Research module essay
Does something exist if we don’t believe it to be true? Is our knowledge based on constructed reality or perceived understanding? An interrogation of the philosophical background to research and research paradigms will influence the direction of research. 

Ontology (onto from Greek ‘being’ and logia from
Greek ‘science, study, theory’) can be deﬁned as the study of reality or things
that comprise reality. Ontological positions describe what entities exist or
can be said to exist and also what kind of relationships exists among basic
categories of being (Guba & Lincoln, 1989)
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Greek ‘science, study, theory’) can be deﬁned as the study of reality or things
that comprise reality. Ontological positions describe what entities exist or
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categories of being (Guba & Lincoln, 1989)
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Though noteworthy and valuable, the studies comparing quantitative
and qualitative inquiries have a common ﬂaw. They concentrate on meth-
ods as techniques, not methodologies as logic of justiﬁcation and often use
those terms interchangeably. These studies facilitate the confusion about true
differences between quantitative and qualitative inquiries that lie in dif fer-
ent philosophical assumptions. Consequently, most researchers believe that
qualitative and quantitative approaches dif fer only in terms of how data are
collected, analyzed, and interpreted.
This article serves as a critical review that addresses this gap and
clariﬁes the fundamental differences between qualitative and quantitative
inquiries that go beyond variations in research techniques. For that purpose,
this investigation conceptualizes quantitative and qualitative meta-theoretical
assumptions concerning the nature of reality (ontology), views on truth
and legitimate knowledge (epistemology), and the aims and principles of
scientiﬁc investigation (methodology). What is offered is a synthesis and crit-
ical analysis of previously published materials, with a purpose of assisting
and empowering hospitality researchers to understand the true distinction
between quantitative and qualitative paradigms. Additionally, the author
seeks to explicate the topic of compatibility and integration of the two
inquiries.
LITERATURE REVIEW
The Nature of Scientiﬁc Investigation
I would like to begin by reviewing several fundamental terms used in the
philosophy of science and specifying the relationships existing among those
terms. Any scientiﬁc inquiry is based on a particular paradigm, which can
be deﬁned as a world view or a set of linked assumptions about the world
(Kuhn, 1962). A paradigm can also be described as a cognitive perspective
or a set of shared beliefs to which a particular discipline adheres.
Scientiﬁc paradigms are determined by ontological positions (Sale,
Lohfeld, & Brazil, 2002). Ontology (onto from Greek ‘being’ and logia from
Greek ‘science, study, theory’) can be deﬁned as the study of reality or things
that comprise reality. Ontological positions describe what entities exist or
can be said to exist and also what kind of relationships exists among basic
categories of being (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).
From the Greek onto (being) and logia (science and study) is the paradigm of ontology: the examination and study of reality in terms of what exists in the world. Conversely, from the Greek episteme (knowledge) is the paradigm of epistemology: the exploration of how we know what we perceive we know from our unique experience of the world. The third paradigm to take into account is methodology: how research should be conducted in terms of systems and structure (methods).

It is crucial that the researcher is able to have an understanding of the different paradigms of research: ontology; epistemology and methodology. 
There are two main methodological considerations, quantitative (positivism) and qualitative (interpretivism), both of which can incorporate ontological and epistemological approaches.
Positivism, from an ontological perspective, invites research based on ‘cause and effect’ as the underpinning determination. It involves a more rational and analytical evaluation of data and is primarily concerned with ‘fixed’ information obtained through pre-determined criteria. Positivism, from an epistemological perspective invites research based on ‘lived experience’ of participants who would influence the data to be investigated with their unique view of the world.
Interpretivism, from an ontological perspective, operates with the underlying understanding there are many layers that construct people’s experience of the world and that these are flexible. Interpretivisim, from an epistemological perspective, recognises that the experience of the world is a subjective one that relies on the interaction with, and influence of, the group dynamic.
A good researcher will take into account (to the extent possible) the needs of everyone and everything when deciding which paradigm to follow.
The methodology used could be exclusively one, (qualitative or quantitative) or a combination. 
Quantitative methodology is based on the capture of data acquired through a variety of ‘fixed’ methods. Qualitative methodology is based on the discovery of views and experiences of research subjects using a variety of subjective methods or experiments to gather the required data.
Some of the research methods for each methodology would include:
Quantitative
Questionnaires (eg. self-rated ‘scales’ [Likert]); surveys; experiments; data collection from various instruments
Qualitative
Interviews; focus groups; questionnaires (eg. ‘free text’ answers)
Quantitative method - the benefit of these options is that the researcher has greater influence on the trajectory of the research and the direction they would like it to take. They can control the breadth and length of the questionnaires and encapsulate the results using a limited range of possible responses. They are able to be clear with their understanding of the topic and what they would like to achieve by directing the questions to fit that understanding and / or the data required for analysis. This reduces the possibility of the results being too widely ranged to secure any meaningful conclusion. This type of approach to the collection of research data also supports the research participants in being able to focus on key issues essential to the research. It can alleviate any confusion as to which aspects of the topic are most important to include. By instilling clear boundaries and guidelines participants are relieved of the responsibility of deciding what is important and what is not.
