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Entry 1: Positionality and Individuality 

 

When I was first asked in class ‘what does positionality mean’, there was no 

clear picture in my mind. With a single click on Google, I can get thousands of 

explanations for positionality in seconds. By doing and analysing in-classroom 

activities and reading literature, I found that positionality is quite often related 

to ethnography, feminist theory, power, insider/outsider etc. Therefore, I began 

to explore the meaning of this word more in depth. 

 

Positionality is the wider historical, political, economic, religious, social and 

intellectual con-texts of a person that affect both interpersonal relations and 

qualitative research processes (Merriam et al. 2001). A researcher’s 

positionality is not just who he/she is, but how he/she is perceived by other 

people and the implications of that perception.  

 

To better understand this concept, one might first figure out what individuality 

is. From Mercier’s perspective (1918), it is difficult to clearly define what is 

meant by an individual. Individuality resides, not in things themselves, but in the 

way we contemplate them. Carmichael (1919) argued that originality is the crux 

of individuality. By putting Mercier’s classification of individual alongside 

Carmichael’s standpoint, individuality is an essential part of successful 

individual, as well as great institutions and nations. It emphasizes being yourself 

and remaining true to yourself. 

 

Since everyone transfers something of himself into his perception of the matter, 

the observer cannot put himself away however fully preconceptions and 

prejudices are laid aside. It is impossible to completely abandon one’s past 

experience and the inertia of his previous way of looking at things when come 

to the study of any class of phenomena or range of ideas (Carmichael, 1919). 
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Positionality represents a space in which objectivism and subjectivism meet. As 

Freire suggests, the two exist a ‘dialectic relationship’. (Freire, 2000). It is 

determined by where one stands in relation to ‘the other’ (Merriam et al. 2001). 

Hence, how to reduce the influence of the inertia of preconception while 

carrying individuality and maintaining the uniqueness of self becomes the 

reason why positionality is important in research and draws attention on the 

insider-outsider debate which seeks to freeze positionalities in place, and 

assumes that being an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ is a fixed attribute (Beverley, 1999). 

This binary ‘ignores the dynamism of positionalities in time and through space’ 

(Beverley, 1999: 340). My view is in agreement with Teye (2012) that 

positionality is dynamic, fluid, changeable and adaptable, which therefore 

allows one to constantly consider all the moving parts. 

 

Since ‘one’s position within the social world influences the way in which you 

see it’, positionality can affect research outcomes and interpretations (Temple 

and Young, 2004). To establish better research preparation and enhance the 

integrity of the study, McCorkel & Myers (2003) recommend a strategy that 

involves “a recognition and analysis of how the researcher’s positionality 

facilitates specific forms of understanding and impedes others”. Gawlewicz 

(2014) and McDowell (1992) have argued that in order to provide those who 

are not a part of the study yet are engaging with the research with an 

understanding of the researcher’s perspective(s), researchers must discuss 

their position in relation to the research foci, later known as positionality 

statement or reflexivity. 

 

In conclusion, it is important to maintain one’s individuality while paying 

attention to positionality in the research. “If the theory does not include ‘me’, it 

needs to change” (Maher & Tetreault, 2001). By discovering ourselves deeper 

and broader in relation with others, we at the same time developed the ability 

of how to learn from others, to hear from diverse voice. 
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Appendix 2 

Positionality (what, where, who) 

https://www.dictionary.com/e/gender-sexuality/positionality/ 

Positionality in Qual Research 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C9wVgU9Ppk8 

Positionality Statements 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GpcIVzGYhVs 

Just Tell Me What I Need To Know: Reflexivity and Positionality Statements 

https://www.marvettelacy.com/blog/just-tell-me-what-i-need-to-know-

reflexivity-and-positionality-statements 

What is Your Researcher Positionality? 

https://decolonizingresearch.wordpress.com/2016/02/25/what-is-your-

researcher-positionality/ 

Writing Strategies: What’s Your Positionality? 

https://weingartenlrc.wordpress.com/2017/01/09/research-writing-whats-your-

positionality/ 

Positionality: Reflecting on the Research Process 

https://nsuworks.nova.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1026&context=tqr 

TEDxHISD -- Marina Finley - The importance of "Individuality" 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fUnz_8vPOnI 

Individuality Song 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9TtyhFbklUE 

Discovering Your Divine Individuality | Julie Crockett 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ujAcP282jY&t=891s 

Be who you are – Individuality 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lo95cId2TbQ 

  

https://www.dictionary.com/e/gender-sexuality/positionality/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C9wVgU9Ppk8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GpcIVzGYhVs
https://www.marvettelacy.com/blog/just-tell-me-what-i-need-to-know-reflexivity-and-positionality-statements
https://www.marvettelacy.com/blog/just-tell-me-what-i-need-to-know-reflexivity-and-positionality-statements
https://decolonizingresearch.wordpress.com/2016/02/25/what-is-your-researcher-positionality/
https://decolonizingresearch.wordpress.com/2016/02/25/what-is-your-researcher-positionality/
https://weingartenlrc.wordpress.com/2017/01/09/research-writing-whats-your-positionality/
https://weingartenlrc.wordpress.com/2017/01/09/research-writing-whats-your-positionality/
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1026&context=tqr
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fUnz_8vPOnI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9TtyhFbklUE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9ujAcP282jY&t=891s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lo95cId2TbQ
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Appendix 3 

1. Where does positionality come from? 

Source: What Does positionality Mean? | Gender &amp; Sexuality by 

Dictionary.com. Available at:  

https://www.dictionary.com/e/gender-sexuality/positionality/ 

(Accessed: 24 March 2019). 

2. Positionality, reflexivity, ontology and epistemoloy 

   

Source: ©2017 Pitard 

 

https://www.dictionary.com/e/gender-sexuality/positionality/
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 Source: ©2017 Pitard 
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Source: ©2017 Pitard 
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Definitions： 

Identity 

1. who a person is, or the qualities of a person or group that make them 

different from others. 

2. an equation (= mathematical statement) that is true for every value given 

to a variable (= number that can change) 

3. the distinguishing character or personality of an individual  

4. In psychology, identity is the qualities, beliefs, personality, looks and/or 

expressions that make a person (self-identity) or group (particular social 

category or social group).[citation needed] Categorizing identity can be 

positive or destructive. A psychological identity relates to self-

image (one's mental model of oneself), self-esteem, 

and individuality. Psychologists most commonly use the term "identity" to 

describe personal identity, or the idiosyncratic things that make a person 

unique. Sociologists, however, often use the term to describe social 

identity, or the collection of group memberships that define the individual. 

5. The fact of being who or what a person or thing is.——Oxford Dictionary 

6. (1) the reputation, characteristics, etc. of person or organization that 

makes the public think about them in a particular way. 

(2) who a person is, or information that proves who a person is, for 

example, their name and date of birth. ——Cambridge English Dictionary 

7. the relation established by psychological identification——Merriam-Webster 

8. Identity (philosophy), also called sameness, is whatever makes an entity 

definable and recognizable 

9. Identity (social science), individuality, personal identity, social identity, and 

cultural identity in psychology, sociology, and philosophy 

10. the reputation, characteristics, etc. of a person or organization that makes 

the public think about them in a particular way: Companies often spend a 

fortune on branding in their attempts to communicate their identity. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-identity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_group
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Citation_needed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-image
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-image
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mental_model
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-esteem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Individuality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_identity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_identity
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Identity_(philosophy)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Identity_(social_science)
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11. who a person is, or information that proves who a person is, for example, 

their name and date of birth: When applying for a driver license or 

identification card, you must provide proof of your identity. confirm/prove 

your identity You may be asked to confirm your identity by phone. 

12. An “identity” refer to either (a) a social category, defined by membership 

rules and (alleged) characteristic attributes or expected behaviors, or (b) 

socially distinguishing features that a person takes a special pride in or 

views as unchangeable but socially consequential (or (a) and (b) at once). -

James D. Fearon(1999)   

Individuality 

1. the quality or character of a particular person or thing that distinguishes 

them from others of the same kind, especially when strongly marked. 

2. separate existence. 

