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114 The Foundations of Research

to guide its choice of questions . . . social science conclusions cannot be
considered reliable if they are not based on theory and data in strong
connection with one another and forged by formulating and examining
the observable implication of a theory.

King et al. seem to imply that there is no room for an inductive
research strategy. However, like other doubtful dichotomies in the
human sciences - for example, that between quantitative and qualita-
tive research methods and research strategies discussed in chapter 7 —the
distinction between inductive and deductive research and theory is
useful only up to a point. It is good to distinguish between the under-
lying logic of research, yet the distinction between inductive and
deductive theory is made more complicated if we consider the follow-
ing. If I take a newly-formed grounded theory as the starting point for
my research project, am I now using a theory formed inductively or
deductively? Or is it, as I suspect, simply not possible (nor desirable?) to
have no a priori assumptions before I begin my research? Is not all
research to some extent deductive? Here I agree with Ragin (1994: 47),
who suggests that, in reality, most research uses both induction and
deduction, as there is a necessary interplay between ideas and evi-
dence in each research process (see also Gilbert 2001: 20 and May
2001: 34-5).

Box 36 To deduct or to induct?

While the deduction - induction distinction is a simple and appealing
way to differentiate kinds of social research, most research includes
elements of both. For this reason some philosophers of science argue
that all research involves retroduction - the interplay of induction
and deduction. 1t is impossible to do research without some initial
ideas ... almost all research has at least an element of deduction . . ..
Research involves deduction because there is typically a dialogue of
ideas and evidence in social research. The interaction of ideas and
evidence culminates in theoretically based descriptions of social life.
(Ragin 1994: 47)

It is this reflexivity - moving constantly between concrete data and
abstraction and back again - that you ought to strive to achieve in your
studies.
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B Summary

This chapter has offered a discussion of the meaning and purpose of
theory in social research. To summatrise:

I argued that you do not need a specific theory to undertake
research, although all research is underpinned by metatheoretical
assumptions.

e [ introduced the traditional understanding of ‘theory’, which has
been influenced by the positivist research tradition, which in turn
has been heavily influenced by the ‘scientific method'.

e [ then problematised the notion of ‘one’ understanding of theory
and its role in research by introducing different research traditions
and their use of theory.

o I briefly discussed the variety of theories in research, all of which
have different purposes.

e Finally, I introduced you to yet another dichotomy in research, that

between ‘inductive’ and ‘deductive’ research, suggesting that while

the term may be useful to distinguish between certain research
strategies, the vast majority of research combines both induction
and deduction.
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