The potential downside of this approach is that the researcher has to be stringent in their evaluation of research questions. This is essential to ensure that they do not contain bias, or lead participants to answer in a way that confirms the researcher’s pre-conceived view of the results. An independent review of any questionnaire(s) would be advised prior to involving research participants to ensure the questions are neutral, balanced and invite a meaningful result. Failure to do so could mean that any research would be less likely to stand up to scrutiny and may lose validity.
The benefits of qualitative methodology include the researcher being able to step back from the process slightly. Whilst the researcher would set up and guide the focus groups / interviews / discussions, once they begin they would primarily be led by the unfolding of the conversation(s) with participant(s). This allows for an organic exploration, without fixed boundaries, of the topic being researched. This process has the potential to uncover aspects of the topic that quantitative methodology and methods could miss. Qualitative approaches to research may expand the reach of exploration of a particular topic and have the potential to offer new and, as yet, un-thought-of, areas, thereby increasing the breadth and impact of research.
However, the possible downside of this methodology is that, without a clear guide and an indication of boundaries, the opinions of the participants could be so broad as to be meaningless in terms of establishing any useful data. In the instance of focus groups, there is also a risk that less ‘assertive’ participants may be impacted by the group dynamic and influenced to share views that are in line with the dominant voices. This may also adversely impact the results in favour of one line of thinking and understanding and detract from a balanced and fair exchange of views and experiences. The conduct and constitution of focus groups, for example, would have to be carefully planned so any ‘introduction’ by the researcher did not induce any bias.
Qualitative methodology and methods should be planned well and managed effectively to ensure freedom of thought and expression, together with ensuring the gathering of sufficiently robust data. 
If quantitative methodology is chosen, the researcher has a number of possible methods at their disposal. Amongst these are: surveys and questionnaires.
A quantitative methodology may appear the more straightforward and practical choice in terms of collecting data and their analysis. However, there are a number of issues that need to be thought through clearly in preparation. One of these is to formulate an appropriate null hypothesis and then to examine the type of variables that are most suited to research.
Categorical variables and / or continuous variables should be considered. As the word indicates, categorical variables are focussed on putting research data eg. participants into ‘categories’. For example: age; gender; socioeconomic background. The research could be to explore the attitudes, experiences and / or choices of research participants dependent upon the category into which they fall.
Continuous variables capture a ‘scale’ of something (eg. Likert scale). For instance, a person’s experience of something specific: 
On a scale of 1 – 5, with 1 being ‘impossible’ and 5 being ‘very easy’, how would you rank your experience of eliminating sugar from your diet for a period of 6 months?
There are situations where research may include both categorical and continuous variables. The researcher may want to research the impact of eliminating sugar from the diet, using continuous questions in groups of different categories. Those categories could be teenagers between the ages of 15 to 19 and women between the ages of 40 and 50, for instance. Therefore it is essential to investigate the data required to address the null hypothesis and, hence, type(s) of variables most suited to a research project before preparing the questionnaire(s).
Use an existing questionnaire or construct one that is unique to the research? There are benefits and drawbacks to both. One of the benefits of using an existing instrument is that it may already have been shown to be effective in terms of result(s) (particularly if it has been formally validated). However, whether or not it adequately encapsulates the level of detail and information required in a new piece of research needs careful consideration. Additionally, if an existing instrument is used, how does a new piece of research show / prove anything significantly different to what is already understood about a topic? It may be that the researcher simply wants to confirm an already-understood position or to look at a different cohort (eg. ethnicity, age group), in which case this may be an adequate measurement tool. If the researcher wants to uncover new information or knowledge on a particular topic, however, then constructing a new measurement tool may be preferable. In constructing a new questionnaire, sufficient understanding of what the researcher wants to ‘track’, ‘discover’, ‘investigate’ needs to be clear to ensure the questionnaire will collect the required information to examine the null hypothesis. 
It is crucial that any newly-constructed questionnaire is independently critiqued to ensure neutrality and absence of bias.
If qualitative methodology is chosen, the researcher has a number of possible methods at their disposal. Amongst these are: interviews and focus groups.
Moving away from ‘fixed’ quantitative research, towards a more open and ‘organic’ approach, may be preferable. Before embarking on this route, it is important that the researcher ascertains the scope of the research and the size of the cohort required. Whilst at first glance, focus groups / interviews may appear less ‘rigid’, they require detailed and structured preparation to ensure quality of result(s) and different forms of analysis.
If focus groups are the method chosen, some points need to be clearly identified and thought through:
· Structured or unstructured?
· Observational (ethnography) or participative?
