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


Research methodology is described as a “whole system of principles, theories and values that underpin a particular approach to research” (Somekh and Lewin, 2005, p. 347). In the second half of the twentieth century, there has been a dramatic rise in the number of research methods, due to critique of the assumptions that underpin traditional paradigms (O‘ Leary, 2017). As a singing teacher, working with adolescent girls, my area of interest lies in exploring the effects of the changing voice through puberty and understanding the impacts this has on singers’ experiences. In this essay, I will outline the ontological and epistemological stances that help shape different theoretical frameworks and assess the benefits and disadvantages of associated methodologies and data collection methods in relation to my own position as a researcher. I will investigate contrasting paradigms, how they compare to my own philosophical beliefs, and their suitability for my work based setting. In synthesising this information, I aim to find a clear route from research question to methodological choices with due consideration to ethics. 

Ontology and Epistemology 

Burrell and Morgan (1979, p. 2) believe that ontology and epistemology “have direct implications of a methodological nature”. Ontology can be described as the study of the nature of reality and existence (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). A person’s ontological position will be dependent on which side of the nominalist or realist debate they reside (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2007). A realist holds the view that the social world exists separately to the individual consciousness (Burrell and Morgan, 1979) and is formed of clearly defined and fixed entities (Gray, 2004). Contrarily, the nominalist upholds the view that the social world is created by the perception of the individual (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). 

Epistemology questions the nature of knowledge and the relationship “between the knower or would-be knower and what can be known” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 108). A realist is likely to hold an epistemological view that knowledge is fixed and disseminated in concrete forms (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). This is referred to as objectivism and contrasts to the stances of constructivism and subjectivism (Crotty, 1998). A constructivist would reject the objectivist stance that truth or meaning is out there waiting for discovery, believing instead that “all knowledge…..is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world” (Crotty, 1998, p. 53). For the subjectivist, meaning is not a product of subject and object interaction but is imposed on the world by the individual. These epistemological views will shape how research data is collected and interpreted (Gray, 2004). For example, Rogers, et al. (2014) study of the effect of age on vocal fold growth, in line with an objectivist view, takes a nomothetic approach and utilised a laboratory environment to take physical measurements of vocal folds. The resulting statistics were then used to establish causal links between the variables. In contrast, Monks (2003) study of singers is subjectivist in approach, placing emphasis on the participants perceptions and uses research methods that yield descriptive data. 

Voice pedagogy crosses the boundary between science and art and I do believe there are physiological truths of the vocal mechanism that need to be researched and understood. However, I also believe that we interpret this knowledge in many ways as voice users and pedagogues. This would imply that my ontology is of a realist nature, but my epistemological stance reflects that individuals can create multiple meanings of single phenomena (Gray, 2004). In this respect, “constructionism in epistemology is perfectly compatible with realism in ontology” allowing a working partnership of objectivity and subjectivity (Crotty, 1998 p. 76).  Guba and Lincoln, (1994) describe this as a relativist ontology where knowledge is perceptible in the constructions of social and cultural contexts.

Research Paradigms

This collection of assumptions or worldviews, direct the researcher to their choice of paradigm (Morgan, 2007). Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) argue that the choice of paradigm is essential to give basis for methodological decisions. Positivism was the dominant paradigm in scientific research until the 1960s and is historically linked to the philosophy of Comte, who believed that science, whether natural or social, should seek to establish general laws (Crotty, 1998). Based on empiricist and deterministic philosophies, positivists seek to establish causal relationships in the social world through a deductive approach. A deductive approach begins with an hypothesis and works back through the concepts to reach a valid conclusion (Gray, 2004). Critics of deductive reasoning argue that preconceptions of this kind inevitably bias the conclusions and can only support certain types of statement (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2007). Closely linked to the objectivist epistemology, the positivist researcher believes that they are external to the social world and that research should be based on scientific observation and empirical inquiry (Gray, 2004). It is essential in this case that the observer is impartial to uphold the standards of rigour and validity (Creswell, 2014). As a singing teacher, who has experienced the very phenomena that I will research, and working closely with the subjects of my research, this position of objectivity alone could be problematic if I were to adhere to a positivist paradigm.