3. The individuality of a person or thing consists of the qualities that make 

them different from other people or things. ——Harper Collins Publishers 

4. (1) the sum of the characteristics or qualities that set one person or thing 

apart from others; individual character 

(2) personal identity; personality 

5. The quality that makes a person different from other people:——Cambridge 

University Press 

6. Individuality is the state or quality of being an individual; particularly of being 

a person separate from other people and possessing their own needs or goals, 

rights and responsibilities.——Wikipedia 

Individualism 

1. Individualism is the moral stance, political philosophy, ideology, or social 

outlook that emphasizes the moral worth of the individual. 

2. Individualism, political and social philosophy that emphasizes the moral 

worth of the individual. Although the concept of an individual may seem 

straightforward, there are many ways of understanding it, both in theory 



12 

 

and in practice. The term individualism itself, and its equivalents in other 

languages, dates—like socialism and other isms—from the 19th century. 

3. the idea that freedom of thought and action for each person is the most 

important quality of a society, rather than shared effort and responsibility 

4. the quality of being different or original 

5. social studies the idea that each person should think and act 

independently rather than depending on others. 

6. The concept of individualism is rooted in historical contexts where people’s 

personal differences were dismissed or even punished by the ruling body. 

7. the habit or principle of being independent and self-reliant. 

"a culture that celebrates individualism and wealth" 

synonyms: independence, self-direction, self-reliance, freethinking, free 

thought, originality; More 

8. a social theory favoring freedom of action for individuals over collective or 

state control. 

"encouragement has been given to individualism, free enterprise, and the 

pursuit of profit" 

9. Individualism is the moral stance, political philosophy, ideology, or social 

outlook that emphasizes the moral worth of the individual. Individualists 

promote the exercise of one's goals and desires and so 

value independence and self-reliance and advocate that interests of the 

individual should achieve precedence over the state or a social 

group, while opposing external interference upon one's own interests 

by society or institutions such as the government. Individualism is often 

defined in contrast to totalitarianism, collectivism, and 

more corporate social forms.  

10. The belief that the rights and freedom of individual people are the most 

important rights in a society 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Individual
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/State_(polity)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Society
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Institution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Totalitarianism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collectivism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate
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11. The idea that freedom of thought and action for each person is the most 

important quality of a society, rather than shared effort and responsibility. 

12. The habit or principle of being independent and self-reliant. –Oxford Living 

Dictionaries 

Positionality 

1. The fact or quality of having a position in relation to other things. 

2. Sociology. The occupation or adoption of a particular position in relation to 

others, usually with reference to issues of culture, ethnicity, or gender. 

3. Positionality is the practice of a researcher delineating his or her own 

position in relation to the study, with the implication that this position may 

influence aspect of the study, such as the data collected or the way in which 

it is interpreted. 
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Appendix 4 

1. Classroom discussion- Who am I? 

The first class usually begins with a self-introduction. But this time it was not 

just a one-minute introduction, we spent the entire afternoon getting to know 

ourselves. By introducing who we are to other peers and dig out the reasons 

and factors that influenced us and shaped us, we recognised not only about 

ourselves, but also about other peers. It is only when we know ourselves 

well enough can we find out the research field and method suitable for 

ourselves, and remind ourselves of our positionality in the entire research 

process, anticipate the various possible impacts due to our own positionality, 

and try to avoid or minimise the negative impacts of these biases on the 

research. 
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2. Group discussion- What makes people different 

We were divided into groups of three and discussed the possible factors that 

make people different from each other, such as gender, culture, family, 

nationality, religions, customs, etc, and each group member has to pick 4 

key factors that appear the most important to him/her. Later, each of us 

shared a memorable individual experience and explained the reason why it 

has significant impact on ourselves. 

3. Group discussion- What is your positionality 

We were given to topics and were asked to think about our positionality in 

the research.  

(1) An investigation of the shopping habits of high earning women. 

(2) A review of the marketing strategies of mobile phone companies. 

It was interesting to find out that due to the different positionality of each 

person, the focus of each research topic is also different, and the 

perspectives and research methods used are different. 
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Entry 2: Reading and evaluating literature and information sources 

There is an old saying in ancient Chinese ‘Reading enriches the mind.’ People 

read for different purposes and in different ways. For researchers, reading is 

not just for recreational or aesthetic purposes. Although it may be a time-

consuming and frustrating process, it is the fundamental step in carrying out a 

research project, and it runs throughout the entire research process. By reading 

literatures, one might not only get considerable information about the research 

topic, avoid duplication, enhance and examine the existing body of knowledge, 

renew and broaden one’s knowledge, but also learn more about various kinds 

of research methods and how to apply those methods in practice. Additionally, 

one might change his/her mind since reading might broaden his/her perspective 

and give new ideas for conducting a totally different research (Cottrell 2006, 

Saunders et al. 2016, Sekaran 2003, Kumar 2014). 

 

In order to provide reasonable justification for one’s work, researchers must 

read, and read widely (McQueen & Knussen, 2002). As Cottrell (2006) 

mentioned, there are plenty of sources that researchers can use. Novice 

researchers seem to be overwhelmed when facing with tons of sources. In 

addition to traditional resources such as libraries, journals, textbooks, 

newspapers, etc., internet brings a huge amount of information, which also 

imposes a huge burden on researchers. They might encounter with problems 

concerning the volume of literature, the variety of literature, lack of boundaries, 

and conflicting arguments, etc.(Cottrell, 2006). Thus, what, where, to whom, 

and especially how to read become extremely important.  

 

Reading for research is far more than understand the literal meaning and simply 

accept what the author said. It requires active engagement (Northedge, 2007). 

By reading between the lines, critically detaching one’s thoughts from feelings, 
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and keeping ask why, one could learn about more than the subject, but the 

methods applied in it. A useful checklist provided by Harvard College Library 

(2013) helps its students practise effective reading (Saunders et al, 2016). The 

whole reading process is like choosing a good partner to start a research 

journey, you should read with conscious and cautious. That is to say, reading is 

not a passive process, to make it more effective and efficient, one should read 

actively and critically.  

 

Reading is an interactive activity rather than a one-way input. Brunan W.K 

(1989) defines reading as a two-way interaction in which information is 

exchange between the reader and the author. For general reading, strategies 

like skimming, scanning, skipping, sampling, and taking notes can be quite 

useful. Critical reading, however, requires researchers develop their own 

thoughts, pay much attention closely on certain parts of the literature and ask 

a set of questions by weighing up ideas and arguments. Wallace and Wray 

(2011) advocate to use critical questions for better critical reading. As an 

engaged reader, this process involves reflection and reaction (Northedge, 

2007).  

 

“In the modern world, people increasingly need skills of evaluating and 

managing information, in both their personal and working lives.” (HEFCE, 2004) 

It is not only to master purely technical web-searching and filing skills, but also 

to know how to access to different information sources, be able to ‘weigh up the 

academic credibility of what you find’ and make appropriate use of it (Northedge, 

2007, 224). Distinguish ‘good’ and ‘bad’ information from undreamt number of 

sources can be challenging. Northedge introduced the PROMPT checklist (The 

Open University Library, 2001b), which includes six criteria: presentation, 

relevance, objectivity, method, provenance, and timeliness. Always keep in 

mind that do not afraid of seeking for help and try different ways of reading and 
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evaluating information to find your own style.  
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Appendix 4 

1. Self-estimate reading speed 

I found two 500 words texts, one is a BBC news, and another is a chapter 

from Saunders et al. (2016), and started timing them as I read. I actually 

read twice, the first time I tried to use some reading skills such as scanning 

and skimming, the second time I did not use any of these skills but read 

through every word in the text. Through the comparison of reading effect 

and speed between these two times, I found that using certain reading skills 

can help me grasp the general idea of the article in a relatively short time. 

2. Develop a critical evaluation conciousness 

We were asked to find a paper related to our own research area and make 

a critical evaluation of the paper, from the methodology it applied to the data 

collection it showed, and the analysis procedures as well as the final 

conclusion. I implied the checklist and suggestions from Saunders et al. 

