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Critical evaluation of a range of methodological approaches, research designs and research methods appropriate to work-based settings with due consideration to research ethics and issues of insider research.

INTRODUCTION

As a voice practitioner working in a variety of settings, I am only now shifting from being an educator to the world of research. The aim of this paper is to develop critical awareness of a number of methodological approaches, research designs and methods that could potentially be suitable for future work-based research.
This assignment will start with an evaluation of the foundations of the philosophy of research–ontology and epistemology–and how they can shape researcher positionality. I will then investigate four research paradigms–Positivism, Post-Positivism, Constructivism-Interpretivism and Pragmatism–that I chose for their contrasting views in order to reflect on my own philosophical stances. Due to my interest in mindfulness practices applied to voice training, I will focus more on qualitative research as a methodological approach–which I will define in detail later in this paper–rather than quantitative. I will examine a number of possible qualitative research designs, specifically Phenomenology, Grounded Theory, Ethnography, and methods for gathering data–interviews, focus groups and observations. Finally, I will consider research ethics and potential ethical issues with particular attention given to working with emotionally vulnerable subjects. Finally, I will open this investigation to the issues of insider research where the practitioner is positioned within the research setting in which information is gathered (Bulk and Collins, 2024).
FOUNDATIONS OF THE PHILOSOPHY OF RESEARCH: ONTOLOGY AND EPISTEMOLOGY

In order to investigate research paradigms and methodologies, it is important to consider the underlying philosophy of science–broadly defined as the root system that supports a systematic quest for knowledge (Ponterotto, 2005). Assumptions and beliefs about the development of knowledge can deeply shape the overarching research philosophy (Guba and Lincoln,1994; Maykut and Morehouse, 1994; Pessu, 2019). These assumptions can appear at any stage of research, and they can be ontological–about the nature of the reality or realities found during research, and epistemological–about knowledge and how it is acquired (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016). 

Ontology, as a branch of philosophy, refers to the study of our existence and the assumptions and beliefs about the nature of reality (Pessu, 2019). I am considering two ontological prospectives: the realist and the relativist. The foundation of realism is the idea that reality exists apart from human thoughts and beliefs, while relativism rejects the assumption that reality is objective and instead argues that multiple conceptions of realities can exist and are influenced by experiences and interpersonal relationships (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016; Pessu, 2019). As a practitioner, I interact with different individuals who may respond to the seemingly same reality, the reality of vocal production, in different ways–for example every student seems to have their unique understanding, physical sensations and emotional sensibilities. Based on this reflection, my ontological prospective seems to align with a relativist view. However, I intuitively could not rule out the possibility that certain realities may exist apart from any consciousness–for example, in the field of speech and acoustics, when comparing and analyzing vocal tract measurable data (Silva and Teixeira, 2016). 

Epistemology looks at the nature of knowledge and, in research, it was defined as “the theory of knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology” (Crotty, 1998, p3). Three major types of epistemology that inform the way knowledge is acquired through every stage of research are objectivism, subjectivism and constructionism (Al-Ababneh, 2020). Objectivism is concerned with meaning coming from the object of investigation apart from any consciousness (subject), while at the opposite side subjectivism considers meaning solely coming from the subject–in other words the object does not contribute to the meaning given by the subject (Cresswell and Cresswell, 2018; Al-Ababneh, 2020). As a singing teacher my work is social by default and I instinctively align with constructionism, where meaning cannot exist without a mind, and subject and object combine to produce meaning (Al-Ababneh, 2020). 

