual texts, including

evaluating their quality and relevance.

The position The data or other
being taken evidence presented to
support your claim

Argument = |Claim + Evidence

L Warrant «—

The explanation of why and how the
evidence establishes the claim
(often implicit)

FIGURE 3.1 Structure of an argument (after Toulmin, 1958)
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FIGURE 3.2 The literature review process
3. Synthesize the body of literature into a coherent, critical

review.

4. Present your review to show how it informs your research

project.

The remainder of this chapter is devoted to a discussion of

these four stages.

3.3 SEARCH

Searching involves finding relevant literature. The challenge

you face in doing so has been described as finding the ‘right



stuff’ whilst avoiding getting too much of the ‘wrong stuff’
(Petticrew and Roberts, 2006: 83).

3.3.1 What is literature?

We will define literature as the body of written material on a
particular topic. Written material includes digital and print
formats and both academic and nonacademic writing. Wallace
and Wray (2021: 122-123) offer a useful categorization of
literature types in terms of the kind of knowledge they embody:

1. Theoretical literature, which addresses theories and models
relevant to the topic area.

2. Research literature, which presents the results of research
into the topic area.

3. Practice literature, which is written by practitioners about
their own or other practitioners’ experience and practice.

4. Policy literature, which evaluates and proposes changes to

current practice.

Depending on your research topic, you may draw on any of the
categories in your review. If you are conducting pure research,
theoretical and research literature is likely to feature
prominently. A critical understanding of such literature will

also be important in applied research, but you will probably



need to provide a thorough review of applicable practice and

policy literature as well.

3.3.2 Literature sources

It is not possible to present a comprehensive review of subject-
specific literature sources here as this would have to run to
many thousands of items. In any case, identifying relevant
material is your role as the reviewer/researcher. Instead, we
will look more broadly at what literature sources are available

and how and where to find them.
Peer review

Before doing so we need to clarify how quality is controlled in
academic writing. Whilst all kinds of literature can have a place
within your project, if your research is part of an academic
qualification, you will be expected to draw heavily on academic
journal articles that have been peer reviewed prior to
publication. Peer review (or refereeing) is a quality control
process in many academic journals. Articles submitted for
publication are sent out for review by other specialists in the
field. Often this is double blind so that neither the author nor
the reviewer know each other’s identity. This process attempts

to maintain some objectivity in judging which articles should be



published. Submissions may be rejected; others have to be
reworked, sometimes extensively, before being accepted for
publication. That does not, of course, place a piece of writing
above criticism in your review. It may have been overtaken by
later work or had its conclusions challenged by authors with
alternative views, but in selecting an article from a peer-
reviewed journal for your literature review, you can at least be
confident that the content has been subject to a level of critical

scrutiny.

Not all academic journals are peer reviewed. If you are unsure,
you can check by visiting the journal’s home page on the
Internet, where publishers usually indicate whether or not a
journal is peer reviewed. Alternatively, a review of the journal’s
submission procedures will normally reveal the review process.
Many online bibliographic databases also include the option of

restricting a search to peer-reviewed articles.

Potential sources

Many different literature sources can contribute to your
research project. Table 3.1 reviews some of the main sources,
with supporting commentary on how and where you might use
them. Most of the sources types listed will not have been

through any kind of peer-review procedure, so you will have to



undertake much of the analysis of their credibility yourself. You
should also be aware that a great deal of ‘recycling’ goes on. A
short article in a newspaper or practitioner journal may just be
a summary of something the author (or someone else) has
published in more detail elsewhere. Where possible, always go
back to the original sources, which will allow you to investigate

the arguments in more depth.

Potential literature sources

Source Comments
Peer-reviewed academic The ‘gold standard’ for an
journals academic literature review,

peer-reviewed journals cover
both theory and research. Most
articles will include extensive
reference lists which help with
further searching. Perhaps the
biggest drawback is that
because of long publishing lead
times, new or emerging topics
may be less well covered. In
some journals special issues

dealing with particular topic



Source

Non-peer-reviewed

academic journals

Academic books

Comments

areas of interest are published
more quickly than regular

articles.

Articles in these journals may
have many of the
characteristics of peer-
reviewed articles but are likely
to vary in quality, so you will
have to rely more on your own

judgement as to their rigour.

Books (or sections of edited
books) by academic authors in
your topic area can be an
important source of ideas, but
note that there is generally less
quality control than under the
journal peer review system.
Handbooks and edited
collections of journal articles

can be useful in getting an



Source

Comments

overview of a topic area.
Academic textbooks can be
very helpful in introducing you
to a topic area, but you will
often still need to consult the
original literature on which

they were based.

Obtaining academic books can
sometimes be difficult,
particularly for highly

specialized texts, unless you
have access to an academic
library or can use a library loan
system if a digital version is not
available. Prices also vary,
although online search can
often reveal low-cost options,
including second-hand print

copies or e-book versions.



Source

Working papers from
reputable academic

institutions

Conference papers from
leading academic

conferences

Comments

Some academic institutions
publish working papers. These
are often works-in-progress,
reporting research work that is
currently underway; some of
which subsequently finds its
way into journals. As a result,
they can be useful sources of
current research and thinking.
Accessibility varies and in some
cases authors may place
restrictions on whether they
can be quoted without

permission.

Conference papers, like
working papers, can have the
advantage of dealing with on-

going and current research
topics. There may be some form
of review prior to acceptance,

but you will still need to make



Source

Theses and dissertations

Research reports

Comments

your own judgement regarding
quality. Accessibility can be a

problem unless the proceedings
are published online or you

attend the conference yourself.

By their nature, theses tend to
be highly specific but can be
useful sources, especially for

academic research. Getting full-
text access can be difficult,
although many are now
available online. Note that
there may be restrictions on
using material, including
quotations, from a dissertation

or thesis without permission.

Research reports can include
studies commissioned or
carried out by governments,

non-governmental



Source Comments

organizations (NGOs),
profession bodies,
consultancies, lobby groups,
etc. There is a huge variation in
quality, quantity, and
accessibility. Some are of a high
standard and carried out by
leading authorities in the area,
whilst others are much less
robust, especially in terms of
the quality or reporting of
empirical research. Copies of
research reports for
government departments are
often available free of charge
(as is some NGO literature),
whilst commercial consultancy
reports can be very expensive.
A particular issue with
commissioned research can be
the problem of bias in either

the conduct or reporting of the



Source

Specialist
encyclopaedias and

dictionaries

Comments

research. A further problem is
that not all reports give details
of how the research was
carried out (although these are
sometimes published
separately). You will have to
use your own judgement in

assessing such sources.

Specialist encyclopaedias and
technical dictionaries can
provide useful summaries of
particular themes as well as
suggestions for further reading.
General encyclopaedias
(including Wikipedia) can also
be helpful, as you get to know
your topic, but you should not
rely on them as principal
sources for your literature

review.



Source

Practitioner/consultancy

literature

Comments

Business and management
generates an enormous
literature from practitioners
and consultants. These sources
tend to be more practical, less
theoretical, and often without a
strong empirical content
(perhaps based on the authors’
experiences of management or
consulting). They are also often
written in an accessible style.
Examples of such sources
include the following:

» professional/trade journals
» white papers by
consultancies/companies
* nonacademic books aimed at
the practising manager/general
reader
» autobiographies of business
leaders

Some of this material can be



Source Comments

very useful in helping you to
identify a topical research
question and for identifying
current practice and
practitioner views in your
research area. It may also be
the only source for new topics
for which little or no academic
writing is available. Quality,
however, can be very mixed, as
can accessibility, although
professional body/consultancy
websites are often a useful

starting point.

News media Newspapers, news magazines,
and other news media can be
good ways of identifying topical
issues, but their content is, of
course, driven by editorial and
other concerns rather than by

academic criteria. Usually, they



Source

Everything else

Comments

report things as they happen
and may therefore be unable to
offer in-depth, critical, or
retrospective analysis. As a
result, they are probably best
avoided as principal sources
for your literature review, but
they can help you to pick out
potential topic areas. In
addition, they can be valuable
sources of information for
background or commentary on

public debates.

Finally, there is everything-else-
out-there, and thanks to the
Internet, there is an awful lot of
it, including blogs, tweets, and
other opinion pieces. At this
point it will fall almost entirely
on your shoulders to judge the

quality of material you find.



Source Comments

Very often your time would be
better spent looking for more
academic articles than trawling
hopefully through the broader

Internet.

3.3.3 Where to search

The Internet is the obvious place to start searching, but do not
restrict yourself to your favourite web browser. To help you,
Table 3.2 gives some guidance, in rough order of priority, on

places to look online for different sources of literature.

The Internet seems such a natural place to search that it is easy
to overlook other very useful ways of finding relevant

literature. These include the following:

e Course material and academic staff. If your project is part of
a course of study, course material and reading lists will often
provide a helpful starting point for searching. Your

supervisor, if you have one, can also be a useful source of



suggestions about where to search or even recommendations
for specific sources.

» Library staff. Librarians, particularly in academic or other
specialist libraries, can usually suggest places to look for
relevant literature. Their expertise is particularly valuable
when it comes to developing your literature search skills or
when you are trying to locate a hard-to-find book or article.

e Your personal network. An important aspect of doing
research is joining the community of academics and
practitioners working in your field through conferences,
professional organizations, and informal contacts. As you
progress your research project, you will build up a network
of contacts of people sharing your interests. Your network
can become an important way of sharing ideas and accessing
sources, especially literature that may not be widely
available. This can be further extended through online
research forums such as ResearchGate

(www.researchgate.net).

3.3.4 How to search

We have addressed what sources you might want to use and
where you might look for them, but how do you organize and

carry out your search?


http://www.researchgate.net/

Literature review questions

It is hard to search effectively or efficiently without knowing

what you are looking for. Wallace and Wray (2021) suggest

formulating review questions that your literature review

should answer. These can help you focus your reading. For

example:
Location Comments
Bibliographic databases Bibliographic databases are

one of the most important
sources available, especially
for academic journal articles.
They provide a searchable
index of journal articles and
other material, giving
abstracts and citations. Access
may also be given to the full
text or links to where the full
text can be obtained. Most
databases are easily accessible
online, although commercial

ones usually require a



Location

Comments

subscription for full-text
access.
Universities and business
schools typically include a
range of such bibliographic
databases as part of their
library services so if you are
studying at an academic
institution, ensure you
familiarize yourself with what
is available. Other
organizations, such as
professional institutions, may
also offer access to specific
collections. Public databases
are usually accessible to
anyone but may have limited
or no full-text sources.
A list of commercial and
public databases that are
particularly relevant for

organization and management



Location

Library databases

Comments

research can be found at the

end of this chapter.

Library databases (such as the
British Library, www.bl.uk)
can be used to search for
available books and other
material on your topic area.

Worldcat (www.worldcat.org/)

provides a searchable
database covering thousands
of libraries around the world
and can help you to find the
library nearest to you that
holds a book for which you
are searching. In addition to
books and journals (both print
and online), university
libraries may also hold other
publications such as working
papers or other sources that

may be relevant.


http://www.bl.uk/
http://www.worldcat.org/

Location

Google Scholar

Citation indexes

Comments

Google Scholar
(http://scholar.google.co.uk/)
provides the facility to search
for academic and other
scholarly articles. It offers
some of the capability of
bibliographic databases,
including the option of
downloading citations,
although coverage is not as
systematic. In some cases links
are included to where a full-
text version can be found. The
‘Cited by’ link is useful for
forward citation chaining (see

next section).

Citation indexes are a
particular form of
bibliographic database. They
provide an index of the

citations between


http://scholar.google.co.uk/

Location

ProQuest Dissertations
and Theses Global (PQDT)

Comments

publications, such as journal
articles, to allow you to see
who has cited a particular
article. In literature searching
they are very useful to see
how an article has been used
by other writers and to follow
the development of a line of
thinking over time (a
technique known as citation
chaining). Bibliographic
databases often include
citation links for articles that
they reference, as does Google
Scholar. You may also be able
to access the Web of Science, a
subscription citation index,
through a university or other

library.

PQDT provides an index of

dissertations and theses from



Location

Google Books

Industry, business, and
market research

databases

Comments

around the world, dating back
to 1637, including full text

where available.

Google Books
(http://books.google.com)
offers the ability to search
across a large number of
books. Some books can be
previewed and some are

available for download.

Industry, business, and market
research databases offer
access to market reports and
to industry and company data.
Your university or other
organization may have
subscriptions to relevant
databases. They can be

particularly useful for


http://books.google.com/

Location

Other places to search

online

Academic institutions’

websites

Individual academics’

home pages

Comments

background and context

literature.

These can be used to locate
working papers and specialist
research centres (which often

have their own working

paper/research paper series).

Academics typically have a
webpage on their institution’s
website or even their own
websites. In some cases, you
can access copies of their
earlier work and work-in-
progress or find references to
other work they have
authored. When you identify a

key author in your area, it is



Location

Government/professional
assoclations/trade
bodies/NGO websites

Publishers’ websites

Comments

well worth checking to see
whether they have their own

website.

These sites can be very helpful
for locating research reports,
policy papers, official
statistics, etc., although bear in
mind the comments made
earlier about possible bias.
Some professional associations
offer extensive access to
library resources for their

members.

Some journal publishers’
websites have access to
journal contents pages, which
can supplement other search
strategies for journal articles.
This is also normally where

individual copies of articles



Location

Consultancy/company

websites

Comments

can be purchased if they
cannot be accessed in any

other way.

Consultancies and other
commercial organizations
publish research reports or
white papers that can be of
interest and which sometimes
can be downloaded or read

online for free.

How are the key concepts in your research question defined

in the literature?

What theories/models are being used in relation to your

topic?

How are those theories related to one another (e.g.

supporting/contradicting, etc.)?

What empirical studies have been made of this topic? What

were their findings?

What research methods are used in this topic area? (Answers

to this question can also inform your investigation design.)



* What management practices or policies are relevant to the
topic area? What evidence is there for their use or
effectiveness? (These questions can be particularly important

in applied research projects.)

Research in Practice 3.1 provides an example of literature

review questions for a specific topic.




Choosing your search terms

For searching bibliographic databases and for general online
searching, you will need to identify appropriate search terms or
keywords. Initially these can be taken from the concepts
included in your research problem, your research questions,
and literature review questions. For example, if your research
question asks how job satisfaction influences employee
commitment, your initial search terms might be ‘job
satisfaction’ and ‘employee commitment’. You may find,
however, that these terms are too restrictive and that you need
either to expand them or to include synonyms in your search.
‘Job satisfaction’, for instance, may need to be supplemented
with ‘employee satisfaction’. Alternatively, some of your terms
may be too broad, so additional words need to be included in
the search to refine the scope. Simply searching on ‘satisfaction’
without a qualifier, for instance, is likely to produce a lot of
irrelevant hits. Adding ‘job’ or ‘employee’ should reduce that
number. In addition to using additional concept descriptors,
particular theories and even the names of key authors in the

field can be useful search terms.



As you search, pay attention to the terminology used in your
topic area. Look at keywords used by the authors of the articles
you are reading. You may find that the terms you are using are
not universally recognized. The term ‘queue’, for example, is
common in British English, but ‘waiting line’ is often preferred
in US English. Differences can also exist between academic and
practitioner literature. In marketing, for example, academics
may refer to customer segmentation, whereas practitioners

might describe the same phenomenon as profiling or modelling.

Refining your search

If you find that your search generates a huge number of hits,
many of which are totally irrelevant, you have a number of
options. Many search engines use Boolean operators such as
AND, OR, and NOT. Adding more terms using the AND operator
will reduce the number of hits. Using the NOT operator with a
search term will exclude references containing that term.
Putting inverted commas around the search term will return
the exact phrase you have entered. If you are still getting a lot
of irrelevant hits, you may be able to confine the search to
article titles and abstracts; this is usually possible in
bibliographic databases, often via an advanced search function.

Another option is to use search limiters such as date range,



industry, geographic sector, language, or publication type (e.g.

peer reviewed), or specific journal titles.

Extending your search

If, on the other hand, your search gets very few hits, you will
need to adopt a different strategy. Reducing the number of
terms included in your search, making terms more general (e.g.
changing from ‘employee commitment’ to ‘commitment’), or
replacing the AND operator with OR will generally produce
more hits. Removing any search limiters should have a similar
effect. You should also review the search terms you are using.
Are they appropriate, or are there other terms that are in more
common use? Has terminology changed over time? Try
searching more than one database and even general web
searching. This can be a frustrating point in the search process,
but perseverance combined with some creative thinking will
usually win through. In our experience, once you have found
one or two sources, you can use their reference lists or check
using a citation index to see where they have been cited to

identify other references.

No literature?



A particular problem arises when you are struggling to identify
any relevant academic literature or theory. This can happen
when a topic is very narrowly focused or when you are
investigating an emergent topic about which there may be very
little published material. In such situations you need to think
about what other contexts might offer useful insights. In the
early days of research on e-commerce, for example, many
researchers used literature on direct mail as the reference
literature and complemented it with sources looking at the
context of the phenomenon, in this case the Internet, in terms
of what the web was being used for, how it was being used, and
by whom. A bit of imagination and lateral thinking is

sometimes needed at this point.