(2016) and Cottrell (2005) to the evaluation procedures and it also made me 

to think about my own research. How should I critically review the literature 

and how can I ensure and prove that every step of my research is credible. 

3. Develop reading skills and critical evaluation conciousness  

By completing the exercises in the book using some relevant skills and 

taking a systematic note, I developed my critical thinking ability. I started 

reviewing literature critically by asking ‘Is the sample population appropriate? 

Whether the structure of this article is reasonable? Whether the logic is clear? 

Whether the analysis process is rigorous? Whether there are 

contradictions?’ I also started using mind map to make my thoughts clearer 

and more organised.  

4. Mind mapping when reading the literature 
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Entry 3: The contribution of research to knowledge and organisational 

development 

When talking about the contribution of research, it is not surprising that people 

often blurt out names like Isaac Newton, Albert Einstein, or Adam Smith, etc. 

Indeed, as researchers, they have made great contributions to the progress of 

mankind. These contributions will be long remembered and preserved as 

evidence of human social development and scientific progress. This brings me 

to think about some questions: What is the purpose of research? What is 

research contribution? What are the criteria for research contributions? Who 

will benefit from the research outcomes?  

 

Considering that doing research is a rigorous, tedious and arduous work, why 

do researchers still devote themselves to it? The difference between research 

and common sense is that research is done systematically by using specific 

methods to achieve certain goals, that is, to find a better ‘truth’. The purposes 

of research are multiple, and the contribution of research could be 

multidirectional, multi-layered and multidimensional. It is quite important for any 

research to have an intended contribution. (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010)  

 

By doing research, not only do researchers benefit from the whole research 

process, but human knowledge, social organisations and individuals also 

benefit from different levels. Corley and Gioia (2011) synthesise ‘originality’ 

and ’utility’ as two key dimensions of theoretical contribution, each of which can 

be divided into two subcategories. Specifically, originality dimension is divided 

into revelatory and incremental subcategories, while utility dimension is 

categorised into practical and scientific usefulness. From my perspective, this 

2x2 matrix reflects the scope of research contribution.  
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Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010) argue that even some self-explanatory common 

sense and beliefs may turn out to be wrong. Knowledge is defined as ‘justified 

true belief’(Pritchard, 2014) and can be classified in multiple aspects (Naegel, 

1961). The contribution of research to knowledge should be ‘value-added’. “99% 

of the discoveries are made by 1% of the scientists.” (Julius Axelrod, 1912-

2004). Researchers can be a lone genius and create a whole new body of 

knowledge, which served as a fundamental basis for future discoveries. 

Another important aspect of research contribution to knowledge is to add new 

dimension to the already existing knowledge. "If I have seen a little further it is 

by standing on the shoulders of giants." (Newton, 1642–1727). Many 

discoveries do not come about in isolation. In sum, new theories, concepts and 

beliefs can be established to explain and predict problems, misbeliefs can be 

corrected, old knowledge can be updated and extended. Doing research 

advance the development of knowledge and move the field’s thinking forward. 

New connections can be built between previous and current concepts, and the 

practical implications of these connections can be justified through research 

process (Corley and Gioia, 2011).  

 

It is undeniable that contributions not only provide new insight to knowledge, 

but also deemed to have some certain purposes, namely, utility. From the 

organisational perspective, theories and concepts developed by research can 

be quite beneficial. On one hand, theoretical contribution can draw practical 

impact. By implementing scientific knowledge developed in the academy into 

practice, organisations can turn ‘why knowledge’ into ‘how to’ knowledge 

outside academia, and gain relevant (socially useful) new insights to solve 

problems (Saunders et al. 2016). On the other hand, although theories can 

explain and predict, they may also have limitations. Organisations, as 

practitioners, verify theories by applying them in real context, and so as to 

promote the development and progress of knowledge. Hence, a virtuous cycle 
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can be created. 

  

Fundamentally, the contribution of research can be interdisciplinary, 

complementary and dynamic. As researchers, we should ‘do more than just 

mention the contribution, articulate and defend it’ (Bergh, 2003). 
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Appendix 2 

Research Contribution Guideline 

http://unitec.roms.intuto.com/App_Themes/Unitec/docs/ResearchContribution

TypeGuide2017.pdf 

What Constitutes a “Good Contribution” to the Literature (Body of 

Knowledge)? 

https://fycs.ifas.ufl.edu/swisher/6800_18_ELRN/What_Constitutes_Good_Con

tribution.pdf 

Purpose of Research 

https://explorable.com/purpose-of-research 

Types of the Contributions in a Research Paper 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/types-contributions-research-paper-ali-asgari 

Contribution Statement Instructions 

http://www.ejcr.org/contribution-statement.htm 

Research Contributions and Its Significance 

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.592.9858&rep=rep1

&type=pdf 

Adam Savage TedEd 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F8UFGu2M2gM 

How To Develop Your Theoretical Contribution 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jJMKoip0_a4 

Value and Contribution of the Research 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SUJy9niX0ME 

  

http://unitec.roms.intuto.com/App_Themes/Unitec/docs/ResearchContributionTypeGuide2017.pdf
http://unitec.roms.intuto.com/App_Themes/Unitec/docs/ResearchContributionTypeGuide2017.pdf
https://fycs.ifas.ufl.edu/swisher/6800_18_ELRN/What_Constitutes_Good_Contribution.pdf
https://fycs.ifas.ufl.edu/swisher/6800_18_ELRN/What_Constitutes_Good_Contribution.pdf
https://explorable.com/purpose-of-research
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/types-contributions-research-paper-ali-asgari
http://www.ejcr.org/contribution-statement.htm
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.592.9858&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.592.9858&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F8UFGu2M2gM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jJMKoip0_a4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SUJy9niX0ME
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Appendix 3 

1. Current dimension for theoretical contribution 

 

Source: ©2011, Corley and Gioia  

2. What makes a theoretical contribution 
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Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

3. Grand, middle-range and substantive theories 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

4. Contributions and outcomes of research 

 

Source: ©Lecture by Professor Jill Venus  
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Appendix 4 

1. Classroom discussion 

(a) What kind of contribution a research can make? 

(b) Discuss the contribution of a doctoral thesis 

Critically review the contributions made by a published piece of research 

(or PhD/DBA thesis) 

We were asked to find a doctoral thesis and try to find out the 

contributions and outcomes in it after reading the thesis. What I found 

was a PhD dissertation ‘Understanding Chinese and Western cultures: 

an exploration of the academic working environment in internationalised 

higher education’. By using the framework given by Professor Jill, I tried 

to extract the research outcomes and contributions from the academic 

knowledge and organisational perspectives. The author made a 

comparison analysis of Chinese Guanxi, Mianzi and Harmony principle 

and Hofstede’s cultural dimension theory. The article points out that it is 

not enough to analyse Chinese culture simply by applying western 

cultural dimension theory and puts forward the application in practical 

organization practice.  

(c) Discuss the expected contribution of our own research topics by 

answering the question ‘consider the types of contribution that your 

research topic could make’ 

We were asked to discuss in groups and with other groups about the 

possible contributions and outcomes of our own research topics. My 

research topic is related to culture comparison and the Confucius 

Institute. By combining my own positionality, I analysed possible 

contributions of research in four aspects: for myself, it is closely related 

to my future academic research field, I can gain an in-depth 

understanding of the research field, improve my research skills in 

different ways and improve academic competence and it would be quite 
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helpful for my future career development. By reviewing the literature, I 

can develop my reading and critical thinking skills, broaden additional 

knowledge. Moreover, it can build up my confidence, adjust the way I do 

things and behave. At the data collecting stage, I might meet and interact 

with others, it is a great opportunity to network and build academic 

connection. For the academic knowledge aspect, although there are 

many researches on the management of Confucius institutes, most of 

them focus on the case analysis of Confucius institutes in a certain 

country or region, or the organizational behaviour of Confucius institutes 

from the perspectives of performance management and human resource 

management. What I would study can fill the knowledge gap. By 

comparing the management modes of Confucius institutes in three 

countries and regions from the perspective of cultural differences, I try to 

find out the influence of different cultures on knowledge transfer and give 

corresponding suggestions. As for the organisation, in my research, it is 

the Confucius Institute itself, through the analysis of the regional and 

cultural differences and its impact on the organisational management 

and knowledge transfer, and give relevant solution and suggestion, the 

Confucius institute could apply theory to practice, and try to promote the 

trial to other countries and regions, so as to improve the efficiency and 

quality of knowledge transfer, and at the same time enhance the 

understanding of different cultures, and support the sustainable 

development of the Confucius Institute. What I should note is the way I 

share my findings with the organisation. How to put the thesis into 

practice using an acceptable way is also an important point for me to 

consider. Finally, for individuals, that is instructors, volunteers, language 

learners, and those individuals who are interested in culture studying and 

Confucius institutes, this research might provide them a new perspective 

or another starting point for their future research. 
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2. Perspective for future study 

When I was reviewing the literature related to the contribution and outcomes 

of research, I read several articles from the perspective of journal editors 

talking about how they evaluate and select papers to publish on relevant 

journals. It is interesting to find that just because an article is good does not 

necessarily mean it gets published. Different journals have different criteria 

and sometimes the selection of papers is subjective and contextual. I would 

like to read more relevant literature for future study.  