Post positivists suggest that observation cannot ever prove a theory to be absolutely true, instead suggesting that hypotheses can only ever be proved to be false (Crotty, 1998). Both positivism and post positivism define life on measurable terms which critics argue discounts the inner experience of humans and their individuality (Bracken, 2010). Whilst seeing human behaviour as passive, the researcher concentrates on the externally visible with no account taken of the subjective world or of the human ability to interpret our own experiences (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2007).  In voice research an example of this can be found in Welch, Sergeant and White’s (1997) study that aimed to find correlations between age, sex, vocal task and intonation in school children using methods in line with the positivist paradigm. The researchers acknowledge that although correlations were analysed and found, there could be cultural factors that could not be explored within the design. 

Anti-Positivist paradigms take various forms but are congruent in their rejection of the notion that human behaviour can be generalised by universal laws (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). These alternative paradigms challenge the view that only scientific knowledge is valid (Eisner, 1992) by examining phenomena through the eyes of the subject (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2007). The constructivist paradigm grew from the philosophy of Husserl (Mackenzie, and Knipe, 2006). Commonly noted as a pathway for qualitative research, the constructivists intent is to make sense of the subjects’ interpretations of the world (Creswell, 2014).  An inductive approach would be taken here to develop a theory of these meanings, in which data is collected and analysed to find variables and relationships. Sweet (2018) used a constructivist framework for her exploration of the experiences of adolescent female voices. She did not seek to verify a theory but used the multiple experiences of the participants to identify key themes of voice change. This research, although not generalisable, provides invaluable insights which can inform music education (Sweet, 2018) and demonstrates applicability to other contexts, described by Guba and Lincoln (1994) as transferability.

Guba and Lincoln (1994) advocate working sequentially through ontological, epistemological and theoretical assumptions in order to select a research methodology. The pragmatic researcher, however, would place the research question centrally in the decision making process (Creswell, 2014). Seen as a framework for a mixed methods approach, the pragmatic approach allows the researcher to use the methodology that is most likely to provide the best insights (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). Guba and Lincoln’s (1994, p, 116) view that “paradigm issues are crucial”, is contended by Morgan (2007), who, in suggesting there are overlapping elements of paradigms, proposes that the research question itself should inform the choice of method. To this end, pragmatists use an abductive form of reasoning, alternating between deductive and inductive reasoning, often using the results of qualitative data to inform further quantitative research and vice versa. William’s (1990) study of adolescent female voices used a pragmatic approach, employing mixed methods for data analysis. Statistical analysis is used to evaluate an hypothesis, but a qualitative approach was employed to understand the perception girls had of their voices which may not have been uncovered in a single method approach.  

Quantitative and Qualitative Methods

Quantitative methods played a dominate role in research from the 1960s to 1980s, however a resurgence in interest of qualitative techniques has meant that they no longer play a marginalised role (Morgan, 2007). One of the key features of quantitative research is the precise nature of planning (Denscombe, 2003). A statement with a prediction of outcomes, or hypothesis, establishes the exact essence of the research problem (Lewin, 2005), leading to the undertaking of an experimental or sample led design (Denscombe, 2003). The collected data is numerical and statistical analysis is used to find relationships among variables (Creswell, 2014). Quantitative studies tend to use large samples to enable generalisations and objectivity is preserved by the researcher taking a detached position (Denscombe, 2003). With respect to my own work based practice, recruiting a large sample size may not be possible and therefore producing generalisability would be limited. Although, for many, scientific respectably is upheld by quantitative methods, largely due to a public conception that use of numbers implies precision, quantitative research is not without its critics who believe they fail to capture insights into human perceptions and behaviours because they lack depth and flexibility (Bracken, 2010).  

