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BMPF7005 Undertaking Research in Workplaces 


“Critically evaluate a range of methodological approaches, research designs, and research methods appropriate to gather data from complex work-based settings, with due consideration to research ethics and issues of insider research.”

Introduction
Research offers a way for us to gain “a greater comprehension of our world” (Walliman 2001. p15). In planning a research project, one must consider not only the subject of inquiry, but also the underlying ethos behind the choices made with regards to methodology and methods (Crotty 1998). My future research will take place within my workplace, so the consideration of different research designs and the applicability of them to my working environment is of great importance to me. As a further education teacher working with 16–19-year-olds factors such as ethics and the role of the insider researcher are particularly pertinent. This essay aims to examine the choices available to researchers and how these choices are influenced by the paradigm through which we see reality and knowledge. 
Epistemological and Ontological Positions
“Ontology is the study of being” (Gray 2004. p16) and concerns itself with the nature of what is. Realists assert that we can find objective truths because they exist in the world completely (Rovane 2002), whilst relativists believe that we cannot interpret the world independently of human experience (Peter 1992). Epistemology refers to our understanding of knowledge and how that knowledge is gained (Crotty 1998). Crotty argues that ontology and epistemology are rarely kept apart conceptually because the two sit alongside each other informing a “theoretical perspective” (1988. p18). As such, one’s ontological position can align comfortably with their epistemology (Gray 2004). 
Objectivism is an epistemological position that considers objective truth to lie independently of consciousness (Dieronitou 2014). Subjectivism contrasts in its position, contending that reality is the result of an individual’s interpretation of it (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). A third position of constructionism asserts that meaning is created by the individuals “interactions with the world” and that the meaning taken will be constructed on an individual basis (Gray 2004. p17).  The difficulty in making sense of these differing ontologies and epistemologies is that there is not complete agreement in the literature. Terminology is interchanged across philosophical texts and at times seems to be contradictory (Crotty 1998). Nevertheless, Gray (2004) argues that understanding these philosophies can support the researcher in distinguishing the research designs that will be effective for a given question or objective. 
Once a researcher has considered their ontological and epistemological position a paradigm with which to approach research may present itself (Crotty 1998). Paradigms are a “basic set of beliefs that guides action” (Guba 1990. p17) and can offer clarity and coordinate thinking around the research being undertaken (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). Commonly used in voice science research is the positivist paradigm (Winter 2020). Positivism, the result of a realist ontology, relies on the natural science model and produces research that is “objective, measurable, predictable and controllable” (Dieronitou 2014. p5). Rooted in the objectivist epistemology, positivism claims that we arrive at knowledge by gathering facts and testing hypotheses (Bryman 2012). For some, this objectivity has been seen as problematic, as it does not account for human experience, “choice, freedom, individuality and moral responsibility” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018. p14). Indeed, Habermas (1972) believed positivism does not allow for investigation into the really interesting topics.
Interpretivism, in direct contrast to positivism, is concerned with the individual and their experiences in the world (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). It is often seen as anti-positivist and was adopted by social scientists who felt the positivist paradigm did not account for the differences between the social world and that of natural science (Bryman 2012). Interpretivism, linked to a constructivist epistemology, considers the actions of the individual and their relationship with the world (Gray 2004). This paradigm seems to align well with voice research that could be described as based in social science, whereas the positivist paradigm would allow for voice research based in natural science. 
The pragmatic paradigm offers a different view to positivism and Interpretivism and allows the researcher to focus on the problems that present themselves (Winter 2020). Pragmatism considers ontological arguments of the positivists and constructivists to be “just discussions about two sides of the same coin” (Morgan 2014. p1048). It allows for more freedom in research design (Morgan 2014) with flexible methods that can be altered as required during the research process (Ormerod 2021).
Also challenging the traditional views of positivism and interpretivism, is the feminist paradigm. Its aim: to subvert the patriarchal norms in research (Rizvi 2019) and acknowledge the value of the feminist perspective (Griffiths 1995). Feminist researchers endeavour to empower women using their “findings in the service of promoting social change and social justice” (Brooks & Hesse-Biber 2007. p4). Positivism is often criticised by feminist researchers due to is detached, objective nature and its challenge of the values of feminist scholarship (Doucet & Mauthner 2007). Whilst there is clarity around the aims of feminist research, the methodologies and methods utilised are varied with a general leaning towards qualitative data collection (Cohen et al 2011). Debate continues around what it means to carry out feminist research, some suggest feminist methods exist, whilst others advocate for methodologies of a feminist view (Moloney 1996) and so it remains to be seen how feminist research will evolve in the future (Cohen et al 2011). 