Citation chaining

Once you have found a relevant literature source, citation
chaining provides a very useful way of expanding your
literature search and gaining insights from the discussions
around that source. There are two forms of citation chaining.
Backward chaining involves looking at the source’s reference
list and following up on those sources. It allows you to gain
insights into the origins of theories in your topic area. Forward
chaining involves looking at works that have cited the source

you have found. This helps you to identify more recent sources



and to explore new thinking and findings about your topic area.
Citation indexes and bibliographic databases, including Google
Scholar, can support both backward and forward citation
chaining from published journal articles, often including direct,

click-through access to other sources.

3.3.5 Starting and stopping your search

There is some debate over whether it is better to start by
searching for peer-reviewed journals in bibliographic databases
or by looking at more general reference literature, such as
textbooks or specialist encyclopaedias. In practice it probably
depends on your level of background knowledge. If you are
reasonably familiar with your topic, you may be able to start
searching academic literature straightaway. If, on the other
hand, you are new to the topic area, you will probably want to
begin with more general, introductory literature to help you
formulate appropriate literature review questions, generate
relevant search terms, and identify authors, journals, and other
literature sources on which you can base a more in-depth

search.

Getting started is not always easy, but neither is deciding when
to stop. In some projects it can seem that there is no limit to the

sources that might be relevant to your study, but clearly you



have to conclude your search at some point. Deciding when to
do so is a balance between your project timetable and your
search progress to date. Whilst it is difficult to suggest universal
stopping criteria, we suggest an appropriate stopping point may

be approaching when

e you have answered the literature review questions you have
set yourself;

e searches of additional bibliographic and library databases
fail to find significant new literature;

e examination of literature and reference lists already located
does not reveal gaps in your search coverage;

e you have identified a range of perspectives on your topic of
interest;

e you have included literature over an appropriate date range,
including recent publications (where available);

e theories and models described in nonacademic literature are

grounded, where possible, in appropriate academic sources.

Your personal network of subject experts, other researchers,
and your supervisor may also be able to help you decide

whether you have reached an appropriate stopping point.

3.4 CAPTURE



As you search, you need to capture appropriate information
from the sources relevant to your study. This stage involves
three key tasks: evaluating your sources, capturing relevant

information, and managing the material.
3.4.1 Evaluating your sources

Your searches can generate a very large amount of material, not
all of which will be applicable to your topic. When you first
locate a source, you should therefore make a preliminary
assessment of its relevance to your project. This can be done
quickly by scan-reading it, and we find the following sequence

useful.

1. Read the abstract or executive summary if there is one.

2. Read the introduction and conclusion.

3. Review the table of contents, main headings, figures, and
tables.

4. Review the reference list, if there is one, to check the

coverage of other literature.

As you scan, review the source against your literature review
questions to help you assess its likely relevance. If it is clearly
not applicable, it can be put aside. If you are not sure about its

relevance, we suggest that you review it again later when you



are more familiar with the topic. Relevant sources should be

flagged for further evaluation.

You will need to evaluate sources in terms of two dimensions.
The first is the quality of the source itself. If it is an empirical
study, you will need to evaluate the quality of the research; if
the work is peer reviewed, you may be more confident about its
rigour, but you will still need to look at the study’s limitations. If
it is a work that has been widely cited elsewhere, this may be a
positive indication of its quality or suggest that it holds some
important place within the body of literature in a topic area.
The second dimension is how the source can contribute to your
own project. Use your literature review questions to help you
make that evaluation. A relevant source is likely to contribute

in one or more of four general areas:

1. Problem formulation and context
2. Theories and models
3. Practice and policy

4. Research methods

3.4.2 Capturing relevant information

Two different types of information need to be captured when

you find a relevant source: the reference data and content



information.
Reference data

Reference data are needed to allow you to reference a literature
source accurately within your report. Table 3.3 shows the data
required in order to reference some common source types. As
you are likely to be reviewing a large amount of material, you
should note down the referencing details of each literature
source as you go, even if you subsequently decide not to use it.
This will help you to keep track of the literature and avoid
problems when you come to write up. Online databases usually
provide citations in different formats that can be copied and
pasted into your records. This process can be made easier and
faster by using reference management software. Further details
on referencing and reference management software are given

later in this chapter.

Reference data for common source types

Chapter .
Journal ) Report/working
. Book of edited
article paper
book

Author(s) Author(s) Author(s) Author(s) A



Journal

article

Year

Title

Journal

Volume

Book

Year

Title

Place
published

Publisher

Chapter
of edited
book

Year

Title

Editor(s)

Book title

Report/working
paper

Year

Title

Series

Publishing

institution

I



Chapter

Journal ) Report/working
. Book of edited
article paper
book
Place ,
Issue _ Place published
published
Uniform
Resource
Locator (URL) or
Pages Publisher Digital Object
Identifier (DOI)
(if online
version)

Date accessed (if
Pages _ .
online version)

Content information

Content information includes key points from the source itself
and the results of your evaluation of the source. Capture this

information systematically as you read. Avoid the temptation



just to keep on reading. Unless you record what you are
discovering as you work, you will find it very difficult to
synthesize and present your review later on. Table 3.4 shows a }
suggested format for capturing content information in a
structured way. Not all sources will need to be recorded to this
level of detail, but make sure that you capture the contribution
of your main sources. If you come across any pieces of text or
data that you think you may wish to quote verbatim in your
write-up, note these down, including the number of the page
from which they were taken. Remember that the aim at this
stage is not just to summarize the source but to evaluate it
critically, particularly with respect to its quality and likely

relevance for your project.

Capturing reference and content information from a key literature
source

Information required Your notes

_ Note here the full reference
Full reference details o
details in the correct format.

Record the keywords used for
Keywords your search and any useful

keywords used by the author.



Information required

Brief summary of the

study

Type of literature
(theoretical, research,

practitioner or policy)

Purpose of the study (e.g.
the aims of the

study/research questions)

Theories/concepts/models

described or reviewed

Your notes

Make a brief summary of the
study. Use the
abstract/executive summary

if there is one.

Note the type of literature.
This can be useful when
comparing how your topic is
discussed by different

sources.

What is the author trying to

achieve in the study?

What are the key theories,
concepts, and models
discussed in the source? How
are they treated (e.g.

supported, critiqued)?



Information required

Practices/policies

described or reviewed

If it is a research study,

research methods used

Study findings

Your evaluation

Your notes

What are the key practices
and policies discussed in the
source? How are they treated

(e.g. supported, critiqued)?

What research methods are
used in the study (e.g.
quantitative/qualitative,
sampling, data collection
instrument, data analysis

techniques, etc.)?

What are the major findings
or conclusions of the study?

What are its limitations?

Note your evaluation of the
source in terms of its quality
and its likely contribution to
your project in terms of
theories/models,

practice/policies, research



Information required Your notes

methods, and
background/context. Use your
literature review questions to
help you decide on the
potential relevance of the

study:.

Record here any other
Any other comments
comments or thoughts.

3.4.3 Managing the review material

Data management is a big part of any research project, and the
literature review stage is no exception. You will need to decide

how to manage the material that your review generates.
Managing your sources

You can easily get overwhelmed by the results of your search
efforts. Your first task is managing the sources themselves. If
you are downloading material, allocate each document a logical

file name. A simple approach is to use citation reference details



(i.e. author, date). Ensure that you back up digital data. Online
storage can be useful for this, especially if you need access to
the material from more than one computer or other device. If
you are not downloading a source, make sure you bookmark it
and note details of the Uniform Resource Locator (URL) or
Digital Object Identifier (DOI). Printed material needs to be
stored securely and archived in a way that allows easy and
quick access. You will also need to keep track of your material
in a structured way. You can build up a simple database in a
spreadsheet to record all reference details and where the
source is located. Alternatively, you could consider using

specialist reference management software.

Reference management software

A large number of reference management (bibliographic)
software packages are available. These typically act as a
database in which you record details of individual references
and provide an interface with word-processing software (such
as Microsoft Word) to allow easy insertion of in-text citations
and the automatic creation of a reference list directly from the
database. Many also allow you to import reference details
directly from online bibliographic databases, Google Scholar,
and so on. Some also offer additional functionality, such as

annotation of Adobe Acrobat (pdf) documents, or have



interfaces with mobile devices. Details vary, depending on the
particular software. EndNote (www.endnote.com) and

Biblioscape (www.biblioscape.com) are examples of

commercial products; versions of Zotero (www.zotero.org) and

Mendeley Reference Manager (www.mendeley.com) can be

downloaded for free. Microsoft Word also has a referencing
facility built in, although this does not offer the database
capabilities of full reference management programmes. If you
are a student, your institution may offer referencing software
and training on how to use it. Reference management software
is definitely worth considering if you are going to do a lot of
reference work. For smaller projects, a spreadsheet or a table in
a word-processing package is usually adequate to manage your

references.

Managing your notes

You will also need to manage the notes that you generate during
your review. We strongly recommend that you do not just
scribble notes on a paper or electronic copy of the document.
Instead, record your analysis in a structured format, preferably
digital, because this will make it easier to write up. The
headings in Table 3.4 can be used to organize your notes.
Tabular summaries can also be useful, as we discuss in the next

section.


http://www.endnote.com/
http://www.biblioscape.com/
http://www.zotero.org/
http://www.mendeley.com/

3.5 SYNTHESIZE

As you read your sources you should start to notice connections
between them. Some sources may support the views of others;
some sources may give alternative perspectives. You may see
that there are common ways of researching your topic. You may
find that different policies or practices referred to in your
literature group together into clear families or categories. When
you begin to see such patterns, you are starting to synthesize
the literature. You are moving from understanding sources in
isolation to understanding the body of literature in your topic

darea.
3.5.1 From author-centric to concept-centric

A review of literature is not simply a listing of previous

research in the manner of

a laundry list of previous studies, with sentences or
paragraphs beginning with the words, ‘Smith found ...,

‘Jones concluded ... ’, ‘Anderson stated ... °, and so on.

Rudestam and Newton quoted in Silverman (2022: 514)

The ‘laundry-list’ approach is what Webster and Watson (2002:

xvi) call author-centric. They contrast this with a concept-



centric approach in which the concepts provide the organizing
logic for the review, as shown in Table 3.5. Moving from an
author-centric to a concept-centric understanding of your
reading is a key step in the process of synthesizing your

literature.

As you capture content information from your literature, try to
group different sources and authors according to the way in
which they approach your topic in terms of concepts and
theories that they use. Also note whether authors explicitly
support or critique a particular approach to your topic. By
comparing and contrasting the support for different theories
from a range of authors, you can create a more powerful and
coherent critical argument than is possible by sequentially
reiterating the findings of individual authors. Ordering the
literature conceptually also gives you a ready-made framework
when it comes to writing up. Each of the main theories or
concepts can form a subsection of your review, and you can
discuss the arguments for and against each approach as

reflected in the literature you have studied.

Author-centric versus concept-centric structure (adapted from

: Xvii)

Author-centric structure Concept-centric structure



Author-centric structure Concept-centric structure

Author A argues ... Concept/theory x ... [Author
concept/theory x A, Author (]
According to Author B ...

concept/theory y

Author C suggests ... Concept/theory y ... [Author
concept/theory x B, Author E]

Author D identifies ... Concept/theory z ... [Author
concept/theory z D]

Author E critiques ...

concept/theory y

Using matrices to synthesize your findings

Tables and matrices provide a useful, practical way of
developing such a framework, as shown in Table 3.6. The visual
layout of the table allows you to see the different contributions
to the theories within the literature you have reviewed. You can

build tables such as these in a word-processing or spreadsheet



package. The cells in the table can contain short summaries,
direct quotations, or symbols, as here. Additional dimensions

can be added as required.

Matrices are generally useful ways of organizing, analyzing and
displaying textual data, and we look at their use in more detail
in the context of qualitative data analysis in Chapter 14.
Appropriately organized and edited tables and matrices also
provide a useful summary device when presenting your
literature review, as we show in Research in Practice 3.2. In this
example, the matrix cross-tabulates major theories with

relevant dimensions of the topic.

Concept matrix (content based on

: Xvii)

Strategy as Strategy as
Source ) . Etc.
planning positioning
Ansoff (1965) X
Henderson .
(1979)

Porter (1980) X



Strategy as Strategy as
Source . L. Etc.
planning positioning

Steiner (1969) X
Stewart
X
(1963)
Etc. X

Note: The sources presented are examples only and are not

included in our reference list.




Major

contributor

Purpose of

corporation

Problem of

governance

The
principal-

agent model

Jensen and
Meckling
(1976);
Manne (1965)

Maximization
of
shareholder

wealth

Agency
problem

The myopic-
market

model

Charkham
(1994); Sykes
(1994)

Maximization
of
shareholder

wealth

Excessive
concern with
short-term

market value

The abuse

executive

power mo

Hutton
(1995); K:
and
Silbersto
(1995)

Maximizat
of corpor:
wealth as

whole

Abuse o
executiv
power fc
their ow

interest:



The The myopic-
principal- market

agent model model

Shareholders
do not have Ineffective
Cause
enough market forces

control
Importance

o Market
Proposition _ of long-term

efficiency . _

relationship

The abuse
executive

power mo

Institutior
arrangeme
leave
excessiv
power t

managem

Manager

{rustee

Note: The sources presented are examples only and are not inc

reference list.

Graphical techniques

You may also find graphical techniques useful for exploring the

interrelationships in your literature. Literature maps (Creswell

and Creswell, 2023) are one way of investigating and displaying



the relationships between different concepts and different
authors. Figure 3.3 shows an example related to perspectives on

feedback in coaching which uses a tree structure.

Concept maps can also be used to help you synthesize the
literature you have studied and to develop a theoretical
framework for your research (Maxwell, 2013). Concept maps
show relationships between concepts. They provide a way of
helping you to visualize how the concepts you have identified in
your literature fit together. Another option is to use mind maps
to help you organize your thinking and to synthesize a body of
literature. Note that suitable tables and graphics can also be
used in your final write-up to help the reader grasp the essence
of your review. Remember, however, that matrices and figures
do not alone constitute a synthesis of the literature (Petticrew
and Roberts, 2006): you will still need to present a narrative

summary of your critical review.

3.5.2 Using CAQDAS to support your literature review

The process of managing and synthesizing multiple literature
sources has some strong parallels with analyzing qualitative
data, as will be seen in Chapter 14. CAQDAS (Computer Aided
Qualitative Data Analysis Software) are software packages, such

as NVivo, MAXQDA, and Atlas.ti, created to support qualitative


http://atlas.ti/

data analysis activities. They can also be used to assist with
exploring, annotating, note taking, synthesizing, and visualizing
literature sources as part of the literature review process. It is
arguably most helpful when you have digital copies of the
literature being analyzed, but it is also possible to create notes
and summaries for print material. Silver (2016) provides a brief
overview of using CAQDAS in this context and many of the
software providers offer more detailed guidance for their
specific programmes. If you are intending to use CAQDAS for
qualitative or mixed methods analysis in your own research,
you might consider extending its use to include the literature
review. See Chapter 14 for more details on CAQDAS in

qualitative data analysis.



Feedback
Perspectives

Adult Learning Theory —
Objectivism

Behaviourism

— (Thorndike, 1927; Atkinsoon et
al., 1983; Skinner, 1968)

Control Theory
(Carver and Scheier, 2002)

Goal Setting Theory
(Locke and Latham, 1990)

Feedback Intervention Theory
(Kluger and DeNisis, 1996)

FIGURE 3.3 Example literature map (content based on
Maxwell, 2017)

3.5.3 Developing a conceptual model

A more formal way of synthesizing and presenting literature is
through the use of a conceptual model. Such models play a very
important part in management and organizational research.

They can act as a bridge between theory and the real-world



phenomenon you are investigating, making it easier to relate

the one to the other.
What is a model?

The term model is a common one and is used in many different
ways. It can be employed simply as another word for theory. It
can refer to a mathematical representation of a theory or of
some real-world phenomenon. Queuing models are a good
example of this type of model; they can be used to represent or
to simulate the behaviour of real waiting lines. Most
importantly for current purposes, however, the term is used to
refer to a diagrammatic representation of a theory or some
real-world phenomenon. This type of model represents visually
the features of a theory or of a phenomenon that are relevant to
the purpose for which the model has been created. In the case
of research, of course, the purpose will be determined by the
research questions. Such diagrammatic models are often
referred to as conceptual models, a term we will use here.
Modelling conventions vary, but typically, conceptual models
show the key elements/concepts in the theory and how they are
related. We give a very simple example in Figure 3.4, which
shows the possible relationship between advertising level and
sales revenue. The + sign indicates that the relationship is

positive: as the advertising level increases, so does sales



revenue. The model thereby provides a clear, visual depiction of

a possible theory about the impact of advertising on sales.

Types of conceptual model

Conceptual models vary enormously in their form, depending
on the theory or phenomenon they are intended to model.
Nevertheless, it is possible to identify some generic types of
model that you may come across during your reading or use in

your own research. We consider three of them here (Eigure 3.5).

e Variance models. One of the most common types of
conceptual model in research depicts cause-and-effect
relationships between concepts, for example, the impact of
advertising on sales as we discussed in Figure 3.4. In its basic
form the causes are shown on the left and connected to the
effect by a single-headed arrow. Models like this are
sometimes referred to as variance models because they focus
on explaining the variability or change in some outcome on
the basis of changes in other factors (Mohr, 1982). They are
very widely used in explanatory research when answering
‘why’ type questions, and we discuss them in more detail in

Chapter 4.



