PARADIGM ACTIVITIES

GROUP
1. Castaways - Shipwrecked on a Desert Island
· Best for: Small groups (3–5 people)
· Objective: Understand how different ontological (what is reality?) and epistemological (how do we know what we know?) assumptions dictate research methodology.

"Your research team has just washed ashore on a previously unmapped, isolated desert island. You discover a series of strange, intricate stone circles and symbols carved into the cliffs and trees across different parts of the island. You have no modern technology, but you need to figure out what these markings mean and why they are there."
· Group 1: The Positivists (Believes in a single, objective reality governed by universal laws. Truth is measured and tested.)
· Group 2: The Interpretivists (Believes reality is socially constructed and subjective. Truth is found through meaning, culture, and lived experience.)
· Group 3: The Pragmatists (Believes truth is what "works" practically. Focuses on actions, solutions, and practical consequences rather than abstract philosophy.)

The Task
Each group must design a 3-step research plan to answer the core question: "What are these stone circles and symbols, and why are they here?"
Some things to consider:
· What kind of data will you collect?
· How will you collect it?
· What does "proof" look like to you?
· Identify any limitations you think your findings have
· Do you have any recommendations for future castaways?




Debrief & Discussion
· How did the Positivists approach it? (Did they measure the dimensions of the stones, look for mathematical patterns, or test hypotheses about sun alignment?)

· How did the Interpretivists approach it? (Did they try to immerse themselves in the environment, look for symbolic human stories, or interview each other about what the symbols felt like they meant?)

· How did the Pragmatists approach it? (Did they look at how the physical structures could be used as shelters, warning systems, or tools for survival?)

Highlight to the room: Notice how the exact same island and symbols yielded completely different research designs simply because of the philosophical lens adopted.

















2.	The Methodology Courtroom
Objective: To explore the tensions, criticisms, and overlaps between competing paradigms.
Topic: The potential for AI to be a force for good or a force for evil
· Group A: Defend AI as a force for good using a purely quantitative/positivist approach
· Group B Defend AI as a force for good using a qualitative/interpretivist or critical approach.
· Group C: You are the "jury" or "peer reviewers," cross-examining both teams on their ontological and epistemological blind spots 
Then switch to consider AI as potentially evil. Also switch groups A, B, C around.
Finally, evaluate the overall topic, explaining how you would generate a rigorous, balanced view and which paradigm/methodological approach you would take and why.
















3. The Strategic Disruption Crisis   For DBA or executive MBA students
· Best for: Small groups (3–5 people, ideally practitioners/managers)
· Objective: See how different research paradigms lead executive-researchers to completely different definitions of "the problem" and entirely different organizational interventions.

Consider: "A 40-year-old traditional manufacturing company has seen its market share drop by 30% over the last two years due to a nimble digital-native startup entering the market. Employee turnover is skyrocketing, and the board is panicking. You have been brought in as DBA researcher-consultants to investigate what the leadership deems 'the productivity crisis.'"

You must now  view the corporate crisis entirely through a particular philosophical framework:
· Group 1: The Positivists 
· Group 2: The Interpretivists 
· Group 3: The Critical Theorists 
· Group 4: The Pragmatists 

The Task
You must design a 3-step DBA research and intervention strategy to answer: "What is the root cause of this crisis, and what should leadership do about it?"
Reflect on:
· What data will you collect and why? (Hard KPIs and financial metrics? Deep ethnographic interviews with distressed line workers? A critical audit of executive compensation vs. floor wages?)
· How will you frame the problem to the board? (Is it a process failure, a cultural misalignment, or a structural power imbalance?)
· What does a successful "solution" look like?


Debrief & Discussion
· Group 1: The Positivists (Focuses on measurable variables, input-output efficiency, process bottlenecks, and quantifiable performance metrics.)
· Group 2: The Interpretivists (Focuses on organizational culture, employee lived experiences, shifting meanings of "loyalty," and how middle management makes sense of the chaos.)
· Group 3: The Critical Theorists (Focuses on power dynamics, corporate politics, executive hierarchy, burnout caused by unfair labor expectations, and whose interests are truly being served.)
· Group 4: The Pragmatists (Focuses on "what works." Combines whatever data is useful to solve the immediate operational haemorrhage while building a quick iterative feedback loop.)
Compare how each paradigm might transform the executive's role:
· The Positivist acts like an operations engineer—looking for process optimization, tighter KPIs, and structural workflow fixes.
· The Interpretivist acts like an organizational anthropologist—uncovering that the drop in performance stems from workers feeling completely alienated and unheard by leadership.
· The Critical Theorist acts as an organizational change activist—challenging whether the board's aggressive growth targets are the cause of the burnout, questioning top-down power structures.
· The Pragmatist acts as a practical strategist—mixing KPIs with staff feedback loops to implement quick, working solutions without getting bogged down in philosophical purity.

Highlight for DBA students: This exercise demonstrates why understanding your research paradigm is crucial for a DBA: your philosophical stance dictates not just your methodology, but whose voices you listen to and what kinds of management solutions you ultimately propose.




INDIVIDUAL
3. The Real-World Lens
· Objective: Connecting everyday questions to academic worldviews.
Consider the following topics:
a. Going to university
b. Supporting a sports team
c. The role of a business consultant

Write down a brief explanation or research question for each of the topics to be framed through the lens of three different paradigms. For example for a. you might ask: “Is it worth going to university?”  “or What is the purpose of a university? And so on…or for b. Why do people support football teams? Or c. What do business consultants do? Or of course you can be much more specific and refine your questions.
· Positivist: Focus on measurable variables, statistics, and cause-and-effect
· Interpretivist: Focus on individual lived experiences, meanings, and perspectives.
· Critical Theory: Focus on power dynamics, inequality, and systemic structures.

4. Your Personal Research DNA Audit
· Objective: Uncover your implicit philosophical biases as an emerging researcher.
· Answer these three reflective questions honestly in your research proposal development diary:
1. When I look at data, do I feel more comfortable  dealing with numbers or narratives more? Do I have a strong preference for one or the other?
2. Do I believe there is an objective truth "out there" waiting to be discovered, or do I believe truth is constructed by people, individuals and groups in context?
3. Is the ultimate goal of research to predict/control, to understand/empathize, or to emancipate/change society?
· Map your answers against a ‘standard’ paradigm matrix to see which philosophical home feels most natural to you—and where you might need to stretch your thinking.

