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Practitioner Research Manual

When to read this Manual

This Manual should be read as soon as you starting to think about your research.

Research is by its very nature highly specific to the individual researcher hence this Manual does not seek to advise you upon the research you should do but how you should approach it.

Within the Manual we give a brief overview of how to plan a research project and some of the research approaches, which may be useful. You should not consider it to be a definitive text on research, but a resource that introduces some of the elements you should consider as you plan your practice. It will help you design your research and identify the research family, approach and methodology most appropriate to your research question. Once you have established this, you can review the various texts which are suggested for your specific research methodology or approach.

We hope that you enjoy your journey into research and find this resource useful.
1.
What do we mean by research?
Research is a planned and systematic activity, which provides reliable ways of finding out and deepening our understanding. Research can take many forms, from the market researcher on the street corner to the scientist in the laboratory. The type of research we are concerned with is described as practice-based, i.e. it has relevance, usually by direct application, to practice. Thus a practice-based research project will often focus on improving current practice, or have a tangible outcome in terms of a useful product, e.g. a set of company guidelines.
Examples include:

1.
Evaluation of an approach or tool within your own practice.
2.
Exploration of an area of interest within your own and others’ practice through survey or interview.
3.
Review of the literature on a specific topic and the writing of a critical commentary upon that literature.
These are just a few examples, but hopefully they identify the broad range of activities which come under the heading “research” within this Manual. We mean, in effect, a systematic enquiry into a topic of interest.

1.1
Research methods and your research project
Research methodology is so important to any practice-based project. It is fundamental to the entire design, implementation, analysis, presentation and evaluation of the project. The section on research methodology is very important, as it is here that you decide how to tackle your research question, and hence how you go about ensuring the validity and reliability or authenticity of your project. This provides you with the opportunity to explore how and why your research approach developed. You should also consider the appropriateness of the approach and techniques you use, and be ready to consider any changes you might make with the advantage of hindsight.
1.2
The research process
The research process can be divided into the following stages:
(
Clarifying the problem and outlining the research purpose.
(
Thinking about the current theories and literature.

(
Selecting the appropriate methodology / approach.
(
Choosing the appropriate techniques for information/data collection.
(
Using analysis to make sense of everything.
(
Presentation of the findings to stakeholders.
You should follow this framework throughout your research. In the rest of this Manual we will be discussing each of these stages in turn.

1.3
Issues around researching at practice
Any researcher needs to be reflexive. Reflexivity is practice which includes self-criticism and alerts the individual to the human subjective processes involved in undertaking research; warning the researcher that knowledge is relative to their own perspective (Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Edwards and Potter, 1992).

This takes a contextual or constructionist view of knowledge, that is, that objective facts are an illusion and knowledge is constructed by each individual. For this reason, researchers cannot discover pure, unarguable facts; they construct versions of the facts according to socially accepted values, etc. Reflexivity attempts to take account of the researcher’s subjectivity. Research diaries are an excellent tool for keeping track of this as theory is constructed. Doubt and possible biases discussed are part of the data analysis – not separate, taboo subjects.

As a practitioner-researcher, you are likely to have a dual role as both an employee/worker and a researcher. The relative influence made by this dual role makes it crucial that you are reflexive in your research. It is important that you consider the implications of being an insider-researcher when planning your research project.

Practitioners as researchers need to be aware of the issue of roles:

(
Practitioner and researcher roles may or may not be synonymous. It is necessary to clarify the distinct role of the researcher throughout the research process. This is because the duality of your role may be potentially conflicting and require you to manage that duality in a way that may be new to you.

(
It is important to be aware of one’s own role(s) and one’s position within the practice environment and in relation to other colleagues, especially as this may be altered by you explicitly taking a researcher role. You will need to consider the parameters of your authority and autonomy to carry out the research you propose. You will need to consider who “allows” and who “blocks” your research and why.

Researchers who are insiders need to be particularly aware of the research environment:

(
Constraints and opportunities exist for the research where the impact/feedback is likely to be immediate.

(
Constraints may be particularly applicable in the initial stages of the research development, where it is imperative to be aware of the practice environment’s culture.

(
Being an insider impacts on the type of approach used and on the tools chosen to carry out the research.

(
An opportunity that exists for the insider-researcher is the insight they have about the context, which enables them to develop the research project appropriately. This also applies to the implementation of the research, where problems are likely to be minimised.

Issues around the objectivity and subjectivity of research are raised:

(
All researchers are influenced by external factors, so this is not necessarily problematic. It is necessary to be aware of any preconceptions or bias about issues that you may already have. This may be heavily influenced by the organisational culture in which your research takes place.

(
Being an insider may offer particular opportunities for certain research approaches. Case Study and Ethnography are useful methodologies to look at if you are an insider-researcher.

(
For practice-based research, co-operational collaboration with the others may be both beneficial and essential. From whom in your research environment can you elicit support?

(
Throughout the research the audience needs to be considered. Who will receive the research? What purpose do you intend it to serve? What are the expectations, constraints of the audience?

Figure 1 and Table 1 show a range of influences on the practitioner-researcher, and suggest some of the potential advantages and disadvantages of this dual role.

Figure 1
Influences on the practitioner-researcher
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	Table 1
Advantages and disadvantages of practitioners as researchers

	Potential advantages for practitioners as researchers
	Potential disadvantages for practitioners as researchers

	Insider knowledge:
	Too close to the problem:

	(
of the problem / question to be researched;
	(
influenced by own expectations/values;

	(
of sources of information;
	(
influenced by others;

	(
of the organisation;
	(
duality of roles.

	(
of the key people –
	

	can improve understanding / practice.
	


1.4
Designing a research project
It is likely that you will have been developing ideas for your project since you considered starting this work. Now is the time to test out the feasibility and viability of your ideas, discuss them with appropriate people in your practice environment, and get feedback on them. Here are some useful points to consider when thinking about your research project.

Choice of research project
When considering possible project areas, you should consider:

(
Personal interest - vital to sustain you through the hard practice ahead.
(
Interest of others in the area - who else might be interested, who else might gain from your practice, are others practising in this area already?

(
Is the area of potential interest to your employer, or likely to be of business benefit to you if self-employed?

(
Who else might be affected by your research?

(
Is the area potentially sensitive - what are the issues of ethics and confidentiality which need to be explored?

(
Is the project appropriately related to your practice role, and do you have the authority and autonomy to conduct this research?

(
Is the project feasible within the given timescale?

(
What skills and knowledge will you require to undertake the project? If you do not have the necessary skills and knowledge, by what means and processes might these be developed?

(
What resources are required to carry out the project, who controls them, and are they likely to be available?

(
What do you hope to learn by undertaking the project?

(
What might be the result/product of the project, e.g. the production of a guidebook, the improvement of a process?

A word of caution

It is important that your research project is an appropriate size for your resources. Think about this carefully, and explore the implications with all your co-researchers or stakeholders.

1.5
The role of theory in research
Theory is a system of rules and principles to account for something. It is built by us in an attempt to explain phenomena or make sense of the world around us. You may decide to attempt to test out existing theory, e.g. the application of management theory in relation to the practice of teams on a construction site. Alternatively, you may decide to develop theory as a result of the analysis of data collected by your research. This is known as grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1997).
Grounded theory suggests that theory is “grounded in” specific observational data; patterns emerge from the data set, and are not imposed on it before it is gathered. Qualitative analyses of data usually begin during the data collection stage. Observers should try to enter the research situation with no preconceptions, and create and revise hypotheses as the data is collected. Grounded hypotheses are then argued to be more authentic.
Your research design, particularly your choice of research family and approach, will be influenced by your own beliefs in respect of research. Answers to questions such as how far can the researcher be independent from that being researched, and can the researcher be truly objective, will influence the way you choose to undertake the research. These beliefs are sometimes referred to as the research paradigm (Marshall, 1997).

A paradigm is an agreed system of thinking and behaviour within which research is constructed. The qualitative research methodologies are often described as “new”, because the fashion in the earlier part of the 20th century was for a positivist paradigm that stressed the scientific, hypothetico-deductive approach. Some people now criticise this approach as narrow and artificial, and use the new paradigms to take into consideration some of the issues raised above, like social constructivism. You will hear more about paradigms within your workshop, and are referred to the handouts you were given there for further explanation.

1.6
A note on the role of hypothesis in research
When researchers wish to find out whether two things are causally related, they formulate a statement that they are. This is called a hypothesis. The research is then designed to examine this relationship. Hypotheses are most often used in research approaches that use an empirical or “scientific” paradigm, e.g. experiments. The results from testing hypotheses can then be used to develop theory. Not all research is based upon a hypothesis. Sometimes the researcher might not want to pre-judge what causes what, and may prefer to investigate a range of possibilities about causal factors. Alternatively, the researcher might wish to discover the range of views that people have about a specific topic.
1.7
Research questions and research design
Only when you have identified your research questions is it appropriate to consider in detail how you will undertake the research. This is a two-stage process. First identify your general research family/approach or methodology, and then the specific research techniques or data collection instruments that you will use as part of the overall approach.
When designing your research, you will need to develop each of the elements depicted in Figure 2. It may be useful to think of the research design process as a cycle, because choices made at each step will have knock-on effects on the rest of the cycle. Your research question(s) will be imbedded in your aims and objectives; you will then need an appropriate methodology that will enable you to explore your aims and objectives. This methodology should enable you to collect data to analyse that will give results that will help you meet your aims and objectives or answer your research question(s) and provide recommendations. Your recommendations may lead to further questions in need of research and form the basis of another research project.
Figure 2
The research cycle
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1.8
Feasibility

A key question for the researcher to answer is whether the proposed research is feasible? This will involve considering:

(
the timescale for the research;

(
resources required;

(
access to information, including ethical issues and confidentiality;

(
support available to you (e.g. from colleagues, employer, sponsor); and
(
your knowledge/expertise in the area to be investigated.

1.9
Validity and reliability of research
There are two vital academic tests for every piece of research:

Validity – measuring or investigating what you set out to research by, for example, asking the appropriate research questions and using legitimate methods to obtain information which is analysed to lead to logical conclusions and recommendations.

Reliability - being able to gain consistent results from the application of the same research methods.
1.10
Access and ethical issues
Access and ethics are two issues that you must consider as a practice-based researcher. For your research project, you may need to gain and maintain access to any or all of the following:

(
documents held by libraries, institutions or companies;
(
people in their homes, place of practice or in the wider community; and/or
(
institutions such as private companies, public organisations or government departments.
Issues to consider before seeking access

Can you give satisfactory answers to the following questions?

(
Who or what do I want to research?

(
Who are the key individuals/gatekeepers, from whom you will need to get permission for data that is confidential or commercially sensitive?
(
How much commitment will you require for research from your subjects in terms of hours, days, weeks, months, given the assessment deadline?

(
Is this reasonable?

(
Can you identify any potential problems with regard to access? If so, how can they be resolved? If not, you may need to re-think the parameters of your project to accommodate these issues.

1.11
Ethical considerations in practice-based research
Any practice-based research project is likely to raise ethical issues, especially where people are directly involved. It is important that you are aware of these issues and how you might respond to them.

Research ethics is about being clear about the nature of the agreement you have entered into with your research subjects or contacts. This is why contracts can be a useful device. Ethical problems usually arise when there is a conflict of interests. These may be between the demands of confidentiality or anonymity, and those of legality or professionalism. The research process is in part about negotiating a viable route between these interests.

