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Research Methodology
Terminology and concepts

Two terms will be used widely, and it is best to get to know them immediately. They are ontology and epistemology – and the latter has nothing to due with drinking too much alcohol!

‘Onto’ refers to the nature of being, the nature of what exists. ‘Ology’ refers to the study of something. Ontology, therefore, refers to the study of, or inquiry into, being or existence. It is a general study. Ontological questions are those like: what kinds of things exist? What is the mode of existence of these things? 

‘Episteme’ refers to knowledge. Epistemology, therefore, is the study of, or inquiry into knowledge. Epistemological question are those like: How do we know what kinds of things exist? How do we differentiate between truth and falsity? Are competing claims about truth relative to the individual claimants?   Issues of relativism and truth, then, form part of epistemology. 

Notice the difference between ontological and epistemological issues. 

· An ontological question asks: What exists? 

· An epistemological question asks: How do we know what exists?

Methodology refers to the study of the methods which we use to obtain knowledge. Note that use a method, we do not use a methodology – this mistake is very common. 

Research techniques are often confused with methods. Many articles have a section called ‘methodology’ wherein they discuss the actual techniques used to obtain data – such as surveys, questionnaires, interviews, participant and non-participant observation and so on. 

Philosophy is a multi-faceted subject and the facets we are interested in here is the philosophy of science and metaphysics. Metaphysics is concerned, essentially, with ontology. I use the term meta-theory as a portmanteau term to encompass philosophy of science, ontology, epistemology, methodology and research technique. Meta-theory exists at a different level of analysis to theory and theory exists at a different level of analysis to practice. 

Although these are different levels, what we seek, ultimately, is an overarching body of knowledge that is consistent across levels. That is, we want our practice to be rooted in an appropriate theory; our theory rooted in appropriate research techniques; our research techniques rooted in appropriate methods; our methods rooted in appropriate epistemology; our epistemology rooted in appropriate ontology; and finally our ontology rooted in an appropriate philosophy of science. 
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Now, to really get to the bottom of social scientific phenomena such as business or management, we need to have an appreciation of all these realms. We don’t always need to refer to meta-theory every time we want to say something about some aspect of the social world, but being aware of meta-theory can often help us avoid unnecessary mistakes.  Meta-theory merely invites us to reflect with a little more depth on the concepts we are actually using; discard those that are unhelpful or misleading; and retain and sharpen those that are fruitful. 

1. Positivist, scientific/scientistic perspective

The positivist perspective (which below I will suggest is better called the scientific/scientistic perspective) is, arguably, the dominant perspective in management studies in general – although it is marginal nowadays in, for example, sociology, politics and law.  Whilst there are many versions of positivism I take positivism to consists in the following claims and moves. The social world can be known by applying the same techniques as the natural world. Knowledge is obtained via sense experience and is derived from observing discrete, atomistic, observed events. If knowledge is to be systematic and general (as opposed to random and particular), then there must be patterns in these events.  More specifically, these patterns to be of use, must take the form of event regularities or constant conjunctions of events which can be characterised as follows: ‘whenever event type x occurs, then event type y will also occur’. Ideally, such event regularities should have no exceptions and apply invariably; in short, they should be scientific laws. Paradigm cases of this are things like the ‘Law of Labour Demand’ which states that ‘as wage rates rise, the demand for labour falls’. Positivists hope to discover laws via a range of statistical and experimental techniques. Conclusions to be deduced or predicted from a set of initial conditions plus a law-like general statement. Notice that positivism implicitly has an ontology indicating that the world consists of the atomistic events of sense experience.

4. Interpretivism or Phenomenological

Phenomenologys study human activity from the ‘inside’ as it were, not from the ‘outside’ as in positivism. The goal of interpretive theory is to recover the meanings, the understandings, the ideas, beliefs, motives of those under study. If an phenomenology anthropologist studies a tribal society who believe in the power of magic, then the task of this social scientist is not to reject magic as unscientific thinking. Rather the task is to recover the meanings held by those believers. The task is to ask questions like: What does it mean for the tribe? What consequences follow from this belief? It does not, of course, mean that the researcher has no opinion on the status of magic, this is just not her concern.

Meaningful knowledge is obtained via empathy.  Social scientists have one advantage over their natural scientific counterparts: social scientists, as human beings, can empathise with their subject matter. A natural scientist who tries to empathise, to imagine what it must be like to be a molecule, or a strand of DNA, is most unlikely to advance scientific thinking! But a social scientist who tries to empathise, to imagine, what it must be like to be (say) trapped in an insecure form of employment might well advance social scientific thinking. Empathy allows us to gain knowledge in the form of understanding (verstehen). The task of interpretive social theory is to gain knowledge of how agents themselves understand the social (and physical) world. 

We can, however, go beyond mere understanding. In addition, we can grasp the subjective intelligibility of the action we observe. We can come to explain why the agent did such and such. We can give a causal account of the behaviour we observe. To verstehen or understanding,  we add explanation and so get  explanatory understanding. Suppose we observe an action. We understand the meaning this action has for the agent or actor. But then we add a component between the meaning of the actor and observed action. We add motivation. An actor does not just perform an action, he/she has a motive for performing it.  All action is directed to some goal. It is goal orientated. We observe a person chopping wood. When we know that this is to build a fire, we are able to grasp the rational content of the action. It was not just any old action, it was directed at a purpose, the actor was suitably motivated. This, essentially, is Max Weber’s  argument.
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