In contrast, qualitative research is concerned with understanding the meaning individuals attribute to a social problem (Bell and Waters, 2018). Although the sources of data are not necessarily different to quantitative research, the information gained from observations,  interviews and other methods are presented as words rather than numbers, therefore providing a richness in detail and understanding of context. Qualitative studies tend to be smaller in scale, with design, theory and methods emerging as the research unfolds (Denscombe, 2003), allowing the researcher to be innovative in their approach (Creswell, 2014). Objectivists are often critical of the subjective nature of qualitative methods, accusing them of bias and lacking in validity, as the researcher takes a more central role in the study and often fails to give adequate explanations of their methods and assumptions (Mays and Pope, 1995). However, it could be argued that subjectivity is inevitable in all research, with the choice of paradigm itself being subjective (Sarma, 2015). 

Many researchers agree that the two approaches are not mutually exclusive (Berg, 2001, Allwood, 2012), suggesting that the use of a mixed method approach can reduce the weaknesses in individual methods by the triangulation of data (Gray, 2004, Bashir, Afzal, and Azeem, 2008). A positivist might argue that qualitative and quantitative methods should not be combined due to the ontological and epistemological assumptions that support them, however the pragmatist would embrace this approach (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). Using mixed methods would also be practical for the researcher aiming to both understand individual meanings of phenomena as well as generalise their findings for a population (Creswell, 2014). 

Experimental Designs

An experimental research design is favoured by positivists and those that are seeking to establish causal correlations or evaluate the effectiveness of interventions (Lewin, 2005). The laboratory is the ideal setting to ensure validity by control of an independent variable and elimination of any other factors that could effect a dependable variable (Mertens, 2010). Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs) are seen as the highest standard of experiment, with participants being randomly allocated to an experimental group or control group and the researcher taking the impartial role of observer (Lewin, 2005). This type of research is criticised for the artificial nature of the setting, particularly in the social sciences. This can be negated by operating a field assessment, although control of variables is much more challenging in these circumstances (Denscombe, 2003). It is also argued that the random assignment of participants is not always typical of the population of the area being studied (Denscombe, 2003). The precise nature of experiments provides validity and replicability. This is particularly important for empirically validating interventions. For example, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy has been validated as a treatment for Musical Performance Anxiety, through experimental studies such as Nagel, Himle, and Papsdorf (1989). Whereas the efficacy of other treatments, such as Alexander Technique, has yet to be empirically endorsed due to the lack of RCTs that meet standards of internal validity (Kenny, 2005). Critics, however, view that controlling and manipulating human behaviour in this way raises ethical questions. Ethical concerns also arise when allocating treatments or interventions to the experimental group but not the control group (Mertens, 2010). 

Case Studies

In contrast, the case study is widely used in social research as it occurs in a natural setting and is able to catch valuable insights into cause and effect in context that can be lost in research of a larger scale (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). In line with the pragmatic paradigm, case studies can use a mixed methods approach to provide a more in depth study of an instance of the phenomenon of interest (Cresswell, 2014). Case studies are well suited to small scale research as there is no need for the researcher to impose controls but the credibility of formed generalisations are debated. On the one hand, it can be argued that the easily intelligible nature of case studies allows comparisons to be made with other cases, aiming to “illuminate the general by looking the particular (Denscombe, 2003, p. 30). However, critics question whether the data is subject to bias, raising the issue of selective reporting that could lead to a misrepresentation of facts (Bell and Waters, 2018). The usefulness of the case study, therefore will depend on whether, as a researcher, you value relatability or generalisability (Bell and Waters, 2018).