A methodology section of a research and development project literally means a statement and justification of your project aim and your approach and methods used, rationalised from a particular point of view or ideology. In the field of practice-based learning, your project’s aim could be to undertake a project that researches and develops an aspect of practice, or that enhances practice in order to fulfil an aim of a particular organisation or community of practice. The point of view or ideology behind the project’s aim will need to be critically evaluated (see “fitness of purpose” below). Your chosen approach and methods used also belie your point of view or ideology, which in turn is often based upon a particular set of values that may be taken for granted (see “fitness for purpose” below).
When considering the overall moral and ethical implications of your project, you should take account of a range of issues. Not only are you working within your own point of view or ideology, but also within particular discourses, often associated with particular professions, practice situations and cultures, etc.

There should be sound reasons given when justifying both your aim and the approach and methods used. These are discussed in your justification and rationale for your project, and in the ethical considerations for the approach and methods used. It is suggested that an appropriate standpoint in practice-based research would be to take account of the following three factors:

(
Have all the social implications been explored? For example, to whom is it beneficial, and is there any detriment to people or other living creatures?

(
Have all the economic implications been explored? For example, is the research feasible, will the research in some way bring about financial gain, and if so, whose interests will be served?

(
Is the research sustainable? For example, will it cause any detriment to the environment, and are all these three factors working in harmony with each other?

The fitness of purpose of your project

This concerns the nature of the piece of research you are proposing, and whether or not it is morally and ethically appropriate. At that point, you have to rationalise the benefits and appropriateness of your project for your own development, for your organisation or community of practice and professional body.
The fitness for purpose of your project

The rationalisation for your research approach and methods requires you to justify why you intend to take that particular course of action. The justification entails a rationalisation of why the particular approach and methods are the best ones to use in order to discover what you need to know to get the best result for your research and development. You also need to do this within certain constraints, e.g. time, context, position; and these constraints will also be factors in your justification. The ethical considerations should be priority concerns when undertaking this justification.
Here again, the three key parties who are concerned with your research and development project (yourself, organisation/ practice situation and the professional body) should be considered:
(
Firstly, you will want to undertake research that you feel comfortable with. For example, if you are an insider/researcher you may have concerns about interviewing your own colleagues; being seen to ask difficult or controversial questions or making someone junior to you feel compelled to answer questions (see Bell, 1999).

(
Secondly, the investigative methods of particular organisations and practice situations may tend towards a particular style or mode. For example, artists may tend towards ethnography and historical methods, people in financial management might tend towards quantitative approaches. You may have to consider the appropriate approach and methods that fits in with professional/ practice requirements and issues of ethics.

(
Thirdly, your professional body may require you to consider the appropriateness of your approach and methods, and to take full account of ethical considerations.
1.12
Bounded rationality

Bounded rationality is an important concept for the design and conduct of practice-based research and development. Herbert Simon (see Choo, 1998) argued that the rationality of the organisational decision maker is bounded in at least three ways:

(
Rationality requires a complete knowledge and anticipation of the consequences that will follow each choice. In reality, knowledge of consequences is always fragmentary.

(
Since the consequences of decisions taken now lie in the future, imagination is required to attach value to them. But values can only be imperfectly anticipated.
(
Rationality requires a choice among all possible alternative behaviours. In actual behaviour, only a few of these alternatives are likely to come to mind.

Simon goes on to argue that in order to cope with their bounded rationality and the complexity of the problems they have to deal with, people in organisations:

(
replace the optimum by the sufficient; and
(
develop repertoires of actions in response to recognisable situations.

When considering practice-based research and development projects, it will normally be the case that external demands will encourage adoption of a sufficient rather than optimum approach to research design and conduct. Advantage should be taken of any recognisable situations, either in the design of the research or the relatability of the research to the practice-based audience. When considering the ways in which the intended wider audience for your research and development project should influence your research design, it may be helpful to consider the decision-making process within the organisation which will consider the output of your project (see Choo, 1998:170 or Strati, 2000:112).

Suggested reading
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Choo, C.W. (1998). The Knowing Organization: How Organizations Use Information to Construct Meaning, Create Knowledge and Make Decisions. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Easterby-Smith, M., Thorpe, R. and Lowe, A. (1991). Management Research: An Introduction. London: Sage Publications.
Gill, J. and Johnson, P. (1997). Research Methods for Managers (Second edition). London: Chapman.

Gill, R. (1998). Dialogues and differences: writing, reflexivity and the crisis of representation. In Henwood, K., Griffin, C. and Phoenix, A. (Eds.), Standpoints and Differences: Essays in the Practice of Feminist Psychology, pp.18-44. London: Sage.

Glaser, B.G. and Strauss, A.L. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research. Piscataway, NJ: Aldine Transaction.
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2.
Research families
2.1
Quantitative and/or qualitative?
Qualitative research designs mean that the overall structure and strategy of a piece of research investigates the essential characteristics or nature of the object(s) studied. This is in contrast to a quantitative research design which aims to measure in some numerical way the object(s) under investigation. This is rather like the difference between counting sunsets and appreciating them.

Qualitative research designs focus on meanings and experiences, which are often verbally described. Qualitative data collected can later be quantified by, for example, counting the number of times a certain word is uttered in an interview. However, a qualitative research design tends to value the data as qualitative. The researcher makes a deliberate decision at the beginning of the project to focus on the richness and depth of the data. This decision may depend on a number of criteria surrounding the aims and objectives of the study.
The qualitative / quantitative divide is quite difficult to understand because methods (tools or techniques) and methodologies (research designs) invariably include elements of both. A researcher may start out by choosing a purely qualitative design, and later decide to include to quantitative analyses. There is always the opportunity to count the sunsets you have experienced, should you so wish.
Quantitative research is concerned with the collection and analysis of data in numeric form. It tends to emphasise relatively large-scale and representative sets of data, and is often falsely presented or perceived as being about the gathering of facts. The survey and questionnaire are often sound means of carrying out quantitative research.
Qualitative research is concerned with collecting and analysing information in as many, chiefly non-numeric, forms as possible. It tends to focus on exploring, in as much detail as possible, smaller number of instances or examples which are seen as being interesting or illuminating, and achieve “depth” rather than “breadth”.
On first consideration, the use of questionnaires as a research tool might be seen as a quantitative strategy, whereas interviews and observations might be thought of as qualitative techniques. In practice, it is more complicated! Interviews may be structured and analysed in a quantitative way, and questionnaires can have many open-ended responses leading to the in-depth study of individual cases. For the practitioner-researcher, effective research design usually combines both quantitative and qualitative elements.

2.2
Fieldwork and/or deskwork?

The distinction between fieldwork and deskwork offers an alternative way of thinking about basic research strategies.

Fieldwork, normally to find out what is happening in the “field” or in reality, refers to the process of going out to collect research data. Such data may be described as original or empirical. Normally, for the practice-based researcher this is within their own practice environment. This might also involve visiting another institution to interview members of staff, handing out questionnaires to customers, or sitting in on a meeting to observe what takes place.

Deskwork consists of those research processes which do not necessitate going into the field. It consists of those things that can be done while sitting at a desk. These may include, for example, the administration, collection and analysis of a postal survey, the analysis of data collected by others, and literature searches in the library. Practice-based research projects will usually make use of both fieldwork and deskwork, because you will normally wish to compare data arising from literature and documentation in the workplace with your own and other people’s organisational experience and perception of workplace practices in reality.
2.3
Linking families, approaches and techniques
The various families’ approaches and techniques do not map simply onto each other, nor are they necessarily used in isolation from one another. It is possible to use case study or survey approaches within either a qualitative or quantitative research strategy, though experiments tend to be quantitative in nature.

Families, approaches and techniques represent dimensions of and dynamic interactions with the research process. The researcher may use alternatives from the different dimensions in combinations with one another as appropriate, to find valid and reliable answers to a particular set of research questions.

The families, approaches and techniques chosen will have knock-on effects for the analysis and resultant conclusions to your research questions. A key issue for the practitioner-researcher to consider at the project design stage is the extent to which they have the best combination of methods and techniques to answer their research question(s).

2.4
Research approaches
The following outlines five main research approaches appropriate for practice-based projects: case study; survey; ethnography, action research and - an approach growing in popularity – co-operative enquiry. There are many approaches, but the information below summarises the basic approaches that often form the basis of others.

2.4.1
Case study
The case study approach is ideally suited to the resources and environment of a practice-based researcher. Case studies can focus on just one, or two to three examples of the area for investigation. For practice-based researchers the case study could focus on the researcher’s place of practice, or another institution or organisation: a company, a school, a voluntary organisation. Or it might involve an element of an organisation: a practice team, a department or an interest group. Or the focal point might be on one individual, or a small group of individuals. Case studies involve the detailed in-depth study of a small number of cases, and are therefore often comparative in nature. Any research technique may be used within case studies. It is vitally important to provide a full context for cases studied.

The chief limitation on the value of case study is the question of how far understanding of a specific case, with its rich context, can be transferred to other situations; that is, the findings may not have reliability. Case study often employs highly qualitative data collection techniques which enable a deep understanding of the case in question. Because practice-based research projects are often very context-specific, this approach can be revealing of specific practice-based research situations. These issues make attention to the selection of the case study, the ability to relate the case study to a wider context, and the possibility of undertaking a comparative case study, important considerations when choosing your approach.
Suggested reading

Open University (1993). Problem formulation and case selection. In Principles of Social and Educational Research, Block 2 Unit 5-10. Buckingham: Open University Press.
Yin, R.K. (2003). Applications of Case Study Research (Second edition). (Applied Social Research Methods Series Volume 34.) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Yin, R.K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods (Third edition). (Applied Social Research Methods Series Volume 5.) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
2.4.2
Surveys

As a research approach, surveys are usually associated with the idea of asking groups of people questions. This is not the only definition; subjects being questioned by the researcher can in fact be objects, materials, or artefacts, rather than people. The major research techniques used in the survey approach are the questionnaire and the interview. The main advantage of the survey approach is the ability to gather data from a wide range of representative respondents. The national Census and large-scale MORI polls are good examples of the survey approach at its most effective.
A survey entirely based upon questionnaire would be severely limited in terms of the depth of enquiry which can be undertaken. However, it could make up for this in terms of the breadth or range of results achieved. To achieve this breadth the researcher needs to survey a representative sample of the population of interest. Sampling, or the selection of sufficient numbers of people to target in the population of interest, can use a sampling frame which helps ensure that there are sufficient number in categories or variables of specific interest. For example, if the population of interest to you is the staff within your organisation, how many responses are required to be sure that the results you achieve are valid for everyone? Who would you need responses from to ensure you have achieved a range of opinion? Would it be useful to ensure there both men and women are represented, or both senior and junior members of staff? The issue of sampling is also relevant in data collection techniques discussed in the next section.

Suggested reading
Gill, J. and Johnson, P. (1997). Survey research design. In Research Methods For Managers (Second edition), pp.78-95. London: Chapman.
2.4.3
Ethnography

The ethnographic approach requires the researcher to become a participant observer of the group being studied. This is to help prevent the act of observation from modifying the natural behaviour of the individual or group being observed. For this reason it is necessary for the researcher to be accepted as one of the group.

Often the researcher aims to be fully immersed within that environment, and to be involved in the activities going on, while keeping detailed records.

Ethnography is particularly relevant to practice-based research as it recognises the insider approach. The practitioner-researcher may have considerable advantages if they are already part of the group. If not, then the time taken to gain acceptance as a member of the group may go beyond that available for a small-scale research project.
Ethnographers can have a variety of roles:

(
management consultant;
(
mediator – solving conflicts in organisations;
(
scribe – writing down patterns of groups;
(
critic – of socio-economic systems within the organisation.
These roles can change over time, and an ethnographer may use a number of different roles within one project.

