Research Problems and Questions for Week 1 Doctoral Students
Example 1: Employee Wellbeing
Research Problem: UK organisations invest millions in employee wellbeing programmes, yet absence rates and stress-related illness continue to rise. There is limited understanding of why these initiatives fail to improve employee health outcomes.
Research Question: Why do employee wellbeing initiatives in UK organisations fail to deliver expected health improvements?

Example 2: Digital Transformation
Research Problem: Despite significant investment, 70% of digital transformation projects in traditional retail firms fail to meet their objectives. Existing research focuses on technical factors but overlooks organisational and human dimensions.
Research Question: What factors contribute to digital transformation failure in established UK retail organisations?

Example 3: Leadership Effectiveness
Research Problem: Leadership development programmes cost UK businesses £6 billion annually, yet many organisations report continued poor leadership performance. The disconnect between leadership training investment and actual leadership effectiveness remains poorly understood.
Research Question: Why does leadership development training fail to translate into improved leadership practice in UK manufacturing firms?

Example 4: Hybrid Working
Research Problem: Post-pandemic hybrid working arrangements have created new challenges for team cohesion and organisational culture. Managers struggle to maintain team performance when staff work both remotely and in-office, yet little is known about effective management approaches.
Research Question: How do managers maintain team performance and cohesion in hybrid working environments?

Example 5: Consumer Sustainability
Research Problem: Consumers increasingly express concern about environmental sustainability, yet their purchasing behaviour rarely reflects these values. This attitude-behaviour gap undermines sustainable business initiatives and challenges corporate sustainability strategies.
Research Question: Why do UK consumers' sustainability attitudes not translate into sustainable purchasing behaviour?

Example 6: Organisational Innovation
Research Problem: Established UK financial services firms struggle to innovate despite creating dedicated innovation teams and allocating substantial budgets. Start-ups consistently out-innovate larger competitors, suggesting that organisational structures may inhibit rather than enable innovation.
Research Question: What organisational factors inhibit innovation capacity in established UK financial services firms?

Example 7: Workplace Diversity and Inclusion
Research Problem: UK organisations have implemented diversity and inclusion policies for decades, yet underrepresented groups continue to report experiencing exclusion and limited career progression. Despite extensive training programmes, workplace diversity metrics show minimal improvement in senior leadership representation.
Research Question: Why do diversity and inclusion initiatives fail to improve workplace equity outcomes in UK professional services firms?

Example 8: Employee Engagement
Research Problem: UK employers spend approximately £2 billion annually measuring and attempting to improve employee engagement, yet national engagement scores remain persistently low at around 30%. The relationship between engagement initiatives and actual employee commitment and performance remains unclear.
Research Question: What is the relationship between employee engagement programmes and employee performance in UK public sector organisations?

How to Use These Examples in Activity 
For Each Example, Students Should Ask:
About the phenomenon:
· Does this thing (wellbeing/leadership/innovation/etc.) exist as an objective reality that I can measure?
· Or is it created through people's interpretations and experiences?
Examples of Thinking Through the Assumptions:
Example 1 - Employee Wellbeing:
· If I believe: Wellbeing is an objective state that can be measured (like blood pressure)
· Then: I might survey wellbeing levels, measure physiological markers, count absence days
· If I believe: Wellbeing is how people subjectively experience and interpret their work-life
· Then: I might interview people about what wellbeing means to them, observe workplace practices
Example 2 - Digital Transformation:
· If I believe: Failure is an objective outcome with measurable criteria
· Then: I might measure ROI, productivity metrics, system adoption rates
· If I believe: Failure is socially constructed by different stakeholders with different perspectives
· Then: I might explore how different groups define and experience failure differently
Example 3 - Leadership Effectiveness:
· If I believe: Leadership effectiveness is an objective quality that can be measured universally
· Then: I might use standardised leadership assessment tools, performance metrics
· If I believe: Leadership effectiveness is contextual and interpreted differently by different followers
· Then: I might interview followers about what effective leadership means to them in their context
Example 4 - Hybrid Working:
· If I believe: Team performance is objectively measurable with universal standards
· Then: I might measure output, productivity, quality metrics
· If I believe: Team performance is experienced and co-created by team members
· Then: I might observe team interactions, interview members about their experience of performance
Example 5 - Consumer Sustainability:
· If I believe: The attitude-behaviour gap is a psychological inconsistency that exists in consumers
· Then: I might measure attitudes vs. behaviours to identify the gap size
· If I believe: Sustainability means different things in different purchasing contexts
· Then: I might explore how people construct and negotiate sustainability in real shopping situations
Example 6 - Organisational Innovation:
· If I believe: Innovation capacity is an organisational property that can be assessed
· Then: I might measure innovation inputs/outputs, benchmark against competitors
· If I believe: Innovation is enacted through daily practices and social interactions
· Then: I might observe innovation processes, interview people about how innovation happens (or doesn't)
Example 7 - Workplace Diversity and Inclusion:
· If I believe: Diversity is objectively measurable through demographic representation data
· Then: I might analyse diversity statistics, representation ratios, promotion rates by demographic groups
· If I believe: Inclusion is experienced differently by individuals based on their lived experiences
· Then: I might interview underrepresented employees about their experiences of inclusion/exclusion, observe workplace interactions
· If I believe: Diversity and inclusion mean different things to different stakeholders
· Then: I might explore how different groups construct and understand these concepts in practice
Example 8 - Employee Engagement:
· If I believe: Engagement is a psychological state that can be objectively measured
· Then: I might use standardised engagement surveys, measure engagement scores, correlate with performance metrics
· If I believe: Engagement is subjectively experienced and means different things to different employees
· Then: I might interview employees about what engagement means to them, observe engaged/disengaged behaviours
· If I believe: Performance is objectively measurable with universal standards
· Then: I might measure productivity, output, quality metrics
· If I believe: The relationship between engagement and performance is more complex and contextual
· Then: I might explore how engagement manifests differently in different roles and contexts