Phenomenology and Hermeneutics

Phenomenology is a qualitative research methodology associated with the philosophy of Edmund Husserl that seeks to understand subjective experiences of human as individuals and as shared meanings across groups and societies (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). In rejecting the idea that reality is of an objective nature, the phenomenologist aims to understand the individual, their everyday reasoning and how they create their worlds (Mertens, 2010). Phenomenology is appropriate for small scale research and, with its humanistic approach, lends itself to research of emotional and intense experiences (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Paparo (2021) chose phenomenology to research the experience of singers undertaking Feldenkrais instruction because the philosophy of phenomenology has shared properties with somatic learning. As is typical of this model of research, Paparo (2021) reflectively sets asides his own experiences and assumptions to enable the research to be shown through the eyes of the participants. This process is called ‘bracketing’ and is incorporated into phenomenological studies to ensure rigour by protecting the findings from any biases of the researcher (Laverty, 2003). Paparo’s (2021) research does not provide any generalisations regarding the effectiveness of the Feldenkrais method and critics argue that this type of study is unstructured, with a lack of analysis and difficult to replicate (Gray, 2004). It is also argued that the closeness of the researcher to the investigation can influence the participants accounts, as they may try to impress or influence the researcher (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). However, proponents of phenomenology believe that the humanistic approach can provide genuine, richly descriptive contextual information (Denscombe, 2003)  that I, as a vocal educator might find valuable to understand the experiences of my pupils. 

Working within a flexible framework, the hermeneutic study has a cyclical nature (hermeneutic circle) where the researcher moves back and forth between the holistic nature of experience and the more nuanced parts of the whole, to gain understanding (Debesay, Nåden, and Slettebø, 2007). Although hermeneutics and phenomenology are discussed interchangeably, they differ in respect of the way in which the researchers pre existing experiences and assumptions are treated (Laverty, 2003). Gadamer and Heidigger both believed that the researchers’ views are bound to the interpretive process and that setting aside one’s pre understanding, or bracketing, is not possible (Laverty, 2003). This can inevitably lead to criticism about the rigour and validity of studies, with concerns that the researcher may impose too much of their own perspective on the participants. However, it could be argued that any researcher imposes a certain amount of influence on the subject regardless of which methodology is being employed (Crowther, et al., 2017). Self reflection is an important aspect of the research process as it assists with the process of interpretation (Laverty, 2003). It would work well for a researcher like myself, that has had experience of the subject problem and is closely tied with the research participants. 

Grounded Theory

Grounded Theory grew from the work of Glaser and Strauss (1967) and their belief that theory derived from systematically obtained data will be more abundant and successful than research that focusses on the verification of hypothesis. Rooted in sociology, the defining characteristic of Grounded Theory is that theories are not expressed prior to the commencement of the study. Instead, through a systematic process of data collection that seeks to show social behaviours, theories emerge and are therefore grounded in the data (Mertens, 2010). This approach has its roots in pragmatism, where the emphasis is placed on practical needs, by following a criteria of applicability and usefulness in data analysis (Charmaz, 2000). Using data collection methods, such as interviews, observations and documentation, the grounded theorist employs the constant comparative method to generate theories by repeatedly comparing ideas within existing data and then checking emerging concepts again using theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The methods used in grounded theory depend on the researchers position of objectivity or constructivism. Charmaz (2000) sees Glaser and Strauss’s version of grounded theory as positivist in its approach, with its objectivist implications and the view that the researcher is external to the data collection process. A constructivist grounded theory maintains the stance of realism but also acknowledges that there are multiple realities of the human experience (Charmaz, 2000). Phenomena is researched in its natural setting, but meaning is sought from not only the respondents but also through the researcher’s interaction in the field (Charmaz, 2000).  

Grounded theory is focussed on practice and exploratory in nature (Denscombe, 2003). This was fundamental to Monks (2007) when choosing a methodology for her PHD thesis on the perceptions of vocal quality. The multidisciplinary approach was also felt suitable to view the subject matter, which elicits many different responses, from as many different viewpoints as possible. As with most qualitative methods, the validity of grounded theory can be criticised for its lack of structure but Monks (2007) counters this by use of a wide range of data collection and sources which triangulates the data to a degree. The complexity of the process could be daunting and possibly too time consuming for a small research project.