Data are collected as an ongoing activity by various means. The researcher may keep a log of events to continuously monitor a particular situation. It may also require conducting interviews to gain opinions, perceptions and experiences.

As a participant observer, one methodological and ethical issue to consider is the extent to which the researcher will inform participants of their involvement and the data collection that is taking place. Participant observation techniques aim to prevent altering naturally-occurring behaviour; however, if people know they are being observed they may act differently. It can be argued that any project using an insider as researcher has an ethnographic element to it. On one level, insider knowledge is achieved through “informal” ethnographic observations.
Observation as a research tool involves careful consideration of the boundaries of the phenomenon to be observed. Ethnographic participant observation can be less formal, and result in the observer perceiving “impressions”. This has advantages in that these impressions can guide the research; however, an important concern is that this should not cause researcher bias. As with all data, checks on validity of the results are important. Using researcher observations as the only data can have serious ethical implications.

Suggested reading
Ellen, R.F (1984). Ethnographic Research: a Guide to General Conduct. London: Academic Press.
Gill, J., and Johnson, P. (1997). Issues in ethnographic research. In Research Methods for Managers (Second edition), pp.39-55. London: Chapman.

Hammersley, M. (1995). Ethnography: Principles in Practice. London: Tavistock.

Schwartzman, H. (1993). Ethnography in Organisations. London: Sage.

2.4.4
Understanding action research
(From: Riel, M. (2007). Understanding Action Research. Center For Collaborative Action Research, Pepperdine University. Accessed 18th August 2009 from cadres.pepperdine.edu/ccar/define.html.)
Action research is a process of deep inquiry into one's practices in service of moving towards an envisioned future aligned with values. Action Research is the systematic, reflective study of one's actions and the effects of these actions in a workplace context. As such, it involves deep inquiry into one's professional action. The researchers examine their work and look for opportunities to improve. As designers and stakeholders, they work with others to propose a new course of action to help their community improve its work practices. As researchers, they seek evidence from multiple sources to help them analyse reactions to the action taken. They recognise their own view as subjective and seek to develop their understanding of the events from multiple perspectives. The researcher uses data collected to characterise the forces in ways that can be shared with practitioners. This leads to a reflective phase in which the designer formulates new plans for action during the next cycle. Action Research is a way of learning from and through one's practice by working through a set of reflective stages that helps a person develop a form of "adaptive" expertise. Over time, action researchers develop a deep understanding of how forces interact to create series of complex patterns. Since the forces are always changing, action research is a process of living one's theory into practice.
The researchers both act and seek to learn from the actions taken. The subject of action research is the actions taken, the change, and the theory of change that is held by the persons enacting the change. While the design of action research can originate with an individual, social actions taken without the collaborative participation of others are often less effective. To be successful, the action researchers have to plan in such a way as to draw an ever-widening group of stakeholders into the arena of action. The goal is to work towards a better understanding of their situation in order to affect a positive personal and social change.

This form of research, then, is an iterative, cyclical process of reflecting on practice, taking an action, reflecting, and taking further action (see Figure 3). Therefore, the research takes shape as it is being performed. Better understanding from each cycle points the way to improved actions.

Figure 3
Progressive problem-solving with action research

Source:
Riel (2007)
Goals of action research include:

(
The improvement of practice through continual learning and progressive problem-solving;

(
A deep understanding of practice and the development of a well-specified theory of action;

(
An improvement in the community in which your practice is embedded through participatory research.

Action research as a method is scientific in that it changes something and observes the effects through a systematic process of examining the evidence. The results of this type of research are practical, relevant, and can inform theory. Action Research is different from other forms of research as there is less concern for universality of the findings, and more value placed on the relevance of the findings to the researcher and the local collaborators. Critical reflection is at the heart of Action Research, and when this reflection is based on careful examination of evidence from multiple perspectives, it can provide an effective strategy for improving the organisation's ways of working and the whole organisational climate. It can be the process through which an organisation learns.

Developing action research questions: a guide to progressive inquiry
The questions a researcher asks can guide their process. A good question will inspire one to look closely and collect evidence that will help find possible answers.

What are good examples of action research questions? What are questions that are less likely to promote the process of inquiry that is at the heart of action research? The best question is the one that will lead you to look at your practice deeply and engage in cycles of continuous learning from your everyday practice of your craft. These questions come from a desire to have practice align with values and beliefs. Exploring these questions helps the researcher to be progressively more effective in reaching their personal goals and developing professional expertise.

Good questions often arise from visions of improved practice and emerging theories about the change that will move the researcher closer to the ideal state of working practices. When stated in an if/then format, they can take the shape of a research hypothesis. If I [insert the action to be taken], how will it affect [describe one or more possible consequences of the action]? We will look at two examples, one from education and one from a business setting.

Development of action research questions in an educational context
Suppose the researcher is worried about designing the learning context to meet the needs of students who are not currently doing well in the classroom. The general question might be:

How can I personalise instruction to match the diverse needs of my students?

This forms a good overall goal, which can then lead to a number of possible cycles of action research, each with a separate question.

Consider this question:

If I listen to students, will I have better understanding of them?

This question suggests an action and possible outcome, but is vague both in the description of the action and in the possible outcome.

Now consider:

If I set up community circle time to listen to students describe their learning experiences in my classroom, in what ways, if any, will the information about their learning processes help me redesign the way I teach?

Now it is clear what the researcher intends to do, and what a possible outcome might be. In listening to students, the researcher might discover information that will lead directly to an experiment in instructional design, or might refocus the overall goal to one that was not apparent when the researcher started the quest.

Development of action research questions in a corporate context
Another example, this time from a business setting where people in diverse offices are working in ways that need more coordination.

The action researcher might identify the problem as "with current poor communication options, decisions are made without attending to the issues of how this decision affects other parts of the system". The researcher might see a role for technology in forging a solution to this problem. For example, creating a database for storing and sharing documents. The overall research question might be:

How can the development of a common location for shared knowledge and the use of interactive communication tools increase the collaborative effectiveness of team-based decision-making in our different regions?

The next step is to define what kind of communication tool will be used, and how the researcher plans to measure collaborative effectiveness of the distant teams.

Cycle questions that might evolve should be specific with respect to the actions taken and the outcomes that will be monitored:

If I create a wiki to share documents and increase coordination, to what extent will the teams use this means of storing information to coordinate their decision-making?

A second cycle question that might follow when it is clear that other teams failed to use the wiki as effectively as the researcher had hoped:
How will making all-day support available on instant messenger for questions about the use of the wiki affect the use of the wiki to organise group work?

Recognising weak action research questions
(
Questions with known answers where the goal is to "prove" it to others. For example, a person has been holding family math night for years and sees an effect on parent participation. A weak question for action research would be: “Will holding a family math night increase parent participation?” This might be a great evaluative research question where a controlled study could be set up to explore the connection. But evaluative research is different than action research. Action research is an experiment in design, it is trying an action to learn more about the consequences.

(
Questions that can be answered “yes” or “no”. Generally these are questions that will not direct you to pay attention to the many nuances of the setting and the interactions. Although, like any guide, while some yes/no questions can provide direction, it is often helpful to think about how to transform the question into a different format. For example: “Will the introduction of project-based learning lead to more student engagement?” might be reworked to “How will the introduction of project-based learning affect student engagement in my classroom?” The first one, the researcher can answer the question with “yes” (an outcome that they might have expected). The second question guides them to look for the possible mechanism of project-based learning (maybe ownership, collaboration, or self-assessment) that seems to be related to increased engagement.
(
Questions that can be answered by reading the literature. “What does community of practice mean?” might be a question that the researcher needs to answer, but the answer can be found by reading more readily than by engaging in action research. A better formulation for action research might be: “How will increasing the time for teacher collaboration in grade-level teams affect the development of a community of practice at our school?"

Sharing your action research with others
The purpose of the final report is to share ideas with others in your community of practice who would value the knowledge you gained. How are you going to share it with them? Action Researchers will need to decide what to write and to whom to write.

One of the strongest acts of leadership can be the quiet act of writing – of sharing what you have learned. Writing helps you to reach people that you will never see. It is a very powerful act. Through writing, you make a contribution to the body of knowledge that exists beyond yourself.

2.4.5
Co-operative inquiry
Introduction by John Heron
Overview
In traditional research on people, the roles of researcher and subject are mutually exclusive. The researcher only contributes the thinking that goes into the project, and the subjects only contribute the action to be studied. In co-operative inquiry these exclusive roles are replaced by a co-operative relationship of bilateral initiative and control, so that all those involved practice together as co-researchers and as co-subjects. They both design, manage and draw conclusions from the inquiry, and they undergo the experience and action that is being explored. This is not research on people, but research with people.
Co-operative inquiry can be seen as cycling through four phases of reflection and action. In Phase 1 a group of co-researchers come together to explore an agreed area of human activity. They may be professionals who wish to inquire into a particular area of practice; couples or families who wish to explore new styles of life; people who wish to examine in depth certain states of consciousness; members of an organisation who want to research restructuring it; ill people who want to assess the impact of particular healing practices; and so on. In the first part of Phase 1, they agree on the focus of their inquiry, and develop together a set of questions or propositions they wish to investigate. Then they plan a method for exploring this focal idea in action, through practical experience. Finally, in Phase 1, they devise and agree a set of procedures for gathering and recording data from this experience.
In Phase 2 the co-researchers now also become co-subjects: they engage in actions agreed; and observe and record the process and outcomes of their own and each other's experience. In particular, they are careful to notice the subtleties of experience, to hold lightly the conceptual frame from which they started so that they are able to see how practice does and does not conform to their original ideas.
Phase 3 is in some ways the touchstone of the inquiry method. It is a stage in which the co-subjects become full immersed in and engaged with their experience. They may develop a degree of openness to what is going on so free of preconceptions that they see it in a new way. They may deepen into the experience so that superficial understandings are elaborated and developed. Or it may lead them away from the original ideas into new fields, unpredicted action and creative insights. It is also possible that they may get so involved in what they are doing that they lose the awareness that they are part of an inquiry group: there may be a practical crisis, they may become enthralled, they may simply forget.
In Phase 4, after an agreed period in Phases 2 and 3, the co-researchers re-assemble to share the experiential data from these Phases, and to consider their original ideas in the light of it. As a result they may develop or reframe these ideas; or reject them and pose new questions. They may choose, for the next cycle of action, to focus on the same or on different aspects of the overall inquiry. The group may also choose to amend or develop its inquiry procedures - forms of action, ways of gathering data - in the light of experience.
This cycle between reflection and action is then repeated several times. Ideas and discoveries tentatively reached in early phases can be checked and developed; investigation of one aspect of the inquiry can be related to exploration of other parts; new skills can be acquired and monitored; experiential competences are realised; the group itself becomes more cohesive and self-critical, more skilled in its practice.
Repeat cycling enhances the validity of the findings. Additional validity procedures are used during the inquiry: some of these counter unaware projection and consensus collusion; others monitor authentic collaboration, the balance between reflection and action, and between chaos and order.
For more details see the following sources:

Heron, J. (1996). Co-operative Inquiry: Research into the Human Condition. London: Sage.

Reason, P. (Ed.) (1988). Human Inquiry in Action. London: Sage.