Whilst all these paradigms offer the researcher a view with which to approach their inquiry there is no victor here in terms of supremacy (Guba 1990). The dialogue these paradigms allow is the precursor to the development of research design and reflects the underlying theoretical perspectives that proceed them (Crotty 1998).
Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods Research
Quantitative research emerges from the positivist paradigm and generates numerical data that can be measured and analysed using statistics (Bryman 2012). Quantitative research aims to produce quantified conclusions that have some generalisability (Waters & Bell 2014). In voice research the work of Estill, Catherine Sadolin at The Complete Vocal Institute, Ingo Titze, and others have produced quantitative research that covers parameters in voice science such as The Estill Voice Model (2017), characteristics of vocal effects (Aaen, McGlashan & Sadolin 2020), and semi-occluded vocal tract exercises (Titze 2021) respectively. Criticisms of quantitative research mainly pertain to its inability to truly profess validity as one cannot account for the varying interpretations of participants and the inability to recognise the application of results in everyday life (Bryman 2012).
Whilst Park & Park (2016. p1) describe quantitative research methods as crucial in the role of justification they consider qualitative research to be “excellent for discovery”. Qualitative research is interested in human consciousness and “explores attitudes, behaviour and experiences” (Dawson 2009. p14). The nature of qualitative research is inductive meaning the process of research reveals patterns that can develop into ideas or theories (Barczak 2015) rather than the deductive nature of quantitative research where the study begins with a general hypothesis to be justified (Walliman 2001). Advantages of the qualitative approach include the opportunity to study a topic from a number of different perspectives and potentially in more detail (Runciman 2002), as well as allowing us to gain more “meaningful knowledge about human affairs” (Kopala & Suzuki 1999. p4). Critics tend to the positivist view of objective truth and take issue with the lack of generalisability of qualitative research (Bryman 2012). 
Mixed methods research (MMR), known as triangulation, involves the use of both qualitative and quantitative methods and is growing in popularity due to its ability to counter the shortcomings of the two separate methods (Dawson 2009). Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2018) suggest that MMR can allow for more in-depth responses to multifarious research questions. Sandgren (2002) carried out an MMR study of opera singers using semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to gather data relating to artistry, health concerns, motivation, self-esteem and more. When presenting the findings of the study the author opted to present the sets of findings separately and describes them as two separate studies suggesting maybe that MMR is a more complicated choice for the novice researcher. 
Research methodologies
Experimental and quasi-experimental research is just as it is described. In its simplest form, an experiment to test hypotheses is carried out, usually with a control group and conclusions are drawn from the results of both groups (Waters & Bell 2014). In the case of quasi-experimental design, the groups chosen may not be random due to the difficulties in recruitment of participants and so a group of participants may be selected due to a particular experience they have had (Gray 2004). In experimental design the approach to research is deductive and causality is sought through the gathering of quantitative data (Waters & Bell 2014). Experimental methodologies come with their own set of issues. Large numbers of participants need to be tested for results to truly be generalisable (Waters & Bell 2014) and with this would follow significant cost implications (Gray 2004). 
Andrade et al (2016) carried out an experiment to look at the differences in back pressure and flow when different tubes were used for semi-occluded vocal tract exercises. They were able to control a variety of variables such as length and width of the straw and the flow of pressure and gather large amounts of data. Their experiment required no participants and so did not experience some of the issues described above however, the quest for true validity comes with complications including the concerns over experiments carried out in the laboratory and their applicability to the ‘real world’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018) and Andrade et al’s (2016) study does just that, being both laboratory bound and unattached to human experience. 
Action research employs a collaborative approach to problem solving where the researcher actively aims to respond to problems and find solutions working alongside the participants of the study (Coghlan & Brannick 2005). It consists of a four-stage iterative process of “planning, acting, observing and reflecting” (Dawson 2009. p17). In practice, action research, empowers the researcher to become an ‘agent of change’ (Finney & Laurence 2017) and explore a specific problem in isolation (Walliman 2001). This methodology is very common in educational settings, with teachers often using the approach (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). Craine (2011. p74-75) carried out an action research study with her key stage 2 pupils as ‘co-researchers’ and found that they developed “a positive sense of self and agency but also they developed further inquiring minds” suggesting that this approach can not only empower the researcher, but also those taking an active part in the process. 