RESEARCH PARADIGMS

A paradigm has been defined as a set of beliefs that offers a conceptual and philosophical foundation for the systematic study of a social phenomenon (Ponterotto, 2005; Pessu, 2019). There are many paradigms that guide research, and I chose to briefly analyze four that seem to bring the most contrasting views in order to strengthen my research literacy.  
Positivism, as a form of philosophical realism, was described by August Comte as a search for positive truths derived from the application of logic and the collection of data regardless of human views and perceptions, and where the researcher keeps a distance from the researched (Cacioppo, Semin and Berntson, 2004). It has been a dominant philosophy in sciences since the 19th century and a major force in scientific inquiry since then. Post-positivism was born out of discontent with the rigid objectivist stance that characterizes positivism, and it recognized that there cannot be absolute truths while studying human behavior (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Post-positivists state that through the research process truth will be discovered through a process of revision of what is found in data (Ponterotto, 2005; Bradt, Burns and Creswell, 2013). However, positivism and post-positivism seem to share a lot of common ground–both are interested in finding ways to control and predict world’s phenomena, they both stress cause-and-effect relationships of events, and also the objectivity and detachment of the researcher (Ponterotto, 2005). Constructivism-Interpretivism, in contrast, holds the relativist belief that multiple constructs of realities exist (Pessu, 2019). As human beings engage in the world and interpret it, their perceived reality is influenced by their values and social and personal context, hence there cannot be one true objective reality (Bradt, Burns and Creswell, 2013). In between the objectivist and subjectivist paradigms we find pragmatism, which considers any conceptualization of the world only when it supports action and practical solutions. It has been criticized for being interested in producing useful information rather than understanding the true nature of the phenomena (Heeks, Wall and Graham, 2024). In research, a pragmatist approach may show a practical solution and transferability of the same to different contexts, but it cannot explain in broader terms why the solutions have worked (Heeks, Wall and Graham, 2024). Flexibility has been considered a strength of pragmatism as it is not attached to any one philosophical system or conception of reality, and can provide the philosophical underpinnings for mixed methods research, which I will evaluate in the next paragraph (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES: Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods

Research in the social sciences was dominated by quantitative methods from the 19th century until the middle of the 20th century, having their roots in positivist and post-positivist philosophies (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). They are characterized by empirical observation, measurement of variables and analysis of variables’ relationships (Pessu, 2019). A quantitative approach is based on deductive reasoning–based on accepted facts or premises–where the aim is to test an objective theory with the intent of generalizing and replicating its findings (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Pessu, 2019). Zyphur and Pierides (2020) argued that an outdated notion of the researcher's neutrality needs to be substituted with “reflexive, ethics-oriented quantitative approaches” (p 2), showing a recent evolution of this approach–a less rigid objectivist stance where the researcher’s values are considered to be an influencing factor in a study.
Qualitative approaches are instead based on inductive reasoning–based on observation rather than universal premises (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Their aim is to explore and study social or human problems in their natural setting in an attempt to understand the meaning people attribute to them (Cresswell and Cresswell, 2018). Subjectivists’ research paradigms are behind a qualitative approach where there is a strong focus on individual meaning and on reporting complexities in the phenomenon that is being studied (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Pessu, 2019). One challenge to this approach is that a qualitative inquiry can radiate from multiple paradigms and for that reason it was suggested to strongly own one’s philosophical perspective before starting this type of research (Ponterotto, 2005). In their examination of flaws in qualitative voice research, Meyer and Goss (2024) noted that the most common errors found were: controlling the researcher’s bias and giving more importance to the researcher’s views than the participants’ in the room. They emphasized that voice research is in fact ideal for qualitative studies because of the puzzle-like nature of it–many study fields seem to interconnect in it (physiology, acoustics, psychology, neurosciences among others). For that reason, I might focus on a qualitative approach in future assignments and work-based research. However, in the world of voice research both quantitative and qualitative approaches can be found–for example quantitatively studying vocal fold motion and qualitatively studying the professional development among instrumental and vocal teachers (Saunder, Yan and Damrose, 2016; Kruse-Weber, Bucura and Tumler, 2023).
Mixed methods research is an approach in which both qualitative and quantitative data is collected (Bradt, Burns and Creswell, 2013). The main belief behind this approach is that the union and cross-examination of both sets of data can bring deeper insights to research than from the two separate sets alone–for example using quantitative data to generate the qualitative sample to study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). However, the simple act of collecting both sets of data could not be considered mixed methods if no systematic way to integrate them was in place (Bradt, Burns and Creswell, 2013). Fetters, Curry and Creswell (2013) argue that the ways in which integration is achieved at the design, methods and interpretation stage of research, are still limited. There also has to be an integration of the researchers’ assumptions that come from the combination of such different worldviews (paradigms such as post-positivism, constructivism and pragmatism to name a few) and that is why some researchers have questioned if this approach could be viable due to the complexity of merging philosophical stances (Bradt, Burns and Creswell, 2013; Heeks, Wall and Graham, 2024). 
RESEARCH DESIGNS: Phenomenology, Grounded Theory And Ethnography  