Instructions 
Read your assigned research problem and question
1. Consider: Does this phenomenon exist independently, or is it created by people?
2. Write down what they currently believe
3. Note how your belief would affect what they study and how
Emphasis:
· There are no right answers in Week 1
· Different beliefs are valid
· But your beliefs have HUGE consequences for your research
· Many students never consciously think about these assumptions—then struggle for years
Questions:
· Why do you believe that?
· Would everyone in every culture see this phenomenon the same way?
· If you changed your belief, how would your research change?
· What evidence makes you think it exists objectively vs. is socially constructed?




NOW 
THIS IS NOT FOR REAL !! THIS IS HOW WE START !
 CREATE YOUR OWN research interest:
1. What is your research interest/problem?
2. What phenomenon are you studying? (motivation, culture, performance, satisfaction, strategy, etc.)
3. Do you believe it exists independently of people's perceptions?
4. Or do you believe it's created through social interaction and interpretation?
5. How do you know? What's your evidence for that belief?
6. How will your belief shape your research questions and methods?
About knowledge:
· Can you discover ‘the truth’ about your topic, or will different people see it differently?
· Example: Is there one true definition of ‘good leadership’ or do different contexts require different leadership?
About your role:
· Should you try to be completely neutral and objective, or will your background/experience inevitably shape what you see?
About your goals:
· Are you trying to measure/quantify something or understand meaning/experience?
· Are you trying to find universal rules or understand specific contexts?
Don't worry about ‘right’ answers. Just notice what you currently believe
This moves them from understanding the concept in the abstract to applying it to your own emerging research.

Additional Notes for Examples 7 & 8:
Example 7 (Diversity & Inclusion) is particularly useful for exploring:
· The difference between measuring objective demographics (representation numbers) vs. subjective experiences (feeling included)
· How diversity as a concept might be socially constructed differently across cultures and organisations
· The tension between quantitative targets and qualitative experiences
· Power dynamics in research (who defines what counts as diverse or included?)
Example 8 (Employee Engagement) is excellent for demonstrating:
· How a widely-used concept (engagement) might actually be philosophically complex
· The gap between how consultancies measure engagement (objective scales) vs. how employees experience it
· Whether engagement causes performance or if they're mutually constituted
· The commercial interests embedded in how engagement is defined and measured
Both examples allow exploration of critical perspectives as well, asking who benefits from defining the phenomenon this way? This plants seeds for later understanding of critical realism and critical management studies, without requiring students to understand those paradigms yet.
Scenario: Two doctoral students are both studying ‘employee engagement.’
Student 1 believes: Employee engagement is a measurable psychological state that can be objectively assessed and improved through specific interventions. Higher engagement scores lead to better performance.
Student 2 believes: Employee engagement is a socially constructed experience that means different things to different people in different contexts. It's about understanding how people make sense of their relationship with work.
Discuss with your partner:
· How would their research questions differ?
· How would their data collection differ?
· How would their analysis differ?
· How would their contributions differ?
· Could Student 1 use Student 2's methods? Why/why not?
Create a comparison table showing the differences
Why this matters: Your philosophical stance determines EVERYTHING. Two people studying the ‘same’ topic are actually studying completely different things if they have different philosophical beliefs. You can't just ‘borrow’ methods from papers without understanding the philosophy behind them.