Advertising Sales

level revenue

FIGURE 3.4 Conceptual model of the expected relationship
between advertising level and sales revenue

(a) Variance model (b) Process model (c) Systems model

oo mien 1]

System components and their
interdependencies

Causes and their effect Event sequences over time

FIGURE 3.5 Types of conceptual model
e Process models. Process models show the sequence of

events or activities by which things such as people or
organizations change over time, for example, in change
programmes, mergers and acquisitions or innovations. Each
step in the model represents an event or activity. A well-
known example of a simple process model is Lewin’s (1952)
three-stage Unfreeze-Move-Refreeze model of planned
change. We discuss process theories in relation to answering
‘how’ type questions in Chapter 4.

e Systems models. Systems models make up another

important, and very diverse, family of conceptual models.



They reflect an equally diverse heritage in systems thinking
and systems theory. Not intended to represent any particular
system model, our simple diagram illustrates the
interdependence of system components (via the double-
headed arrows) and the emphasis on taking a holistic view
that is a feature of much system thinking. Well-known
examples of systems thinking in management include Senge’s
(1990) systems approach to the learning organization and
Checkland’s soft systems methodology (Checkland and
Scholes, 1999).

Using conceptual models in your research

Conceptual models can play different roles in your research,
depending on your research problem and the research
approach you adopt. In deductive research it is common
practice to develop a conceptual model from the theory that is
to be tested. The model depicts the concepts and the
relationships between them in a very clear way that supports
the design of the research and the formulation of suitable
hypotheses for testing, as we discuss in Chapter 4. If you are
using an inductive approach, it is more likely that a conceptual
model will be an output as part of theory building during your
analysis, although you might use a preliminary conceptual

framework based on the literature to help guide your data



collection and analysis. Note that in inductive research such
models are not subjected to formal testing as in the deductive
approach but serve as tentative starting points for your field

research.

3.6 PRESENT

The final stage of the literature review process is to present
your findings. General aspects of presenting your research are

discussed in Chapter 15, but here we draw attention to some

points particularly relevant to presenting your review of the

literature.
3.6.1 What the review should cover

Coverage of your review will depend on its purpose, the
audience for which it is intended, and the amount of space
allowed. A review that forms part of a dissertation or thesis, for

example, might be expected to

e demonstrate your critical understanding of the issues which
writers and researchers consider important in your topic
area;

e provide a critical overview and evaluation of relevant

previous work; depending on the topic, this may include the



following:
e Kkey concepts and their definitions
* relevant theories and models
e relevant policies and practices
e areview of research findings from relevant empirical
studies
e give a clear demonstration of the link between work you
have reviewed and your own research, including

identification of any gap(s) that your research will seek to fill.

3.6.2 Integrating your review

One of the decisions you will need to take is how to integrate
your review into the overall research report. In academic
reports such as journal articles, dissertations or theses, a
literature review usually forms a separate chapter or section
within the main body of the report, generally just prior to the
research design section. Its role and where it is sited in the
report are, however, influenced by the research approach that

you have taken.
Deductive research

In deductive research approaches, the review is typically

positioned immediately before the chapter or section describing



the research design. It is where you present your development
of the theory to be tested in your research. You should clearly
identify the concepts (variables) to be used in the study, the
relationships between them, and any hypotheses to be tested.
The theory can be summarized in the form of a conceptual
model, which may be located at the end of the review or in a

separate chapter or section.

Inductive research

In inductive research there is more variability in the role of the
literature review, depending on how prior theory is being used
in your research. In the context of the qualitative research
studies, Creswell and Creswell (2023) suggest three options. The
first is to use the literature review in the introduction to ‘frame’
the research problem. The second option follows the
‘traditional’ approach of a separate section before the research
design. Here the literature review can involve reviewing the
theoretical background to the topic and/or identifying broad
themes that might be relevant, perhaps including a tentative
conceptual framework. The third option, particularly
appropriate where the research is very strongly inductive, is to
position the literature review later in the report when
discussing the findings. Its role here is to compare the findings

of your research with existing theory in the topic area. The



choice of option, Creswell and Creswell (2023: 30) suggest,

should take into account both the nature of the study and the

‘audience for the project’.

If you are doing a research project for an academic
qualification, check your institution’s guidelines on where to
position your literature review in the final report. If there are
none, the default option is to include your review prior to the

research design chapter or section.

Applied research

In applied research reports intended for a nonacademic
audience, the position of your literature review can vary even
more. In some cases, you may choose to follow traditional
academic practice and include it in the main body of the report,
before the research design chapter. An alternative, useful if the
audience is less interested in the theoretical aspects of your
topic, is to include the review as an appendix rather than as
part of the main body. In other cases, especially for very large
projects, your review may be published or issued separately.

Chapter 15 discusses different report formats in more detail.

3.6.3 Structuring your review



In writing up your review, give careful thought to the structure
of your argument. Ordering literature by concept will help, but
you will still need to develop a clear overall structure and line
of argument. Saunders et al. (2019) suggest thinking of your
review as a funnel which progressively focuses in on your key
themes. Begin by setting the broader scene, introducing the
core theories and concepts in your topic area, before narrowing
down the discussion to the specific aspects in which you are
interested. Here you should discuss in detail the key theories or
ideas that relate to your research problem. Finally, you should

lead the reader into later sections of your research report.

3.6.4 Writing style

The writing style you adopt will depend on the purpose of your
review and the intended audience. It should also conform to the
writing style used for your report as a whole. This is discussed
in Chapter 15, but the following points are particularly relevant

to a literature review.

e Tense. When writing a literature review, it is standard
practice to use the present rather than the past tense, so
‘Jones (2019) argues ... °, ‘Patel (2022) reports that ...’ rather
than ‘Jones (2019) argued ...’ or ‘Patel (2022) reported that ...

)



e Direct quotations. Taking direct quotes from key authors is a
useful way to emphasize an important point or take
advantage of a particularly clear definition or powerful turn
of phrase. They should be used sparingly, and very long
extracts are generally best avoided. Embed shorter quotes in
the body of the text and use separate text blocks only for
longer extracts. You should always cite both the source and
the number of the page where the quotation appears, so
remember to record the page number of any quotations
when making notes.

* Tone. Although you are doing a critical review, you should
avoid setting a tone that is too negative and dismissive of
other people’s works. It is important to recognize limitations
in what has been done, but this can be achieved while still
treating others’ work with respect.

* Concept centric. We have stressed the importance of
structuring your review around concepts. An indication that
your review is insufficiently concept-centric is when you
have a large number of paragraphs that begin with phrases

such as ‘So and so says ...’ or ‘According to so and so ... ".

3.6.5 Referencing

As noted earlier in the chapter, knowledge builds on the

contributions of earlier scholars, and we acknowledge that debt



by referencing their work. Referencing is also important to
ground the credibility of your own claims and to allow the
reader to refer directly to important or interesting material.

You are expected to reference any of the following:

e direct quotations from another source

e paraphrased text based on someone else’s work

data/information/statistics from other sources

theories/ideas/interpretations from someone else’s work

facts for which the reference provides the evidence.

You do this by means of a referencing system that provides
rules for how to cite the work of others in the text of report and
rules for how to format a reference list that shows all sources

cited in your text.

Reference systems vary, and academic institutions, publishers,
and other organizations have their own preferences. To
illustrate the basic principles, we give an introduction to
referencing using two different systems in the companion
website: the Harvard system and the Vancouver system. The
Harvard system is an author-date system similar to the one
used in this book. The Vancouver system is a numbered system
which is widely used in medical and other sciences. Ensure that

you understand the referencing system you are required to use



so that you can collect all of the bibliographic information
needed for your final reference list. This, of course, is where a

reference management software is invaluable.

You should also check whether you are expected to provide a
reference list or a bibliography. A reference list contains only
those works cited in your text. A bibliography lists all works
you have consulted in preparing your report. Unless you have
been explicitly asked to provide a bibliography, a reference list

is more appropriate for most reports.
Plagiarism

Appropriate referencing is also essential to avoid the accusation
of plagiarism. You commit plagiarism when you represent
someone else’s work as your own. ‘Work’ does not just mean
published text but includes ideas, images, or models and so on.
It applies to work you have paraphrased as well as direct
quotations. The ‘someone else’ could be a well-known public
figure, an anonymous author of a website, or another student.
As well as being in breach of ethical standards, plagiarism is a
very serious offence in academia and can lead to your dismissal
from your programme of study. If you are a student, you should
make sure you understand the rules on plagiarism for your

institution. You should also take care to ensure that your work



does not breach the copyright of another author. Plagiarism is
discussed further in Chapter 15 where we discuss writing up

your research.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY 3.1
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

The type of literature review that we have described here
requires you to take a structured approach to developing a
critical review of the relevant writing in the chosen topic area
to support your research project. Reviews produced using this
traditional approach, sometimes referred to as narrative
reviews (Dickson et al., 2017: 10), have been criticized as failing
to show how and why sources were selected and what
assessment criteria were used to evaluate them and draw
conclusions. As a result, according to critics, such reviews ‘can
be biased by the researcher and often lack rigour’ (Tranfield et
al., 2003: 207). A further criticism of traditional reviews is that
they are not oriented to the needs of policymakers and
practitioners in terms of guidance for policy decision-making

and implementation.

In light of these criticisms, systematic review has been
advocated as an alternative to the traditional approach.

Originating from the field of medical science and closely



associated with the evidence-based management movement,
systematic review seeks to provide a systematic, transparent,
and reproducible method for locating, appraising, and
synthesizing all of the relevant studies in the chosen topic area

(Dickson et al., 2017). To achieve this, systematic reviews

emphasize the need to prepare a detailed protocol that sets out
the research question that the review will answer and the
procedures to follow, including the search strategy to be used,
the inclusion/exclusion criteria for studies, and the methods for
assessing the quality of studies and synthesizing the findings
(CRD, 2009). A feature of some systematic reviews is an
approach known as meta-analysis, which is the use of
statistical techniques to synthesize the findings from multiple

quantitative studies to provide a single quantitative estimate.

Systematic review is not appropriate in every situation.

Petticrew and Roberts (2006) suggest that it is particularly

useful as a tool for reviewing existing evidence on whether or
not a particular policy or intervention is effective, or where
there is a need to get a more accurate picture of previous
research to inform future research. Critics have also drawn
attention to systematic reviews’ perceived positivist leanings in
the way that they evaluate studies and the extent to which they
are seen to privilege policy-oriented studies over other forms of

research (Hammersley, 2001).



Carrying out a systematic review can be a major undertaking: a
study of 37 systematic reviews that included meta-analysis
found that they took on average 1,139 hours to complete
(reported in Petticrew and Roberts, 2006). In practice, therefore,
a systematic review is likely to form a study in its own right,
rather than be a subordinate component of an empirical
research project where a narrative review is more typical. If
you are considering undertaking a systematic review and your
research forms part of an undergraduate or postgraduate
qualification, you should seek further guidance from your

tutor/supervisor.
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FURTHER READING

For further reading, please see the companion website.

BIBLIOGRAPHIC DATABASES



The table here shows a selection of bibliographic databases. In
addition, most journal publishers have their own databases.
The majority of these databases are subscription based; if you

are a student, your library services will probably offer access to

these and other relevant databases.

Name URL Type
ABI/INFORM o
Bibliog
Complete WWW.proquest.com/ dat
ata
(ProQuest)
Business
www.ebsco.com/products/research- .
Source _ Bibliog
databases/business-source-
Complete data
complete
(EBSCO)
Directory of Datab
Open Access www.doaj.org/ open-
Journals jour
Emerald o Bibliog
www.emerald.com/insight

Insight data


http://www.proquest.com/
http://www.ebsco.com/
http://www.doaj.org/
http://www.emerald.com/

Name URL Type

Pul
datab
ERIC educ;
(Education rele
Resources https://eric.ed.gov/ resear
Information inforn
Center) limite
te
availe
Ingenta _ Bibliog
Connect WWWIgENACONNECL.OM data
JSTOR wWww.jstor.org/ Bibliog
data
with fi
jour
going |
date ¢

issue;

issue


https://eric.ed.gov/
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/
http://www.jstor.org/

Name URL Type

likely

avai

Science . _ Bibliog
. www.sciencedirect.com/

Direct data
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PART II

Design

DOI:10.4324/9781003381006-5

Part IT contains five chapters, each of which focuses on helping
you at the design stage of your project. In Chapter 4 we begin by
laying out key considerations in research design, including how
you can integrate theory into your project, categories of
research method and their respective data types, the choice of
timeframe, and quality criteria. A key consideration for all
researchers today is the ethical implications of their work, and
we review ethical issues in research in Chapter 5. In Chapters 6
and 7 we introduce you to a range of quantitative, qualitative,
and mixed methods designs that you can apply to your own
project and explore how the nature of your research questions
will influence your choice of research design. Both chapters are
supported on the companion website by more detailed
guidance on carrying out the research designs introduced in the

chapters.
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your findings your research
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Chapters in Part 2:
4: Designing research
5: Conducting research ethically

3. COLLECT and inclusively

your data 6: Quantitative research designs

7: Qualitative and mixed-method
research designs

8: Planning and managing your
research project

Chapter 8 moves on to look at how you select an appropriate
research design, plan your project, and ultimately manage it.
This chapter also introduces you to a crucial part of the
planning process - the research proposal. We look at how to
write one and provide you with a template for its structure and

content.
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Designing your research
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CHAPTER LEARNING OQUTCOMES

After reading this chapter you will be able to

4.1 INTRODUCTION

In Chapter 2 we highlighted the importance of identifying your
research problem and developing research questions that your
research aims to answer. We introduced three generic types of
research questions: ‘what’, ‘why’, and ‘how’ questions. In this
chapter we will look at the key dimensions of research design
and at the decisions you will need to make. We will look at how
different research questions can be investigated using different
research designs that employ quantitative, qualitative, or mixed

methods. We address each type of research question in turn,



examining the implications for how we go about answering
them. This chapter provides the background for more specific
details about types of research designs that are provided in

Chapters 6 and 7.

Your research design is the plan that you will adopt for your
research in order to answer your research questions. It lays
down both the overall structure for your research and the
specific methods and techniques that you will use to collect and
analyze your data. Research methods refer to the general form
of your data collection and analysis procedures, in particular
whether they are quantitative or qualitative. Research
techniques are the specific tools and techniques, such as a

particular type of statistical analysis or interview procedure.

Designing your research therefore requires decisions at
increasing levels of detail to cover each stage of your project.
This involves answering a series of questions, as shown in
Figure 4.1, where each is linked to chapters in this book where
the topics are covered in more depth. At each level your
decisions must be aligned so that the overall plan is consistent
and coherent. For example, the type of data you collect has
major implications for the data analysis techniques you can
use. Conversely, the analysis techniques you plan to use will

influence your choice of data collection procedure. Mistakes



made at one stage can be difficult or even impossible to fix later
on. Design is therefore a crucial stage in the overall research

Process.

Before you can begin a detailed design, you will need to think
about your overall research approach. This involves addressing
and making decisions about four broad issues that are the
topics of this chapter. The first is the relationship between
research design and theory, building on the distinction between
deductive and inductive approaches that we introduced in
Chapter 1. The second is the research questions you have set
and a decision about the nature of the data that will enable you
to answer them as introduced in Chapter 2. We first introduce
you to quantitative, qualitative, or mixed research methods and
their data types before we look at how research designs align to
research questions. The third decision is the time horizon
embedded in the research: do you intend to track events
through time or to take a snapshot of what is happening right
now? The fourth decision relates to the origin of the data: will
you collect new data or make use of data that exists already?
The spread of digital technologies such as social media and
mobile devices have given rise to a wide range of data sources,
as well as new technological ways to collect data, and so this
can be an important consideration for your research. In

addition to addressing these issues, and regardless of what



research design you adopt, you will want to have confidence in

your findings and for them to be taken seriously by others. We

therefore conclude this chapter with an introduction to a very

contentious subject: criteria for judging quality in research.

7y 5
Overall How will | integrate theory into my research?
Should I use quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods? Chapter
research Will | collect new data or use existing data? 4
approach What time horizon should | take for my research?
% o
Research What specific research design will | use to answer Chapters
design my research questions? 6-8
e
e =
Data What data do | need to collect? Chapters
llecti How will I collect my data? 9-12
g collecuon Where will | collect my data from? Y
e - 4 E
Data
. How will | analyze my data? gnapen
analysis 13-14
U .
>
Research How will | ensure the quality of my research? Chapters
How can | make sure my research is conducted ethically? 4-5

quality

}

FIGURE 4.1 Decisions in research design

4.2 INTEGRATING THEORY INTO YOUR
RESEARCH

Your first decision relates to the relationship between research

and existing theory and what it means for your research



design. As we discussed in Chapter 1, a theory explains a
phenomenon, often involving relevant concepts, and enables
prediction(s) to be made. It is essential that when beginning to
design your research that you are clear about your theoretical
position and what the purpose of your research is in relation to
theory. We start by revisiting the distinction between deductive
and inductive approaches introduced in Chapter 1, as these are
the theoretical approaches most commonly encountered in
business and management research. Later we will also consider

a third approach known as abduction.
4.2.1 Deductive research approaches

A deductive (or hypothetico-deductive) research approach
involves testing theory against observational data, thereby
moving from the general (the theory to be tested) to the specific
(actual data). In Figure 4.2 we show this proceeding through a

series of closely connected sequential steps.