Surveys 

Associated with quantitative data, the survey is very efficient and inclusive, as it can reach a large number of participants in a relatively short period of time (Denscombe, 2003). Seen as empirical research, surveys  can be analytical, where an hypothesis is tested, or descriptive, where data on variables of interest is collected (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). The potential to collect responses from a large representation of the population gives credibility to the generalisations that the survey yields (Bell and Waters, 2018). The survey does not give any in depth detail of the subject being investigated and would be unsuitable for those attempting to explore the complexity of a situation or the reasons behind individual behaviours (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2007). Surveys also rely on the honesty of the respondents, with Mertens (2010) suggesting that teenagers can be particularly reluctant recruits, which could be particularly relevant for the age group with which I intend to research. 




Interviews and Focus Groups

Most qualitative studies utilise interviews as a data collection method (Gill, et al. 2008). Interview style ranges from the very standardised approach of a highly structured interview, to the more flexible unstructured interview. The method of choice will depend on whether the researcher is seeking descriptive, hypothesis testing data or is taking an exploratory approach that wishes to uncover the interpretations and emotions of the individuals (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2007). Structured interviews can mirror the format of a survey, where both the questions and responses are fixed, which has the advantage of producing quantifiable data that is easy to analyse. However, like the survey, it does not allow for the subjects perspectives and assumes that all respondents will interpret the wording of questions in the same way (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). A focussed interview with structured questions and free responses can be useful to clarify contradictory findings in research (Merton and Kendall, 1946). Fehm and Schmidt’s (2006) study of Musical Performance Anxiety found that, contrary to expectations and prior research, gender was not a factor, with the authors speculating that males may be less willing to self report anxiety. Fehm and Schmidt (2006) employed quantitative style surveys in this research and so were unable to uncover the reasoning for this finding, however this could have been investigated with the use of a focussed interview.
Unstructured interviews sit at the opposite end of the spectrum, placing further emphasis on the interviewees thoughts and interpretations (Denscombe, 2003). This style of interview is often used to explore the unknown of a phenomena. The interviewer is able to adapt questioning to the emerging context and therefore has the potential to produce a large amount of data that can inform subsequent interviews (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). The interviewer would introduce a topic but attempt to be non directive allowing the response to be as near to the lived experience as possible. The researcher would be taking note of the spoken word but also paying close attention to the silences and their meanings (Laverty, 2003). Sweet (2015) used unstructured interviews as part of her study of the changing female voice. The versatility of this interview style allowed Sweet (2015) to follow up on areas that a structured interview may have missed. There are however, disadvantages with this style of interview as the large amount of differing data makes the process time consuming and the new researcher may find the unsystematic approach daunting (Gill, et al. 2008). The semi structured interview bridges the gap between these two extremes following a more structured set of questions but with the freedom to react to the emerging perspectives of the respondents (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Killian (1997) used semi structured interviews for her study of male voice change. Although this method uncovers individuals experiences, the use of word counts as analysis can conceal some interpretations. In this research, for example, Killlian (1997) observed that interviewees identified identical events as both positive and negative.

Group interviews can be effective as a wide range of responses can be collected in one sitting (Denscombe, 2003). The disadvantages are that one voice may dominate the proceedings and sensitive areas of research may not be appropriate to be discussed in an open forum. It is not possible in this scenario for the interviewer to query individual responses but may be useful to inform the structure of subsequent one to one interviews (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). Focus groups, in which the researcher acts as a moderator for a group discussion on a given topic, has constructivist underpinnings as the resulting data is socially constructed in the proceedings (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). The focus group allows the researcher to study how the groups reason and interact on the topic opening insights into underlying factors of the research problem (Denscombe, 2003). The focus group is unlikely to yield data that is quantifiable but can be useful to triangulate other methods such as interviews and surveys (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). My own topic of research is likely to touch on sensitive areas that adolescents may feel uncomfortable discussing in a group scenario so would be inappropriate as the sole data collection method. 