Employee Engagement Research: Simple Comparison Table
	Element
	Student 1
	Student 2

	RESEARCH QUESTIONS
	
	

	Main question
	What is the relationship between employee engagement and performance?
	How do employees experience and make sense of engagement at work?

	What they want to know
	Does engagement cause better performance? Can we measure and predict it?
	What does engagement mean to different people? How do they experience it?

	DATA COLLECTION
	
	

	Main method
	Surveys with rating scales (1-5: How engaged are you?)
	Interviews asking people to describe their work experiences

	Sample size
	Large: 300+ people
	Small: 15-25 people

	Questions asked
	Same questions for everyone: Rate your engagement level How satisfied are you?
	Different follow-up questions for each person: Tell me about a day you felt engaged What does engagement mean to you?

	Type of data
	Numbers and scores
	Words and stories

	ANALYSIS
	
	

	How they analyse
	Statistical tests to find patterns: Do higher engagement scores = better performance?
	Read interviews to find themes: What common experiences do people describe?

	What they look for
	Relationships between numbers Patterns across everyone
	Meanings in people's stories Different experiences

	What they produce
	Tables, graphs, statistics: Engagement score 7+ = 15% higher performance
	Quotes and themes: Employees described engagement as feeling valued and having autonomy

	CONTRIBUTIONS
	
	

	What they claim to know
	We found that X causes Y This applies to all similar organisations
	We learnt that people experience this differently This helps us understand what engagement means

	Advice for managers
	Do X to increase engagement by Y%
	Understand that engagement means different things to different people

	CAN STUDENT 1 USE STUDENT 2'S METHODS?
	
	

	Could Student 1 do interviews?
	No - it won't work Why not? Interviews give words, not numbers Can't do statistics on 20 people's stories Can't prove X causes Y from interviews Their research question needs numbers
	Yes - this matches their beliefs Why? They believe engagement is experienced differently They want to understand meanings Stories and words show how people make sense of engagement

	The key problem
	Student 1 believes engagement IS a measurable thing that exists the same way for everyone. Student 2 believes engagement is CREATED differently by different people. These are opposite beliefs. The methods must match the beliefs.
	



What This Means 
You cannot just borrow methods from other studies.
Your methods must match what you believe about your topic:
If you believe something exists objectively and can be measured → You need surveys and statistics
If you believe something is experienced and interpreted differently → You need interviews and stories
This is why philosophy matters in Week 1.
Before you choose methods, you need to know: What do I believe about my research topic?
Same Table Week 2 and 3
	Element
	Student 1: Objectivist Approach
	Student 2: Constructivist Approach

	RESEARCH QUESTIONS
	
	

	Main question
	What is the relationship between employee engagement and performance?
	How do employees experience and make sense of engagement at work?

	What they want to know
	Does engagement cause better performance? Can we measure and predict it?
	What does engagement mean to different people? How do they experience it?

	DATA COLLECTION
	
	

	Main method
	Surveys with rating scales (1-5: How engaged are you?)
	Interviews asking people to describe their work experiences

	Sample size
	Large: 300+ people
	Small: 15-25 people

	Questions asked
	Same questions for everyone: Rate your engagement level How satisfied are you?
	Different follow-up questions for each person: Tell me about a day you felt engaged What does engagement mean to you?

	Type of data
	Numbers and scores
	Words and stories

	ANALYSIS
	
	

	How they analyse
	Statistical tests to find patterns: Do higher engagement scores = better performance?
	Read interviews to find themes: What common experiences do people describe?

	What they look for
	Relationships between numbers Patterns across everyone
	Meanings in people's stories Different experiences

	What they produce
	Tables, graphs, statistics: Engagement score 7+ = 15% higher performance
	Quotes and themes: Employees described engagement as feeling valued and having autonomy

	CONTRIBUTIONS
	
	

	What they claim to know
	We found that X causes Y This applies to all similar organisations
	We learnt that people experience this differently This helps us understand what engagement means

	Advice for managers
	Do X to increase engagement by Y%
	Understand that engagement means different things to different people

	CAN STUDENT 1 USE STUDENT 2'S METHODS?
	
	

	Could Student 1 do interviews?
	No - it won't work Why not? Interviews give words, not numbers Can't do statistics on 20 people's stories Can't prove X causes Y from interviews Their research question needs numbers
	Yes - this matches their beliefs Why? They believe engagement is experienced differently They want to understand meanings Stories and words show how people make sense of engagement

	The key problem
	Student 1 believes engagement IS a measurable thing that exists the same way for everyone. Student 2 believes engagement is CREATED differently by different people. These are opposite beliefs. The methods must match the beliefs.
	