1. The process begins with development of a theory that
potentially explains the problem under investigation. The
theory must be articulated in a way which allows you to
specify the concepts of interest, how they are related, and
why. This is often done by developing a conceptual model as

described in Chapter 3.



2. Next, specific hypotheses are formulated, derived from the
theory. In this context a hypothesis can be defined as a
testable proposition about the expected association between
two or more concepts in the theory. Based on theory, you
might, for example, develop the hypothesis that customer
satisfaction and customer loyalty are positively related.

3. The concepts identified in the hypotheses are then translated
into measurable variables, a process known as
operationalization. The term variable is an important one,
particularly in quantitative research, and refers to any
characteristic or attribute of something that can take on
different values. Such values can be numerical (such as the
level of customer satisfaction or customer loyalty) or
categorical (such as a respondent’s gender or nationality).

4. Suitable data are then collected to measure each variable, for
example, by measuring satisfaction and loyalty amongst a
randomly chosen sample of customers.

5. The hypotheses are then tested using an appropriate
statistical procedure to see whether or not the hypotheses are
supported by the data.

6. The results of the hypothesis testing may lead to the rejection
of the theory, its modification, or its retention. Either way, the
findings are then used to address your original research

question.



The deductive approach is closely associated with positivism
and the idea of the scientific method and is frequently applied
to answer ‘why’ type research questions. This involves using
quantitative research designs such as experiments and survey
studies to test theories about the associations between variables
in order to determine whether or not a causal relationship
exists. This is a very important application of the deductive
approach, so we discuss it in more detail in Chapter 6, while the
technical details of statistical hypothesis testing are covered in

Chapter 13.

Although the deductive approach may appear at first sight to
offer a high degree of precision and objectivity, a very
important point needs to be made in connection with the truth
status of the findings in this type of research. To explain this, we
draw on the work of the philosopher of science Karl Popper.
Concerned by the ease by which our theories can be ‘proved’ to
be true if we look for evidence that confirms or verifies them,
Popper (2002: 48) proposed that the only ‘genuine test’ of a
theory was an attempt to falsify or refute it. The aim of theory
testing is therefore the falsification of theories, not their
verification. Applying this perspective, we do not prove theories
to be true, we fail to reject them. Thus, whilst a theory that has
been refuted should be modified or abandoned, those theories

that have survived testing should be seen as provisional rather



than ‘true’ in any simplistic sense. As Blaikie and Priest (2019:
287) warn us, ‘theories must be regarded as tentative and open

to revision; a cautious and critical approach must be adopted’.

Yes

FIGURE 4.2 Stages in the deductive research approach



We illustrate the choice to take a deductive approach in

Research in Practice 4.1.




4.2.2 Inductive research approaches

In contrast to the theory testing of a deductive approach, an
inductive research approach seeks to build theory on the basis
of observations. Theory is therefore the outcome of the
research. The process begins with data collection in response to
a problem or question (Eigure 4.3). Inductive research designs
favour open-ended and flexible data collection methods, such
as in-depth interviews, rather than the pre-specified

measurement techniques typical of deductive approaches.



Similarly, instead of applying predetermined categories to the
data, analysis in inductive research typically proceeds by
searching for themes and patterns which form the building
blocks of the emerging theory. The resulting theory can then be
used to address the original research problem. At this point it is
common to compare the findings with existing literature and
theory, as we discussed in Chapter 3 and as shown

diagrammatically in Figure 4.3.

> Research
problem/question [¥
S
v ~
R Sensitizing
Data collection €= = = =3 concepts from
#7 existing theory
\ 4 .
Data analysisand |57
theory building
-
P """ Comparison of
Theory A ) | new theory with
~ o~ =7 | existing literature

FIGURE 4.3 Stages in the inductive research approach

When you adopt a deductive approach, prior theory determines
what data you need to collect. How should you proceed when
working inductively? One view is that you should approach the

task of data collection without any presuppositions as to what



might be important, thereby avoiding imposing your own
biases on the data you gather. If, however, we accept that
observation is always to some extent theory laden, we have to
recognize that ‘presuppositionless’ observation is not really
possible (Blaikie and Priest, 2019: 103). In addition, from a

practical point of view, we have to make sure that our data
collection efforts generate useful results in whatever time we
have available. As a result, many researchers make use of what
Blumer (1954: 7) calls sensitizing concepts. Sensitizing
concepts, which can be developed from the literature review,
are not fixed and formally defined in advance as in deductive
research. Instead, they are seen as tentative, subject to change,
and added to or discarded as the research proceeds. They can
guide data collection by suggesting initial lines of enquiry and
can help to structure your data analysis, as we discuss further

in Chapter 14.

An inductive approach suits pure research projects where the
topic area is not well understood and there is little or no prior
theory to act as a guide. EFlick (2023) suggests that this is
increasingly necessary, as rapid social change means that
researchers are confronted with new contexts. Inductive
approaches are also relevant to applied research projects
where the problem under investigation may initially be poorly

structured or is completely novel. Moreover, because theory is



developed from the data, an inductive approach is attractive to
researchers seeking to develop an in-depth understanding of a
situation from the perspective of those involved in a situation.
This focus on understanding, coupled with the nature of both
data collection and analysis, means that qualitative methods
are the most common to use when taking an inductive
approach, and we introduce a range of suitable qualitative
research designs in Chapter 7. There is also growing interest in
more inductive quantitative approaches, which we discuss in

Chapter 6. Research in Practice 4.2 provides an example of a

researcher choosing an inductive qualitative approach.




4.2.3 Abductive research approaches

Abduction (also known as retroduction) offers a third way that
involves the interplay of observation and theory during the
research process. The term is associated with the philosopher
Charles Peirce, who used it to describe a form of reasoning that
he called ‘inference to the best explanation’ (Honderich, 1995:

1). We can illustrate this process with a simple example.



Suppose that one morning your car does not start. Faced with
this anomaly, you start to theorize why not. If the engine does
not turn over, you might decide that a flat battery is a plausible
explanation. You could test your new theory by looking for
other symptoms of a flat battery, such as the car lights not
working. If you found such symptoms you would have more
confidence in your theory. If you did not, you might decide that
your original theory was wrong and look for an alternative
explanation. Your flat battery theory might also prompt you to
think more deeply about why the battery was dead in the first
place. The process of abduction would thereby lead you on to
more theory development as a result of encountering the

original anomaly.

Several writers have drawn attention to the possibilities of
using abductive reasoning in research, but its application in
research practice is not as well documented as either deduction
or induction. When considering an abductive approach, there
are two requirements to think about beforehand. Firstly, you
will need to collect data that is detailed and rich enough to
allow you to develop your tentative theory. Secondly, the
research process needs to be sufficiently flexible to support the
iteration between theory and data. These requirements suggest
the use of qualitative or mixed method research designs.

Grounded theory is one research design that can employ



abduction in its method of constant comparison between data
and emerging theory (Reichertz, 2007). Abductive reasoning can
also have a role in the cyclical process of action research and in

multiple case study designs (see Chapter 7).

4.2.4 Deciding on your research approach

What are the implications of all this for your research? Your
approach must have an overall logic to the way in which theory,
data collection, and data analysis are combined to answer your
research question. It is therefore important at the start of your
project to think through the role of theory in relation to your
research. This will involve deciding on whether to adopt a
deductive, inductive, or abductive approach. Figure 4.4 presents

a simple decision tree to help you with that decision.

Your choice of approach will need to be aligned with your

choice of research method, the topic we take up next.

4.3 WHAT ARE QUANTITATIVE,
QUALITATIVE, OR MIXED METHODS?

Before we look at potential research designs, it is useful to
understand research methods and the type of data each

employs (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). So far in the book we



have referred in passing to quantitative and qualitative
methods. As we will see, the distinction between these two
types of research methods is complex and controversial but is
very widely used both in general textbooks and in more
specialized treatments of research methods. It does also provide
a helpful framework for classifying research designs discussing
important aspects of both designing and carrying out
management research. We will start by reviewing some of the
perceived differences between the two families of method
before considering the possibility of mixing the two methods in

one research project.

Is your intention to test
existing theory in a new
situation or context?

Yes

No Is your intention to
.| extend/adapt existing Yes
"| theoryand testitina

new situation or context?

No

Is your intention to build Yes
new theory from your
data?

No Is your intention to build Yes
new theory from your ABDUCTION
data and test it?

FIGURE 4.4 Research approach decision tree
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4.3.1 The quantitative-qualitative distinction



Table 4.1 summarizes some of the ways in which quantitative

and qualitative research may be seen as different.
Type of data

Our starting point is to distinguish between the type of data
used, with quantitative researchers collecting and analyzing
numerical data and qualitative researchers using non-numeric
data, primarily words but also images and video. The types of
data preferred involve quantitative researchers using statistical
analysis procedures, whilst qualitative researchers use
techniques such as coding or thematic analysis to interpret
their data. The distinction is not so precise in practice. Text
(such as advertisements, reports, etc.) can be analyzed
quantitatively, whilst qualitative researchers may make explicit
or implicit use of some quantification in their analysis.
Nevertheless, this difference is widely acknowledged and has
significant practical implications for how you design and carry
out your research, as well as the skills you will need to develop

to do so.

qualitative-quantitative distinction

Quantitative research Qualitative research



Quantitative research

Collects and analyzes numeric

data

Tests theory deductively

Uses structured, pre-specified,

fixed procedures

Is variable oriented

Is concerned with aggregate

properties and statistical

inference

Uses researcher’s categories

(etic approach)

Works in artificial and/or

Qualitative research

Collects and analyzes

non-numeric data
Builds theory
inductively or

abductively

Uses emergent, flexible

procedures

Is case oriented

Is concerned with depth,

diversity, and context

Uses local actors’
categories (emic

approach)

Works in natural



Quantitative research Qualitative research

controlled settings settings

. . Researcher is closely
Researcher is at a distance _
involved

Relationship to theory

Quantitative and qualitative research are also often
distinguished in terms of their relationship to theory. As we
mentioned earlier in the chapter, quantitative research designs
are widely used for deductive theory testing, and indeed the
hypothetico-deductive approach is so strongly associated with
the quantitative methods that the two can appear to be
synonymous. Qualitative methods, on the other hand, are more
closely associated with inductive or abductive theory building.
Use of qualitative methods does not, however, rule out a
deductive approach, and quantitative researchers can and do
make use of inductive reasoning in their research. Nevertheless
the deduction-induction split is widely encountered both in
books about research methods and in the actual practice of
researchers. It is also connected to other perceived differences

between quantitative and qualitative methods.



Specification of procedures

One of these differences is the extent to which the procedures
to be followed in the research are specified in advance or are
developed as the research unfolds. Quantitative research is
commonly characterized as having structured, predetermined,
and fixed research designs. A fixed design is consistent with the
need to operationalize concepts as measurable variables and to
pre-specify appropriate data collection and analysis procedures
when taking a deductive approach. Qualitative research does
not work under the same strictures, so that research designs
can be more flexible, evolving as the research itself unfolds.

Cooper et al. (2012: 243) refer to this as a ‘developmental’ mode

of investigation and emphasize its iterative character in support
of inductive or abductive theory building. Much quantitative
research, on the other hand, operates in what they call
‘simultaneous’ mode, where all the data are brought together

and then analyzed simultaneously.

Variable orientation

Quantitative research is often characterized as having a
‘variable orientation’. By operationalizing concepts of interest
as measurable variables and specifying the expected

association between them, quantitative researchers can apply



statistical techniques for analysis, including theory testing. This
approach is combined with an interest in the aggregate
properties of whatever is being investigated, which often
involves a process of statistical inference by which statistical
techniques are used to draw conclusions about a larger
population on the basis of data drawn from a sample of that
population. Qualitative research, on the other hand, tends to
adopt a ‘case-oriented’ or ‘case-focused’ approach in which the
focus is on the ‘heterogeneity and particularity of individual
cases’ (Ragin, 1987: xii). Instead of the aggregate properties of
large groups, qualitative researchers usually investigate a small
number of cases in depth and in their local context to

understand the diversity and complexity of a phenomenon.

Emic or etic approach

Important differences can also be seen in the origin of the
conceptual categories used in research. Quantitative research
typically adopts an ‘outsider’ or etic perspective in which
concepts are specified by the researcher, based, for example, on
the theory being tested. Qualitative research, on the other hand,
often seeks to take the perspective of those involved in the
situation being investigated by adopting what is sometimes
called an ‘insider’ or emic perspective. This can involve either

staying close to the language and interpretations used by



participants in a given situation or actively attempting to
understand the lived experience of those involved in a
situation. Qualitative research thereby offers a way of
‘exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or
groups ascribe to a social or human problem’ (Creswell and
Creswell, 2023: 5). This interest is shared with the philosophy of
interpretivism, which has traditionally been associated with
qualitative research and contrasts with the positivist
orientation that characterizes much quantitative research. As
always, however, we need to exercise caution. Some
quantitative researchers, for example, in psychology, are
interested in ‘how people make sense of their experience’

(Gomm, 2008: 7), and not all researchers who use qualitative

methods seek an interpretivist understanding of phenomena.

Research environment

The final distinctions we will draw relate to the research
environment and the role of the researcher. Qualitative
research is often seen as preferring to conduct research in
natural settings, such as the participants’ homes or workplace,
whilst quantitative research uses artificial ones, such as a
laboratory, in which the researcher can control aspects of the
environment. In practice this distinction does not always hold,

but it does indicate a difference in emphasis in some research



designs. Another difference is how to deal with the influence of
the researcher on the research findings. In most quantitative
designs, the aim is to minimize researcher impact by striving to
be ‘independent of and detached from, the people and
processes that they are studying’ (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021:

87). This is sought by careful attention to pre-specified
procedures and protocols and the use of standardized data
collection techniques. In qualitative research, however, ‘issues
of instrument trustworthiness ride largely on the skills of the
researcher. Essentially, a person is observing, interviewing and
recording ... from one field visit to the next’ (Miles et al., 2020:
35; italics in the original). Qualitative researchers therefore
typically accept that they will have an impact on the research
process and stress the need to reflect on the nature of that
impact. This is an aspect of reflexivity, a topic we introduced in
Chapter 1. Reflexivity should include awareness of how the
characteristics, attitudes, and behaviours of the researcher may
affect elements of the research design and particularly
inclusivity. For example, differences in demographics, culture,
values, or belief systems between the researcher and the
sample of respondents can have potential effects upon how
research is conducted and therefore the outcomes. Note,
however, that both quantitative and qualitative methods share

a general awareness of researcher effects even if the way in



which such effects are understood and addressed varies

considerably:.

A word of caution

We must be careful not to exaggerate these differences.
Particular qualitative and quantitative designs will display
these tendencies to different degrees and in different
combinations. There is also as much variation between
different qualitative or different quantitative designs as there is
between quantitative and qualitative research as a whole.
Nevertheless, the distinction does provide a framework for
discussing important aspects of research design and practice as
they relate to choice of method. In addition, the distinctive
features of quantitative and qualitative methods suggest
different ways in which each may be used in combination to
answer particular research questions which we explore further

in the next section.

4.3.2 Is it possible to mix methods?

So far our discussion of quantitative and qualitative methods
has assumed that the research will involve using one or the
other. However, there may be situations in which the aims of

the research can best be addressed by utilizing a combination



of both types of methods. This is referred to as ‘mixed
methods’, and the collection of qualitative or quantitative data
(utilizing relevant techniques) may be in different sequences
over time depending on the reason for using both methods.
Decisions about using mixed methods relate to your theoretical
position as previously discussed in section 4.2. For example, if
the objective is to build and then test theory, then a sequence
that involves qualitative method to explore and identify key
concepts to build your theory, followed by quantitative method
to test theory, may be relevant. Such an example is given in
Research in Practice 4.3. There are other types of mixed method
designs, and in Chapter 7 we present these with reasons to use
each approach. Whilst using a mixed method approach can be
beneficial from the perspective of your research aims, it does

have some drawbacks for the researcher, such as potential

resource implications of time and cost.







4.4 LINKING RESEARCH DESIGN TO YOUR
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The second and possibly most important decision is which
research design is relevant to your research question. The start
point here is to revisit your original research questions. In this
section, we consider how different research questions can be

investigated, and in Chapters 6 and 7 we discuss them in

relation to specific designs using quantitative, qualitative, and

mixed methods.

4.4.1 Research designs for answering ‘what’ questions



As discussed in Chapter 2, answers to ‘what’ questions are
essentially descriptive. To describe means to give a detailed
account of something. In research, description involves
identifying and describing the characteristics of, and patterns
in, a phenomenon of interest. Descriptions can be relatively
concrete, such as the age or geographic location of your
customer base, or relatively abstract, such as their attitudes or
values. They can be qualitative or quantitative, cross-sectional
or longitudinal. They can be relatively simple, such as a
description of customer satisfaction, or more complex, such as a
description of customer satisfaction by customer age and the
type of product purchased. Answers to descriptive questions do
not attempt to provide explanations of phenomena in terms of
‘why’ or ‘how’ they happen, but good description is not just
reportage or ‘mindless fact gathering’ (de Vaus, 2001: 1). Instead
it involves drawing conclusions about the phenomenon of
interest on the basis of a set of observations in order to reduce a

mass of data into something more manageable and useful.
Description and comparison

Description of something in isolation can raise the question ‘so
what?’ because without some frame of reference it can be
difficult to make sense of your findings. Knowing, for instance,

that the average spend per customer visit to your website is



€38.99 may not be very useful on its own. Is 38.99 a big
number? Should you be pleased? Concerned? One way of
making sense of such data is by making comparisons. For

example:

e between groups or subgroups within your own data, for
instance, by comparing differences in spend between one
customer group and another;

e between the same group at different points in time, for
example, by comparing how the level of customer spending
has changed over time;

e against a predetermined reference, such as comparison of
the average customer spend against organizational sales

targets or other relevant (internal or external) benchmarks.