Ethics

Ethical obligations are particularly pertinent in the social sciences as the researcher examines the lives of other human beings (Berg, 2001). The question of ethical practice permeates the whole research process, from the design and data collection, through to the reporting stages (Gray, 2004). As there is no clear distinction between right and wrong in ethical practice, the onus is on the researcher to discern whether their methods are likely to be intrusive or detrimental (Lincoln and Guba, 1989). It is argued that an absolutist ethical stance, in which no harm is justified in the name of research, would jeopardise progress in some scientific fields and so a relativist stance is normally adopted, whereby the researcher weighs up the benefits of the project against any potential harm. This is referred to as the cost/benefit ratio (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). This is particularly relevant to the aspect of deception. It could be reasoned that withholding aspects of the research purpose is necessary to maintain the integrity of the study (Lincoln and Guba, 1989).

All researchers should obtain informed consent from their participants, preferably in written form. Informed consent implies “the knowing consent of individuals to participate as an exercise of their choice, free from any element of fraud, deceit, duress, or similar unfair inducement or manipulation” (Berg, 2001, p. 56). My own research is likely to include children so it is important that parental consent is obtained (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). Ideally, this would be in the form of active consent. However, active consent is known to yield low response rates and so passive consent is sometimes acquired, in which parents are invited to refuse permission; a non reply equating to consent. Ethically this raises questions, as this strategy may not give enough information to constitute informed consent and consent could be implied when a parent has simply not read the request (Berg, 2001).

The researcher should take the necessary steps to ensure the privacy of the participant. This is particularly important if the data collected is of a sensitive nature where all efforts should be made to present the data in such a way that the participant cannot be identified (Berg, 2001). A promise of anonymity, where the participants identity is obscured even from the researcher, can be achievable with some methods of data collection, for example a survey. It is unlikely to occur in qualitative research as the participant is likely to be known to the researcher, which is evident in the case of interviews (Bell and Waters, 2018). It is likely that during the research journey ethical dilemmas will occur, such as those already discussed but also of an unforeseen nature. For example, during an interview the participant could become distressed or seek counsel from the interviewer. Ethics dictate that the researcher should not get drawn into discussions of this type and should end any interview where the subject is under any stress (Gray, 2004). With ethics on qualitative research being subjective, it is the responsibility of the researcher to ensure that the rights, privacy and safety of participants are upheld, making every effort to abide by ethical principals.

Insider Research

Insider Researchers study topics that are well known to them and use a participant group that they are a part of or share characteristics with (Saidin and Yaacob, 2016). While there are many ethical considerations and questions of validity regarding the relationship between researcher and participants (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016), there are advantages to being an insider researcher. Bonner and Tolhurst (2002) describe three areas in which being an insider is advantageous. Firstly, the researcher is likely to have a good understanding of the context and culture of the topic. Sharing the concerns of the participants means that inquiries can be made in the relevant areas which may be missed by an outsider researcher (Merton, 1972). Secondly, and particularly pertinent to observation, there would be less interruption to the natural social dynamic.  Lastly, the closeness of the researcher to the group leads to truer data (Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002). The insider has the advantage of recognising any unnatural behaviour and is able to access participants easily, making the research time and cost efficient (Unluer, 2012). However, this can be countered by concerns that the close contact with the group could make some interviewees uncomfortable or the familiarity could lead to a loss of objectivity (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Having pre existing knowledge of the topic and institution could lead to a researcher, unintentionally, making incorrect assumptions (Unluer, 2012).  Bonner found that role duality presented a challenge as an insider researcher (Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002), so it is important that the role of researcher is established at the outset to enable trust from the participants (Unluer, 2012). Despite the potential negatives an insider is likely to commit themselves fully to the study because of their connection and devotion to the topic (Saidin and Yaacob, 2016).

Conclusion

In conclusion, there are many views on how and under which philosophy research should be conducted. Although objectivity is beneficial for validating theories, my own research would also require subjectivity to elicit experiences and personal constructions of voice change. Although I have constructivist leanings, the pragmatic paradigm aligns greatly with the view that “one does not have a method and go in search of a question, but rather, we have questions, and we use a methodology that helps us investigate that question” (Crowther, et al. 2017) and underpins the need for a mixed methods approach that I feel would be suitable for investigating female voices.  
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