As a voice practitioner interested in integrating voice mechanisms with mindfulness practices, I found that the few studies currently available used a mixed methodology approach with particular importance given to its qualitative components (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015; Brown et al., 2023). However, it would be out of the scope of this paper to analyze both quantitative and qualitative designs, due to their magnitude, hence I will only concentrate on three qualitative research designs–defined as the overall strategy for organizing ideas and planning a study (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 
In Phenomenology, no explicit theoretical framework is used, and the researcher attempts to understand a phenomenon by describing the essence of the participants’ experience (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Because of its focus on lived experience (in the first person) the phenomenological research strategy is dynamic and needs to constantly be reinvented and adapted during the course of the study (Bertomeu and Esteban, 2023). In fact, it has been observed that there are no clearly specified methods of conducting phenomenological research, and novice researchers may find it difficult to understand how a phenomenological research project might be accomplished (Alsaigh and Coyne, 2021). In addition, the researchers need to have an open orientation as this type of design requires to bracket their prior experiences, judgments and biases about a phenomenon, because without it, it would not be possible to deepen phenomenologically into lived experiences (Paparo, 2022; Bertomeu and Esteban, 2023). One strength of phenomenology is that it embraces the possibility that human experiences may be different than what they initially appear to be, discovering their authenticity (Bertomeu and Esteban, 2023).

Grounded Theory research design is a sociological style of inquiry in which the researcher constructs a theory based on the participants’ views about a human behavior or mental processes, with no hypothesis and very little prior knowledge or literature review (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Bertomeu and Esteban, 2023). The theory that Grounded Theory is seeking to build is in constant evolution and it requires multiple stages of systematic data collection and coding processes–the construction of categories and the analysis of relationships between them (Bertomeu and Esteban, 2023). Similarly to Phenomenology, researchers who utilize this type of research design and methodology have to remain open to all possible theoretical understandings and ready to refine their findings by going back to gather more data (Charmaz, 2017; Bertomeu and Esteban, 2023). In fact, some advantages of using Grounded Theory are its capacity for gathering complex and rich information, and also for encouraging creativity, even though the lack of hypotheses or previous research may create periods of uncertainty (Bertomeu and Esteban, 2023). In its most contemporary form, constructivist Grounded Theory takes a reflexive stance called methodological self-consciousness in which the researcher deeply analyses priorities and positions, determining how these impact actions throughout the research process (Charmaz, 2017). 
Differently than Phenomenology and Grounded Theory, Ethnography has its roots in anthropology and its aim is to examine cultural characteristics by gathering insights of the behaviors and interactions of members of cultural groups and communities (Reeves and Hodges, 2008; Mamondo, 2021). In this type of design inquiry, which starts with a theory, the researcher usually spends a prolonged period of time gathering information in a natural setting, often using observations and interviews as the main tool for gathering data (Creswell and Cresswell, 2018; Cox and Forbes, 2022). Because of the immersive nature of this research design, one of its strengths is the depth of understanding of social phenomena (Reeves and Hodges, 2008). However, the length of research and possible ethical issues can be problematic–for example obtaining approval from ethic committees for long periods of time, the unpredictability of social life and the ramification of having direct and prolonged interactions with participants (Reeves and Hodges, 2008; Cox and Forbes, 2022). 


RESEARCH METHODS: Interviews, Focus Groups and Observations

Mamondo (2021) makes a clear distinction between quantitative and qualitative methods. While quantitative studies use closed-ended instruments for gathering data–for example questionnaire, checklists and scales–qualitative studies use open-ended instruments (without predetermined responses) like interviews, focus groups, and observations to name a few (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). 