Comparison is not just done in quantitative terms. It can also be
qualitative, comparing, for example, different experiences of
organizational change or different ways in which customers
relate to a company’s brand. Comparison has obvious practical
application in organizational research, for instance, when
evaluating current practices relative to an external benchmark
or when seeking a deeper understanding of how groups differ
in their perceptions, values, and beliefs. Unexpected or
unwelcome findings may prompt further research to find out

why or how the situation has arisen and how to close any gap.



Description and classification

An alternative approach to description is to use a classification
scheme to divide things into groups or categories according to

their similarities and differences. As Bailey (1994: 1) describes

the process, ‘We arrange a set of entities into groups so that
each group is as different as possible from all other groups, but
each group is internally as homogenous as possible’. The
‘entities’ to be categorized might be individuals, organizations,
events, or some other phenomenon of interest. The resulting
classification scheme should be mutually exclusive and
exhaustive so that each entity is in one and only one group. At
their best, classification schemes can provide a powerful way of
reducing the complexity of your data whilst helping you to
identify key distinctions with practical and theoretical

relevance.

Classification schemes can be developed using both
quantitative and qualitative analysis techniques. Classification
can be done along a single dimension such as age or marital
status, but more interesting classificatory schemes are likely to
be multidimensional. Classification schemes can be built
inductively from the data, in which case they are often referred
to as taxonomies, or they can be developed in advance from

existing theory and then applied to the data as a categorizing



device, when the expression typology is sometimes preferred.
You can use a classification scheme to reduce descriptive
complexity, but it can be used to help in answering ‘why’ and
‘how’ questions, for example, by classifying different patterns of

causal factors or types of process.

Classification is applied in demographic data collected about a
research sample that may subsequently be used to create
‘eroups’ for analysis. Irrespective of the way a classification
system is developed or data is collected, of most importance is
that it should be free from bias or prior assumptions based on
the researcher’s own perspective, background, or grouping.
Inappropriate categorization particularly of people can lead to
biased findings and at the extreme stereotyping and

discrimination. Research in Practice 4.4 illustrates an example

of such effects in categorization within the healthcare industry.







Is description enough?

Despite the importance of description, a word of warning is
necessary, particularly to those undertaking research for
academic assessment: just describing something may not be
seen as making sufficient contribution, especially at master’s or
doctoral level. So while description will almost certainly be a
component of any research project, it will not necessarily be the
endpoint. In many cases, you will want to go further and build
on description as you go on to develop answers to ‘why’ and
‘how’ questions. For student research projects, we recommend

that you clarify what is expected with your supervisor.

4.4.2 Research designs for answering ‘why’ questions

Answers to ‘why’ questions are concerned with explanations
for something. What form such an explanation might take, how
to produce one, and even whether explanation is feasible are
extremely controversial topics in social science. Nevertheless,

as we argued in Chapter 2, explanation is an important part of



much business and management research, so in this section we
take a closer look at different ways of answering ‘why’ type
research questions. We will begin by looking at approaches that
seek explanation in terms of cause-and-effect relationships to
identify, for example, what factors are causing some observed

phenomenon (the effect).
Criteria for inferring causality

Four criteria are commonly suggested for inferring causality:

1. Cause and effect should co-vary. If an independent variable is
causally related to a dependent variable, they should co-vary
so that as one variable changes, the other systematically
changes with it.

2. The cause should precede the effect in time. Establishing the
time sequence of cause and effect can help to address the
directionality problem, which is the problem of deciding, if
two variables co-vary, which one is the cause and which is
the effect.

3. Alternative potential causes have been ruled out. The
researcher must control for the effects of factors other than
the presumed cause that might influence the observed

outcome.



4. There should be a plausible explanation for the relationship.
There should be a theoretical account of why the cause

produces the observed effect.

Identifying covariance, establishing the time sequence of cause
and effect, and controlling for the effects of extraneous
variables can give you more confidence that a causal
relationship exists, but they do not really explain why it is
happening. This is the difference between causal description

and causal explanation (Shadish et al., 2002). The former

involves identifying that a causal relationship exists; the latter
involves explaining why it exists. Shadish et al. (2002) illustrate
this by contrasting the difference between knowing that
throwing a light switch causes a light to go on (causal
description) and understanding how and why throwing the
light switch causes the light to go on (causal explanation). If the
light does not work, explanatory knowledge could help us to
work out why not and potentially to fix the problem. Both kinds
of knowledge are potentially useful. A robust causal description
may have practical relevance, even if we cannot provide a full
causal explanation; similarly, a potential causal explanation
may stimulate further research to establish whether or not

there is a causal effect in practice.

The language of explanation



Before going further, it will be useful to introduce some widely

used terminology which will help subsequent discussion.

Figure 4.5(a) depicts a simple causal relationship where one
variable (X) is shown as causally related to another variable (Y).
The arrow in the diagram shows the direction of the causal
relationship, which runs from X (the cause) to Y (the effect). The
term dependent or outcome variable refers to the effect in a
causal diagram; it is dependent on changes in other variables.
Conventionally it is labelled as the Y variable. The independent
or predictor variable is the variable that is identified as the
cause of changes in the dependent variable. In experiments it is
often called the treatment variable because it is the variable
that is manipulated by the researcher. It is labelled as the X
variable. In some situations there will be more than one
independent variable, in which case they are usually labelled
X1, Xy ... Xn, as shown in Figure 4.5(b). You will recognize this as
a conceptual model of the variance type that we introduced in
Chapter 3. Such models are closely associated with positivist

and quantitative approaches to causal explanation.



(a) (b)

Independent Dependent Independent Dependent
variable variable variables variable
X > Y X,
X Y
X3

FIGURE 4.5 Independent and dependent variables

The causal criteria we have identified are closely associated
with positivism, but their origins can be traced back to the work
of the eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume. Hume
argued that causation itself was unobservable and that we
could only infer a causal relationship on the basis of observing
the ‘constant conjunction’ of events between a presumed cause
and its effect (Maxwell, 2012: 34). This approach, sometimes
referred to as the regularity or successionist view of causation,
is arguably still the dominant view of causality in business and
management research but is not the only way in which causal
explanation can be understood. Be aware that other views of
causality exist. For example, an approach aligned to the

philosophical orientation of realism rejects the regularity view



of causation in favour of what is sometimes referred to as
generative. Here the emphasis is on causal explanation rather
than causal description. Explanation depends on ‘identifying
causal mechanisms and how they work, and discovering if they
have been activated and under what conditions’ (Sayer, 2000:
14). Alternatively, explanation may draw on people’s reasons or
beliefs to explain actions. One way to incorporate people’s
beliefs, values, and reasons in explanatory research is to treat
them as variables in causal models of the type shown in Figure
4.5 in the same way as other (non-reason) variables. Example of
reason-based variables of trust and loyalty were included in the
deductive research work described in our Research in Practice

4.1 example.

The limits of explanatory research

Regardless of the research designs we employ, we should use
the outputs of our explanatory research with due awareness of
their potential limitations and be cautious about any causal
claims we make. In practice, our ability to make causal
inference with absolute certainty will always be limited
because in social science we are dealing with complex
situations with many interacting and interdependent factors
influencing what is happening. These challenges have

contributed to a move away from understanding causality in a



deterministic way in which X always leads to Y and replacing it
with a probabilistic notion of causality in which, instead of
certainty, ‘we work at the level that a given factor increases (or
decreases) the probability of a particular outcome’ (de Vaus,
2001: 5). Having a bachelor’s degree, for example, increases the
probability of a higher salary on leaving university, but it does
not make it certain. Even with a probabilistic understanding of
causality, however, researchers are often very cautious in the
language they use, preferring to use terms such as prediction,
correlation, co-variation, and impact, without mentioning the
word cause. Although absolute certainty is never possible, we
can, with carefully designed and executed research, deepen our
understanding of some fundamental questions for business and
management: what works, for whom, under what

circumstances, and why?

CRITICAL COMMENTARY 4.1
NONEXPERIMENTAL APPROACHES TO CAUSALITY

As we have seen, causality is a complex and controversial topic
in business and management research, and there is a lot of
debate over the best way to investigate causal questions.
Experimental designs, particularly the randomized controlled
trial, are sometimes portrayed as the ‘gold standard’ for causal

research because of their perceived ability to address the



requirements for inferring causality that we identified in this
chapter. For some writers, nonexperimental research designs
are simply not able to demonstrate causality because of the
difficulty of achieving high levels of control over extraneous

influences. Bleske-Rechek et al. (2015: 49) support this view of

the superiority of experimental design in causal research and
point to the strong tendency of humans to ‘conflate correlation
with causation’ and that the distinction between the two is
‘fundamental’. This is a particularly strong view in social

science disciplines such as psychology.

There are, however, many situations in management research
where an experiment is not possible or not ethically desirable.
An example is in the tourism industry, where much research is
based on nonexperimental survey data or panel data. Mazanec
(2007) challenges the requirements of experimental causal
designs as ‘too rigorous’ and states, ‘A human child acquires
causal knowledge without conducting controlled experiments.
There must be less restrictive conditions for causal inference’
(Mazanec, 2007: 224). He proposes that one way to do this is the
application of inferred causation theory and applies this to a
model of service quality, tourist satisfaction, loyalty, and repeat
visitation. The approach challenges the restrictive nature of
experimental data by drawing on a wider range of data sources

(such as graph theory, statistics, logic, and artificial intelligence



data) that in combination can assess conditional independent
relationships and states that ‘cross-sectional measurements of
variables with no inherent temporal precedence may be
sufficient to derive causal conclusions on at least some of the

observed relationships’ (Mazanec, 2007: 226).

In the complex world of organizations and management, no
single research technique, whether quantitative or qualitative,
is likely to be able to address all the ‘why’ questions that we
may wish to answer. We have therefore chosen to emphasize
the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches in order
to support an informed decision on research design when

investigating why things are happening.

4.4.3 Research designs for answering ‘how’ questions

In the previous section we introduced ‘why’ explanations. This
section focuses on a different form of explanation, one that
seeks to understand how things come about in terms of process.
In business and management we often use the term ‘process’
quite narrowly to refer to the ways in which organizations go
about producing goods and services. Here we will be using the
term more broadly to refer to the sequences of events, actions,

and activities through which phenomena, such as organizations



or innovations, change and develop over time and in context.
Viewing a topic through the lens of process involves
‘considering phenomena dynamically — in terms of movement,
activity, events, change and temporal evolution’ (Langley, 2007:
271).

We have already seen one application of process thinking when
looking at the sequence of variables linked together to form a
causal path. In this section we will explore two other
applications where you may find a process approach helpful in

answering ‘how’ questions.

1. The first application is in studying how entities (people,
organizations, etc.) change and develop over time, for
example, in the context of organizational change, innovation,
or mergers and acquisitions.

2. The second application focuses on how ‘things’ such as
organizing, leading, and strategizing actually get done and
how social reality is constituted, reproduced, and maintained
through social processes, including everyday social

interaction.

Although features of process, such as frequency of
communication or stakeholder participation, can be included as

independent variables in causal models, researchers adopting a



process orientation usually investigate process more directly.
This typically involves gathering data on how the process
unfolds over time by adopting either a prospective or a
retrospective longitudinal design. Choice of a specific design,
however, depends on the focus of your research, so we will look
at options in relation to each of the three applications of

process thinking.
Researching change and development processes

Process thinking is commonly used in the context of managing
change and development. Models of product and organizational
life cycles or stage models of innovation and change are all
examples of this approach. Research in this area involves
identifying an entity, such as an individual, an organization, or
innovative idea that goes through a series of ‘events’ over time.
Unlike cause-and-effect theories that explain outcomes in terms
of independent and dependent variables, process theories
explain them in terms of sequences of events: do A, then B to
get to C (Langley, 1999). Events rather than independent and
dependent variables are therefore the building blocks of this
kind of process theory. They can include activities such as
meetings, administrative reviews, communications, people-

related events such as changeover of personnel or roles,



changes in the external environment, or outcomes of the

process.

The research design can be deductive to test an existing process
theory, or inductive or abductive to build process theory. It may
use qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods for collecting
and analyzing the data. Despite these differences, we can

nevertheless identify common features of this approach.

e Collecting data that will offer insights into process, context,
and development over time. Data collection can involve a
range of techniques, including interviews, observation,
questionnaires, archival, or other documentary data and
participant diaries using the logic of triangulation (Pettigrew,
1990).

e Analyzing the data to identify events that are relevant to the
process. Event identification can be done deductively, based
on event types drawn from prior theory or carried out
inductively from the data (Van de Ven, 2007).

e Developing a time-ordered sequence of events.

* Explaining what is causing the event sequences that are
observed. This is the domain of process theorizing and can
involve looking for common patterns across different cases

and explaining how and why process and context interact to



produce differences in outcomes across different cases

(Pettigrew, 1992).




4.5 TIME HORIZON

The third important decision to take early in your project is the
time horizon for your proposed study. Do you want to track
events through time or take a single cross-sectional ‘snapshot’

of the current situation? This decision is driven by your



research question and has major implications for your research

design. There are three main options, as we explain here.
4.5.1 Cross-sectional studies

Cross-sectional studies (also known as one-shot studies)
involve gathering data on your topic at a single, specific point in
time. Whilst the term is often linked to quantitative survey
research, qualitative studies, such as in-depth interviews, also
use cross-sectional designs. Cross-sectional studies can be used
to address a range of research questions where the focus is on
the current state of the phenomenon of interest, for example,
current levels of customer satisfaction or attitudes to a new
product. Although in practice you might have to carry out data
collection over several days or weeks, due to practical
constraint, the nature of cross-sectional studies means that data
collection is time-bounded, which brings practical benefits for
the researcher. Nevertheless, cross-sectional designs face a
major problem when it comes to investigating situations where
you need to assign some chronological sequence to events. This
can arise, for example, in explanatory research where you want
to be sure that a potential cause precedes an effect and not the
other way around. Similar problems identifying chronological

sequence occur when researching how things change over time.



An alternative solution is to carry out a longitudinal study to

gather data on subjects or events over time.

4.5.2 Prospective studies

A longitudinal research design that follows events as they
happen is known as a prospective study. Prospective studies
do not necessarily involve continuous data gathering. Instead
data may be collected by making repeated observations at
specific points in time using cross-sectional techniques, for
instance before and after a change management initiative.
Panel studies, which follow a group of subjects over a time, are
classic examples of this type of prospective study. The British
Household Panel Survey (ISER, 2022b), for instance, has
collected data by questionnaire annually from a representative
sample of over 5,000 households in the United Kingdom since
1991. Ethnography (Section 6.3), on the other hand, is an
example of a longitudinal qualitative research design where
data collection is done during the more continuous presence of

a researcher in the research setting.

Longitudinal research provides a way of investigating the
effects of time, as well as in some cases allowing you the
opportunity to immerse yourself in the research setting. By

definition, however, data collection for prospective longitudinal



studies will take longer than for cross-sectional ones. There are
also other issues that can jeopardize the findings, such as loss of
access to the research site or the withdrawal of participants
during the study. In addition, some events of importance are
not known about in advance, so that a prospective longitudinal
study is not feasible. Natural or other disasters fall into this
category. In such situations, you may have no option but to

study events retrospectively.

4.5.3 Retrospective studies

A retrospective study is a form of longitudinal research design
that takes place after the events of interest have happened. This
raises the challenge of gathering data on past events. Where
reliance is placed on the memory of respondents, serious
concerns can arise regarding the accuracy of their recall.
According to Miller et al. (1997: 189), problems can arise from
‘inappropriate rationalisation, oversimplification, faulty post
hoc attribution and simple lapses of memory’, to which they
add the problem of respondents giving answers to present
themselves or their organizations in a ‘socially desirable’ way.
In some situations you may be able to use multiple respondents
or other sources of data such as company records or other
contemporary documents in order to corroborate your findings.

Although this can reduce the problems of relying on human



recall, there may still be gaps or inconsistencies in retrospective

data, so careful attention needs to be paid to data collection.

4.5.4 Implications for your research

During your research design you will need to decide the time
horizon for your project. The key driver should be your
research question. Can it be answered using a cross-sectional
design or is a longitudinal study needed? If the latter, is a
prospective or a retrospective design appropriate? Practical
considerations will also play a part in the decision. Particularly
if you are doing your research for an academic award or for an
external client, the time allowed for your project is likely to be
fixed, so you will need to make sure that you can complete data
collection in the time available. In addition, you should be
aware of any problems that may arise during the course of data

collection, such as loss of access to the research site.

4.6 PRIMARY AND SECONDARY DATA

The fourth decision area involves whether to collect new data
for your project or to use existing data that have been collected
for a different purpose. This is the distinction between primary

and secondary data.