Reason, P. (Ed.) (1994). Participation in Human Inquiry. London: Sage.
3.
Collection and analysis of data
All research involves the collection and analysis of data. Data can be collected in a number of ways from a whole range of different sources: through reading, observation, measurement, asking questions or a combination of these. The purpose of this section is to introduce the different techniques for of data collection that are available to practice-based researchers, and to consider the reliability and validity of the combination of different techniques to answer practice-based research questions.

Research techniques are the means by which you gather data to answer your research questions. Your choice of technique will be determined by your research questions, your chosen research approach and the time and resources available to you. It is likely that you will use a range of techniques to explore your research questions and enhance the validity of your project findings. This planned combination of techniques to increase confidence in your results is known as triangulation (see Figure 4). It is usual for a practice-based researcher to use a combination of several of the following techniques for collecting data, to ensure analysis of the data collected is reliable and produces valid results.

Figure 4
Checking data using triangulation

Four main data collection techniques or tools will be summarised:

(
reviewing and analysing documents and literature;
(
conducting interviews;
(
undertaking observations;
(
designing and administering questionnaires.
3.1
Documents and literature
All research involves to a greater or lesser extent the use and analysis of documents, often in conjunction with other research techniques such as interviews with key informants. Researchers are expected to read, understand and critically analyse the writing of others, and relate such analysis to their own research. As such, a critical search for and analysis of existing literature related to your project will be a fundamental aspect of your research. The study of workplace documents is likely to be relevant to most projects. The researcher is required to identify and obtain access to relevant documents.

Examples of documentary research

Data collection is based on documents of various kinds. They might be:

(
Library- or academically-based – aimed at producing a critical synopsis of an existing area of research that may be paper- and electronically-based.
(
Computer-based – consisting largely analysis of previously collected data sets.
(
Policy-focused – examining materials relevant to a particular set of policy decisions at both the macro and micro levels related to your research.
(
Historically-oriented – making use of available archival and other surviving documentary evidence.

(
Organisationally-based – documents arising normally out of your own or others’ practice in your own organisation and others. This will normally be official practice documents, such as policy or procedural materials or reports.
(
Electronic – from the internet or intranet.
Secondary data analysis is any further analysis of an existing data set which presents interpretations, conclusions or knowledge additional to or different from that presented in the original or primary data source material achieved through fieldwork. Examples which might form secondary data for analysis include:

(
census statistics and reports;

(
government White Papers;

(
company annual reports;

(
institutional or company documents;

(
books and journals that may be a mixture of academic and professional analyses and critique;

(
newspapers, and television and radio programmes.
Reasons for using secondary data:

(
collecting primary data is difficult, time consuming and expensive;
(
it makes sense to use it if the data you want already exists in some form;
(
it may complement the primary data you have collected;
(
it may confirm or contradict your findings;
(
it allows you to focus on analysis and interpretation;
(
you cannot conduct your research in isolation from what has been done before;
(
more data is collected than ever used.
Diaries

The diary method is outlined in this sub-section because a diary, when analysed retrospectively, is a document. However, it is worthy of special attention because when it is used as a tool to collect data it is a valuable qualitative method. Diaries can include information of the detail of someone’s behaviour, such as amount of food intake, but they are especially good at revealing the writer’s perception of events and their feelings relating to these, for example, when and why they ate and how they felt about the food.

A participant’s diary can be used to collect information from a person whose role or behaviour is under scrutiny, as in the above example; however, it can also be used by the researcher to record progress, feelings, and insights about the research process. A researcher’s diary recognises that the researcher has an input to the research data collected. For example, diaries are usually completed by researchers involved in observations, especially participant observations (see the observation subsection below). This illustrates a qualitative research design.

One problem with the diary is that it relies heavily on the goodwill of the person completing it. If that person does not have an incentive to make regular entries, then it is likely to be of limited use as a tool for data collection.
Diaries are often used to collect information on “critical incidents”. For example, a study on disruptive classroom behaviour might rely on teachers’ (or pupils’) written accounts of those incidents that were perceived as fitting into this category. It is important that participants are aware of exactly what information the researcher requires. Collecting data in this way requires participants to have a reasonable standard of education and literacy.

3.2
Interviews

A popular method of collecting qualitative data is by interviewing people. This can be done in several ways: face-to-face or over the telephone; with an individual or a group of people; using a structured list of questions or a more informal method of interaction. Researchers choose the type of interview according to their needs. For example, if the group of people to be interviewed are spread far apart, the researcher may choose a telephone interview, whereas if the information being collected is sensitive, then the researcher may feel that a face-to-face interview would be more expedient. Telephone interviews often practice well for insider, practice-based researchers, as the informal communication mode is often more acceptable with busy colleagues, and it enables information to be collected with minimal inconvenience.

Interviewing can be time-consuming, and hence expensive; however, its great advantage is its adaptability – a skilful interviewer can probe responses to investigate further the area of interest. This advantage brings with it a disadvantage, in that the interviewee’s responses may be affected by the interviewer. Interpersonal variables like the gender, ethnicity or personal qualities of the interviewer could affect responses. Disguising the purpose of the interview, where the interviewer deceives the interviewee about the real aim of the research could help in the collection of “clean” data; however, this has ethical considerations.

Interviewers often attempt to minimise biases caused by interpersonal variables and diversity of questioning. However, some views encourage the examination of these things. Discourse analysis (Potter and Wetherell, 1987) argues that there is no “pure” truth in people’s heads that an interviewer can gather; rather, the biases and distorting influences cause just another construction of any one person’s reality.
The interview method involves questioning or discussing issues with people. Many options of the interview method are available. A semi-structured interview, which includes set questions or themes with the flexibility of following interesting or useful emerging issues, is often most appropriate for the practice-based researcher because of its inherent flexibility. Other types include non-directive interviews that allow the interviewee to talk about anything they like; informal interviews which have an overall data gathering aim using an extremely non-structured approach; and an informal/guided interview which provides topic areas to cover, but no “set questions”.
Interviews are time-consuming, but they can allow the collection of valuable data about motives, expectations and attitudes which are very difficult to collect by any other means. Open questions, like  “What is your opinion of the new management structure at x?”, give participants the opportunity to offer their opinions, and further probing can help achieve more in-depth understanding.
Alternatively, some interviews, e.g. telephone interviews, can have similarities to a questionnaire in that more closed questions which only require a response from a range of alternatives like yes/no are used, e.g. “Do you use email at practice?” Questionnaires (and interviews) should use concise questions which are easily understandable and not leading, e.g. use “What do you think of this resource pack?” rather than “How wonderful do you think this resource pack is?”
If you use interviews you will need to consider:

(
What data do you need to collect to answer your research questions that may only be provided by other people?

(
Who do you need to interview? and why?

(
Where would be most appropriate to hold the interview? - neutral ground or “home” ground.
(
At what point in the research process would it be best to interview?

(
What questions need to be asked?

(
The degree of structure in the interview - structured, semi-structured or unstructured.
(
Whether all the interviews will include the same questions and follow the same structure? If not, why not?

(
How are you going to record the interview - whether to make notes during the interview or use a tape recorder and transcribe notes afterwards?
(
How are you going to access the data from the interview - transcribe tape recordings, order and/or reflect on your written notes.
(
How will you ensure that you comply with ethical and confidentiality issues and relevant legislation?

(
The status of what is said, i.e. is everything “on the record”?

It is essential to practise ordering and administering your interview structure by means of a pilot and get feedback on this from your tutor.
Suggested reading
Bell, J. (1999). Doing Your Research Project (Third edition). Buckingham: Open University Press.
Dillon, J.T. (1990). The Practice of Questioning. London: Routledge.

Holstein, J.A. and Gubrium, J.F. (1995). The Active Interview. (Qualitative Research Methods Series Volume 37.) Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
3.3
Questionnaires

Questionnaires are one of the most widely used data collection techniques in practice-based research. This research technique dominates the survey approach. The aim is to devise precise written questions for answer by a predetermined group or sample. If closed questions are used the questionnaire can provide a means of gathering data from a wide range of respondents in a comparatively short space of time.
You should expect to receive a response rate of approximately 20 per cent from a postal questionnaire and 50 per cent from face-to-face delivery. Low response rates are often problematic as they can affect the validity and reliability of your data. However, in practice-based research the insider-researcher may be well-placed to help ensure a good response rate. Email questionnaires are becoming increasingly popular with practice-based researchers; however, a potential problem with this is that it precludes responses from those without this facility, and hence may affect the results achieved.

Questions need careful definition, as does their positioning and layout in the printed questionnaire. The target group must be clearly identified, and the framework for analysis of replies determined in advance. You should carefully consider how you are going to be able to encourage your respondents to complete the questionnaire. The form and content of the covering letter that accompanies your questionnaire should be considered in your overall design.

Questionnaires are efficient in providing quantitative data, but do not readily yield answers of a qualitative nature. The combination of questionnaire with selected interview is an effective way of providing depth to a survey approach.
Designing an effective questionnaire is not easy. It is therefore essential that you undertake a small-scale pilot of your questionnaire and obtain feedback from your tutor. The pilot should test if the questions make sense, are in the correct sequence, and are visually well-presented.

3.4
Observations

The observation method involves the researcher in watching, recording and analysing events of interest. There is a range of different approaches possible in observational studies:

(
the events may be recorded, either at the time or subsequently by the researcher, or they may be recorded electronically;

(
the observations may be structured in terms of a predetermined framework, or may be relatively open;

(
the observer may also be a participant in the events being studied, or may act solely as a “disinterested” observer.
Using observation as a method of data collection is very time-consuming. Not only in the time involved during the observation but also afterwards when you analyse and interpret what you have recorded. It will provide a rich source of both quantitative and qualitative information often of a behavioural nature that will yield information about the interpersonal relations of those being observed. If you are considering observation as a research technique you will need to ensure that you are able to respond sensitively and appropriately to issues of ethics, permission and confidentiality. This would always include gaining insight into any inherent conflicts in you observing activities in which you are also a participant from the duality of the practitioner-researcher perspective.

4.
Analysis and presentation of data
This is the final section in the Manual. This section covers the analysis and presentation of data and the production of your own research report.
Data analysis is an ongoing process which should occur throughout your research, with earlier analysis informing later data collection. It may often be considered as a reciprocal cycle. It is important that you have some understanding of the kinds of data analysis you might engage in, and how the kinds of data you collect will affect and limit this, before you finally commit yourself to a particular project. The purpose of this section is to help you think through the implications for analysing the data you will collect.

We have considered different instruments (research techniques) for collecting data. It is equally important at the research design stage to consider how you will use the data you intend to collect. Data, be it quantitative or qualitative, will require careful interpretation if it is to have significance for the readers of your project report and enable you to conclude your research and make recommendations for the future. Interpretation involves identifying significant results, trends, patterns, similarities and differences and offering an explanation for them. To be valid, your interpretation must be firmly based upon a reasoned analysis of the data you have collected.
By considering how you intend to analyse your data at the research design stage, you will be able to check that the research techniques you intend to use will collect all the data you need in the most effective way. For example, if you intend to analyse responses to a questionnaire by gender, you must ensure either that you include a question asking for gender on the questionnaire, or that the questionnaire is marked in some way (e.g. green paper for questionnaire distributed to males). The analysis of your data will normally be against the original aims, objectives and research questions set within the terms of reference of your project, and reflect the current state of knowledge about your project theme emerging from your literature review.