 

3. Guest lecture by research PhD Mrs Xiao 

Professor Jill invited Mrs Xiao as a research PhD to share her experience 

and contributions to academic knowledge along her research journey and 

communicate with us about research related issues. 
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Entry 4: Defining the research question 

Doing research is like starting a journey. Unlike walking away on a whim with 

no direction, the research journey comes with certain purposes. Good 

preparation often makes the journey easier. From my perspective, research 

question is like a compass, which helps to clearly identify one’s research area 

and purpose, and always reminds and keeps you stay on track throughout the 

journey, leading you to your final destination. McQueen and Knussen (2002) 

see research question as anchor that not only determine the nature of the 

research, but also reflect potential sub issues that might be involved.  

 

Many scholars have mentioned the importance of research question (Mosavel 

et al. 2005, Brien and Desisto 2013, Andrews 2003, Ghauri et al. 1995, 

Saunders et al. 2016). Kumar (2014) makes a metaphor that research question 

is like the ‘input’ to a computer program. The quality of the input directly 

influences the output of the program. Research question is a key component of 

the research process, it continuously reminds the aim of the study and act as a 

foundation of research design, methods, data gathering and analysis, inquiry, 

and implication. Researchers might flounder if get the question wrong 

(McQueen and Knussen, 2002). 

 

According to Burns & Grove (2011), research question should include elements 

such as relevant, feasible, focused, and ethical, among which researchability 

serves as the prominent characteristic. Richard Andrews (2003) defines the 

characteristics of research questions as inquisitorial and answerable. Nelson 

and Goffman (2006) state that good research questions are not only 

answerable, but ‘can be answered in the affirmative or negative and still be 

worth studying’. Eleni, Prabhakar and Catherine L (2015) point out the criteria 

for a good research question should meet the ‘FINER’ standard, namely, 
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feasible, interesting, novel, ethical, relevant.  

 

In general, how to formulate a high-quality, well-defined research question is 

often the first obstacle novice researchers face when trying to start a research 

project. As Saunders et al. (2016) and Eleni et al. (2015) suggested, 

researchers might first delimit a research area, then construct a research 

question based on that certain topic. One should first ‘identify’, then ‘specify’ 

(Yegidis and Weinbach, 1991). Asking questions is a good way to get hold of 

the research topic clearly (Ghauri et al., 1995). Kumar (2014) provides the 

source of research problem based on the four Ps: people, problems, 

programmes and phenomena. Since researchers have to select a specific issue 

from within their research area/topic to formulate their research question, when 

the preliminary research topic is generated through brainstorming, discussion, 

self-analysis, relevance trees, literature review and other methods, and the 

research topic is further optimized through methods such as the Delphi 

technique (Paraskevas and Saunders 2012), preliminary inquiry, and 

integrating ideas (Jankowicz 2005: 34–6), the research question can be defined 

on this basis (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

Research questions can be descriptive, exploratory, experimental, causal, 

observational, etc. It is important to note that researchers should try to avoid 

falling into the trap of endless questions. While Clough and Nutbrown (2012) 

advise to use the Russian doll principle, Andrews (2003) suggest that identify 

and always keep the main question in mind and think about its relationship with 

the contributory and subsidiary questions. Equally important, researchers need 

to consider the time and resources needed to solve the problem.  

 

Since research questions can emerge either from a review of literature, an area 

of interest or brainstorming, or from the process of the research (Andrew 2003), 



54 

 

when researchers should formulate their research question becomes another 

issue worth discussing. Nutefall and Ryder (2010) argue that librarians and 

faculty play important roles in guiding students forming research questions. 

When it comes to the timing of research question, librarians suggested students 

to form research questions as early as possible, while faculty advocated it is 

not necessary to develop research questions at that early stage. I tend to agree 

with Andrews (2003) view that research questions are not static, it might be 

changed as a result of reading or empirical research. It is better to formulate a 

research question with one’s interest and capability and based on certain 

amount of literature review early before you conduct the actual research 

process. Do not pick a question in rush or without preparation. ‘Rome wasn't 

built in a day.’ Give yourself time and space to think critically and carefully and 

remember we can properly adjust the research question with the deepening of 

research.  
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Appendix 2 

Formulation of research question – Stepwise approach 

http://www.jiaps.com/article.asp?issn=0971-

9261;year=2019;volume=24;issue=1;spage=15;epage=20;aulast=Ratan 

Generating Good Research Questions 

https://opentextbc.ca/researchmethods/chapter/generating-good-research-

questions/ 

Developing research questions 

https://www.monash.edu/rlo/research-writing-assignments/understanding-the-

assignment/developing-research-questions 

Formulating the research question 

http://www.socscidiss.bham.ac.uk/research-question.html  

What Makes A Good Qualitative Research Question? 

https://www.bl.uk/business-and-ip-centre/articles/what-makes-a-good-

qualitative-research-question 

Writing a Good Research Question 

https://cirt.gcu.edu/research/developmentresources/tutorials/question  

Developing a Research Question  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LWLYCYeCFak 

  

http://www.jiaps.com/article.asp?issn=0971-9261;year=2019;volume=24;issue=1;spage=15;epage=20;aulast=Ratan
http://www.jiaps.com/article.asp?issn=0971-9261;year=2019;volume=24;issue=1;spage=15;epage=20;aulast=Ratan
https://opentextbc.ca/researchmethods/chapter/generating-good-research-questions/
https://opentextbc.ca/researchmethods/chapter/generating-good-research-questions/
https://www.monash.edu/rlo/research-writing-assignments/understanding-the-assignment/developing-research-questions
https://www.monash.edu/rlo/research-writing-assignments/understanding-the-assignment/developing-research-questions
http://www.socscidiss.bham.ac.uk/research-question.html
https://www.bl.uk/business-and-ip-centre/articles/what-makes-a-good-qualitative-research-question
https://www.bl.uk/business-and-ip-centre/articles/what-makes-a-good-qualitative-research-question
https://cirt.gcu.edu/research/developmentresources/tutorials/question
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LWLYCYeCFak
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Appendix 3 

1. Aspects of a research problem 

 

Source: ©2014, Kumar  

2. The research Journey 

 

Source: ©2014, Kumar  
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3. The research process 

 

Source: ©2014, Kumar  

4. Checklist for attributes of a good research topic 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  
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5. Brainstorming stages 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

6. Criteria to devise useful research objectives 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

7. The Delphi technique 
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Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

8. More frequently used techniques for generating and refining research ideas 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

9. Exploring personal preferences using past projects 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  
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10. Examples of research ideas and resulting general focus research questions 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

 

Quotations: 

1. Characteristics and Components of Research Questions 

The research question must be relevant, feasible, focused, and ethical 

(Burns & Grove, 2011). The most distinguishing aspect of a research 

question is its researchability: It must be clear with an implied approach to 

test it, meaning the question must include variables of interest and a specific 

population. The question also suggests the type of research study—

descriptive, correlational, or experimental—that would best answer the 

question (Fawcett & Garity, 2009). 