4.6.1 Primary data

The term primary data refers to any data that are collected
specifically for the purposes of the research project being
undertaken. The data have therefore been collected to answer
your own specific research questions, and you are the first user
of that data. Primary data can be quantitative or qualitative. In
most cases (particularly in a student research project), you are
likely to be playing an active role in the actual data collection
process. In other situations data collection may be outsourced,
for example, to a market research agency. Nevertheless, the

term ‘primary data’ is still applicable.

4.6.2 Secondary data

Secondary data refers to data that were collected, usually by
someone else, for purposes other than your own investigation.
Examples of secondary data include government statistics, such
as census data, or research generated by other research
projects such as the British Household Panel Survey that we
mentioned earlier. Another important category of secondary
data is the data generated by organizational activities, such as
customer and employee data and company financial or
operating records. Data of this kind are sometimes referred to

as administrative or bureaucratic data and are a valuable



source for business and management researchers. With the
benefit of sophisticated technology now available, both at
individual (e.g. customer or citizen) and organizational level, it
is possible to capture, store, and analyze ever greater digital
data sets that can be used as research data. Referred to as Big
Data, these extensive data sets can be a source of secondary

data, which we explore further in Chapter 12. Secondary data

analysis (also known as secondary analysis) is the reanalysis
of these types of data to answer a research question that is
distinct from that for which the data were originally collected.
The Institute for Social and Economic Research website (ISER,
2022a), for example, lists over 1,000 journal articles that have
made use of British Household Panel Survey data. Although
much of this sort of data is quantitative, available qualitative
data sets, for example, from earlier qualitative research

projects, can also be subject to secondary analysis.

4.6.3 Choosing your data type

In choosing what type of data to use, you need to consider the
relative advantages and disadvantages that each offers. The
main benefit of using primary data is the ability to target data
collection precisely to the needs of your research project,
thereby ensuring that you have relevant data in the format you

want. Additionally, you will be familiar with the data and the



quality of the collection process. Against this you have to weigh
issues of access, cost, and time that may limit your ability to
collect yourself the data that you need. Technology today does
enable data collection in a more convenient, cost-efficient, and
timely manner. For example, qualitative interviews can be
conducted online using virtual meeting software, or
quantitative data can be collected using online survey software.

You can learn more about these techniques in Chapters 10 to 12.

Using secondary data potentially offsets some of these
disadvantages. In particular it may offer access to much larger
and better-quality data sets than you would otherwise be able
to obtain. Secondary data that have been collected over a
period of time can also be used for retrospective analysis.
Problems with secondary data can include the size and
complexity of the data set, lack of familiarity with the data, and
the collection methods used. Moreover, because the data were
not specifically gathered for your current project, not all
relevant variables may be included, or those that are may be
defined differently. Administrative secondary data that have
been collected by organizations in the course of their normal
activities are also more likely to reflect the collector’s interests
than yours and may tell you more about the way the
organization works than what the data are supposed to

represent (Gomm, 2008). Issues of privacy and data protection



must also be addressed when using organizational data such as
customer records. You are not, however, limited to choosing
only one type of data in your project: mixing data types is not
unusual and offers further opportunity for triangulation,
although it can complicate aspects of data collection and
analysis. We look at secondary data collection in more detail in

Chapter 12.

4.7 QUALITY IN RESEARCH

What does it mean to do good research? One way of answering
this question might be to lay down fixed criteria for what
constitutes ‘good’ research. For some writers this means taking
the natural sciences as a model, adopting what is sometimes
characterized as the ‘scientific method’, often equated with the
hypothetico-deductive approach. As you may imagine, this view
is not shared by all researchers. The assumption that the
methods of the natural sciences are applicable to the social
sciences has long been contested (Guba and Lincoln, 1989),
whilst others question whether the standard image of the
scientific method is applicable even to the natural sciences, let
alone the social sciences (Bhaskar, 1989). Other writers have
called into question the possibility of ‘objective’ science that

many accounts of the scientific method emphasize (Johnson



and Duberley, 2000) and its association with deduction and, by
implication, quantitative research. Behind much of this debate
lie competing philosophical worldviews, as we discuss in
Chapter 1. However, as Silverman (2022: 432) points out, ‘short
of reliable methods and valid data conclusions, research
descends into a bedlam where the only battles that are won are

by those who shout the loudest’.

In the face of such disagreements, Robson and McCartan (2016:
15) propose that researchers should take what they call a
‘scientific attitude’. As discussed in Chapter 1, this involves
doing research systematically (thinking carefully about what
you are doing, how and why), sceptically (subjecting your
findings to scrutiny and possible disconfirmation), and ethically
(conducting your research so as to ensure the interests of
participants are respected). These three criteria would seem a
sound guide for research, regardless of your chosen research
method or philosophical position. Seale (1999: x) takes a similar
stance in advocating ‘methodological awareness’, emphasizing
that you should be ‘always open to the possibility that
conclusions many need to be revised in the light of new
evidence’. Thus the reaction against the assumption of a unified
scientific method does not inevitably mean the abandonment of

rigour in research or that anything goes.



4.7.1 Quality criteria

Disagreements over status of the ‘scientific method’ show how
difficult it is to establish commonly agreed quality criteria
against which we can judge our own research and that of
others. Therefore, although we begin by introducing the
traditional quality criteria of validity, reliability, and
generalizability, you should be aware that these are closely
associated with quantitative research and are by no means
universally accepted. To complement them we therefore
conclude this section by looking at an alternative framework
that has been proposed, particularly in the context of

qualitative research projects.
Validity

At its most basic, validity is about whether your research
findings are really about what they claim to be about.
Quantitative researchers in particular have developed a
complex conceptualization of validity, supported by a range of
techniques to assess validity. Some of these focus on the validity
of any measures used in the research, such as questions in a
questionnaire. Here a key question is whether or not the
measures actually measure what they are supposed to measure.

For example, does a set of questions in a questionnaire really



measure customer satisfaction? Other validity criteria focus
more on the validity of the overall research design, in
particular the extent to which any causal claims are valid. Table
4.2 summarizes some of the main aspects of validity,

particularly as used within quantitative research.

Reliability

Reliability in quantitative research is concerned with the
stability and consistency of the measures that researchers use.
In the case of a set of questions in a questionnaire, for example,
you would want to be confident that they gave the same results
if the measure were repeated. As with validity, a number of
different dimensions of reliability can be identified, as

summarized in Table 4.3.

Generalizability

Generalizability (also known as external validity) concerns
the extent to which your research findings are applicable to
people, time, or settings other than those in which the research
was conducted. In quantitative research, this is often done
using a process of statistical inference to make generalizations
about the population from which the research sample was

drawn. Technically, this is the limit of generalization that is



possible statistically (Bell et al., 2022). An alternative approach
that does not rely on statistical inference is known as analytic
or theoretical generalization. Yin (2015) sees this as a two-stage
process in which the researcher proceeds via the development
of theory on the basis of research findings to draw out the
implications for other settings in which such theory might be
relevant. Yin cites the example of a well-known case study of
the 1962 Cuban missile crisis to show how a single study can

inform understanding of superpower confrontation in other

situations.
Dimension Definition
The extent to which a measure actually
Construct _ o
L measures the underlying concept it is
validity .
intended to measure.
The extent to which a measure captures
Content . . o
o all of the dimensions of the concept it is
validity .
intended to measure.
Convergent The extent to which a measure for one

validity concept is correlated with another



Dimension

Criterion

validity

Discriminant

validity

Ecological

validity

Definition

measure that measures the same
underlying concept. Contrast with

discriminant validity.

The extent to which a measure of a
chosen variable predicts the value of
another variable known to be related, for
example, how well a score on a course
entry test predicts performance on that

course.

The extent to which a measure for one
concept is not correlated with another
measure that measures a different
underlying concept. Contrast with

convergent validity.

The extent to which findings from
research in an artificial environment,
such as a laboratory, hold in natural

settings, such as the home or workplace.



Dimension Definition

The extent to which research findings are

applicable to people, time, or settings

External . .
o other than those in which the research
validity
was conducted. Also known as
generalizability.
A subjective judgement of the extent to
L which a measure appears ‘on the face of
Face validity _ o
things’ to measure what it is supposed to
measure.
The extent to which causal inferences
Internal about the relationship between two or
validity more variables can be supported by the

research design.

Dimensions of reliabilit

Dimension Definition

Internal consistency The extent to which items in a

reliability multi-item scale are related. Often



Dimension Definition

measured using Cronbach’s

alpha.

The degree of consistency

Inter-rater (or inter- between two or more coders
observer/coder) when coding the same set of data.
reliability Also known as intercoder
reliability.

The extent to which a measure
Test-retest reliability will give the same result if it is

repeated.

4.7.2 Alternative quality criteria

Imposing a one-size-fits-all universal framework raises both
theoretical and practical problems. The theoretical problems
relate to the appropriateness of using a single set of criteria to
judge very different forms of research, sometimes motivated by
different philosophical worldviews. The practical problems
relate to the difficulty of applying criteria created, for example,

for a quantitative survey study to a qualitative ethnography.



Not surprisingly, alternative criteria have been proposed,
particularly with respect to evaluating qualitative research.
Some of these are based on philosophical assumptions that are
very different to those claimed to underpin the ‘traditional’
quality criteria. Here we will illustrate one well-known
framework proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) in their book
Naturalistic Inquiry. Lincoln and Guba (1985: 290) argue that
researchers need to establish the ‘trustworthiness’ of any
research findings in order to demonstrate that research
findings are worth paying attention to. This, they propose,

involves addressing four criteria (Table 4.4).

Helpfully, Lincoln and Guba also put forward a range of
techniques that can be used to help researchers meet the
criteria or confirm that they have been met. These are

summarized in Table 4.5.

Lincoln and Guba’s framework has been critiqued, not least by
the originators, but it provides a helpful alternative perspective
to complement validity, reliability, and generalizability as the
dominant language and yardstick for quality in research.
Further details on the practical aspects these techniques are

given in Chapter 14 when we discuss qualitative data analysis.

4.7.3 Implications for your research



Both as part of your research design and as part of your final
write-up, you will need to demonstrate the quality of your
research. In the first place, regardless of your preferred
research design, you will need to show rigour in its
conceptualization and execution. Second, you will need to
address appropriate dimensions of research quality as they
relate to your own research findings. Further guidance is given

in the chapters on data analysis (Chapters 13 and 14).

Trustworthiness criteria ( )

Criteria Dimensions

Giving confidence in the ‘truth’ of the

findings, in terms of the alignment

Credibility .
between the researcher’s findings and
the lives and experiences of respondents
. Demonstrating that the findings are
Dependability _
consistent and could be repeated
Showing that the findings of the study are
Confirmability shaped by the respondents and not by

researcher bias, motivation, or interest



Criteria Dimensions

Providing sufficient information to allow
the reader to assess the findings’
Transferability = relevance to other contexts; analogous to
generalizability (external validity) in

traditional criteria

Trustworthiness criteria and proposed techniques for meeting them or

confirming that they have been met (

Trustworthiness )
. Proposed techniques
criteria
Credibility 1. Prolonged engagement with the

field and respondents
2. Persistent observation, especially
of features that appear to be
particularly relevant
3. Triangulation of sources, methods,
and investigators to crosscheck data
4. Peer debriefing, exposing ideas to
a non-involved peer who can help to
keep the researcher honest and act

as ‘devil’s advocate’



Trustworthiness

criteria

Dependability

Confirmability

Transferability

Proposed techniques

5. Negative case analysis, looking for
negative cases to test emerging
theory
6. Member checking (also known as
respondent validation), feeding
emerging and final findings back to
participants for commentary and

review

Keeping an audit trail and having
external audit of the processes used

in the research

Keeping an audit trail and having
external audit of the data and

analysis

Sufficient detail, including contextual
information, to allow the reader to
assess the relevance of the research

findings for other situations









NEXT STEPS







FURTHER READING

For further reading, please see the companion website.
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Conducting research ethically
and inclusively
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CHAPTER LEARNING OQUTCOMES

At the end of this chapter you will be able to

5.1 INTRODUCTION

Ethical dilemmas in management have become widely
discussed in the academic and practitioner literature, as well as
in the wider media (Melé, 2019). Many business organizations
and industries have developed rigorous ethical guidelines such

as in food technology, pharmaceutical, artificial intelligence, IT,



management consultancy, and health care (Perry, 2014; Yardley,
2017; Carroll et al., 2018). Such guidelines are both to ensure
that research projects conducted in relation to products or
services reach expected ethical and regulatory standards, as
well as to provide guidance on expected organizational
behaviour. For example, the emergence of products and
services utilizing artificial intelligence. There is an increasing
questioning of the moral and ethical responsibilities of the
organizations involved in terms of the impacts on customers
and the wider society. The research and development of new-to-
the-world products such as driver-less cars, facial recognition
technology, or automated healthcare diagnoses, all raises
questions both about moral decision-making (the
appropriateness of developing such products) as well as the
ethical responsibility and consequences of those organizations
researching and producing them (Liao, 2020). Similarly, as a
researcher today you also need to be aware of ethical

dimensions of your own research and potential ethical risks.

Ethics concerns what is right or wrong about a particular

course of action (Singer, in Remenyi et al., 1998). When carrying

out a research project you must ensure that you fully
understand the ethical implications of your decisions and how
your actions may impact both on those directly involved in the

research and on the wider community. In this chapter we



introduce the topic of research ethics and highlight the
importance of ethical behaviour in management research. We
then discuss four key ethical principles in relation to the
research process to help you apply these to your own research.
This is followed by a discussion of the importance of ensuring
any research is inclusive rather than biased by the exclusion of
any particular group at any stage of the research design. Special
consideration is given to ethical aspects of Internet-based
research and the implications of conducting research online.
We then look at codes of ethics and regulatory standards, their
purpose, and the role they play in gaining ethical approval
before commencing your research. Finally, we discuss
researcher integrity and provide you with a simple way in
which you can be raise your awareness of ethical issues in your

own research project.

5.2 ETHICS IN RESEARCH

Research ethics is concerned with the appropriate conduct of
research in relation to participants and to others affected by it.
Over recent years, the research community has developed an
increasingly formalized approach to ethical conduct in both
social and business research. Organizations such as ESOMAR,
the US Academy of Management, the UK’s Market Research



Society, for example, provide guidelines regarding ethical
conduct (sometimes referred to as a Code of Conduct) both
towards those participating in a research project and towards

fellow researchers in their community or organization.

As a starting point for understanding your ethical
responsibilities as researchers, it is useful to adopt a multi-
stakeholder perspective. We can begin by identifying the key
stakeholder groups who are impacted by the research process.
These include the participants in the research study, the
organization or institution on whose behalf the study is being
undertaken, the wider society that may be affected by the
research and also the researcher. This categorization helps you
to understand the range of perspectives that need to be taken

into account when conducting your research.

A number of ethical principles can be identified that underpin
guidelines for ethical behaviour in research that address these
different stakeholder perspectives. In Table 5.1 we summarize
them as four key principles and indicate the main ethical risks
that the researcher needs to consider. We then discuss each in
more detail the following sections. These principles provide a
useful structure to help you identify the ethical risks you should
consider when designing your research project, as well as

specific actions that you may need to take while carrying it out.



They should be borne in mind throughout your study: before,

during, and after your research project.

Key ethical principles in research

Key principle Ethical risks to consider

_ * Protection from physical or
Avoidance of harm or
psychological harm

loss of dignity . o
* Protection of personal dignity
* Openness regarding the
nature of the project
Transparency and » Informed consent
honesty » Absence of deception
» Full disclosure of researcher
affiliations
* Anonymity
Right to privacy  Confidentiality
» Data protection
Inclusivity » Lack of inclusivity in the

following:

0 The research team



Key principle Ethical risks to consider

o The research methods
0 Sponsorship and/or funding

0 Research dissemination

5.3 AVOIDANCE OF HARM OR LOSS OF
DIGNITY

You have a duty of care as a researcher to ensure that anyone
involved in your research remains free from physical and/or
psychological harm. This is not limited to the actual
respondents taking part but extends to those commissioning the
research, recipients of the output of the research, as well as you

or others who carry out the research.

Physical harm may result, for example, from some form of
direct testing of a service or product, such as skin creams or
hair dyes, upon participants. Alternatively, it may arise from
insufficient safeguards for the safety of the respondents or the
researcher in terms of the research site itself, such as meeting
in an unsafe or isolated location. Psychological harm may occur
where your research results in distress, anxiety, stress,

embarrassment, or loss of self-esteem to others. Such conditions



might arise, for example, as a result of insensitive or
inappropriate questions during an interview or from a lack of
respect for the dignity of others involved in the research. As
researchers we therefore need to be aware of cultural
differences in the perception of dignity and respect. For
example, in some cultures it may be inappropriate for
researchers to interview participants of a different gender or to
do so without an escort. It is your responsibility as the
researcher to consider the nature of your topic and how you
intend to investigate it and whether, in so doing, you are likely

to cause psychological harm to others.

Potentially harmful outcomes may be difficult for the
researcher to recognize, given that they may be highly personal
to the individual participant. As the researcher you need to try
to step into the participants’ shoes and look at the nature of the
research, the wording of questions and any activities in which
they will be involved, and identify potential harm.
Understanding and being sensitive to the background and
culture of your respondents is important. Having a research
team from diverse and relevant backgrounds can ensure that
the data collection method(s) and specific instruments used (e.g.
a questionnaire) do not create distress for others. If this is not
possible, prior discussions and pretesting of the research

method(s) with those familiar with the research context can



help you to identify potential sources of harm, as well as ways
of avoiding them. When planning your research, you should
document the safeguards you are putting in place to ensure the
care and safety of those involved in your study, including

yourself.

