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The Nature of Enquiry

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) cite Hitchcock and Hughes’ (1995) “important notion” (2011: 3) that:

	
Ontological assumptions
assumptions about the nature of reality and the nature of things
lead to






Epistemological assumptions
ways of researching and enquiring into the nature of reality and the nature of things
These, in turn 




	


give rise to methodological considerations
considerations about the overall process we will use
Which in turn





Lead to considerations of methods to use
considerations of instrumentation and data collection





The key point here is that our fundamental beliefs impact on our research as a whole, so it is clear that as researchers we require an element of self-awareness on our research ‘travels’.





To understand the terms ‘ontology’ and ‘epistemology’ further, refer to this table:
	
Ontology

The fundamental beliefs we have about the world.  These can be:



	
Objectivism
Social phenomena and their meanings have an existence independent of social actors

Constructivism
Social phenomena and their meanings are constructed through social interaction and therefore are in a constant state of revision

	
Epistomology

The theory and study of knowledge

	
There is a distinction between ‘true’ and ‘false’ knowledge – what standard of evidence is sufficient to make a judgement?  This also encompasses issues of validity and reliability which are discussed later.

The types of evidence can include faith, trust, experience, logic, empiricism – depending on what philosophy you subscribe to.



A Word About Methodology
Collis and Hussey (2003: 55) define the term ‘methodology’ as “the overall approaches and perspective to the research process as a whole and is concerned with the following main issues:

· Why you collected certain data
· What data you collected
· Where you collected it
· How you analysed it.”

However, sometimes the terms ‘methodology’ and ‘method’ are used interchangeably within the relevant literature.  Consider this explanation by Fisher (2007), who feels the need to issue a “word of warning” about the nature of Methods and methodology.

Mostly when you are discussing such things as how you used a questionnaire and why this was more suitable than interviews you are discussing methods.  So you do not need to call it methodology.  Methodology has a particular meaning.  An ‘ology’ of course is the study of a whole academic field…Methodology is the study of methods and it raises all sorts of philosophical question about what it is possible for researchers to know and how valid their claims to knowledge might be.							(Fisher, 2007:  40)

It is therefore important to be clear about your terms when writing your work.

								