Interviews are a common method in qualitative research and even though there are many ways in which they can be conducted, the most trusted way is face-to-face interviews (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Mamondo, 2021). Qualitative interviews are one-to-one and often open-ended (unstructured), allowing the researcher to get in-depth answers, but can also be semi-structured, where the interviewees are given both open and closed-ended questions, usually using the closed-ended questions to prepare the participants for the open-ended ones (Mamondo, 2021). Meyer and Goss (2024) noted that interviews are very effective when participants are placed in a position where they may instruct the researchers instead of being questioned by them–practically accomplished with the interviewer’s expertise and humbleness. However, the presence of feelings and memories in the participants’ accounts are considered unstable information because they can change with time (Meyer and Goss, 2024). Interviews mostly provide indirect information, because only through the views of the interviewee, and the presence of the researcher may produce biased answers (Creswell and Creswell, 2021). To ensure stability and trustworthiness, a technique called member checking is commonly used, where the researcher transcribes questions and answers and allows the participants to review them (Meyer and Goss, 2024).

Focus Groups are group interviews in which the aim is to gather information using open-ended questions from a group of people that shares common characteristics (Mamondo, 2021). It was suggested that the number of people in a group should be manageable–between six and twelve people–and that the moderator should be highly experienced to allow the focus group discussion to flow without distractions, and to give equal time to speak to each participant (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Mamondo, 2021). There seem to be diverging opinions about the practical usefulness of focus groups: for some researchers they are effective because of their low cost and the large amount of data that is potentially collected; some instead noted that it is only good as an exploratory approach to prepare for other methods, and effectively moderating group dynamics can present many challenges (Loots, 2008; Mamondo, 2021). 

The qualitative observation method involves recording (taking notes, audio and video recordings) the observations of behaviors or activities at the research site where the researcher (the observer) may act as a participant or nonparticipant (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Mamondo, 2021). Because researchers may engage in many observations over the course of a study, an observation protocol is often used and may include descriptions–of settings, events and dialogues–and reflexive notes–such as personal thoughts, feelings and biases (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Observations may be an effective method for a practitioner researcher in the field of voice research, because of its practicality in gathering data and depth of insight (Creech, 2012; Mamondo, 2021; Stapleton, 2024).
	