In the ethnographic approach the researcher steps into the lives of the participants, observing and articulating culture and behaviour (Bell & Waters 2014). Anthropologists favour ethnography as a means of interpreting cultures and this immersive process enables the researcher to carry out detailed fieldwork collecting a wealth of varied data (Dawson 2009). In recent music-language research, ethnographic studies highlight the linking of “musical-linguistic practices and forms to places and the social identities harnessed to them” (Faudree 2012. p522). For this reason, there is a growing consent, amongst anthropologists, that ethnography in music research allows for a positive engagement with communities of musicians across the world and can engender compassion and understanding (Curran & Radhakrishnan 2021).
In grounded theory (GT) data collected is analysed during the research process and theories emerge in response. These theories are then tested, and the process continues in a repeated cycle (Bell & Waters 2014). Grounded theory studies do not begin with a hypothesis, rather theories are brought to light during the process of exploration (Dawson 2009). The qualitative nature of this explorative methodology means that is used widely across many disciplines (Charmaz & Bryant 2007). Warran et al (2019) used focus groups and interviews to carry out their GT study of how group singing impacted cancer patients concluding that group singing helped to build resilience amongst the participants. Whilst Warran et al (2009. p8) purport that their study lacks generalisability due to the nature of the qualitative research methodology they suggest that their research could “support the development of future interventions”. Those that criticise GT suggest participant responses may be too ‘everyday’ to produce research that is of a scholarly acceptable level (Selden 2005). 
Case Studies use multiple methods for collecting data but are centralised around a specific ‘case’, and are typified by small samples, studied in depth (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). Case studies often use MMR data collection methods and are idiographic in approach aiming to give illumination to the specific case in question (Bryman 2012). A case study following the transition of a trans male professional classical singer concluded that the participant was able to transition comfortably and sing throughout by utilising a “lower and more gradual testosterone dosage” (Constansis & Foteinou 2017. p169). It is interesting to note that the vocal exercises used in this study to support the singer’s transition have now been adopted by the Singing Trans* Male Voice Program (Constansis & Foteinou 2017), suggesting that whilst case studies may be seen to be limiting due to their very nature (Bell & Waters 2014), their results can affect change at a specific level. 
Research methods 
Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2018. p469) describe selecting research methods as “a deliberative process in which the key is the application of the notion of fitness for purpose” and a researcher should consider the strengths and weaknesses of different instruments for data collection (Bell & Waters 2014). 
Interviews can collect qualitative or quantitative data depending on how they are administered (Gray 2004). The unstructured interview collects qualitative data and allows the researcher to ask questions as they occur to them following the arc of the responses given (Dawson 2009). This strategy requires the interviewer to be skilled in the art of questioning, creating rapport so that participants feel free to share their experiences and the ability to listen intently picking up on the relevant information and probing further as required (Kumar 2011). The drawbacks of unstructured interviews are that they create large amounts of data that take can a long time to analyse and there is a difficulty in weighing interviews one to the other (Kothari 2004). 
The structured interview purports to have none of these issues being fixed in nature, allowing for aggregation of participant responses, and providing quantitative and qualitative data for analysis (Bryman 2012). Structured interviews are often the favoured strategy in quantitative studies due to the ability to standardise responses (Kothari 2004).  
In semi-structured interviews, the interviewer will have a set group of questions that also allow for flexibility, such as altering the sequence, or asking additional questions in response to answers given (Gray 2004). Buckley et al (2015) used semi-structured interviews in their MMR study investigating the vocal health of elite sport coaches. The semi-structured interviews in this study (Buckley et al 2015) allowed researchers to investigate the perceptions of participants experiences of voice symptoms and they noted a lack of knowledge regarding potential voice problems and a lack of concern over long-term effects. This interview method is appealing to me as it allows for the gathering of qualitative data, but the researcher can manage the structure within which it is collected (Kelly 2010). 
Winlow et al (2013) suggest that focus groups as a means of gathering qualitative data are particularly beneficial for the study of pedagogy due to the insights that can be gained from using students as participants. Focus groups involve a specially selected group of people coming together to discuss a chosen topic to collect their opinions (Krueger & Casey 2015). The moderator of the focus group must be careful to create an atmosphere in which participants will feel secure in sharing their thoughts honestly, without fear of retribution or judgement (Zerri 2018). Some consider focus groups to be a superior method of gathering data to semi-structured interviews, as they can help those who may struggle to share their views on an individual basis to become comfortable in the group discussion and encouraged to give their thoughts in response to other participants (Burns. 2010). This method requires the moderator to allow the participants more control and due to this stepping back, it can result in the emergence of the most important issues (Bryman 2012). 