4.1
The nature of data
The data you have collected is likely to be in a number of forms, e.g.:

(
questionnaire responses;
(
interview notes, recordings or transcripts;
(
copies of documents;
(
literature - primary and secondary resources;
(
information from the internet or intranet e.g. for your organisation’s policy;
(
notes of readings;
(
notes or recordings of observations;
(
measurements of behaviour;
(
charts, maps, tables or diagrams, mind maps, rich pictures;
(
photographs;
(
notes from your research diary;
(
other forms of data.
4.2
Quantitative and qualitative data
Among these types of data there is a basic distinction between quantitative (numbers) and qualitative (words). This influences the way data is analysed and presented. Bell (1999) considers the analysis of data collected from documents, questionnaire, interview and observation. However, be wary, as quantitative data can be analysed using a qualitative perspective and vice-versa.

The qualitative researcher will usually have a large quantity of written notes and material (audio or video recordings that have been transcribed). The amount of data can be quite daunting, and is evidence of the complexity and difficulty involved in qualitative research. Data from the quantitative family will also produce a large amount of data that can be analysed in a variety of ways, including basic statistics such as mean, median, mode and percentage, and more robust statistical analyses that can confirm the degree of certainty that one variable is related to another.

By knowing at the design stage what analyses, both qualitative and quantitative, you will undertake, you can help ensure that you are not overburdened.

4.3
Analysing data

Raw data, no matter what its form (e.g. from questionnaires, interview schedules and checklists), needs to be recorded, analysed and interpreted. For information to be collated there needs to be categories for analysis to ensure consistency in the similarities, differences, groupings and patterns identified. Ideas for categorisation should start early on in your planning stage when you begin to think about the most efficient way of collecting the information you need.

This subsection looks at analysing data achieved through documents, questionnaires, interviews and observation. Suggestions for each instrument are often applicable to the other sections.

Analysing documents

Documentary analysis involves the careful consideration of a range of related questions. These are summarised below:

(
Who is the author?

(
What is their position and what is its significance?

(
What are their biases? - political, personal?

(
Where and when was the document produced and what are the implications of this historical perspective?

(
Why was the document produced?

(
How was the document produced?

(
In what context was the document produced, and is your analysis of the context similar or different to that of other relevant persons?

(
What are its underlying assumptions?

(
What does the document say and not say and why is it presented in this manner?

(
How is the document presented?

(
How well supported and convincing is its argument?

(
How does this document relate to previous ones?

(
How does this document relate to later ones?

(
What do other sources have to say about it?

(
Who is the intended (official) audience?

(
What is the ethical and/or value basis of the document?

Documents, whatever their nature (statistics or words, official or unofficial, public or private) cannot ever be taken at face value. They are artificial partial accounts, which need to be critically assessed. It can sometimes be useful to analyse documents as though they were “literary” or “historical” pieces of practice; remembering the maxim that “history is written by the victors”. Much of the significance and interest in documents is revealed when they are considered in relation to each other, and to other forms of data. We develop our ideas of the concepts, issues and policies with which documents deal through comparative analysis.

Analysing questionnaires

Think about the question types you include in the design of your questionnaire, as this will affect the analysis. Be sure that each of your questions will provide the information you need. Ask yourself how will this question be analysed / interpreted and presented?

Questionnaire checking should be done as soon as the completed questionnaire is returned. Check to ensure all the questions have been answered correctly. Add a reference number which you should put in your data file to enable cross-checking. Ensure that you are recording data anonymously and observing the status of confidentiality to your respondents.

Questionnaires are likely to produce quantitative data that can be statistically analysed. If you are familiar will MS( Excel or MS( Access and require only simple statistical analyses, then these can be used. If you are using a software package, it is essential that you decide before collecting your data how you will code it into the data template.
The choice of analyses you do from the possibilities available should be decided at the design stage in order to answer your research questions. However, this need not stop you doing interesting additional analyses when you have collected the data.
Analysing interviews

The analysis of data collected from interviews can be complex. The data is not cold. It has been collected within a certain context, or a variety of different ones and must be analysed with that in mind. Care must be taken that comments are not lifted or quoted outside the context or out of sequence. Conclusions arrived at under such conditions can be premature and misleading. The same participants in another forum may come to different conclusions.

Data can be put into indigenous categories or those that the participants use themselves. For example, a group of students in school might call sub-groups by names e.g. “brainboxes”; “drips”; “airheads” and “machos”. Researcher’s categories are those that the researcher deems important, for example, in a study on the organisation of a local authority it may be useful to discriminate between staff who have management responsibility and those that do not. Using indigenous and researcher categories involves making use of the constructions of reality of the participant’s and the researcher’s, respectively.

Researchers often make use of quotations from participants. Meaning may be lost in selecting, interpreting and summarising the data, and quotations help the reader to understand the reality of the situation under investigation. Quotes are usually selected because they typify the data.

“Content analysis” starts with qualitative data and attempts to explain its meaning by a systematic, quantitative analysis of the content. Examples could be, categorising the positive and negative statements in a report or coding the occasions in children’s literature in which a boy/girl initiates. These data can then be rigorously analysed and subjected to statistical significance testing. The qualitative researcher also imposes order by categorising data from any of the above sources, and the data may include the researchers own ideas, impressions and feelings. The data is organised so that comparisons, contrasts and insights can be made with the aim of finding the meaning.
Analysing observations
Analysing and interpreting data recorded from observations is complex and requires a sensitive understanding of the context for the event/meeting that was observed. Data will always be both qualitative (how and why) and quantitative (how much and when). As such the researcher needs to draw up a coding framework that ensures it is analysed within reasoned boundaries of subjectivity - objectivity. Judith Bell’s (1999) section on analysing observations is a good starting point if this is an instrument you are using and we recommend that you practice developing your analytical skills by observing meetings (or similar events) on television or in the workplace.

Discourse analysis is the qualitative analysis of interactive speech which assumes people use language to construct the world as they see it and according to their interests. This view fits with the constructivist’s view, and asserts that not only is there no objective reality, but even our individual subjective realities are constantly changing as we speak, write or think. This is a very dynamic view of language in which its active elements are emphasised more than its representational elements. The emphasis is on constructing meaning from a personal point of view where one’s purpose and the context are relevant. Analysing data from observed interactions or participant’s responses is then concerned with understanding motives, interests, power differentials between those talking etc.

Potter and Wetherell (1987) explain that “analysing” data using discourse analysis has no explicit procedure that could be called analysis. However they do outline a number of considerations that recur in the process of analysis.
Suggested reading
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Hinton, P., Brownlow, C., McMurray, I. and Cozens, B. (2004). SPSS Explained. London: Routledge.
Cramer, D. (1994). Introducing Statistics for Social Research: Step-by-step Calculations and Computer Techniques Using SPSS. London: Routledge.

Qualitative analysis

Willig, C. (2008). Introducing Qualitative Research in Psychology: Adventures in Theory and Method (Second edition). Buckingham: Open University Press.
Parker, I. (2008). Qualitative Psychology: Introducing Radical Research. Buckingham: Open University Press.
4.4
Presentation of data
The presentation of your data in your final report should be carefully considered so that it clearly shows your results and highlights the key features e.g. patterns or trends which you deem significant. You should not gloss over data which appears to contradict an otherwise discernible pattern, but rather consider it and your possible pattern critically to seek a possible explanation for the variation. Chapter 12 of Bell (1999) considers the interpretation and presentation of evidence.
Quantitative data should be summarised in the form of graphs, tables, pie charts, etc., whereas qualitative data will more likely be in narrative form, including quotes from the original interviews, text, etc. By convention, large sets of calculations or transcripts of texts should go into the appendices of your project report. The data presented in the main body of the project will be that which most clearly “fits” with your discussion of the research aims and objectives.
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Appendix: Further reading

1. Introductory reading: How to develop your research interests


By Annette Fillery-Travis and David A Lane
We qualify as Counsellors, Psychotherapists or Chartered Clinical or Counselling Psychologists or Coaches and develop our expertise with our primary interest being client benefit. We are also part of a profession which seeks to develop its scientific credentials and the evidence base to our work. Yet, do we continue to regard evidence as central to our practice or do we become embedded in a particular theoretical stance, ignoring contrary evidence? Do we, in practice, even eschew research altogether?
As professions we argue that we need to re-examine our roles and activities given the emerging identities of ourselves and those we work with and the demand for evidence-based practice (Drabick and Goldfried, 2000). This chapter is based on an assumption that we do continue to prize research and seek to inform our practice by undertaking our own research. However it will not be a treatise on how to undertake academic research nor will we repeat all the excellent textbooks available on methodologies and approaches. Instead we will look at issues for practitioners as they undertake research within their own practice. This is an equally rigorous and robust process but one which serves, more fully, the needs and aspirations of the practitioner.

Before we being to develop a roadmap of how practitioners can approach research we will look at the underpinning debate around the scientist-practitioner model and the research paradigms available to us.

Why do research?

The scientist-practitioner model is one of a practitioner working scientifically, using validated methods of assessment and treatment where they exist, and where not, applying scientific principals to the individual case. This implies a mutual exchange between academic research in the field and professional practice. However there is a view that science has failed to inform practice. There has been a range of debate on the principal reasons for this but effectively it is one of scale. The scientist is concerned with the rigorously and objectively generic whilst the practitioner is dealing with the individual within their practice. Thus the perception is of each looking to different horizons and using different skill sets to get there.
However it is clear that separate camps for research and practice are no longer tenable. Dawes (1994) identifies that it is an element of professional responsibility for the practitioner to activity seek out research evidence to inform their work and not rely instead on the dubious validity of professional experience. Thus is not surprising that as the field of professional psychology grows the newer professional entities such as coaching psychologists etc are choosing the scientist-practitioner model as a basis of practice. Stoltenberg, Pace and Kashubeck-West (2000) claim the model provides a framework through which important scholarly and practice-based advances can continue to occur. They argue that psychologists cannot be competent in the delivery of their practice unless they know how to evaluate it. Conducting one’s own research is an essential precursor to understanding and utilising the published research literature in an informed way.
In a similar vein, Belar and Perry (1992) propose that the scientist-practitioner model provides an invaluable framework for theory-building whereby, through a systematic approach to enquiry, random observations can be shaped into hypotheses that can presage the development of new theories and interventions which have substantive implications for professional practice. They argue that the influence of science is not always instantaneous but does shape how psychologists work.

Thus the scientist-practitioner model can be seen as integrating the three, complementary roles of; practitioner, consumer of research and producer of research (Crane and McArthur Hafen, 2002). As Lane and Corrie (2006) argue, this is not the same as the evidence-based practitioner whose role is one of implementing specific interventions and consuming research to stay up to date. The scientist practitioner is more participatory and is concerned with integrating both the consumption and production of research in practice with a distinct professional identity.

That participation also informs the model of science which is appropriate for practice-led enquiry. For example, Counselling Psychology has actively promoted alternatives to the narrow definitions of science. Van Duerzen-Smith (1990), suggests that psychology has traditionally organised itself around discovering objective facts rather than exploring what it means to be human, with all the dilemmas and choices that this entails. For her, psychology needs to embrace more fully its artistic and dialogic dimensions over and above its preoccupation with what she sees as overly narrow scientific principles. As a discipline strongly connected with humanistic values and principles, counselling psychology argues for a scientist-practitioner model that is practice-led, phenomenologically-focused, respectful of diversity and interested in the uncovering of subjective truths (Woolfe and Dryden, 1996).
In summary it is now regarded as good practice for practitioners to be engaged in research and audit – evaluation, research, development or more generally inquiry. Through this engagement the practitioner can access and integrate knowledge from their clinical practice with that from research to achieve a real sustainability of practice where they are able to function within diverse environments and handle significant ambiguity.
But is there anything unique about practitioner research or is it simply a scaled down version of academic research? You, as a practitioner, will be bringing your practice to the research so the generic model of “research” as meaning a sterile, objective and disconnected activity, undertaken as separate from practice, is not appropriate. The practitioner-researcher (or what Lane and Corrie, 2006, term the modern scientist-practitioner) is in the thick of it getting their hands dirty. The model of science which will be used will be very different and it is this which we will consider next.