2. The reason why framing a research question is important in planning 

research 

Firstly, formulating a research question requires a systematic exploration of 

the different components of a research project and will ultimately help you 

consolidate your hypothesis, aims and objectives and the optimal 

methodology to employ. Secondly, the research question will feed into the 

title of the project – providing a snapshot research summary, which will 

enable readers to determine immediately whether a study is applicable to 

their area of interest. Thirdly, having a well thought out, concise but 
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descriptive research question is a vital step in gaining necessary research 

funding to conduct one’s study. In summary, a well-conceived research 

question provides a framework for conducting an achievable, focused and 

clinically relevant research study. (Eleni, Prabhakar and Catherine L, 2015: 

409) 

3. Examples of common mistakes: 

-Some questions are too vague, and/or too broad 

-Some may be too narrow for general research (although they may be 

interesting as single-subject studies intended to influence local changes) 

-Some are diffuse and not well-focused 

-Some questions aren’t easily measurable as stated 

-Others may be measurable but not valuable to test 

-Still others are driven by the strong desire to prove something is right or 

wrong (Nelson and Goffman, 2006: 15) 
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Appendix 4 

1. Group discussion- using Delphi method to define the research question 

We were divided into groups of four, each of us have to write down our 

research topics and explain the reason why we choose this topic and what 

is the main problem this research would solve. By questioning other peers’ 

research topics and in-depth explaining and defining every word of my own 

research topic, I deepened my thinking and saw the problems in the current 

conception. By taking the suggestions of other peers I narrowed down my 

topic and refined my research question. 

2. Self-examine, justify and refine the research question 

After reviewing the literature, I understood that in order to define the 

research question, I have to first choose a research area and form a 

research topic. As McQueen and Knussen (2002) suggest, we can try to find 

a research idea from ‘contemporary issues, personal observations/theories, 

academic interests, journal articles, staff expertise, and access to subject 

groups’. Thinking about my positionality and combining my educational and 

professional background with business and management discipline, I, at 

first, choose the topic ‘Comparison analysis of international NGO 

management mechanism’ and formed my research question as ‘Is there a 

cultural difference influence on the management of international NGOs?’ 

After using the Delphi method with other peers, I narrowed down and slightly 

changed my topic to ‘Comparison analysis of the British Council and the 

Confucius Institute’s management mode’. I knew that a research question 

is not just a simple ‘yes or no’ question, it not only reflects the core issue of 

the entire research, but also has to be focused and not too broad. As Aslam 

and Emmanuel (2010) state, a good research question shares the same 

characteristics such as feasible, novel, ethical, relevant, and interesting. 

This time my research question was ‘To what extent is the impact of culture 

influences the management mechanism of the two institutions as non-profit 
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organisations’. Later, I further refined my research topic and listed a series 

of subsidiary questions after proposing a major research question. 
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Entry 5: Philosophical frameworks for research 

 

When talking about philosophy, some people may think it is a mysterious and 

abstract concept, or difficult to explain in a few words, or even think that 

philosophy is far away from our everyday life. The word ‘philosophy’ originated 

from the Greek word which means ‘love of wisdom’ (Wikipedia). Philosophy is 

more than a subject, it is an activity of the human mind and exists everywhere. 

Ward (2014) terms philosophy as ‘the activity of working out the right way of 

thinking about things’. Although there are so many things people would take for 

granted by common sense, philosophy provides us with the right way to think, 

improves people's ability to think, and enables us to step back and ask what, 

why and how things are so that we can find a way out for ourselves in any 

situation we face, rather than feeling lost. 

 

The reason why philosophy is inevitable and plays a fundamental role in any 

research is that a rigorous, credible, and valid research should be reliable in 

every aspect. As Senge (1990) pointed out the ‘iceberg nature’ of things, so 

does the structure of research. Every choice at each stage of the research you 

made, from the selection of methods and strategies to data collection and 

analysis procedures, and to the conclusion, is the visible tip of the iceberg. Why 

these choices are made, and how they are justified to be ‘the right way of 

thinking about things’ is below the waterline and remained invisible, that is 

where research philosophy is. Saunders et al. (2016) term research philosophy 

as ‘a system of beliefs and assumptions about the development of knowledge’. 

It is the outer layer of the research onion and requires researchers to focus on 

reflexivity, clearly figure out one’s own beliefs and assumptions and be aware 

of their possible impact.  
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Generally, there are three basic philosophical assumptions: ontology, 

epistemology, and axiology (Saunders et al. 2016, Burrell and Morgan 1979, 

Guba 1990, Denzin and Lincoln 2000, Ritchie and Lewis 2003). From Rene 

Descartes’s argument to Putnam’s (1981) ‘brain in a vat’ hypothesis, from the 

Chinese traditional allusions of ‘Chuang Tzu’s butterfly dream’ to the popular 

American TV series ‘Westworld’ and movies ‘The Matrix’ and ‘Inception’, people 

are all exploring what is reality and what is true. Ontology explores the origin of 

the world, concerns about the nature of reality and answers questions of ‘what 

is real?’. Epistemology explores the nature, origin, and scope of knowledge, 

concerns about how to discover knowledge and create new knowledge, and 

answers questions about ‘what is true? How do we know that is true?’. Axiology 

deals with the nature of value, closely tied with ethics and aesthetics. It answers 

questions like ‘what is worth? What is valuable? What is good?’. These three 

assumptions work together and form a philosophical framework that underpins 

and systematically guide the research practice (Ruona and Lynham, 2004).  

 

While Niglas (2010) views research philosophies as a multidimensional 

continuum with two opposite extremes: objectivism and subjectivism, Burrell 

and Morgan (1979) divide it into another two extremes from the ideological 

dimension: regulation and radical change, and further develop a 2x2 matrix that 

shows four different paradigms for organisational analysis by combining the 

objective-subjective continuum and the regulation-radical change continuum 

together (Burrell and Morgan, 1982). Consequently, different combinations of 

dimensions might form different research paradigms. Many scholars have 

classified and discussed the research philosophy. Saunders et al. (2016) and 

Guba and Lincoln (1994) introduced several major philosophies that guide 

researchers view the world and conduct research differently, namely, positivism, 

critical realism, interpretivism, postmodernism and pragmatism. However, they 

are not completely separate and totally different from each other. There is no 
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best or worst philosophy, altogether they form the fundamental layer of the 

research onion and influence the way of theory development (deduction, 

induction, abduction, or a combination approach) with their own unique 

characteristics based on the ontological, epistemological and axiological 

assumptions.  

 

It is worth noting that many research students do not have a clear concept and 

understanding of the research philosophy, they are often confused about the 

classification of philosophy, and often combine their own beliefs with a certain 

research approach. They tend to have no fixed philosophical stance and 

sometimes just follow the exact philosophical framework of their 

supervisor(Mkansi and Acheampong, 2012). As for research paradigm 

proponents, it is necessary to continue to develop paradigms and frameworks 

to help student researchers understand how research is conducted. And it is 

important for research students to spend time to realise their own positionality 

and reflexive figure out their own beliefs and assumptions and the impact it 

brings to each stage of the research.   
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Appendix 2 

‘An introduction to philosophy’ MOOC 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/zhexue-daolun/home/welcome 

Ontology, Epistemology, Methodology and Methods in Research Simplified 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hCOsY5rkRs8 

Epistemology, Ontology, and Axiology in Research 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AhdZOsBps5o 

Axiology 

https://research-methodology.net/research-philosophy/axiology-2/ 

 ‘The brain in a VAT’ Argument 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/brainvat/ 

The butterfly Dream 

https://www.philosophy-foundation.org/enquiries/view/the-butterfly-dream 

The analysis of knowledge 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/knowledge-analysis/ 

Epistemology 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/ 

Epistemology in Chinese philosophy 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/chinese-epistemology/ 

Value theory 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/value-theory/ 

The Philosophy of Social Science 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/soc-sci/ 

Philosophical frameworks in the social sciences 

https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/03/philosophical-frameworks-

in-social.html 

Organizing Your Social Sciences Research Paper: Theoretical Framework 

https://libguides.usc.edu/writingguide/theoreticalframework 

Philosophical framework 

https://russell.wiki.otago.ac.nz/index.php/Philosophical_Framework 

  

https://www.coursera.org/learn/zhexue-daolun/home/welcome
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hCOsY5rkRs8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AhdZOsBps5o
https://research-methodology.net/research-philosophy/axiology-2/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/brainvat/
https://www.philosophy-foundation.org/enquiries/view/the-butterfly-dream
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/knowledge-analysis/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/chinese-epistemology/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/value-theory/
https://www.iep.utm.edu/soc-sci/
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/03/philosophical-frameworks-in-social.html
https://understandingsociety.blogspot.com/2009/03/philosophical-frameworks-in-social.html
https://libguides.usc.edu/writingguide/theoreticalframework
https://russell.wiki.otago.ac.nz/index.php/Philosophical_Framework
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Appendix 3 

1. The research onion 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

2. Philosophical framework 
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Source: ©1998, S.A. Lynham & W.E.A.Ruona  

3. Research paradigm 

 

Source: O’Gorman, K., Maclntosh, R. (2015) Research Methods for Business 

& Management A guide to writing your dissertation. THE GLOBAL 

MANAGEMENT SERIES Goodfellow Publishers Ltd Second edition. 