One area of concern with focus groups, and indeed all research designs and methods, is that of researcher bias. Bias can present in several different forms but in focus groups you may expect to see attribution bias where errors are made in the evaluation of behaviours and fundamental attribution bias where external factors related to behaviours are underestimated and the internal factors given precedence (Pollock 2020). Whilst it is almost impossible to remove bias from research (Pollock 2020), there are some researchers attempting to improve our ability to assess and reduce it. Sterne et al (2016) created a tool to predict bias, that considers potential bias across 7 domains, from selection of participants to interventions and measurement of outcomes. This tool, whilst designed with health professionals in mind, could help a novice researcher such as myself to mitigate the potential bias in my own research design. 
In voice research, focus groups have revealed interesting viewpoints on the positive impacts of group singing. Riabzev et al (2022) used focus groups to analyse the effect of vocal improvisation group singing sessions for older adults and the impact on their well-being. Their results revealed that the well-being of participants was improved due to the singing workshops and in their collection of data they were able to gather what they describe as “rich information” about their participants experiences (Riabzev at al 2022. p5). Limitations of focus groups are that they create huge amounts of data that can be difficult to analyse and that practical issues can arise in the transcription of recordings such as some voices not being picked up well and participants talking over each other (Bryman 2012). Group effects can also become an issue where opinions become repressed due to one presiding opinion being adopted by the majority of the group (Asch 1951). 
Focus groups are a popular method of data collection in feminist research due to the power between moderator and participants being more balanced, and for this reason presents the opportunity for marginalised groups to be represented (Bryman 2012). As an emerging feminist researcher and teacher, focus groups could be an appropriate method to explore the opinions and beliefs of my female students. 
For all data collection methods that produce text the data must be extracted, organised, and made sense of in some way (Basit 2003). The most common method to do this is called coding. Codes are used to categorise qualitative data and recognise “relevant phenomena” (Basit 2003. p144). Gough & Scott (2000) propose that data produced should be considered for coding with two differing aspects. Emic: evolving from the data much in the vein of Grounded Theory and aiming to discover the meanings directly from the participants and etic: looking at ways in which the data collected can become meaningful to those outside of the research context (Gough & Scott 2000). Maher et al (2018. p12) argue that coding allows the researcher to delve deeply into the data and to “move from micro- to macro view, in order to support the analytic imagination necessary for understanding and theory generation.”
Whilst interviews involve participants offering their considered responses, observational methods allow for the gathering of data that the participants may not have seen as important (Gray 2004). They can reveal the difference between self-reporting and actual behaviour (Robson 2002) and “is strong on face validity” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018. p524). 
Unstructured observations are often the method employed by those undertaking grounded theory research and allow for the patterns to appear during the process rather than beginning with defined structures (Bowling 2002). In unstructured observations, hypotheses emerge during the analysis of data rather than before it’s collection and so the nature of observation is more open-ended without imposed parameters (Punch 2005). The difficulty with this kind of data collection is much like that of unstructured interviews producing data that can be unwieldly (Bell & Waters 2014) and could be skewed by the researcher’s interpretation (Kothari 2004). 
In participant observation the researcher actively joins in with participants and observes from within a community or group (Bryman 2012). A method commonly used in ethnography, it involves immersing oneself in the experience and data is collected over a long period (Gray 2004). Gaining access to the participant group may be challenging and once access has been granted gaining the trust of those being observed can take time which is why this method often involves longitudinal study (Dawson 2009). Hara (2011.p 26) became a participant observer in community singing sessions held for people suffering with dementia in the local community and concluded that “It is only when we go to the micro level and see what really happens in the participants’ everyday lives and communities that we can develop and support practical local efforts”. This suggests that participant observation can bring about alternative methods of perceiving society and its actions and be a positive method of data collection (May 2011). 
Sherstinova (2015) used structured observations to observe the everyday singing behaviour of 78 participants. Audio recordings of the participants were taken and analysed for incidents of singing during their everyday lives. This type of observation allows for quantitative data collection and analysis (Gray 2004). These types of observations may be superior to survey data collection as the researcher can see behaviour in action rather than participants reporting behaviour which can be questionable in terms of accuracy (Bryman 2012). 
Questionnaires are a popular method of data collection for large scale studies with high numbers of participants (Kothari 2004). Questionnaires make for an efficient method of data collection where costs can be kept relatively low, and yields can be high (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). Bell & Waters (2014) suggest that the writing of the questions is more complex than it may first appear and that a researcher must consider the data they wish to analyse before formulating their questions. Pilot questionnaires are recommended by Kothari (2004) and give the researcher the opportunity to ‘road test’ the questionnaire before administering a final version.  