What’s different about Practitioner Research?

Research has traditionally been associated with a type of knowledge production known as Mode 1. It was epitomised by a researcher working within a single discipline looking at an issue isolated from its economic, social and political context. Often nicknamed “curiosity-led research” this type of research did not have to relate directly to practice in the belief that through “development” work a use might evolve for it in the future. Nowadays there is a universal requirement to identify a return on investment and research has not been immune to this driver. The consequence has been a move to Mode 2 working where the potential application of the research to practice is considered at the very start of the work. These “real-world” questions will often require transdisciplinary working with others and will need to take into account a range of stakeholders (Gibbons et al 1994,). Practitioner research is by definition “issue-led research”, and as such sits very neatly as a Mode 2 type of activity. Indeed McLeod (1999) defines practitioner research as “research carried out by practitioners for the purpose of advancing their own practice”.
There are two important elements to this definition:
1.
the activity is controlled by the practitioner and the research is conducted by them with their own constructs; and

2.
the researcher is explicit about its purpose i.e. the research is embedded within practice addressing an issue of practice.

There are certain general characteristics of practitioner research (Shaw, 2003):
(
The research questions, aims and outcomes are determined by the practitioners themselves.

(
The research is usually designed to have a benefit or an impact which is immediate and direct.

(
It focuses on the professional’s own practice and/or that of their immediate peers.

(
It is small-scale and short-term.

(
Usually it will be self-contained, and not part of a larger research programme.

(
Data collection and management is typically carried out as a lone activity.

(
It is one kind of “own account research”.

(
The focus is not restricted. While it will commonly be evaluative, it may be descriptive, developmental or analytical.

When you are considering your own research it is clear that the overall size and content of the research has to be appropriate to you as the practitioner i.e. something which can be undertaken and managed whilst working in practice. It is one of the main challenges for any practitioner-researcher to keep the scale of their enquiry appropriate to their time and resources.
Striving for integrity in the research process
It is when you research that you are effectively putting your theoretical basis forward and deciding to review it. This makes it, in effect, a deeply personal experience and reflexivity becomes an important consideration for the would-be researcher.
Within the positivistic tradition which dominated quantitative research for so long researchers strove for detached indifference to their research. This is a paradigm which sits well within Mode 1 working but as our previous discussion illustrates it does not sit well with Mode 2.
The researcher and the practitioner are two modes of working which cannot be completely separated – your beliefs, values and knowledge about your practice will influence how you view events and your role. If we take a constructionist or critical realist view of knowledge (as we discuss later) i.e. we believe that knowledge is relative to the perspective from which it is viewed, then it is clear that the researcher practitioner must take their “view” into account when considering their research.
Research paradigms – identifying your worldview
The “view” of the researcher will influence everything from the choice of research question to the methodology employed to explore it. It is effectively the paradigm under which the research activity will take place. In a real sense this research paradigm will determine the whole framework of the research.
We will take a short exploration of paradigms here with particular reference to the practitioner-researcher. A first point of reference for this exploration is to identify the type of research which you are considering.
Is it based upon:

(
Developing a broad knowledge base that is (hypothetically) universal and generalisable?
(
Optimising effective practice through “standardising” aspects of technical delivery (such as developing treatment manuals)?
(
Justifying the use of a particular practice by demonstrating its effectiveness?
Such issues are underpinned by a view that that reality (truth) exists independently of us. Researchers are required to apply the right process and the answers will be revealed. Thus they are empirically bounded relying upon two assumptions. The first is that scientific observation is neutral. The second is that knowledge of the world becomes more robust according to the extent to which scientists agree and are able to generalise their findings.
While it is often assumed that this is the “best” way to do research it can be problematic because the phenomena of interest to us are frequently dilemmas, values, choices and relationships. This approach also fails to take account of the realities of practice, where innovations and improvisations are common. Although favoured academically it may be less well suited to the client practice level. For the practitioner, the pursuit of truth is less informative than the pursuit of knowledge that is practical.

An alternative to the empirical approach to research and one that is now frequently used is the idea of evidence-based practice, or the “What Works School”, which is founded on the concept of falsification. In its more recent variants (Lakatos 1973, 1976) it is concerned with processes that answer such questions as:

(
What are the relative merits of each competing theory in the context of a given enquiry (in terms of the extent to which they are falsifiable)?

(
What are my own criteria of falsifiability (that is, what are my own individual theoretical preferences and at what point would I be prepared to reject them)?

(
What are the criteria against which I assess the validity of my hunches, intuition and spontaneous actions?

(
What are the factors (personal assumptions, people, situations and work contexts) that have led me to reject certain ideas in favour of others?

It is useful, for example, in exploring the assumptions that underpin a particular service provision (for example the use of a Cognitive Behavioural approach to the treatment of depression in a clinical setting) where we can explore the strengths and limitation of the theory to the setting.

What is appealing about this approach for the practitioner-researcher is that it creates a place for intuition, creativity and improvisation and provides a framework for their systematic use. Within this framework any theory can be admitted to conjecturing, as long as the circumstances in which we would be prepared to relinquish it are clearly specified. It places a priority on:
1.
working with the best theories available (rather than aiming to uncover universal or generalisable findings);
2.
ensuring best practice by working towards continual refinement of existing theories; and

3.
continually refining theory through generating conjectures that can be shaped into falsifiable hypotheses for rigorous testing.
However, in a critique of empiricist approaches to research Thomas Kuhn (1970). argued that while this all seems very rational, in reality scientists, just like practitioners, look for evidence which confirms, not disconfirms, their hypothesis. We are disinclined to test and reject favoured ideas (paradigms) in the way that the falsification position suggests.

In the light of a Kuhnian story about science, we would be concerned in shaping our research agenda with questions such as:

(
In which paradigm(s) was I trained?

(
Which paradigms are most influential in my practice now? How have I got here?

(
To what “community of scientists” (in a broad sense) do I currently belong?

(
What types of reasoning, formulation, creativity and intervention does this paradigm encourage and discourage? And most particularly:

(
Given that different paradigms emphasise different questions, how would the nature of my research enquiries change if I switched paradigm?
This helps us to guard against using research to perpetuate an existing frame of practice.

In an even more fundamental critique, the concept of an objective reality to be uncovered through research is rejected within this paradigm. If we were to argue that there is no such thing as an objective reality then we must remain sceptical about any form of knowledge that purports to uncover it. This position, advocated by social constructionism, is a radical philosophical challenge to the empiricist worldview and to research based upon it. (see Burr, 1995; Gergen, 1985, 1992 for an overview).
From this perspective we might argue:

1.
that all knowledge is historically, culturally and socially embedded;
2.
that what we regard as truth or reality is, in fact, the product of on-going social exchanges through which meanings are communicated, negotiated and co-constructed; and
3.
that different types of social exchange predispose us towards certain types of action over others (Burr, 1995).
Implicit in this worldview is the belief that there are no “facts” which exist apart from our constructions of them; truth becomes relative, and no single perspective (including a scientific one) can have greater validity than any other.

If we were to adopt this view we would seek a research process that helps us develop:

(
A fuller appreciation of how social and political discourses lead us to regard certain types of knowledge as more rigorous than others.

(
Greater understanding of how we have been enabled and constrained in our work by the dominant (empiricist) discourse about science.

(
A more detailed understanding of how we innovate and intervene through gathering practitioners’ “common sense” accounts.

(
Knowledge of “common assumptions” about professional practice that guide our actions.

This approach places a premium on our reflexivity which includes self-criticism and this alerts us to the human subjective processes involved in undertaking research; that is - knowledge is relative to their own perspective (Potter and Wetherell, 1987; Edwards and Potter, 1992).

An alternative critique has been posed by Roy Bhaskar (1975, 1979) and Manicas and Secord (1983) and has led to a story about science termed “critical realism”.

Like social constructionism, critical realism recognises that knowledge is a product of historical and social processes and that discourse plays a central role in shaping human reality. However, critical realism (as opposed to the naïve realism of the empiricist worldview) proposes that our experience of the world is based on the interaction of many systems including those that exist independently of our discursive constructions of them. In other words, there is a social reality which exists independently of discourse. This world comprises substantive underlying structures against which any socially constructed reality must be negotiated.
If there are realities which exist apart from socially-embedded discourse, and which shape our experiences and actions, then we need a way to investigate them. This transforms the task of science into one of inventing theories that aim to represent the world. As Manicas and Secord suggest, “Sciences generate their own rational criteria in terms of which theory is accepted or rejected and can be deemed to be rational because there is a world that exists independently of our ability to know it” (1983: 401).

In addition to the issues raised by social constructionism, questions through which we critique our practice and our research upon it would include:

(
As agents of change, how do we go about engineering desirable outcomes in our work?

(
What tools, strategies and interventions do we need to achieve them?

(
What are the external factors that we need to take into account to maximise the chances of engineering a preferred outcome (including any practical constraints of time, money or context)?

(
What are the ways in which different types of professional intervention enable or constrain the self-interventions of our clients?

Adopting this perspective would lead to research process which would have the potential to fundamentally change the nature of our practice.

The research paradigm you choose will be the one which is more congruent with your beliefs, values and practice therefore it is not so much a choice as recognition of the “view” that you are bringing to your research. However, once identified, it will provide a framework for the entire activity. Such a framework can be particularly useful for when we research we are stepping into the unknown, asking a question which has not been answered before. There may be an expected view of what answers the research will uncover but it will not be certain. Some practitioners find this exciting but all will appreciate that sitting with this level of uncertainty can be challenging.

It is at this point that having a road map for the process of practitioner research can hold the ambiguity at bay and we will consider this next. Such a road map can provide structure for your research by identifying how research happens and what are the essential elements are and when they should be addressed. Some practitioners may feel that this is too constricting but that would be too limited a view. Such a road map should not constrain choice of methodology, analysis or approach- it should facilitate fuller exploration of these by providing a design for the overall activity.
A roadmap for research
In thinking about research, we have found it helpful to organise our reasoning skills around three domains. These reflect the creation of understanding in clinical practice (Lane and Corrie, 2006) but as applied to research of practice. We would see these as relevant to psychological practice across all areas of application. These are: (1) Purpose; (2) Perspective and (3) Process.

1. Purpose – what do you want to achieve, who for and why?

“He who stands on tiptoe does not stand firm” (Lao-Tzu, 500 BCE; translation, 1989)

In undertaking any psychological enquiry, it is vital to be clear about its fundamental purpose. The shape that your enquiry subsequently takes and the stories you tell about that enquiry will follow on from here. Therefore, the starting point is a shared learning journey between you and the stakeholders for your research and begins as you define the purpose of your work together. This gives rise to the following questions:

(
What are you setting out to achieve (you might call it, outputs, results, processes of change, relationship, or journey)? How do you explain this; what is the story you seek to tell that gives rise to the research?
(
Is that story seeking to demonstrate a relationship between events (traditionally to prove or disprove a relationship) or is the story about exploring a relationship, one of understanding or action?
(
What is the value of the research to the stakeholder? What is their purpose in engaging in this encounter with you, here and now? What do you need to do to make it possible for stakeholders to tell their story, to feel heard in the research?
(
What type of client purpose is served by your research?
(
What boundaries do you place on the purpose of the research that would not be consistent with a practitioner-researcher stance?
There is one essential task in this section but it will take a significant part of your time as a researcher to achieve it and that task is developing your research question.