The benefits of structured focus groups are that clearly-defined boundaries in terms of what is to be discussed are established, which allows participants to understand what is required of them and maintains focus. The potential drawback: is the structure imposed unbiased and neutral? The benefits of unstructured groups is that they may uncover aspects of the research that hadn’t previously been considered, expanding the scope and allowing it to be even more robust. They allow the researcher to observe the unfolding of ideas without constraint, which could spark new ideas as to how the research could be further developed. The potential drawback is: ensuring the discussions are meaningful and ‘on point’ could prove challenging. This may lead to the research topic being insufficiently explored. Group dynamics will also come into play, potentially more so in unstructured groups. Dominant voices in the room may take over the discussion and crucial information from the more reserved in the group could be lost.
To observe or participate is another consideration. Observational focus groups allow for a level of ethnography (being able to describe a group based on what is observed of that group). The benefits of observational focus groups are that the researcher does not influence the discussion to reflect what they are looking to find. It allows participants to explore their views of the topic openly without judgement or direction and may invite a more honest reaction. Possible drawbacks: groups automatically look for a leader and if the researcher does not fulfil that role, someone else is likely to step in. So, the risk of the discussion being led in a particular direction still exists, but without structure from the researcher to ensure the groups remains ‘on point’.
If the researcher ‘chairs’ the focus group, this will help to ensure the direction of discussion is clear, the agenda and key points are maintained and participants are likely to experience a meaningful interaction. Less-vocal members can be encouraged to share their ideas which allows for full diversity of thought and expression, and more dominant members can be managed. Potential drawbacks: the researcher needs to be stringent in their ability to remain neutral and not influence the discussion(s) in any pre-determined direction. They should not show any reaction or emotion to unexpected discussion points, and ensure every idea is respected, listened to and considered
Just because we can, does not mean we should.
In the preparation stages, insider or otherwise, the researcher must consider the ethics of the research. The key points to consider should include:
· Who is likely to benefit
· Could anyone experience a detrimental impact 
· If ‘yes’, can the research be justified, what measures are in place to minimise any impact and manage it 
· Is the research overt or covert
· If covert, is this justified 
· Is the researcher the best person for the project
· How will confidentiality be maintained (including such as GDPR)
· How can participants leave at any time 
· How will the research be presented – can the researcher ensure that the wording is encouraging and open, yet does not covertly imply a level of blame or guilt if people decide not to participate
· If areas of anxiety or stress are uncovered, what support measures are in place 
The researcher should also examine their motivation for doing the research. 
· Can they remain neutral, regardless of what the research may uncover, prove or disprove? 
· Can they ensure they have no hidden agenda? 
· Whilst they may present the research overtly, are they clear no covert reasons lay hidden?
Without proper consideration of ethics, research projects will not be as effective in their ability to invite change or make a difference and ultimately may be less valuable.  A research project that was not conducted ethically could well uncover valuable data that may be extremely useful, however its value will be reduced by any interrogation of the ethics, even though the results may be beneficial.

Insider research invites a whole different level of complexity. If the researcher works within the organisation where the research takes place, the myriad of internal dynamics, hierarchy and politics need to be navigated. The researcher needs to give careful consideration to their position, how they may be viewed by colleagues, those above and below them in the hierarchy, and the potential impact – both negative and positive – this may have in the long term. 
· What impact might this have on established relationships? 
· If the impact is negative, what steps can be put in place to minimise it and repair any damage?
· Might the research create divisions amongst colleagues that were not there before? 
· What if the research uncovers results that are not favourable to the organisation?
· What is the long term vision of the researcher for this research project?
If the researcher is not within an organisation, but is carrying out research in a particular sector, then an additional set of considerations are present which may add to the above.
· How can the research be justified to the industry / sector?
· Who, if anyone, might they need to get on board?
· If support is not forthcoming, how will they / should they continue?
· If the potential participants are separate to the intended recipients, how can the research be positioned and presented to both interested parties?
· Can the researcher be clear on their neutrality and bias? Are they truly interested to research a topic or do they have a vested interest in a particular outcome?
It is crucial that serious examination of all aspects of ethics and the potential insider impact are carried out from the outset and form the strong foundations for the project 
Research projects are opportunities for expansion, growth and positive development. If due thought and consideration are undertaken at the start, taking into account all of the above, then the project’s positive outcome and validity in the appropriate arena, whilst not guaranteed, are enhanced.
The research I intend to carry out is insider in terms of subject area rather than organisational (any organisational issues have already been addressed). The topic invites a combination approach, rather than a single focus.
Null hypothesis: Personality has no impact on a woman’s experience of the menopause and the accompanying impact on her quality of life 
I intend to use both quantitative and qualitative methodologies and, within those, the following methods: questionnaires (quantitative) and focus groups (qualitative). In terms of variables, I would use both categorical and continuous.
· Categorical: women currently experiencing peri-menopause and those who are up to 5 years post-menopausal
· Continuous: Using the Likert scale, participants will be invited to complete a number of online questionnaires
I have already utilised observational research over five years working with women in and around the menopause. This has given me a clear (subjective) view of many of the issues women may face during this transition (in ddition to my personal experience). Focus groups will be observational rather than participative and will be used to investigate the validity of quantitative results. They will be facilitated by me, but I will not share my experiences with the group.  
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