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/281236523_Mapping_Research_Met

hods 

  

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/281236523_Mapping_Research_Methods
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/281236523_Mapping_Research_Methods
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4. Some commonly used terms. Adapted from O’Gorman (2008) 

 

Source: O’Gorman, K., Maclntosh, R. (2015) Research Methods for Business 

& Management A guide to writing your dissertation. THE GLOBAL 

MANAGEMENT SERIES Goodfellow Publishers Ltd Second edition. 

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/281236523_Mapping_Research_Met

hods 

  

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/281236523_Mapping_Research_Methods
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/281236523_Mapping_Research_Methods
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5. Methodological framework 

 

Source: From Professor Jill Venus’s Lecture 
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6. Ontology, epistemology, methodology 

 

Source: ©2015 Easterby-Smith, Thorpe and Jackson  
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7. Philosophical assumptions as a multidimensional set of continua 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders and Thornhill 

8. The regulation-radical change dimension 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders and Thornhill, developed from Burrell and Morgan 

(1979) 
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9. Comparison of five research philosophies in business and management 

research 

 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders and Thornhill 
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10. Deduction, induction and abduction: from reason to research 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders and Thornhill 

11. Developing your research philosophy: a reflexive process 

 

Source: ©2015 Alexandra Bristow and Mark Saunders 
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12. Four paradigms for organisational analysis 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders and Thornhill, developed from Burrell and Morgan 

(1982) 

13. Critical realist stratified ontology 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders and Thornhill, developed from Bhaskar (1978) 
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14. Induction and diduction 

 

Source: ©1982 Chalmers 

15. Differences between quantitative and qualitative research approaches 
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Source: ©2015 Antiwi and Hamza 

16. The subjective-objective debate within social science 

 

Source: ©1980 Morgan & Smircich 

17. Philosophical debates for mixed methods, qualitative and quantitative 

approach 

 

Source: ©2012 Mkansi and Acheampong 
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Appendix 4 

1. Self-learned the online MOOC ‘An Introduction to Philosophy’ offered by the 

University of Edinburgh. 

2. Classroom discussion- ‘The definition of ontology, epistemology, axiology, 

research framework’ 

3. Classroom discussion- ‘Five major philosophies’ 

We were divided into groups of four, each group were given several main 

research philosophical terminologies. We were expected to discuss and 

arrange these terms into an appropriate structure to show the relationships 

and hierarchies between them. After that, each of the group members got 

one term and have to clearly explain the term in a 2 minutes’ presentation.   

    

4. Classroom discussion- ‘Research Philosophies-Personal Review’ 

We were given a checklist of issues in research philosophy, each of the 

group members have to answer the questions in the checklist exactly related 

to our own research topics. Other peers listened and discussed and put 

forward their own opinions and suggestions.  

 

5. By rethinking my positionality and by answering those questions on the 

checklist, I started to recognise and justify my research topic deeper. Why 

do I choose this study? Why do I think this study was worth doing? Does the 

research methodology I choose appropriate and make sense? What is my 

positionality and how does my beliefs and perceptions affect my research? 
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Entry 6: Types of research and research design 

Think about it, when you go to the shopping mall, will you be attracted by those 

beautifully designed products? If the answer is ‘yes’, we might say that good 

design really matters. It is the same with research design. Just by looking at 

some research method textbooks we could find plenty of explanations and 

discussions on research design. Research design, as Saunders et al. (2016) 

term, is ‘the general plan of how you will go about answering your research 

question(s).’ When you have formulated your research question, it is time to 

take action to find the answer. Some might act at once without thinking and 

planning, only to find it is a waste of time and achieve nothing. Those who are 

wise and efficient would give themselves the time to think carefully and plan in 

detail: what is the nature of the research? What data should I collect? Why are 

these data important? What method(s) should I use? How should I sort out and 

analyse the obtained data? What kind of obstacles I might encounter at each 

stage of the research? What ethical issues need to be addressed? This is all 

part of the research design, including the time and cost of the research.   

 

Kumar (2014), McQueen and Knussen (2002) point out the purpose and main 

functions of a research design. ‘All roads lead to Rome’, usually there is more 

than one route to the destination. By asking is there a better choice or solution, 

a good research design helps you to choose a better way to reach your final 

goal. It enables you to think about the problems you may encounter and the 

appropriate methods to solve them. It reminds you of the quality of the research 

and ensures every step you take through the research process is carefully 

considered, including reliability, validity, bias, ethical issues etc. The importance 

of a research design is that it reduces and minimises the chance things going 

wrong (Saunders et al. 2016, Kumar 2014) 
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In order to conduct a systematic, creditable, and ethical research, you need to 

make a series of decisions (Saunders et al. 2016). Keeping the ‘research onion’ 

(Saunders et al. 2015) in mind is quite helpful for research design. The process 

of designing a research is like peeling every layer of the onion. Each layer of 

the research onion is interconnected and coherent. Each decision you made 

progresses through the layer to the next layer. Before you design the research, 

it is important and necessary to bear your research philosophy in mind and 

clarify your research purpose(Babbie, 2010). Although different books have 

different criteria regarding to the types of research, basically, it can be divided 

into types like exploratory, descriptive, explanatory and evaluation research. 

When you have a clear idea of your research purpose or the type of your 

research, you make the next decision of methodological choice, whether to use 

qualitative method or quantitative method, or a multi or mixed method. After this, 

it is the choice of specific strategy that fits your research, such as experiment, 

survey, archival research, case study, ethnography, action research, grounded 

theory, narrative inquiry etc.(Saunders et al. 2016). What also needs to be 

considered is the time horizon. Your research question determines whether it is 

a cross-sectional or a longitudinal research. When it comes to the core of the 

research onion, how to gain access to the data you need and how to prove the 

reliability and validity of your data as well as your analysis of the data is the key 

concern that involves different techniques and procedures. In addition to the 

vital role of ethics, researcher’s own positionality should also be included into 

the scope of research design. 