(a) Develop your research question

The research question is the hub and anchor of all the activity within the research. It informs what methodology is appropriate and what data should be collected. You will actively return to it repeatedly throughout the research to check that the research is on the right track. A poorly defined question will spread confusion and leave you lost within the activity.

The research question will again be:
(
Informed by the researcher’s paradigm as identified above.
(
Explicitly informed by the practice of the practitioner. A characteristic of work-based research in general and practitioner research specifically is that it will draw out the knowledge that is tacit within your practice and make it explicit.
(
Must be an area you are passionate about. It will represent significant investment in time and resources you will need this passion to sustain you.

(
It must be tractable i.e. it can be answered by research.

(
Not so broad that it will take a lifetime to answer it.
(
But of sufficient depth to warrant research.

(
Tempered by identification of the constraints you are working under in terms of “bounded rationality”. A researcher-practitioner will often have to be content with the sufficient in terms of a research element instead of the optimum.
(
Inclusive of stakeholders’ views.
The question must be specific, concise and well defined so that all participants and stakeholders are agreed upon it. This is often not a trivial task. An example may be of help here.

If one were to ask:

Does coaching improve the performance of executives?
Then, assuming we are agreed on what constitutes coaching, there are still two words which have a variety meanings depending upon your perspective – these are “improve” and “performance”.
From the perspective of a HR professional who is a stakeholder, “improved performance” may mean:
increase in scores on 360-degree feedback.
For the manager of the coachee it may mean:
10 per cent increase in sales.
And from the viewpoint of the coach it may be:
Perceived satisfaction from the coachee that they have addressed certain issues which were designed to improve performance.
Obviously the question needs to be more specific and the terms “success” and “performance” need to be strictly defined for the research.
Whilst reflecting upon the research question it is also necessary to find out about the issue you are interested in. Researchers will often either assume no one has ever asked their question before and miss valuable information; or assume their question has already been answered and perpetuate a false premise. The researcher should always carry out some desk work to find out about their issue – what have others identified, do they share similar views upon the subject of the enquiry, What is already known? Does it speak to my question? Does it inform my question? This “literature review” will be a piece of desk research in its own right. But whilst reading, and critically analysing what is read, you will find your research question will evolve and develop to become honed and fit for purpose. A word of caution at this point is that many researchers find it difficult to hone down the question as they discover many tantalising side issues and alternative viewpoints. It can seem overwhelming! It is at this point that critical friends become important.
(b) Recruit critical friends who will provide the “grit for the oyster”

Within academic research the researcher will spend a significant time in critical analysis of their research plans with colleagues and collaborators producing a planning document or research proposal detailing exactly what the enquiry is about, why it is important, how it is to be conducted etc. Within the proactive practice context there is a tendency to side track this process and the research then suffers from not having a thorough grounding. Critical friends or collaborators are essential for the development of a robust research plan. They will remind you of your limitations and identify when you are being waylaid by interesting side lines away from your research question.
(c) Engagement with other stakeholders is also critical at this stage
The research may be undertaken purely for interest by the practitioner but there will always be other stakeholders who will have an interest in the activity. Clear identification of stakeholders and their particular needs will enhance and develop the form of the research. They will bring other perspectives to the research and we will deal with these explicitly when we discuss ethics in the next section.

2. Perspective – how you are going to do it and why?

We have identified that the way you will have framed your research question will be heavily influenced by your own beliefs in respect to your practice and what is your dominant research paradigm. This influence will carry through to your choice of route for getting the information to address your inquiry – your research methodology. There are a great many texts looking at research methodologies in the social sciences and we list a number of texts which are helpful to the practitioner below. These books provide a thorough listing of the available methodologies and the corresponding approaches and techniques. Several approaches, such as action research and soft systems methodology, are well suited for the “insider” researcher who is fully aware of their organisation or practice issues. The insider knowledge of the research practitioner can place them at an advantage over the external researcher. But as identified before the researcher must also guide against subjectivity working against their inquiry.

It seems a truism to say the choice of research approach is dependent upon the question but novice researchers often find the choice difficult as they are still “looking for the right answer”. If the research question is specific and well constructed then the approach will often follow:

Going back to our example:

It is clear that in (a) and (b) a quasi-experimental design can be used in which a group of executives are coached and their 360 assessments or sales figures compared before and after coaching. There will be a large number of variables to be considered such as length of coaching and the coaching process but a literature review may identify the relative ranking of these variables and their corresponding influence thus allow them to be controlled.
In (c) the enquiry has more depth. The emphasis is on the coachee’s perception of what has happened to them. In this enquiry a case study, focus group or survey can all be brought to bear depending upon the context and access to the individuals.
It is often the case with practitioner research that multiple tools will be used within the inquiry. For example you may want to use a questionnaire to obtain a viewpoint from a relatively large sample of people and then interview a sub-set of this sample to explore the information in more depth. At the same time you will be looking into the literature on the subject to see if any other researcher has found similar findings which can inform your study. This planned use of multiple techniques is an example of triangulation and enhances the validity of your findings. You are, in fact, seeking as many perspectives on the issue under investigation as possible and identifying any commonality. In other inquiries the researcher may not be interested in the commonality of experience but just that of the individual so will only conduct in-depth case studies.
We have already explored how the perspective of the researcher can determine the dominant research paradigm but there are also the other participants within the research to consider. Your stakeholders or research subjects (clients) also bring perspectives of their own which will inform your work together and which must, therefore, be given equal consideration in the enquiry that follows. Engaging with these perspectives gives rise to questions such as:

(
On what sort of research journey are you and your client engaged?

(
Some journeys proscribe certain routes (perspectives or methodologies). How do you ensure coherence between your and your client’s journey?

(
What are the values, beliefs, knowledge and competences that you each bring to the encounter?

(
What do you do to ensure that the client is able to explore their values, beliefs, knowledge and competence within the research encounter?

Working with and honouring these alternative perspectives is the realm of research ethics – an essential element of the whole practice of research. There are a range of ethical guidelines available to researcher practitioners (for example BPS) and the reader is strongly recommended to review their own Professional Body’s guidelines. Obviously clinical research is bounded by the local Board of Ethics and each of these Boards will have lists of contacts with whom you can discuss your study if appropriate. For social science research the ethical procedure may be less onerous but this can not be done as a “tick box” form to be completed and then forgotten. The potential for doing harm within an enquiry through omission or commission is very real. The researcher is in a position of power and as such must take responsibility for their actions as within any psychological interaction. You must leave the lightest of foot prints within the world of the client or participant.
3. Process – the research activity itself
In effect, the research activity starts at the point where you first consider the structuring of your research question. It is therefore pivotally important that a research diary is kept from that point to capture the work that is done as it is done. An analogy is with the lab book of the clinical or natural scientist – the place where all the work on data collection, interpretation and analysis is stored.
Research is by its very nature problematic and unpredictable. This can be difficult to handle within a research environment but as a practitioner-researcher you may not have the flexibility to respond as you may wish. Issues such as resource management may intercede and stop the full fulfilment of your research aims. Bounded rationality is a concept which warns us that as researchers we will, at times, need to be content with the sufficient and not the optimum which we originally designed. If faced with a substantial rethink then use of critical friends and any external stakeholders can again be pivotal at the redesign stage.
There will be a time when your research activity has provided you with data which you can then analyse and interpret. At this point it is useful to consider the following:
“Data are not information. Information is data endowed with relevance and purpose. Knowledge is information endowed with application. Wisdom is knowledge endowed with age and experience” (Davenport, 2002: 10).

Therefore, although as researchers we may be shy of disseminating our results, it is only through sharing our experience and the outputs that our data becomes knowledge.
If knowledge is information endowed with application our concern as practitioners might lie with the forms of knowledge we are trying to describe. Recently it has been argued that we can view knowledge as being of four main types (Scott et al., 2004):

(
Type 1: Disciplinary Knowledge. Scientific description is seen as the superior form of knowledge and the only possible way of seeing the world ... The practice setting may be a source of data but knowledge is valued for its own sake not for its application. This type of knowledge rarely forms part of practitioner-based research.
(
Type 2: Technical Rationality. The practitioners are required to divest themselves of their practice knowledge in favour of knowledge that transcends their local and particular knowledge. This framework supports the idea of evidence-based practice in that the concern is not to understand the political, ethical or consequential contexts for work but rather “what works”. The emphasis is on efficiency not knowledge for its own sake. This does form the type of research which is asked of practitioners particularly in relation to evaluating therapies.

(
Type 3: Dispositional and Transdisciplinary Knowledge. This is based on the assumption that knowledge is non-predictable, non-determinist and contextualised. Practice is a deliberative action concerned with making appropriate decisions about practical problems in specific situations. The emphasis is on knowledge developed by the individual through reflection on practice. This is often favoured by practitioners and can lead to much improved local services as it address local issues.

(
Type 4: Critical Knowledge. This is based on the critique of existing forms of knowledge. Its purpose is explicitly political and the emphasis is on change. Individuals are seen to be positioned within discursive and institutional structures which influence how they understand themselves and others. Critiques of that understanding are encouraged and there is an attempt to undermine the conventional knowledge discourses with which both scientists and practitioners work. This is rarely attempted but can form a serious basis for critiquing our endeavours, unfortunately such critiques often appear from service users or outside the profession rather than from within it.

Type1 is seen as lying within the domain of the academic/university-based researcher, but other types may represent a contribution to knowledge from practice i.e. how you can achieve impact for your research. Achieving impact in the world takes place through workshops, reports to sponsors, conferences, community of practice, changes to practice and policy, and yes, though publishing!
Going forward

There is the potential for the university-based world of science and the work-based world of applied practice to collaborate, thus breaking down the science-practice divide. Universities are now acknowledging that knowledge is produced not only by them but by the world of practice, and they have a role in recognising and accrediting that knowledge. Garnett (2004) has identified key contributions that university/work-based partnerships can make to building intellectual capital within work-based projects, including exploring the nature and implications of the apparent lineage between work-based learning, knowledge creation, organisational decision-making and bounded rationality.

The partnership between the workplace (practice) and the university (science) provides a powerful resource to overcome the research-practice divide. Thus practitioner-led research can be about impact, not simply about originality. It has value in its own right, not as a poor relation to academically-driven research.
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2. Being grateful – an essential perspective of any practitioner-researcher


(Extract from e-zine article for WABC by Annette Fillery-Travis)
So far in these columns we have discussed mainly methodological issues in research such as identifying your own perspective and engaging your community. Whilst musing this week on where to go next I found myself faced with a number of my own research challenges and realised that all of them revolved around research ethics. So I thought it was high time we opened up that can of worms!
As practitioners we all aspire to work ethically with our clients. We make ourselves aware of codes of ethics and breathe a sign of relief that we have a clear framework to steer us out of some of coaching’s trickier situations! So, as practitioner-researchers, is that enough or do we need a separate ethical framework specific to research?
After all, we do a number of similar things as researchers and as coaches – we uncover an individual’s truth through question and challenge, explore meaning through analysis and synthesis and we may even experiment with new behaviours and design alternatives. In short, the initial stages of most coaching models mirror those of the research cycle and the skills the coach and researcher bring to the interventions are very similar. Surely we can use the same ethical framework for research as for coaching!
The answer is no - we need to go further for a number of reasons. The main one is the care of your participants. When you undertake any research you are hoping that your participants will give you their time and engagement to provide you with their perspective, thoughts and feelings on the research topic. In return they get the opportunity to have their voice heard. That’s it! Nothing more.
So the balance of “gifts” between researcher and participants is rather one-sided. You are getting a wealth of information and knowledge from your participants; they are giving you their hopes, considerations and reflections. They are prompting your thinking, shining a light on issues hitherto uncovered and generally exposing their opinions/thoughts/feelings to your scrutiny and …they trust you with it all. Your participants are going to provide you with the building blocks of the entire study. You are simply asking the questions. As a researcher I am left feeling profoundly grateful!