5.4 TRANSPARENCY AND HONESTY

The use of deception to trick respondents into participating in
your research or to mislead them about the nature of the study
is unethical. As Tai (2012: 219) defines it, deception can be
thought of as ‘any action designed to mislead others by
distorting, falsifying, or misinforming individuals so that they
are manipulated to react in a certain manner’. It includes
actions such as lying, equivocation (being ambiguous or
contradictory), concealment (omitting important information),
exaggeration (overstating or extending the truth), and
understatement (minimizing the scale of effect or truth) (Tai,
2012). It also includes attempts to deceive people into believing
they are taking part in research when in fact the objective of
the activity is something else, such as sales promotion or fund-
raising, deceptive practices which have become known as

sugging and frugging respectively (McGivern, 2022: 43).



Research in Practice 5.1 presents a researcher’s experiences of a

form of deception in an ethnographic study.




Any form of deception not only alienates your respondents but

also, in the longer term, can have a negative impact upon the
reputation of research by seriously undermining the
acceptance and participation of the public in such activities.
Transparency and openness are therefore important in a
research study, and in this section, we introduce you to four key

aspects of your research to consider.
5.4.1 Informed consent

One way of achieving transparency and honesty is to ensure
that participants are able to make an informed decision as to
whether or not they wish to participate in your research.
Informed consent is achieved when participants are given

enough information about the research to make an informed



decision about their involvement and then give their consent
on that basis. The principle of informed consent is therefore
designed to prevent the use of deception as a means of

recruiting people to take part in research.

Informed consent is also intended to prevent coercion and
deception and to ensure that participants are involved of their
own free will. It is an important ethical principle that people
have the right to decide for themselves if they wish to be
researched. Our example of the Aboriginal Peoples discussed in
Research in Practice 5.4 is an example of a population’s right to
decide if they are researched and, if so, how this is conducted in
an inclusive and culturally relevant way. Participants must
therefore be given the right to withdraw from the study if they
wish to do so, without facing any repercussions (even though
this may be disruptive to your data collection). Informed
consent may be particularly important in organizational
research where an employee may feel obliged to take part or be
told that they have to do so by their line manager. It is therefore
important to discuss informed consent with managers when
they are commissioning research amongst staff within their

own organization.

Establishing informed consent



The process for establishing informed consent typically
involves two steps. Firstly, you will need to generate an
information sheet providing information about the nature of
the research. This should provide sufficient information to the
participant in order to decide whether or not they wish to take

part. We provide a template based on one in use in one of the

authors’ own institutions as an example in Research in Practice
2.2.







Secondly, you should confirm participants’ willingness to take
part. Such consent should be obtained before you start data
collection and is typically required for all research studies
involving human participants. The method of evidencing

consent depends on the method of data collection, for example:

e For data collection by self-completed questionnaire (for
example, online or by post), a disclaimer statement can be
included in the introduction to the questionnaire. This
should make it clear that by completing and submitting the
questionnaire participants will be understood to be giving
their consent to take part (see also Chapter 10).

o If the research involves face-to-face contact (such as an
interview), evidence of consent is provided by signing a
consent form. With the increased use of online interviews
where the research may not meet the respondent face-to-
face, an e-signature on a consent form or an email giving

written consent is often used instead.

In Research in Practice 5.3 we provide you with an example of a

consent statement for face-to-face interviews.




If interviews are being conducted remotely, for example, over

the telephone, evidence of consent can be provided in advance
by email or by return of a paper copy of the signed consent

statement. If you are administering a closed-ended



questionnaire by telephone and no personal data or other
identifying information are being collected, a verbal agreement
by the participant in response to a suitably worded disclaimer
statement by the researcher may be seen as adequate evidence
of informed consent (on the grounds that the respondent can
break off the phone call at any time). We recommend, however,
that you confirm the requirements of your own organization or

academic institution before commencing your research.

Evidencing informed consent

Providing evidence of informed consent is a requirement for
many organizations and institutions. At first sight, it may seem
onerous or likely to impede your ability to get an appropriate
number of respondents. In practice, however, the process of
gaining informed consent signals to potential participants that
you are aware of ethical issues. This can play an important role
where a research topic is particularly sensitive and where it is
likely that participants may have concerns about the
confidentiality of the data being collected. Similarly, informed
consent is a mechanism to protect those such as children or the
elderly who may be viewed as particularly vulnerable. When
interviewing children (under 18 years of age) or those unable to
give informed consent, perhaps due to incapacity, you should

observe any local protocol or procedure and ensure that you



have obtained permission via the informed consent of a parent,
guardian, or carer. If your data collection is outsourced to a
third party agency, you should ensure that informed consent is
obtained by it. Ultimately it is your responsibility as the
researcher to ensure all respondents are fully informed and
given an informed consent form to sign. In Critical Commentary
5.1 we explore whether potential participants can ever be fully
informed and whether an alternative approach should be

considered.

If you are conducting your research as part of an academic
qualification it is likely that your institution has its own
guidelines and templates for use when evidencing informed
consent. You should ensure that you understand and comply
with the requirements of your institution with respect to

informed consent.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY 5.1

IS INFORMED CONSENT TRULY FEASIBLE?

Whilst informed consent is now a recognized and required
research practice, some researchers have increasingly
questioned the feasibility of informed consent. The concept is
based on the assumption that it is possible to provide a

potential participant with all necessary information upon



which they can make a decision about whether they wish to

take part in a research study.

This is being questioned for a number of reasons. First this
assumes that it is possible to inform someone fully of all aspects
of a research project. Full information disclosure may be
difficult due to the complexity or extent of a project.
Researchers may differ on what they view as relevant
information a participant needs to know. Should information
such as the wider objectives, stakeholder involvement, or
sources of funding be informed to participants? Second, there
may be times when a researcher will not want to divulge the
full subject matter of a project as this may distort the
participant’s perspective on the topic or existing level of
information (measurement of which is part of the research
objective). Most informed consent forms give a general
statement of the nature of the research, and participants may
only become fully aware of the topic after they have begun
involvement. In such cases is this really informed consent?
Potential participants may be told they can withdraw at any
time, but will social constraints make a participant feel obliged
to continue once having consented (particularly in 1-2-1
interviews)? Using social media for recruitment and/or
distribution of surveys may particularly lead to limited levels of

informed consent, a method often used by student researchers.



Researcher and author Helen Kara (https://helenkara.com)
suggests that informed consent is in fact a myth. She argues that
the research environment has now become so complex not just
in terms of research topics but in terms of how data is
subsequently stored and handled after collection or where
research outputs may eventually appear and be distributed. She
cites the example of researchers being asked by funders to
retain and store data in open access repositories after
completion of a project for further use by other researchers.
Whilst this is a sensible use of data, Kara points out that consent
may never have been given for this to happen. In such a
situation according to the informed consent principle, a
researcher needs to ask for further consent for this to happen if
this was not previously ‘informed’, and this may be impractical.
An alternative approach that Kara proposes is that rather than
informing potential participants about the nature of the study,
that researchers inform them about the potential risks of
involvement, and based on this information participants form

decisions about their willingness to be involved.

Source: Kara (2023)

5.4.2 Collecting data covertly


https://helenkara.com/

There may be occasions when a researcher wishes to collect
data without the awareness of respondents that this is
happening. This can occur, for example, in an ethnographic
study where the researcher does not wish to be identified to a
community or group, or in designs that include covert
observation, such as mystery shopping, which is used in the
service sector where an organization such as a retailer wishes
to undertake observational work of customer/staff interactions
in a store, uncontaminated by the known presence of a
researcher. Covert observation is sometimes recommended on
the grounds that awareness of the researcher can influence the
normal behaviour of those being observed, so undermining the

validity of your research.

The problem, of course, is that this goes against the principle of
informed consent and the right to privacy. Differing views exist
amongst researchers of the ethical position of such techniques
and their effect upon those being observed. In the case of
mystery shopping, for example, Wilson (2001) points out that it
can be viewed as involving deception (e.g. service employees
being led to believe that the customer is a real customer when
they are not) and invasion of the right to privacy (e.g. staff
being observed without their knowledge or without consent

being given). You should be very cautious and seek further



guidance if you are contemplating covert observation as part of

your research project.

5.4.3 Researcher affiliation

Often research will be conducted on behalf of a particular
organization, industry body, or association. Such organizations
may provide funding or other forms of support. Consideration
should be given to the degree to which such affiliations or
connections are made explicit to participants, and also to those
reading the findings, given the effect that such support may
have upon the research outcome. Research affiliation,
particularly if it involves funding, has the potential to affect the
research agenda and how findings are presented. Increasingly
now identification of affiliation is a requirement in
management research reporting (academic or practitioner).
This is consistent with, for example, researchers in the medical
field, who must declare any affiliations or financial
relationships with organizations involved in a research study,
such as with a pharmaceutical or healthcare company. In the
design and implementation of your study you should be aware
of the effect of affiliation, for example when collecting data
from competitors, who may feel they should be informed about
all organizations connected to the project at the informed

consent stage. You should also be aware of the subjective



impact of your own personal affiliations upon your work as a
researcher and of any conflicts of interest. For example, when
conducting research for your own organization you should be
aware of any subjective bias you may have, particularly if
requested to conduct the study by someone senior to you in the
organization. In such situations, you will need to take special

care with respect to the principle of openness and transparency.

Affiliations and conflicts of interest should be clearly stated
when presenting findings either in report form or by oral

presentation (for example, at an academic conference).

5.4.4 Incentivization

Incentives are sometimes used to encourage participation. They
may be in the form of financial incentive, a small gift (such as a
pen) or entry into a draw for a prize. Whilst such incentives
may encourage participation, they can also create a form of
bias. Incentives may encourage participation by those not
falling within the chosen target population but who agree to
take part for the reward only. Alternatively, they may distort the
way in which participants respond, for example, by
encouraging particular answers for fear of losing the reward.
As a researcher you should give careful consideration to the use

of incentives and the effect they will have upon your sample’s



participation and the quality of the data. You should also be
aware of the ethical issues that incentives raise. Participation in
research must be free from coercion or undue influence, and
The UK’s Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) states as

follows:

Payment should not override the principles of freely given
and fully informed consent. Participants should know before
they start the research that they can withdraw from the

study without losing their payment.
ESRC Consent Guidance (2023)

If you are thinking of offering incentives to potential
participants, you should ensure that they are consistent with
ethical codes of practice governing your research, and any
incentivization methods must be described in your final report
and declared in requests for ethical approval. The UK Market
Research Society publishes useful guidance on administering
incentives (MRS, 2015).

5.5 RIGHT TO PRIVACY

Privacy was originally defined in 1890 by Warren and Brandeis,

writing in the Harvard Law Review, as ‘the right to be let alone’



(Nairn, 2009). Today we may view privacy in broader terms in
relation to our personal space, but also in terms of our personal
information. As a researcher you should respect the privacy of
participants at all times. This means being aware of issues

relating to anonymity and confidentiality.
5.5.1 Anonymity

Anonymity protects the personal identity of those taking part in
research. This means ensuring that personal information about
them as individuals and the data they have provided as part of
your study cannot be identified by others. Anonymity may be
easily achieved in large-scale survey study where personal
contact details (e.g. name, address, email address) are not
collected, so it is not possible to link a response to a particular
individual, and all results are reported in the aggregate.
Maintaining anonymity can be more problematic in qualitative
research. At the data collection stage, with relatively small
samples, the identity of the participant will be known to the
researcher, so anonymous data collection is not really possible.
Particular care must be given when reporting findings to
ensure that it is not possible to work out the identity of a
particular participant by the responses given. Various
techniques can be used to protect anonymity, such as using

pseudonyms for individuals or for organizations (e.g. by



referring to organizations as Company A, TELCO, PHARMACO,
and so on) and by replacing specific job titles with generic job
descriptions (e.g. senior manager rather than finance director)

when completing the final report.

5.5.2 Confidentiality

Confidentiality relates to the protection of the data provided by
participants, who will expect that their views, opinions, or
information they provide remain confidential and are not
communicated to other individuals or organizations. As a
researcher you will become privy to a lot of information and be
responsible for its confidentiality. The data may be collected in
a number or ways, some of which may be directly from the
respondents or via online channels such as social media

platforms. In Section 5.7 we explore in more details the ethical

issues that arise from online research, including the question of
confidentiality and privacy even when data is collected from
what may be viewed as a public domain such as a social
networking platform such as Facebook. Irrespective of the
manner in which the data is collected, you will need to think
about the security of the data and how you will ensure the
confidentiality of the participants. In Section 5.5.3 we explore

further the importance of data protection in research and how



you should protect the security of both the personal

information of participants and their data you collect.

A particular issue in a business research context is that the
information revealed may be commercially sensitive and
therefore raise concerns regarding disclosure to competitors.
Alternatively, there may be instances where release of
respondent information could result in someone being denied a
service, such as a welfare benefit, a loan, or a product upgrade.
More serious ethical dilemmas can arise where the researcher
becomes aware of information that should be reported to
external authorities regarding illegal activity such as child
abuse. In such situations you will need to balance ethical issues

regarding confidentiality with your legal and moral position.

5.5.3 Data protection

In order to ensure anonymity and confidentiality you will need
to think about the security of your data, whether it is online,
held on your computer or other storage device, or in print or
hand-written format. In addition to your ethical and legal
obligations, this is also good practice to avoid loss or corruption
of data disrupting your project. Backing up data storage (as well
as your own work) is essential to prevent the distress of losing

your work.



In addition to an ethical obligation to respect confidentiality,
legal and regulatory controls exist in most countries regarding
data protection. For example, in the European Union the
General Data Protection Regulation (EU) 2016/679 (GDPR)
introduced stringent legal requirements that protected the
processing of personal data when people interact with public or
private organizations for the provision of services (but not for
personal activity). Following the UK exit from the EU, a separate
UK GDPR was introduced from 1st January 2021 covering the
processing and collection of sensitive personal data which
closely aligns to the EU GDPR with some modifications for the
UK context. From June 2021 the UK Government and the EU
agreed the basis upon which personal data can be shared and
safeguards for this until 2025 (ICO, 2023). Given that many UK
organizations will continue to operate across the EU,

understanding and adhering to EU and UK GDPR is important.

Personal data ‘means any information relating to an identified

or identifiable natural person (data subject)’ (Caride, 2021: 44).

This includes personal information such as name, date of birth,
or address, as well as other information such as racial origin,
religious affiliations, or political views. It also includes data
collected from participants during a research study such as
surveys, one-to-one interviews, or focus groups. Of particular

importance within GDPR is the concept of consent on the part



of the individual, that they freely agree to the collection and
processing of their personal data. In research terms this
requires you as the ‘data controller’ to ensure that participants
give active consent, which can be by electronic or paper-based

methods.

Additionally, you are responsible for the storage and handling
of the data collected and maintaining its anonymity and
confidentiality. This may include consideration of any sharing
of original raw data with others with whom the participant did
not give consent. You should also be aware of the use of
technology, in particular of recording systems. There is now
increased use of web conferencing systems such as MS-Teams
or Zoom to conduct and record interviews as well as the use of
recoding/transcribing systems such as Otter.ai. Consent to the
recording and subsequent use and storage of such data so that
anonymity and confidentiality is maintained is essential
(Sibinga, 2019). You should also confirm that the provider of
any technology services that you intend to use is compliant with

the relevant GDPR or other legislation.

Regulations also apply to data held by organizations and should
be taken into account if your research involves accessing
company databases on customers or employees. You will need

to work with those responsible in the company for managing


http://otter.ai/

the data to identify what is allowed in terms of access to, and
use of, such data. Remember that as a researcher it is your
responsibility to be familiar with data protection regulations
and to adhere to them. Whichever country you are working in,
you should also ensure that you are familiar with any local

legislation regarding data protection.

You will also need to decide what will be done with the data
upon completion of the study. Depending on agreements made
when the data were collected, a number of options are

available, including:

* secure destruction of data on completion of the project (for
an academic qualification this should normally be done only
once the award has been confirmed)

e secure storage for later reanalysis (subject to agreement at
the time of collection)

e return to the owner of the data and secure destruction of any

copies.

Ensure that you understand the rules of your own institution
regarding storage, handling, and destruction of data and seek

guidance where necessary.

5.6 INCLUSIVITY IN RESEARCH



Equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) is now a central focus of
both government and commercial organizations. McKinsey
(2022) refer to this as ‘three closely linked values held by many
organizations that are working to be supportive of different
groups of individuals, including people of different races,
ethnicities, religions, abilities, genders, and sexual orientations’.
Inclusivity is particularly focused on ensuring all people,
irrespective of background or characteristics, are embraced
either in an organization or activity. This is similarly important
within research. For research outputs to be meaningful and
relevant to organizations and society, research design must be
inclusive across all elements of a project. Research that is
biased due to lack of inclusivity at the design stage fails to
inform adequately and ultimately leads to distortion of
knowledge and understanding of the world. As Asmal et al.
(2022) state, ‘research populations and outcomes should reflect
the diverse nature of their population of interest, which is an
important basis for acceptance of the accuracy and
representativeness of the research output’. Mills and Sachdev
(2021) point to the danger of consistent generalizing of findings
drawn from narrow samples lacking in diversity. Most often
these come from what has been referred to as WEIRD

populations: Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and



democratic (Henrich et al., 2010). This leads to potential bias

and/or inappropriate application of research to other groups.