Clift et al (2010) carried out a survey of 633 choristers in which they measured how choral singing affected their qualities of life. The questionnaire they designed (Clift et al 2010) was semi-structured with the first part being open-ended questions and the second involving a 5-point Likert scale. The large sample size and quantitative and qualitative data collected meant they were able to conclude that a significant proportion of the sample see choral singing as beneficial to their well-being noting a gendered difference in responses, with women scoring higher on this factor (Clift et al 2010). Clift et al (2010. p32) express a continued need to further analyse the qualitative data and have embarked upon this with a realist perspective and a grounded theory approach hoping to “explain the power of singing in maintaining and promoting well-being and health.” Whilst quantitative data has produced significant results here, it is interesting to note that the researchers in this study feel greater knowledge can be gained from the further analysis of the qualitative data they have gathered. I find it compelling that the women in this study linked their well-being to choral singing and it lends weight to the impression I have gained in my experience of teaching females that singing can result in positive outcomes for individuals, improve relationships, and remove social barriers (Bailey and Davidson 2005; Stacy et al 2002; Gridley 2008). I hope to investigate this further in future research. 
Key ethical issues and insider research 
Throughout the research process ethical considerations must be made from initial topic through methodology, method and even the writing of reports (Sikes 2006). Mansell et al (2004. p 9) note that it is of ethical import for the researcher to consider the method of data collection and “the risk of harm to the individual against the quality of data collected” on this basis a researcher must not only risk assess participants (Gray 2004) but also the methods with which one collects data (Bryman 2012). Cohen, Manion & Morrison (2018. p111) argue that ethics are “contextually situated” and every researcher will come across ethical conundrums depending upon the environment in which they are carrying out study. Commonly held is the belief that the researcher must treat participants with respect and ensure anonymity and confidentiality of the data collected (Dawson 2009, Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018, Gray 2004, Bryman 2012 & Flick 2015).
Anderson et al (2011) assert that whilst regulatory requirements are hugely important, they should not be the primary focus of ethics in research. Indeed, Cascio and Racine (2018. p 170) suggest that researchers must look beyond the standard ethical procedures of gaining consent and privacy protection to a more “person-oriented approach” by consideration for empowerment of participants, their lived experience, and individualisation. Friesen et al (2017) suggest that researchers also have an ethical responsibility to ensure inclusion for underrepresented groups in research so they may support the development of research conventions. Whilst ensuring inclusion, a researcher should also consider how to protect participants. The protection of participants should underpin all research activities and consideration of the vulnerabilities of participants is paramount to good quality, ethical research (Bradbury-Jones et al 2014). A researcher should make clear the types of information they will be seeking from participants in advance as some may be uncomfortable sharing what they see as sensitive details of their lives, thus forming the basis of informed consent (Kumar 2011). 
As a novice researcher working in education, I will take on the role of an insider researcher and with this position comes several considerations. Finney & Laurence (2017) suggest that an insider researcher should be prepared to find their thoughts and ideas challenged and must not assume understanding (Aburn et al 2021). An expectation for there to be a certain amount of strain between the roles undertaken of researcher and insider is advised (Hanson 2013) and therefore should be considered in the development of research design (Milligan 2016). Bonner & Tolhurst (2002) suggest several advantages of insider research from knowing the culture of the organisation to existing relationships with participants encouraging both truth telling and accurate judgment of truth. Aburn et al (2021) agree, also suggesting that for participants working with an insider researcher there is the opportunity for the sharing of experiences with one who has ‘been there’.  Cuomo & Massaro (2016. p103) put forward the idea of “boundary-making as a distinct methodological practice in feminist field-work” for ‘intimate insiders’, believing that the insider researcher is privy to the workings of the ‘field’, knows the language and is familiar with roles and responsibilities and so is duty bound to assert boundaries clearly with participants. This resonates with me as a teacher of teenagers, whose success can depend upon the quality of relationships with their teachers (Bernstein-Yamashiro & Noam 2013). Boundary making between student and teacher involves finding balance between care and professional distance (Plaut 1993) and an acknowledgment of this position seems to sit alongside that of the insider researcher.  
Conclusion 
In the process of researching and writing this essay I have been given the opportunity to evaluate my own underlying philosophical beliefs around learning and knowledge and have been surprised to find my initial thoughts challenged. Whilst I professed to be interested in voice science from what I now know to be a positivist paradigm, I ascribe to a relativist ontology and so have uncovered a dichotomy of positions. In the music department where I work, I am the only female member of staff, reflecting quite accurately the balance of genders in the music industry, and so I am drawn to the paradigm of feminist research hoping to explore the female perspective using focus groups and unstructured qualitative data collection methods. 
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