I owe my participants a debt and that is to take care with what they have given me and what I do with it. I need to make sure that it is kept secure and, when reporting my study, I need to keep my participants safety uppermost in my mind. It is not just putting a tick in a box but a sincere undertaking which acknowledges the debt of gratitude we owe to our participants and places the burden of care squarely on the researchers’ shoulders.
Poorly run practitioner research can have devastating effects if we do not keep to a tight ethical framework. One Veterinary Surgeon I knew, interested in the development of diagnosis skills in young practitioners, designed an enquiry which would have resulted in him sharing his opinion of the skills of a small group of four Vets with their boss. It would have been “interesting” to see who would have been the first Vet to sue after being dismissed from their post. A quick rugby tackle by his research supervisor (me!) stopped that design going live but it threw light on how ethical dilemmas emerge as soon as we start looking,
But it is not all bad news – that are a range of research ethical codes available from the major professional bodies. Best Practice, such as a clear contract between you and your participants at the beginning, is also out there in the many books on research practice. But we also need to develop good ethical awareness as no code will cover all eventualities.
One rule of thumb which helps inform me is to consider the information given by a participant (in whatever form) as remaining their property. It is not something the researcher can use as they see fit but is, instead, a prized possession such as a work of art. An artist remains the spiritual owner of his/her art and the collector simply a custodian of the work. Its value comes from who created it. In a similar way the participants continue to “own” their data and must give their permission for whatever happens to it. This will mean that we need to check back with the participants that we are correct in what we have heard from them, that they are content for the information to be included and that they give us explicit permission when we want to use quotes from them - even when they are un-attributed.
This stance also stops us “giving” our data away to others, even fellow researchers, and this is not a bad thing. Data is bespoke to the study within which it was collected - a product of the question, design, methodology and instrument used. Rarely is it transferable in its raw form. The outputs of the analysis of the data can be transferable and of general use but not the raw data itself.
So keep ethically aware and you are not only taking your participants’ gifts to you seriously but you are taking your own research and work seriously!

3. Example Ethics Code: The British Psychological Society Principles of Ethical Research

3.1
Introduction
The principles given below are intended to apply to research with human participants. Principles of conduct in professional practice are to be found in the Society's Code of Conduct and in the advisory documents prepared by the Divisions, Sections and Special Groups of the Society.
Participants in psychological research should have confidence in the investigators. Good psychological research is possible only if there is mutual respect and confidence between investigators and participants. Psychological investigators are potentially interested in all aspects of human behaviour and conscious experience. However, for ethical reasons, some areas of human experience and behaviour may be beyond the reach of experiment, observation or other form of psychological investigation. Ethical guidelines are necessary to clarify the conditions under which psychological research is acceptable.
The principles given below supplement for researchers with human participants the general ethical principles of members of the Society as stated in The British Psychological Society's Code of Conduct (q.v.). Members of The British Psychological Society are expected to abide by both the Code of Conduct and the fuller principles expressed here. Members should also draw the principles to the attention of research colleagues who are not members of the Society. Members should encourage colleagues to adopt them and ensure that they are followed by all researchers whom they supervise (e.g. research assistants, postgraduate, undergraduate, A-Level and GCSE students).
In recent years, there has been an increase in legal actions by members of the general public against professionals for alleged misconduct. Researchers must recognise the possibility of such legal action if they infringe the rights and dignity of participants in their research.
3.2
General
In all circumstances, investigators must consider the ethical implications and psychological consequences for the participants in their research. The essential principle is that the investigation should be considered from the standpoint of all participants; foreseeable threats to their psychological well-being, health, values or dignity should be eliminated. Investigators should recognise that, in our multi-cultural and multi-ethnic society and where investigations involve individuals of different ages, gender and social background, the investigators may not have sufficient knowledge of the implications of any investigation for the participants. It should be borne in mind that the best judge of whether an investigation will cause offence may be members of the population from which the participants in the research are to be drawn.
3.3
Consent
Whenever possible, the investigator should inform all participants of the objectives of the investigation. The investigator should inform the participants of all aspects of the research or intervention that might reasonably be expected to influence willingness to participate. The investigator should, normally, explain all other aspects of the research or intervention about which the participants enquire. Failure to make full disclosure prior to obtaining informed consent requires additional safeguards to protect the welfare and dignity of the participants (see Section 4).
Research with children or with participants who have impairments that will limit understanding and/or communication such that they are unable to give their real consent requires special safe-guarding procedures.
Where possible, the real consent of children and of adults with impairments in understanding or communication should be obtained. In addition, where research involves any persons under 16 years of age, consent should be obtained from parents or from those in loco parentis. If the nature of the research precludes consent being obtained from parents or permission being obtained from teachers, before proceeding with the research, the investigator must obtain approval from an Ethics Committee.
Where real consent cannot be obtained from adults with impairments in understanding or communication, wherever possible the investigator should consult a person well-placed to appreciate the participant's reaction, such as a member of the person's family, and must obtain the disinterested approval of the research from independent advisors.
When research is being conducted with detained persons, particular care should be taken over informed consent, paying attention to the special circumstances which may affect the person's ability to give free informed consent.
Investigators should realise that they are often in a position of authority or influence over participants who may be their students, employees or clients. This relationship must not be allowed to pressurise the participants to take part in, or remain in, an investigation.
The payment of participants must not be used to induce them to risk harm beyond that which they risk without payment in their normal lifestyle.
If harm, unusual discomfort, or other negative consequences for the individual's future life might occur, the investigator must obtain the disinterested approval of independent advisors, inform the participants, and obtain informed, real consent from each of them.
In longitudinal research, consent may need to be obtained on more than one occasion.
3.4
Deception
The withholding of information or the misleading of participants is unacceptable if the participants are typically likely to object or show unease once debriefed. Where this is in any doubt, appropriate consultation must precede the investigation. Consultation is best carried out with individuals who share the social and cultural background of the participants in the research, but the advice of ethics committees or experienced and disinterested colleagues may be sufficient.
Intentional deception of the participants over the purpose and general nature of the investigation should be avoided whenever possible. Participants should never be deliberately misled without extremely strong scientific or medical justification. Even then there should be strict controls and the disinterested approval of independent advisors.
It may be impossible to study some psychological processes without withholding information about the true object of the study or deliberately misleading the participants. Before conducting such a study, the investigator has a special responsibility to:
(a)
determine that alternative procedures avoiding concealment or deception are not available;
(b)
ensure that the participants are provided with sufficient information at the earliest stage; and
(c)
consult appropriately upon the way that the withholding of information or deliberate deception will be received.
3.5
Debriefing
In studies where the participants are aware that they have taken part in an investigation, when the data have been collected, the investigator should provide the participants with any necessary information to complete their understanding of the nature of the research. The investigator should discuss with the participants their experience of the research in order to monitor any unforeseen negative effects or misconceptions.
Debriefing does not provide a justification for unethical aspects of any investigation.
Some effects which may be produced by an experiment will not be negated by a verbal description following the research. Investigators have a responsibility to ensure that participants receive any necessary debriefing in the form of active intervention before they leave the research setting.
3.6
Withdrawal from the investigation
At the onset of the investigation investigators should make plain to participants their right to withdraw from the research at any time, irrespective of whether or not payment or other inducement has been offered. It is recognised that this may be difficult in certain observational or organisational settings, but nevertheless the investigator must attempt to ensure that participants (including children) know of their right to withdraw. When testing children, avoidance of the testing situation may be taken as evidence of failure to consent to the procedure and should be acknowledged.
In the light of experience of the investigation, or as a result of debriefing, the participant has the right to withdraw retrospectively any consent given, and to require that their own data, including recordings, be destroyed.
3.7
Confidentiality
Subject to the requirements of legislation, including the Data Protection Act, information obtained about a participant during an investigation is confidential unless otherwise agreed in advance. Investigators who are put under pressure to disclose confidential information should draw this point to the attention of those exerting such pressure. Participants in psychological research have a right to expect that information they provide will be treated confidentially and, if published, will not be identifiable as theirs. In the event that confidentiality and/or anonymity cannot be guaranteed, the participant must be warned of this in advance of agreeing to participate.
3.8
Protection of participants
Investigators have a primary responsibility to protect participants from physical and mental harm during the investigation. Normally, the risk of harm must be no greater than in ordinary life, i.e. participants should not be exposed to risks greater than or additional to those encountered in their normal lifestyles. Where the risk of harm is greater than in ordinary life the provisions of 3.8 should apply. Participants must be asked about any factors in the procedure that might create a risk, such as pre-existing medical conditions, and must be advised of any special action they should take to avoid risk.
Participants should be informed of procedures for contacting the investigator within a reasonable time period following participation should stress, potential harm, or related questions or concern arise despite the precautions required by the Principles. Where research procedures might result in undesirable consequences for participants, the investigator has the responsibility to detect and remove or correct these consequences.
Where research may involve behaviour or experiences that participants may regard as personal and private the participants must be protected from stress by all appropriate measures, including the assurance that answers to personal questions need not be given. There should be no concealment or deception when seeking information that might encroach on privacy. In research involving children, great caution should be exercised when discussing the results with parents, teachers or others acting in loco parentis, since evaluative statements may carry unintended weight.
3.9
Observational research
Studies based upon observation must respect the privacy and psychological well-being of the individuals studied. Unless those observed give their consent to being observed, observational research is only acceptable in situations where those observed would expect to be observed by strangers. Additionally, particular account should be taken of local cultural values and of the possibility of intruding upon the privacy of individuals who, even while in a normally public space, may believe they are unobserved.
3.10
Giving advice
During research, an investigator may obtain evidence of psychological or physical problems of which a participant is, apparently, unaware. In such a case, the investigator has a responsibility to inform the participant if the investigator believes that by not doing so the participant's future well-being may be endangered.
If, in the normal course of psychological research, or as a result of problems detected as in 10.1, a participant solicits advice concerning educational, personality, behavioural or health issues, caution should be exercised. If the issue is serious and the investigator is not qualified to offer assistance, the appropriate source of professional advice should be recommended. Further details on the giving of advice will be found in the Society's Code of Conduct.
In some kinds of investigation the giving of advice is appropriate if this forms an intrinsic part of the research and has been agreed in advance.
3.11
Colleagues
Investigators share responsibility for the ethical treatment of research participants with their collaborators, assistants, students and employees. A psychologist who believes that another psychologist or investigator may be conducting research that is not in accordance with the principles above should encourage that investigator to re-evaluate the research.
Aims and objectives





Methodology





Data collection





Data analysis





Recommendations





Documents





Questionnaires





Interviews





Theories


Hypotheses


Terms of reference









( UWTSD 2019