 

I quite agree with Raimond (1993: 128), stating when designing a research, 

‘stand back from your research [design] and take a critical, objective view of it, 

as though you were a detached observer’. The whole design process provides 

you a detailed and in-depth understanding of your own research. Before going 

through a rigorous scrutiny, you should check and verify every part of your 
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research to make it logical, tenable and creditable. 
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Appendix 2 

Research Design  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329935154_RESEARCH_DESIGN 

What is research design 

https://www.nyu.edu/classes/bkg/methods/005847ch1.pdf 

Research Designs 

https://explorable.com/research-designs 

Types of Research Design 

http://libguides.usc.edu/writingguide/researchdesigns 

The purpose of research and research strategies  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H2v9Xh2iQV8 

Research design Lecture by Lisa Campbell 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-VoLWmE-vbI 

Research Design: a simple approach 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_a7lnMfjWgg 

Research Design and Research Types 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WY9j_t570LY 

  

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329935154_RESEARCH_DESIGN
https://www.nyu.edu/classes/bkg/methods/005847ch1.pdf
https://explorable.com/research-designs
http://libguides.usc.edu/writingguide/researchdesigns
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H2v9Xh2iQV8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-VoLWmE-vbI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_a7lnMfjWgg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WY9j_t570LY
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Appendix 3 

1. The research onion 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

2. Methodological choice 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  
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3. Mixed methods research designs 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  

4. Types of variable 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill  
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5. Choosing qualitative or quantitative 

 

Source: ©2002 McQueen and Knussen 

6. Process of research design  

 



92 

 

Source: ©2010 Babbie 

7. The research design 

 

Source: ©2000 Sekaran 

8. The research process 

 

Source: ©2000 Sekaran 
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Quotation (Definition of research design):  

1. Research design: the formal plan of a research study in which all the 

elements necessary to test a hypothesis are identified and detailed. Such 

elements include independent and dependent variables, extraneous 

elements and controls, relevant experimental manipulations and 

significance levels to be applied. Sometimes abbreviated to merely ‘design’. 

(McQueen and Knussen, 2002: 68) 

2. The research design is the overall plan for relating the conceptual research 

problem to relevant-and doable-empirical research.(Ghauri, Grønhaug and 

Kristianslund, 1995: 26) 

3. A research design is the road map that you decide to follow during your 

research journey to find answers to your research questions as validly, 

objectively, accurately and economically as possible. It is a procedural-cum-

operational plan that details what and how different methods and 

procedures to be applied during the research process.(Kumar, 2014: 122) 

4. A research design is a plan, structure and strategy of investigation so 

conceived as to obtain answers to research questions or problems. The plan 

is the complete scheme or programme of the research. It includes an outline 

of what the investigator will do from the hypotheses and their operational 

implications to the final analysis of data. (Kerlinger, 1986: 279) 

5. A traditional research design is a blueprint or detailed for how a research 

study is to be completed-operationalizing variables so they can be 

measured, selecting a sample of interest to study, collecting data to be used 

as a basis for testing hypotheses, and analysing the results. (Thyer 1993: 

94) 

6. A research design is the arrangement of conditions for collection and 

analysis of data in a manner that aims to combine relevance to the research 

purpose with economy in procedure. (Selltiz et al. 1962: 50) 
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Explanation of terms (McQueen and Knussen, 2002)： 

1. Between-subject design: a design in which comparisons on some outcome 

variable are made between different groups of subjects. 

2. Cross-sectional design: refers to research in which simultaneous 

observations are made on different subjects. 

3. Independent groups design: as between-subjects design. 

4. Mixed design: an experimental design that incorporates both betwee-and 

within-subjects elements. 

5. Repeated measures desgin: a type of experimental design in which a series 

of observations are repeated on the same subjects within a single 

experiment or study. See also ‘within-subjects design’. 

6. Single blind design: an experimental design in which subjects are unaware 

of the particular experimental condition they are participating in-contol or 

experimental. The term ‘single’ is appropriate since only one element of the 

experimental relationship (the subjects) is blind to the precise nature of the 

manipulation. See also ‘double blind control’. 

7. Within-subjects design:an experimental design in which the same subjects 

are tested on some outcome measure at different times, or under different 

conditions. 

8. Control group: a group that receives no treament in an experiment, usually 

to provide a basis for comparison with an experimental group on some 

outcome measure. 

9. Case study: research involving the detailed analysis of a single unit of 

interest-this could be an individual, a family group or an organisation-where 

the focus of the research is the unit itself.  

10. Correlation: a relationship between two variables, assumed to be connected 

in some meaningful way. Specifically, if one variable changes, the other, 

correlated variable will also change in some systematic manner. 

11. Longitudinal: research in which repetitive observations are made on a 
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sample of the same subjects over a lengthy period of time. 

 

Appendix 4 

1. Classroom Discussion- reliability & validity 

We were divided into two groups to figure out the definitions of ‘reliability’ 

and ‘validity’ respectively. Our group focused on ‘validity’. By reviewing the 

literature given by Professor Jill and searching online using some reading 

and evaluating methods, each of the group member got the definition of 

‘validity’. In the group discuss process, each member presented what 

he/she found. When we put together all the definitions we got in hand, we 

tried to find the similarity and differences among them and sorted out the 

most relevant and useful information. In order to understand validity better, 

examples were given, such as the picture of darts illustrating the relationship 

between reliability and validity; the relationship between gambling and 

drinking survey; the alarm clock which rings at 7:00am every morning, but 

is set to ring at 6:30 am, etc. We also talked about the importance of validity 

in the whole process of the research. When we came to talk about the types 

of validity, each member’s categories were slightly different due to the 

different literature we read and the information we selected from different 

sources. The difficult part in the discussion is related to the measurement of 

validity in qualitative research. Since we were expected to explain the 

implication of validity in our own research topics, we then worked individually 

on the analysis of our own topics. There was no time for us to discuss one 

by one in the group before we presented respectively in front of the class.  

 

For me, this kind of activity is quite useful. I not only learned the knowledge 

related to the module, but also gained something beyond that. In fact, by 

forming a group of six peers, we were in a kind of connection and teamwork 

played an important role. How to effectively collect and analyse information 

on the given topic in a limited time is very important. Although we distributed 

tasks for each member, it was until Professor Jill came to our group to check 

the process of our discussion that we realised we did not set a time limit for 

each session, spending too much time reviewing the literature individually 

and did not communicate and follow up each one’s progress. In the 

presentation session, we listened to other peers talking about reliability, 

which also made me reflect on our group and my self’s performance in the 

discussion. 

 

The most struggling part for me was the process of constantly reviewing and 

adjusting my research topic. Again, this is closely related to my positionality 

and individuality. As a Chinese student, I am used to being told and taught 
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something, and thus lack of critical thinking and self-analysis. At the 

beginning of the preparation session of individual presentation, I felt anxious 

and panic because I expected the professor to tell me what to do. However, 

by thinking and keep asking myself questions with ‘what’, ‘why’, ‘how’, I 

forced and pushed myself to go out of my comfort zone and really focused 

on justifying the validity of my research. It is my research journey. Only when 

I take every step, participate in every stage, and constantly think about and 

adjust it, can I gain the knowledge and practical experiences, it seems like 

a transforming process from a student who passively accept knowledge to 

a researcher that think actively and create something. When I reflected what 

I went through, although a little bit tough, I really felt I have made some 

progress. 

2. Use mind map to extract the main ideas of the paper and build my critical 

thinking framework 

 

By reading Saunders et al. (2016) and making the mind map to clarify my 

thoughts and build the framework of the article, I have developed a sense 

of using critical thinking to evaluate and learn when reading every literature. 

3. Classroom discussion- validity and reliability 
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4. Lecture by Dr. Antje Cockrill 

 

Dr. Antje Cockrill gave us a lecture about research design and different 

types of methods used in qualitative and quantitative research. It was very 

interesting and vivid to listen to her lecture with many practical cases in daily 

research activity. She also made me think about my own research topic, 

how do I plan to design my research and what should I pay attention to when 

choosing research methods. 
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Entry 7: Research ethics and integrity 

When talking about ethics, it seems like a very big and abstract concept. It may 

be easier to understand through examples that have appeared in real life. In 

addition to the famous Milgram experiment on obedience to authority figures 

(Stanley Milgram, 1963), there is also a widely discussed Golden Rice 

experiment (Tang et al. 2012) in China. Both experiments are carefully designed 

but raise some issues that worth thinking about: what is ethics? Is there a 

conflict between science and ethics in the research field? Do both natural 

science and social research require special code of practice? 

 

In our society, one’s freedom is somehow constrained by certain rules of 

behaviour. Kumar (2014) terms ethics in social research as ‘the moral values 

of professional conduct that are considered desirable for good professional 

practice’ (392: 370). As Steneck (2006) points out, research behaviours are 

roughly categorised into three aspects: ‘deliberate misconduct, commonly 

defined as fabrication, falsification, and plagiarism (FFP); questionable 

research practices (QRP); and responsible conduct of research (RCR)’ (53-74: 

53). He further states that research behaviour can be measured from two 

different perspectives: research ethics (RE) that guided by moral principles and 

research integrity (RI), which is measured based on professional standards. In 

order to achieve RCR, every stakeholder involved in the research should abide 

by the code of practice.  