ETHICS IN RESEACH 
Research ethics, from the Greek ēthos–moral character–are an inquiry into what is the right conduct in research, which is fundamental to finding the best course of action to guarantee research quality and the well-being of its participants (Bos, 2020; Correia, 2023). In 1978 the Belmont Report identified some basic ethical principles for research: respect for the participants and their autonomy, beneficence–doing no harm–and justice (Friesen et al., 2017). Since the release of the report, there have been a number of developments in the field of research in the social sciences, and many questions concerning the report's adequacy have been voiced in literature, and so ethical guidelines have been constantly evolving (Friesen et al., 2017; Cascio and Racine, 2018). For example, one reported ethical gap was concerning the relational and routine components of research, such as how to interact with participants, address their questions and worries, or plan studies that will directly build on their viewpoints and guarantee that they are treated fairly (Cascio and Racine, 2018). Some practical procedures able to answer these concerns include but are not limited to: providing debriefs, allowing withdrawal from the investigation, ensuring confidentiality and anonymity, data protection procedures, informed consent and data security and archiving (Mamondo, 2018; Bos, 2020). 
The most important tool for assuring confidentiality is the informed consent procedure, which is a form signed by both researcher and subjects informing the participants about the research details and purpose, risks associated with the study, risk management techniques, confidentiality assurance, and the guarantee that research participants can leave at any moment (Mamondo, 2018). Informed consent should be given to people who are autonomous and capable, and it is important to consider that minors and vulnerable subjects or communities who may not be able to fully comprehend or may not be able to fully refuse, are to be dealt with differently–for instance asking for permission from the responsible authorities for minors (Mamondo, 2018). Cascio and Racine (2018) isolated some ethical guidelines for what they called a “person-oriented research ethics” approach (p 170), where the basic principle of respect for the person is taken further, together with the acknowledgment of the participants’ specific vulnerabilities. It includes the consideration of the participants’ life experiences, the role of their environment, their specific needs and values, and the focus on the researcher-participant relationship (Cascio and Racine, 2018). Finally, a note about the possible risks to the researcher as they interact directly with the participants (either in person or through new online digital technologies) and so they can be exposed to emotional issues, can face intimidation due to accusations of misconduct, antagonism from participants or authorities, or actual body harm (Dickson-Swift, 2022; Yadlin, Tsuria and Nissenbaum, 2024). Risk management guidelines may need to be put in place especially when working with vulnerable communities with traumatic life experiences–for example encouraging researchers to undertake a risk assessment procedure themselves to avoid possible physical and emotional effects like exhaustion, headaches, weight loss and nightmares (Dickson-Swift, 2022).
THE ISSUES OF INSIDER RESEARCH 
As a practitioner who will undertake work-based learning projects, I will be an insider researcher–a member of the same community or group which I will be studying (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 2013). Insider research is a process with many benefits, like professional development, the specificity of research topics for developing practice, prior understanding of the issue studied and a close relationship with the participants (Costley, Elliot and Gibbs, 2010; Greene, 2014). However, some issues may arise because the unique position the researcher occupies within a study can impact the kind of data that is gathered, how it is gathered, and the interpretation of that data (Greene, 2014). Holmes (2020) recommended to identify research positionality before starting a study, including: the consideration of personal and theoretical beliefs, significant identity traits, a reflection of how the participant will view the researcher and finally a continuous reflection throughout the study. In fact, reflexivity–defined in terms of research as the act of critically reflecting, acknowledging, understanding and disclosing the researchers’ selves (their part in their research or influence on it), seem to be at the heart of insider research as it deeply informs researcher positionality (Holmes, 2020). Keeping a learning journal is a common tool used to nurture self-awareness and transparency throughout a study and for checking biases, such as philosophical beliefs or any belief that could create distortions or the lack of rigor and trustworthiness of the study (Wyatt and Sargeant, 2019; Holmes, 2020). Other useful strategies for avoiding bias described in literature include stream of consciousness writing, conducting one's own interview, and talking to others about the experience to establish distance (Greene, 2014). 
I might consider a mixed methods approach in my future work-based research, therefore the use of reflexivity for both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. Reflexivity has been usually linked with qualitative studies and considered a weakness in quantitative studies because it might go against the objectivity used in data collection (Akter et al., 2022). Walker, Read and Priest (2011) found that keeping a reflexive diary during the quantitative phase of a mixed method study had a positive impact on the progress of the study as it helped to guide future research practices and made it possible for work to be reviewed effectively. 
Finally, considering my interest in mindfulness and body awareness techniques for singers and the ability these techniques have to elicit emotional reactions, particularly in vulnerable subjects and the researcher themselves, I will have to use extra rigour in every phase of my studies (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015; Hoch, 2020; van den Engh, 2024; Wästlund, Salvesen and Stige, 2024). Practically, maintaining an appropriate social and emotional distance as part of the reflexive process can help the researcher avoid emotional reactions that are able to influence the analysis of the participants’ responses (Greene, 2014).

CONCLUSION

This research has deepened my understanding of research designs and methodologies and showed me the richness of contributions that exist in research literature (Ponterotto, 2005; Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Having reflected on my ontological and epistemological stance, I seem to align with one of relativism and constructionism, where multiple conceptions of realities can exist and meaning cannot exist without a mind (Al-Ababneh, 2020). As a practitioner interested in researching the effects of mindfulness techniques on body awareness in singing, I have discovered that a mixed methods approach might be a path to consider, where data is collected and analyzed both qualitatively and quantitatively (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015). A pragmatism paradigm could provide the necessary flexibility for mixed methods, but I could not exclude the paradigms of constructivism, for the qualitative components of the study, and post-positivism for the quantitative components (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Heeks, Wall and Graham, 2024). Qualitative methods like interviews and observations might be appropriate for the type studies I am seeking but, based on what I have learned, I also realize the need to further my knowledge of both qualitative and quantitative methods. 
Finally, ethical guidelines and procedures are a fundamental part of the research process, ensuring the respect for the participants, their confidentiality and anonymity, data protection, informed consent and the withdrawal from the investigation (Mamondo, 2018; Bos, 2020). As a practitioner-researcher I will have to deeply consider the issues of insider research, where the researcher is positioned within what they seek to study (Saidin and Yaacob, 2016). In practical terms, I will be using strategies like keeping a reflexive journal, stream of consciousness writing and conducting my own interview (Greene, 2014). I can conclude that insider research is a complex process that presents challenges but also seem to offer an opportunity to explore the effects of my own subjectivity in a study, enhancing a level of introspection that not only will bring rigour to the study itself, but also be helpful for professional development.
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