Asmal et al. (2022) point to four ways in which EDI can be

improved in research:

1. The research team should be diverse in both composition
and mindset. There should be inclusion of under-represented
groups and a recognition of the effect that lack of inclusivity
can have on differing perspectives adopted in the design and
delivery. As a student researcher you may be working alone
SO0 we encourage you to reflect on your awareness of
inclusivity as you proceed with your project.

2. The selection of research methods and in particular the
manner in which samples are recruited can be barriers to
inclusion and should be carefully considered. Student
research samples are often obtained via convenience or
snowball sampling (see Chapter 9). This may lead to samples
that are closely aligned to the characteristics of the
researcher and may exclude others. The framing of your
research questions should be carefully considered as these
may in themselves exclude particular groups by leading to
narrow sampling criteria.

3. The sponsorship or funding of research can in itself lead to

bias in terms of the topics and areas of interest explored by



researchers. Where research is being supported by an
external organization or agency, the researcher should be
aware of any biases that may exist in the framing of the
research topic or objectives being set. Increasingly sources of
funding are now being linked to expectations of how EDI is
demonstrated in the project.

4. Research dissemination is important if the value of
knowledge creation is to be equitable and freely available.
Increasingly open access opportunities are making research
more widely available, and greater access to public reporting

such as at diverse types of conferences is encouraged.

In Research in Practice 5.4 we discuss inclusivity and

recognition of different ethical values in Aboriginal Peoples

research in Canada.







5.7 ETHICS IN ONLINE RESEARCH

The Internet has become an increasingly important medium for
researchers from three perspectives. Firstly, it is in itself a
phenomenon of interest for research, for example, exploring
how consumers use the Internet as a medium for buying,
obtaining information, or communicating socially with each
other. Secondly, it is a source of data that researchers can use,
such as data within blogs, posts, or websites. Thirdly, it is a
channel that a researcher can use to collect data, for example,
via online surveys or capturing social media exchanges within
a community group. In this section we therefore discuss

potential ethical issues when carrying out research online.

5.7.1 Public or private data?



Whilst the general ethical principles that we have discussed so
far apply, online research does raise some particular issues. A
fundamental question is whether data captured from the
Internet should be viewed as public or private. The answer to
this question has important implications for issues of privacy
and confidentiality. On the one hand, individuals may have
chosen to place their data in the public domain, such as on Tik
Tok or Instagram, open for all to see. On the other, despite the
public nature of the platform being used, individuals may
nevertheless regard their data as ‘private’ (Lomborg, 2013: 23).
In addition, as Williams et al. (2018: 32) observe, online
interactions are ‘shaped by ephemerality, anonymity and a
reduction in social cues, leading individuals to reveal more
about themselves’, making people more open to revealing
information not intended for other audiences. Consequently,
they may have made their personal information more
vulnerable (Hong and Thong, 2013). Therefore, although it is
possible to argue that online postings made on a public
platform are openly available to access, an alternative
viewpoint is that the information was not originally provided
for research purposes. You should be aware of this ongoing

debate as you plan for and conduct any online research.



5.7.2 Use of the Internet as a channel for data
collection

As we will see when we look at data collection in Chapter 10,

Chapter 11, Chapter 12, the Internet has become a very
important, sometimes almost the default, channel for data
collection. In quantitative survey research, for example, use of
online survey platforms has become the norm. In qualitative
research, videotelephony services such as MS Teams and Zoom
are now widely used for individual and group interviews.
Regardless of the specific channel, it remains the researcher’s
responsibility to ensure that the ethical principles discussed so
far are followed. This includes the securing of informed consent
from participants; if video or audio recordings are being made,
these also need to be agreed by those taking part. Information
on anonymity, confidentiality, and data storage and handling
also need to be provided. When using online channels for
qualitative research, alongside the formal informed consent
procedures, the researcher may have to work to build trust
given the reduced contact with participants (Salmons, 2018).
This can be achieved for example by enabling participants to
find further credentials or information about the researcher(s)
online. In addition, as noted earlier, as a researcher, you must

also ensure that any online platform or service you are using is



compliant with relevant GDPR and other requirements

regarding data handling.

5.7.3 Use of social media derived data

In Chapter 12 we discuss the collection of data through social
media either via the use of software tools that allow data to be
scraped from social media platforms, via direct searching using
search engines, or via direct contact with bloggers or
influencers. Data collected from social media platforms may be
more problematic than direct surveys or interviews from an
ethical point of view. There has been much discussion as to
whether capturing aggregated data from social media platforms
requires consent or can be treated as ‘non-personalized

information’ (Williams et al., 2018: 31). Whilst some online

platforms allow or even facilitate researcher collection of
public online communications, participants merely agreeing to
the terms and conditions of a website does not fully constitute
informed consent. In a review of user perspectives on ethics in
online research, Williams et al. (2018: 48) suggest that
researchers ‘should consider users’ views and expectations’ as

well as data protection laws when using social media data.

5.7.4 Taking part in online communities



An alternative online data collection method involves the
researcher joining an online community and using the
discussions and conversations as sources of data, for example
as part of an online netnography study. In this case participants
of the community should be made aware that their comments
may be used as research data in order to meet the principles of
transparency and honesty. To do otherwise would undermine
the relationship of trust between the research community and
other stakeholders. If you are intending to participate in an
online community as a researcher, Harwood and Ward (2013)
recommend that you always make your role as a researcher
clear. This can be by direct contact with the community
members via email, online posting, or an announcement on a
bulletin board.

5.7.5 Reporting of online data

When reporting online data, as in the offline environment, you
are similarly responsible for adhering to the ethical principle of
transparency in the final reporting of data. You should consider
carefully whether to report your findings with or without
verbatim comments, as this may conflict with the anonymity of
an individual and thus with the principle of protecting the
personal identity of respondents and avoiding distress or harm.

Remember that a section of text in a research report can be



copied into an Internet search engine and the originator
identified as a result. Hair and Clark (2007) recommend that
online researchers report the approach they have adopted with
regard to ethical aspects of their work in order that the
research practices and protocols used can be appropriately
understood and assessed. In addition, as always, you should
ensure that you are compliant with any legal, professional,
organizational, or institutional guidelines and requirements

regarding handling of online data.

5.8 THE ROLE OF CODES OF ETHICS AND
GAINING ETHICAL APPROVAL

Ethical guidelines and codes of practice are provided by many
research and industry associations or governing bodies. They
have emerged alongside a general increased awareness of
ethical responsibilities and, specifically within the research
community, concerns about the impact of unethical research.
Ethics codes of practice provide guidance and procedures with
respect to the conduct of research. Del.orme et al. (2001) suggest
that they can serve a number of purposes. Firstly, they aim to
protect participants from harm or distress, but they also set
expectations for participants as to how they will be treated by

researchers. Secondly, from a researcher’s perspective they are



intended to encourage appropriate ethical behaviour by
providing guidelines for them, but also guarding them from
moral and/or legal problems. Finally, they create awareness of
best practice within the research community and thereby
encourage those in society to support what researchers do. In
Table 5.2 we provide links to different organizations’ codes of
practice or ethical guidelines. In addition, your own
organization or professional body may have its own code of
practice, and if you are studying at a university, your academic
institution almost certainly will do so. Make sure that you are
familiar with any applicable guidelines before starting your

research.
5.8.1 Research ethics committees

Many organizations, including most universities in the UK, have
research ethics committees (RECs) or an equivalent body
which is responsible for ensuring that appropriate ethical
standards of research conduct are maintained. In a university,
for example, this may involve the formulating and maintaining
of ethical guidelines and codes of practice, reviewing research
applications from an ethical point of view, and providing advice
on matters relating to research ethics. There is considerable
variation in the roles and responsibilities of RECs within

universities, for example, in terms of what types of research are



subject to formal review and to what degree of detail, but if you
are a student researcher you should familiarize yourself early
on in your project with any requirements that will be placed on

your research.

Research ethics: codes of practice and guidelines

Organization Link to website

Academy of
https://aom.org/about-
Management _ .
US) aom/governance/ethics/code-of-ethics
American
Marketing https://myama.my.site.com/s/article/AMA-
Association Code-of-Conduct
(US)
The
Association of
Internet http://aoir.org/reports/ethics2.pdf
Researchers

(AoIR)


https://aom.org/
https://myama.my.site.com/
http://aoir.org/

Organization

British
Psychological
Society (UK)

Economic and
Social
Research
Council (ESRC)

ESOMAR
Codes and

Guidelines)

The Market
Research
Society (UK)

Link to website

www.bps.org.uk/guideline/code-ethics-

and-conduct

www.ukri.org/councils/esrc/guidance-for-
applicants/research-ethics-guidance/

https://esomar.org/codes-and-guidelines

www.mrs.org.uk/standards/code-of-

conduct

5.8.2 Gaining ethical approval

Alongside the development of codes of ethics, many

organizations, particularly academic institutions, have


http://www.bps.org.uk/
http://www.ukri.org/
https://esomar.org/
http://www.mrs.org.uk/

developed formal requirements for the ethical approval of
proposed research projects. This typically involves the
researcher submitting a written request for ethical approval.
Depending on the nature of the research and the policies in
place, this may be very detailed, describing all aspects of the
proposed research in full. Alternatively, it may be a brief
summary of the proposed research which is then reviewed to
see whether further ethical clearance is necessary. The latter
might happen, for example, if the proposed project involved
working with vulnerable groups, and it was felt that closer

scrutiny was required.

It is your responsibility as the researcher to be aware of your
institution’s and/or organization’s procedure for approval and
what is required of you. Make sure that you take ethical
considerations into account at the planning stage so that you
can design a research project that meets the requirements of
ethical research. If your research is in an ethically sensitive
topic (such as experiments on humans or research with
vulnerable groups), you will need to be particularly clear
regarding your plans and be prepared for further scrutiny
before being allowed to proceed. If you are unsure about any
ethical matters relating to your proposed project, you should
seek advice from your supervisor or a representative from your

institution’s REC. Do not begin your research proper until you



have secured approval to do so. Note that in some cases you
may also have to get approval from more than one body (for

example, research in healthcare environments may also

require approval of the relevant healthcare authority).










5.8.3 Following rules or behaving ethically?

Codes of practice, ethics committees, approval processes, and so
on have been developed with the purpose of alerting
individuals to the ways in which their decision-making or
behaviour may contradict ethical criteria or impact on the
rights of others. It is relevant to question whether or not this
serves to develop ethical behaviour or just blind rule following.
Bell and Bryman (2007: 63) point out that the imposition of
codes of practice upon individuals ‘may encourage
instrumental compliance with minimal ethical obligations’. We
have to recognize the distinction between merely following
ethical procedures (such as completing approval forms or
obtaining informed consent forms) and actively recognizing
and accepting our responsibility for the rightness of our actions
within a particular situation and adjusting our behaviour

accordingly.

5.9 RESEARCHER INTEGRITY



Our final key ethical principle relates to the personal behaviour
of ourselves as researchers. As researchers we must always act
with integrity regarding the way in which we design,
implement and report research. You should always conduct
research in a way that upholds the previous principles we have
discussed, that is to say, act in an honest and respectful way,
with an awareness of your responsibility for the care and
protection of all stakeholders and/or their data involved in your

research.
5.9.1 Misrepresentation of findings

Researchers should take care to ensure that they do not,
intentionally or unintentionally, misrepresent the findings. We
are responsible for ensuring that the integrity and quality of a
research project are not jeopardized by our own actions. The US
Academy of Management (AoM, 2023), for example, requires
that its members ‘do not fabricate data or falsify results in their
publications or presentations’ [but] ‘report their findings fully
and do not omit data that are relevant within the context of the
research question(s)’. As researchers we should take every care
to ensure that our research is rigorous and professional and
that we do not mislead the audience regarding the status of our
research findings. We should also be mindful of our own

influence on the research process. We can develop this



awareness through reflexive practice, as discussed further in

Chapter 1.

5.9.2 Reciprocity

Research involves one person, or group of people, investigating
and exploring the world of another group of people. Often
when this occurs, particularly within an organization, a
significant difference in the power relationship will exist.
Respondents may be less well informed and more vulnerable
than the researcher, who may benefit from both their status as
an ‘expert’ researcher and, in some cases, the perceived or
actual backing of more powerful stakeholders. This may be a
particular concern if the researcher is also a manager in the
organization and is conducting the research amongst more
junior staff, who may feel obligated to take part or to respond in
certain ways. Principles such as informed consent, honesty, and
transparency are essential to protect the participant in such

Ccases.

Another response to this situation is to emphasize the need for
reciprocity in the relationship between the researcher and
participant, in which the research that is done is beneficial to
both parties. One version of this is sometimes referred to as

participatory research. This is not a particular method but



instead represents a commitment by the researcher and
participants to collaborate with respect to the goals, process,
and outcomes of the research project. The degree of
collaboration can vary from ‘shallow’ forms of participation in
which the researcher still takes the lead, to ‘deeper’ modes of
participation in which researcher and participants jointly own
the agenda and process for the research (Cornwall and Jewkes,
1995). An example of a research design that is well suited to this
type of approach is action research, which we introduced in

Chapter 7.

5.10 IDENTIFYING THE ETHICAL
DIMENSIONS OF YOUR OWN RESEARCH
PROJECT

In order to help you to identify key ethical dimensions of your
own research project, we provide in Table 5.3 a series of
questions that you can ask yourself before, during, and after
your study. We cannot be prescriptive in terms of providing
answers to these questions because ultimately these are your
decisions to take as the researcher, but these questions should
help you by prompting you to think about ethical aspects of
your work. As you look through them you may see that there

are conflicts in terms of your ethical responsibility towards



different stakeholders. For example, maintaining the
confidentiality of a respondent regarding the information
discussed in an in-depth business-to-business interview may
conflict with the expected level of final reporting agreed by you
with an organization. These issues should be identified and
addressed during the planning stage. As a researcher you have
to ensure that you consider all ethical principles and make
appropriate decisions, irrespective of how they may affect or
constrain your original research intentions. An illustration of
the experience of dealing with ethical issues in a sensitive

research topic area is given in Research in Practice 5.5.

Key ethical questions to ask about your research

What should I
What should I ) What should I
) consider )
consider before ) consider after the
during the
the study? study?
study?
* Have I * Do any of the * Have I retained
considered respondents the informed
diversity and appear to be consent forms for
inclusion in my upset or safe keeping,
research distressed? should there be

questions and * Am I being any subsequent



What should I
consider before
the study?

the selection of
my research
methods?

» Will my
sampling
strategy ensure
inclusivity and
prevent any bias
or exclusion in
my population
sample?

» Am I aware of
any bias from
the sponsorship
or funding of the
research?

» Will any
physical or
psychological

What should I
consider
during the
study?

considerate of
respondent
characteristics
such as gender,
race, disability,
Or neuro-
diversity.

* Am I aware of
everyone’s
safety, including
my own?

* Am I treating
everyone with
respect and
dignity?

* Am I ensuring
that
participants are

fully informed

What should I
consider after the

study?

query?

* Have I declared
any affiliations
when reporting my
research?

* Have I
maintained the
anonymity and
confidentiality of
the respondents in
my final report?

* Have I met my
obligations
regarding data
destruction,
continued storage,
or return?

» I[f relevant, have I

ensured the



What should I
consider before
the study?

harm be caused
by my research?
* Have I put in
place
appropriate
measures for the
safety of
participants and
anyone else
involved in the
research?

* Have I
pretested to
check that I

understand the
impact of my
research on
respondents?

e How will I

What should I
consider
during the
study?

of the nature of
the research?
* Have I
collected all the
informed
consent forms?
* Am I
disclosing any
researcher
affiliations to
participants?

e Am I
complying with
requirements
for anonymity
and
confidentiality?
* Am I storing

data securely?

What should I
consider after the

study?

dissemination of
my findings to the
wider community
and inclusive of all
relevant groups?
» Have I met all my
obligations to all
stakeholders
regarding the
project?

e Is the final
research report
free of misleading
statements or
misrepresentation
of the data?

» Have I complied
with all relevant

ethical guidelines?



What should I
consider before
the study?

ensure that
coercion is not
involved?

« Have I
prepared
information
sheets and
informed
consent forms?
* Have I ensured
that the research
is free of

deception?

* Have I put

measures in

What should I
consider
during the
study?

e Am I
compliant with
data protection

legislation?
* Are my
research
activities
adversely
affecting
anyone in the
wider
community?
*Am I
complying with
relevant ethical

guidelines?

What should I
consider after the

study?



What should I
consider before
the study?

place to ensure
the anonymity
and
confidentiality
of all
participants?

* Have I put in
place
arrangements
for secure data
storage?

* Am I familiar
with relevant
data protection
legislation?

* Do I have
permission to
collect data from

a particular

What should I
consider
during the
study?

What should I
consider after the

study?



What should I
consider before
the study?

source?

» Will there be
any impact on
the wider
community or
society by the
implementation
of my research
project?

* Have I
obtained

relevant ethical

approval?

What should I
consider
during the
study?

What should I
consider after the
study?
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FURTHER READING

For further reading, please see the companion website.
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