 

Kumar (2014) notes that while there are certain common code of practice, 

different nations, cultures and professions have their own principles, which may 

change over time. Any behaviour in research that does not comply with these 

norms will be considered unethical. The code of ethics provides a series of 

basic standards and principles for researchers to bear in mind when conduct 



100 

 

their work ethically, even before the research design and data collection stage. 

As Saunders et al. (2016) point out, researches involve human participants and 

personal data are examined by the research ethics committee. However, the 

approval of research proposal does not mean one can stop considering ethical 

issues, rather, it is the starting point for researchers to put all the related rules 

into ethical practice. 

 

For novice researchers, understanding what unethical behaviour is and 

knowing how to use appropriate strategies to minimise and avoid any impact 

on any stakeholders in the research should be highly valued. When conducting 

a research, it is quite important to protect and respect the participants taking 

part, such as voluntary participation, informed consent, confidentiality of 

personal information and related data, anonymity, participants’ privacy, do no 

harm to participants, both mentally and physically. Researchers should avoid 

bias and prevent asking leading questions or giving induced suggestions, 

arrangement and adjustment. Moreover, informing the source of data and 

analysis methods to the academia and research community, and informing the 

readers about the limitations, negative findings, and unexpected problems are 

also essential components of the research ethics and integrity code of practice. 

Regarding to the sponsoring organisation, any imposition or acceptance of 

tailored findings controlled by the funding organisation is considered unethical 

(Kumar, 2014).  

 

What should also be taken into consideration is the researchers’ safety, which 

turns out to be the most often overlooked principle. It is worth noting that with 

the continuous development of society, more and more researches involve the 

participation of technology. In business and management research, the 

protection of privacy and confidential information, the awareness of 

misinformation distribution, and the timeliness and honesty in the data 
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collection process become particularly important (Sekaran, 2000). 

 

From the institutional dimension, creating a good research environment and 

making the professional standards clear, accurate and effective, and at the 

same time emphasising, nurturing and teaching student researchers the 

importance and implications of research ethics and integrity are what 

universities, research institutions and professional societies should strive to do. 
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Appendix 2 

UWTSD Research Integrity & Ethics 

https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

Statement of Ethical Practice of the British Sociological Association 

http://www.britsoc.org.uk/about/ethic.htm 

Ethical Standards of the American Sociological Association 

http://www.asanet.org/members/ecostand.html 

The Code of Conduct for Psychologists 

http://www.bps.org.uk/about/ruled5.cfm 

Difference Between Ethics and Integrity 

https://www.differencebetween.com/difference-between-ethics-and-vs-

integrity/ 

The Suzy Lamplugh Trust 

https://www.suzylamplugh.org/ 

Research Ethics 

http://www.lancs.ac.uk/researchethics 

Trust in research -- the ethics of knowledge production | Garry Gray | 

TEDxVictoria 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JSV4VZ8gdUQ 

The ethics of exploiting psychological research in video games: Johnny Soraker 

at TEDxTwenteU 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=unVzwxmyeqs 
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Appendix 3 

 

Source: ©2016 Saunders and Thornhill 
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Source: Act, D.P., 1998. Data protection act. London Station Off. 
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Quotations: 

1. Article 2 of Directive 95/46/EC: Personal data are defined as data that relate 

to a living person which allow that individual to be identified, perhaps in 

combination with other information known to the controller of the data. 

2. Informed consent: the agreement of a subject to participate in research, 

based on a full understanding of the aims of a study, and of their own rights 

in respect of confidentiality and ethical treatment. (McQueen and Knussen, 

2002:100) 

3. Norms: measures of typical or normal performance, expressions of attitude 

or ratings on particular tests, usually measured in terms of mean scores and 

measures of spread for specific subsections of the population, though 

sometimes presented as a proportion or percentage of a sample producing 

particular scores. (McQueen and Knussen, 2002:100) 

4. Ethical: in accordance with principles of conduct that are considered correct, 

especially those of a given profession or group. (Collins Dictionary, 1979: 

502) 

5. Bias: a deliberate attempt either to conceal or highlight something that you 

found in your research or to use deliberately a procedure or method that you 

know is not appropriate but will provide information that you are looking for 

because you have a vested interest in it. (Kumar, 2014: 364) 

6. Ethics: the moral values of professional conduct that are considered 

desirable for good professional practice. (Kumar, 2014: 370) 

7. Informed consent: implies that respondents are made adequately and 

accurately aware of the type of information you want from them. Why the 

information is being sought, what purpose it will be put to, how they are 

expected to participate in the study, and how it will directly or indirectly affect 

them. It is important that the consent should also be voluntary and without 

pressure of any kind. The consent given by respondents after being 

adequately and accurately made aware of or informed about all aspects of 
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a study is called informed consent. (Kumar, 2014: 373) 

8. Observer’s bias: is when, as an observer, you purposely do not accurately 

report what you observe because of your own vested interest. It is both 

illegal and unethical. (Kumar, 2014: 376) 

9. research ethics (RE) and can be defined as the critical study of the moral 

problems associated with or that arise in the course of pursuing research. 

The latter falls under what the Office of Research Integrity (ORI) has called 

“research on research integrity” (RRI), where research integrity (RI) is 

defined as possessing and steadfastly adhering to professional standards, 

as outlined by professional organizations, research institutions and, when 

relevant, the government and public. (Steneck, 2006, 53-74: 56) 

10. Saunders et al. define RE as ‘the standards of behaviour that guide your 

conduct in relation to the rights of those who become the subject of your 

work, or are affected by it’. (Saunders and Thornhill, 2016: 239) 

11. RI is ‘possessing and steadfastly adhering to professional standards, as 

outlined by professional organizations, research institutions and, when 

relevant, the government and public’. (Steneck, 2006, 53-74: 56) 
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Appendix 4 

1. Classroom Discussion 

We were divided into four group talking about ethical issues in research. Each 

group got several key words related to ethical principles. What our group got 

were ‘consent’, ’informed consent’, ’withdrawal’ and ’debrief’.  

 

This activity brings a lot of advantages: 

(a) Improve the ability of teamwork and cultivate the sense of cooperation; 

(b) Improve presentation skills by presenting in front of the peers and listening 

to others’ presentation; 

(c) Make me to think about the topic on a deeper and broader level. From 

individual critical reading and evaluating the information to group discussion 

that looks at and solves problems from more perspectives, to classroom 

presentations that requires me to answer the questions and accept the 

suggestions from the audience, this process, to some extent, forced me to 

read, think, articulate and react to a certain topic effectively in a limited time, 

which helped me a lot.  

2. Classroom discussion- what are the most four important elements for you 

We were asked to read the UWTSD Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice 

and choose four key elements that appear the most important to our own 

research topics and explain why they are important. I picked honesty, care 

& respect, informed consent and professional Bodies. 

3. Classroom discussion- personal bias  

We discussed nine different biases that have vital influences on the research. 

Each of us talked about the possible implications of those biases related to 

our own research topic. This activity made me to reflexive think about my 
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personal bias and remind me to minimise the bias when conduct a research. 

4. In-class free discussion 

When talking about ethics and integrity in the class, we talked about some 

key elements of the ethics and integrity code of practice, such as care and 

respect, anonymity, confidentiality, voluntary etc., and how to ensure the 

reliability and validity of the research. We discussed the existing fact that in 

some countries, more attention is paid to the number of articles published 

than to the thesis itself developed in the research. It seems to be an ethical 

dilemma for many current researchers whether to blindly pursue the number 

of papers published, or to focus on the research itself, focusing on improving 

the quality of a single paper. Besides, as qualitative research involves more 

human interaction, we also discussed the validity of quantitative and 

qualitative research. The discussion continued even after the class when 

we backed home.  

5. Further discussion about research ethics and integrity  

(a) Grandmother of performance art- Marina Abramović 

(b) Milgram experiment 

(c) Golden Rice experiment 

 


